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FASCINATING CRIMES

# 1


The Odd Occurrence

in the Life of Dr. Meethas






Early in the evening of October 14, 1879, Dr. Attemas Meethas, a physician of good repute in Elkhart, Indiana, went into the pantry of his home at 11 Elm Street, ostensibly to see if there was any of that cold roast pork left. The good doctor was given to nibbling cold roast pork when occasion offered.


As he passed through the living-room on his way to the pantry, he spoke to his housekeeper, Mrs. Omphrey, and said that, if everything turned out all right, he would be at that cold roast pork in about half a minute (Elkhart time– an hour earlier than Eastern time). “Look out for the pits,” Mrs. Omphrey cautioned him, and went on with her stitching. Mrs. Omphrey, in her spare time, was a stitcher of uppers for the local shoe-factory.


This is the last that was seen of Dr. Attemas Meethas alive. It is doubtful if he ever even reached the pantry, for the cold roast pork was found untouched on a plate, and Dr. Meethas was found, three days later, hanging from the top of the flag-pole on the roof of the Masonic Lodge. The mystery was even more puzzling in that Dr. Meethas was not a Mason.


Citizens of Elkhart, on being grilled, admitted having seen the doctor hanging from the flag-pole for two days, but thought that he was fooling and would come down soon enough when he got hungry. But when, after three days, he made no sign of descending, other than to drop off one shoe, a committee was formed to investigate. It was found that their fellow-citizen, far from playing a practical joke on them, had had one played on him, for he was quite dead, with manifold and singular abrasions. A particularly revolting feature of the case was that the little gold chain which the doctor wore over his right ear, to keep his pince-nez glasses in place, was still in position. This at once disposed of the possibility of suicide.


Mrs. Omphrey and her uppers were held for examination, as it was understood that she had at one time made an attempt on the doctor’s life, on the occasion of his pushing her down when they were skating together. But her story in the present affair was impregnable. After the doctor had gone through the living-room on his way to the pantry, she said that she continued stitching at her machine until nine o’clock in the evening. She thought it a little odd that Dr. Meethas did not return from the pantry, but figured it out that there was probably quite a lot of cold roast pork there and that he was still busy nibbling. At nine o’clock, however, she stopped work and started on her rounds of the house to lock up for the night. On reaching the pantry, she found that her employer was not there, and had not been there; at least that he had not touched the pork. She thought nothing of it, however, as it occurred to her that the doctor had probably remembered an engagement and had left suddenly by the pantry window in order not to worry her. So, after finishing the cold pork herself, she locked the bread-box and retired for the night. The police, on investigation, found the bread-box locked just as she had said, and so released Mrs. Omphrey.


When the news of Dr. Meethas’ accident reached La Porte, Amos W. Meethas, a brother of the victim and a respected citizen of the town, came directly to Elkhart and insisted on an investigation. He said that his brother had accumulated quite a fortune tinting postcards on the side, and was known to have this money hidden in a secret panel in the hammock which hung on the back porch. The police, guided by Mr. Amos Meethas, went to the hammock, slid the panel open and found nothing there but some old clippings telling of Dr. Meethas’ confirmation in 1848. (He was a confirmed old bachelor.) This definitely established robbery as the motive for the crime. The next thing to do was to discover someone who could climb flag-poles.


Neighbors of the doctor recalled that some weeks before a young man had gone from door to door asking if anybody wanted his flag-pole climbed. He said he was working his way through college climbing flag-poles and would be grateful for any work, however small. He was remembered to have been a short youth about six feet two or three, with hair blond on one side and dark on the other. This much the neighbors agreed upon.


Working in South Bend at the time was a young man named Herman Trapp. He was apprehended by the authorities, who subsequently decided that he had no connection whatever with the tragedy.


So the strange murder of Dr. Meethas (if indeed it was a murder) rests to this day unsolved and forgotten, which is just as well, as it was at best a pretty dull case.
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FASCINATING CRIMES

# 2


The Wallack

Disappearances






Shortly after the Civil War the residents of Wallack, Connecticut, were awakened by the barking of a dog belonging to James Lenn, a visiting farmer. The dog was an old one, so they thought nothing of it, and went back to sleep again.


Later it was discovered that James Lenn was missing, and that the dog also had disappeared, but in the opposite direction. A search of the countryside was instituted which resulted in the finding of twenty-five empty tins, several old brooms, enough newspapers to make a fair-sized bale, and one old buggy-top. None of these seemed to have any value as clews in the mysterious disappearance of James Lenn. Some importance was attached to the discovery of the buggy-top until it was found that the missing farmer was not hiding under it.


The police, however, were not satisfied. There had been several violations of the State Fishing and Gaming ordinances in and around Wallack and public censure of the police was at its height. Chief of Police Walter M. Turbot determined to carry this case through to a finish. Thus it was that the search for Farmer James Lenn was begun afresh, a search which was destined to end in Innsbruck, Austria.


In the little town of Innsbruck there had been living an old garbler named Leon Nabgratz, a sort of town character, if such a thing were possible. Nabgratz had never been to America, but his young nephew, Gurling Nabgratz, son of Leon’s brother Meff, was born in that country and had lived there all his life. Late in December, 1867, he had moved to Wallack, Connecticut, where he was sold as a slave to one James Lenn.


One day, while reading the newspaper, Gurling Nabgratz came across an item indicating that slavery had been abolished four years previously and figured out that he was just a sap to be working for James Lenn for nothing. He mentioned the matter to his master, but Lenn maintained that it was only the Negro slaves who had been freed, and that Lincoln was no longer President anyway.


Nabgratz went away grumbling but did his chores that day as usual. He was seen late in the evening of April 17 in the poolroom of the village, where he is said to have made sotto voce remarks and sung several slave songs of the ante-bellum South with such inflammatory refrains as “We’se all gwine ter be free!”


That night Gurling Nabgratz disappeared and was never seen again in Wallack.


This having preceded the disappearance of James Lenn by about two years, nothing was thought of it at the time. During the search for Lenn, however, the incident was recalled, and a search for Nabgratz was instituted. This made two searches going on at once in the little town of Wallack, and resulted in considerable hard feeling between the rival searching-parties. The town was divided into two camps, the “Find Lenn” faction and the “Find Nabgratz” faction, and on at least one occasion shots were exchanged.


In the meantime, in Innsbruck, Austria, Leon Nabgratz, the old garbler, was quietly pursuing his way, quite unconscious of the stir that he was causing four thousand miles away. His brother Meff had written him about Gurling’s disappearance, but, as the old man never bothered to read his brother’s letters, he was just as much in the dark as he had been before. More so, in fact, because he was older.


His surprise can well be imagined, therefore, when one day in the spring of 1869 the police entered his house in the Schmalzgasse and began a search for James Lenn of Wallack, Connecticut, U. S. A. In vain Nabgratz protested that he had never heard the name of Lenn and that, even if he had, it was not interesting to him. The arm of the law reaching across the Atlantic was inexorable. Leon Nabgratz’s house was searched and in it was found an old trunk of suspiciously large proportions. In spite of the fact that this trunk was labeled “Weihnachtsgeschenke” (“Christmas presents”) it was opened, and in it were found James Lenn and Gurling Nabgratz, together with a copy of the New York Times of October 12, 1868.


The mysterious Wallack disappearances were thus explained, and Leon Nabgratz was arrested for having in his possession a trunk with a misleading label on it.


Art is long and time is fleeting.
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FASCINATING CRIMES

# 3


The Missing Floor






It has often been pointed out that murderers are given to revisiting the scene of their crimes. The case of Edny Pastelle is the only one on record where the scene of the crime revisited the murderer.


Edny Pastelle was a Basque elevator woman who ran one of the first elevators installed in the old Fifth Avenue Hotel, which stood at the corner of Twenty-third Street and Fifth Avenue, New York City. The elevator was of the surrey type, and was pushed from floor to floor by the operator, who was underneath climbing on a ladder. It was Mlle. Pastelle’s daily task to hoist such personages as Chauncey M. Depew, Boss Tweed and Harriet Beecher Stowe up to their rooms in the Fifth Avenue Hotel. In fact, she is said to have been Miss Stowe’s model for Uncle Tom in the novel of that name (with the word “Cabin” added to it).


In the evenings, when Edny Pastelle was not on duty, she carried Punch and Judy shows about town for whoever wanted them. As not many people wanted them, Edny’s evenings were pretty much her own.


The evening of July 7, 1891, however, is on record as being not Edny’s, but Max Sorgossen’s.


Max Sorgossen worked in the Eden Musée, which was situated on Twenty-third Street just below the Fifth Avenue Hotel. His job was to put fresh cuffs on the wax figure of Chester A. Arthur in the Presidential Group. At five o’clock every afternoon he also took “Ajeeb,” the mechanical chess player, out in the back yard for his exercise.


At five-thirty on the afternoon in question Max Sorgossen had just knocked off work and was strolling up Twenty-third Street in search of diversion. In the back of his mind was an idea that perhaps he might find another mechanical chess player for “Ajeeb” and a girl for himself and that the four of them might go down to Coney Island for the evening, as the weather was warm. As he passed the service entrance of the Fifth Avenue Hotel he met Edny Pastelle, who was likewise calling it a day. (She called it a jour, but that is the Basque of it.)


Edny and Max had known each other in finishing school, and so there seemed no impropriety in his speaking to her and asking her if she knew of a mechanical chess player for “Ajeeb” and if she would look with favor on an evening at Coney.


The two were seen entering a restaurant on Twenty-first Street to talk it over at 6:10. At 9:20 the next morning guests of the hotel, on trying to descend in the elevator, found it stuck between the first and third floors. When the car was finally dislodged, it was found to contain the body of Max Sorgossen. Furthermore, the second floor, where the elevator should have stopped, was gone!


Edny was arrested and the trial took place in the Court of Domestic Relations, since she was a domestic and there had evidently been relations, albeit unfriendly. The prosecuting attorney was a young lawyer named William T. Jerome, later William Travers Jerome. Following is a transcript of the cross-examination:



Q. What did you do after Sorgossen spoke to you on Twenty-third Street?


A. Pardon.


Q. What did you do after Sorgossen spoke to you on Twenty-third Street?


A. Plenty.


Q. Very good, Mr. Bones. And now tell me, why is a man with a silk hat on like Mary Queen of Scots?


A. What Scots?


Q. I’m asking you.


A. Animal, vegetable or mineral?


Q. Mineral.


A. The tidy on the back of that chair?


Q. No.


A. Cyrus W. Field?


Q. Give up?


A. Three spades.


Q. Double three spades.




At this point, counsel for the defense objected and the case was thrown out into a higher court, where Edny Pastelle was acquitted, or whatever you call it.


It was some thirty years later that the missing second floor of the old Fifth Avenue Hotel was discovered. A workman laying wagers on the sixteenth floor of the Fifth Avenue Building (erected on the site of the old Fifth Avenue Hotel) came across a floor which was neither the fifteenth, sixteenth nor seventeenth. The police were called in and, after several weeks of investigation and grilling, it was identified as the missing floor of the old hotel, the floor at which the little romance of Edny Pastelle had come to such an abrupt end. How it came to be on the sixteenth floor of the Fifth Avenue Building nobody knows. Perhaps Max Sorgossen could tell.
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FASCINATING CRIMES

# 4


The Lynn Horse-Car Murders






Early in the morning of August 7th, 1896, a laborer named George Raccid, while passing the old street-car barns at Fleeming and Main Streets, Lynn, Massachusetts, noticed a crowd of conductors and drivers (horse-cars were all the rage in 1896) standing about a car in the doorway to the barn. Mr. Raccid was too hurried to stop and see what the excitement was, and so it was not until the following Wednesday, when the bi-weekly paper came out, that he learned that a murder had been committed in the car-barn. And at this point, Mr. Raccid drops out of our story.


The murder in question was a particularly odd one. In the first place, it was the victim who did the killing. And in the second, the killing occurred in a horse-car, an odd conveyance at best. And finally, the murderer had sought to conceal his handiwork by cramming his victim into the little stove in the middle of the car, a feat practically impossible without the aid of scissors and a good eye for snipping.


The horse-car in which the murder occurred was one of the older types, even for a horse-car. It was known in the trade as one of the “chummy roadster” models and was operated by one man only. This man drove the horses, stoked the fire, and collected the fares. He also held the flooring of the car together with one foot braced against a “master” plank. On his day off he read quite a lot.


The driver of the murder-car was named Swelf Yoffsen, a Swedish murder-car driver. He had come to this country four years before, but, not liking it here, had returned to Sweden. It is not known how he happened to be back in Lynn at this late date.


If we have neglected to state the name of the victim thus far, it is because nobody seemed able to identify him. Some said that he was Charlie Ross, who had disappeared shortly before. Others (the witty ones) said it was Lon Chaney. A vote taken among all those present designated him as the one least likely to succeed.


An interesting feature of this crime was that it was the sixth of a series of similar crimes, all of which had occurred in Swelf Yoffsen’s horse-car. In the other five cases, the victims had been found inadequately packed in the stove at the end of the run, but as Yoffsen, on being questioned, had denied all knowledge of how they got there, the matter had been dropped. After the discovery of the sixth murder, however, Yoffsen was held on a technical charge of homicide.


The trial was one of the social events of the Lynn Mi-Careme season. Yoffsen, on the stand, admitted that the victim was a passenger in his car; in fact, that he was the only passenger. He had got on at the end of the line and had tried to induce Yoffsen to keep on going in the same direction, even though the tracks stopped there. He wanted to see a man in Maine, he had said. But Yoffsen, according to his own story, had refused and had turned his horses around and started for Lynn again. The next he saw of him, people were trying to get him out of the stove. It was Yoffsen’s theory that the man, in an attempt to get warm, had tried to crowd his way into the stove and had smothered. On being reminded that the affair took place during a very hot week in August, Yoffsen said that no matter how hot it got during the day in Lynn, the nights were always cool.


Attorney Hammis, for the State, traced the movements of Yoffsen on the morning of the murder and said that they checked up with his movements on the occasions of the five other murders. He showed that Yoffsen, on each occasion, had stopped the horse-car at a particularly lonely spot and asked the occupants if they minded making a little detour, as there was a bad stretch of track ahead. He had then driven his horses across a cornfield and up a nearby hill on the top of which, in the midst of a clump of bayberry bushes, stood a deserted house. He pointed out that on four out of the six occasions Yoffsen had driven his horses right into the house and asked the passengers (when there were any, other than his victim) if they would step into the front room for a few minutes, giving them some magazines to read while they waited. According to the testimony of seven of these passengers, after about fifteen minutes Yoffsen had appeared and yelled “All aboard!” in a cheery voice and everyone had piled back into the horse-car and away they had gone, over the cornfield and down the hill to Lynn. It was noted that on each occasion, one of the passengers was missing, and that, oddly enough, this very passenger was always the one to be found in the stove on the way back.


It was the State’s contention that Yoffsen killed his victims for their insurance, which is double when the deceased has met his death in a common carrier.


On April 14th, the ninth day of the trial, the jury went out and shortly after asked for a drink of water. After eighteen hours of deliberation they returned with a verdict of guilty, but added that, as it was not sure whether Yoffsen had actually killed his victims in the car or had killed them outside and then stuffed them in the stove, he was not entitled to the double insurance.


When they went to inform Yoffsen of the verdict, he was nowhere to be found.
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FASCINATING CRIMES

# 5


The Strange Case of

the Vermont Judiciary






Residents of Water Street, Bellows Falls (Vt.), are not naturally sound sleepers, owing to the proximity of the Bellows Falls Light and Power Co. and its attendant thumpings, but fifteen years before the erection of the light-and-power plant there was nothing to disturb the slumbers of Water Streetites, with the possible exception of the bestial activities of Roscoe Erkle. For it was Mr. Erkle’s whim to creep up upon people as they slept and, leaping on their chests, to cram poisoned biscuits into their mouths until they died, either from the poison or from choking on the crumbs.


A tolerant citizenry stood this as long as it could decently be expected to, and then had Roscoe Erkle arrested. It is not this phase of his career in which we are interested, however, so much as the remarkable series of events which followed.


His trial began at St. Albans, Franklin County, on Wednesday morning, May 7, 1881. Defending Erkle was an attorney appointed by the Court, Enos J. Wheefer. Mr. Wheefer, being deaf, had not heard the name of his client or he would never have taken the case. He thought for several days that he was defending Roscoe Conkling and had drawn up his case with Conkling in mind.


Atty. Herbert J. McNeil represented the State and, as it later turned out, a tragic fate gave the case into the hands of Judge Alonso Presty for hearing.


Judge Presty was one of the leaders of the Vermont bar at the time and a man of impeccable habits. It was recalled after his untimely death that he had been something of a rounder in his day, having been a leader in barn-dancing circles while in law school, but since donning the sock and buskin his conduct had been propriety itself. Which makes the events that we are about to relate all the more puzzling.


On the opening day of the trial, Atty. McNeil was submitting as evidence passages from the prisoner’s diary which indicated that the murders were not only premeditated but a source of considerable delight to Mr. Erkle. It might perhaps be interesting to give a sample page from the diary:


“Oct. 7– Cool and fair. Sharp tinge of Fall in the air. New shipment of arsenic arrived from W. Spent all day powdering biscuits and then toasting them. Look good enough to eat.


“Oct. 8– Raw, with N. E. wind. Betsy came in for a minute and we did anagrams. (Editor’s Note: Betsy was Erkle’s cow.)


“Oct. 9– Still raw. Cleaned up Water Street on the left-hand side, with the exception of old Wassner who just wouldn’t open his mouth. Home and read till after midnight. That man Carlyle certainly had the dope on the French Revolution, all right, all right.”


As Atty. McNeil read these excerpts from the diary in a droning voice, the breath of Vermont May-time wafted in at the open windows of the courtroom. Now and then a bee hummed in and out, as if to say: “Buz-z-z-z-z-z-z!” Judge Presty sat high above the throng, head resting on his hand, to all intents and purposes asleep.


Suddenly the attorney for the defendant arose and said: “I protest, Your Honor. I can not hear what my learned colleague is saying, but I don’t like his expression!”


There was silence while all eyes turned on the Judge. But the Judge did not move. Thinking that he had fallen asleep, as was his custom during the May term, the attorneys went on. It was not until he had gradually slipped forward into the glass of water which stood before him on his desk that it was discovered that he was dead!


The trial was immediately halted and an investigation begun. Nothing could be discovered about the Judge’s person which would give a clue to his mysterious lapse except a tiny red spot just behind his right ear. This, however, was laid to indigestion and the Judge was buried.


Another trial was called for October 10, again in St. Albans. This time Judge Walter M. Bondy was presiding, and the same two attorneys opposed each other. Roscoe Erkle had, during the summer, raised a red beard and looked charming.


On the second day of the trial, while Atty. McNeil was reading the prisoner’s diary, Judge Bondy passed away quietly at his bench, with the same little red spot behind his right ear that had characterized the cadaver of his predecessor. The trial was again halted, and a new one set for the following May.


By this time, the matter had become one for serious concern. Erkle was questioned, but his only reply was: “Let them mind their own business, then.” He had now begun to put pomade on his beard and had it parted in the middle, and, as a result, had married one of the richest spinsters in that section of Vermont.


We need not go into the repetitious account of the succeeding trials. Suffice it to say that the following May Judge Rapf died at his post, the following October Judge Orsenigal, the May following that a Judge O’Heel, who had been imported from New Hampshire without being told the history of the case, and the succeeding solstices saw the mysterious deaths of Judges Wheeler (the counsel for the defense in the first trial, who had, in the meantime, been appointed Judge because of his deafness), Rossberg, Whelan, Rock, and Brady. And, in each case, the little telltale mark behind the ear.


The State then decided to rest its case and declare it nol-prossed. Judges were not so plentiful in Vermont that they could afford to go on at this rate. Erkle was released on his own recognizance, took up the study of law, and is, at latest accounts, a well-to-do patent attorney in Oldham. Every May and every October he reports at St. Albans to see if they want to try him again, but the Court laughingly postpones the case until the next term., holding its hand over its right ear the while.
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A Talk

to Young Men


Graduation Address on

“The Decline of Sex”






To you young men who only recently were graduated from our various institutions of learning (laughter), I would bring a message, a message of warning and yet, at the same time, a message of good cheer. Having been out in the world a whole month, it is high time that you learned something about the Facts of Life, something about how wonderfully Nature takes care of the thousand and one things which go to make up what some people jokingly call our “sex” life. I hardly know how to begin. Perhaps “Dear Harry” would be as good a way as any.


You all have doubtless seen, during your walks in the country, how the butterflies and bees carry pollen from one flower to another? It is very dull and you should be very glad that you are not a bee or a butterfly, for where the fun comes in that I can’t see. However, they think that they are having a good time, which is all that is necessary, I suppose. Some day a bee is going to get hold of a real book on the subject, and from then on there will be mighty little pollen-toting done or I don’t know my bees.


Well, anyway, if you have noticed carefully how the bees carry pollen from one flower to another (and there is no reason why you should have noticed carefully as there is nothing to see), you will have wondered what connection there is between this process and that of animal reproduction. I may as well tell you right now that there is no connection at all, and so your whole morning of bee-stalking has been wasted.


We now come to the animal world. Or rather, first we come to One Hundred and Twenty-fifth Street, but you don’t get off there. The animal world is next, and off you get. And what a sight meets your eyes! My, my! It just seems as if the whole world were topsy-turvy.


The next time you are at your grocer’s buying gin, take a look at his eggs. They really are some hen’s eggs, but they belong to the grocer now, as he has bought them and is entitled to sell them. So they really are his eggs, funny as it may sound to anyone who doesn’t know. If you will look at these eggs, you will see that each one is almost round, but not quite. They are more of an “egg-shape.” This may strike you as odd at first, until you learn that this is Nature’s way of distinguishing eggs from large golf balls. You see, Mother Nature takes no chances. She used to, but she learned her lesson. And that is a lesson that all of you must learn as well. It is called Old Mother Nature’s Lesson, and begins on page 145.


Now, these eggs have not always been like this. That stands to reason. They once had something to do with a hen or they wouldn’t be called hen’s eggs. If they are called duck’s eggs, that means that they had something to do with a duck. Who can tell me what it means if they are called “ostrich’s eggs”?... That’s right.


But the egg is not the only thing that had something to do with a hen. Who knows what else there was?... That’s right.


Now the rooster is an entirely different sort of bird from the hen. It is very proud and has a red crest on the top of his head. This red crest is put there by Nature so that the hen can see the rooster coming in a crowd and can hop into a taxi or make a previous engagement if she wants to. A favorite dodge of a lot of hens when they see the red crest of the rooster making in their direction across the barnyard is to work up a sick headache. One of the happiest and most contented roosters I ever saw was one who had had his red crest chewed off in a fight with a dog. He also wore sneakers.


But before we take up this phase of the question (for it is a question), let us go back to the fish kingdom. Fish are probably the worst example that you can find; in the first place, because they work under water, and in the second, because they don’t know anything. You won’t find one fish in a million that has enough sense to come in when it rains. They are just stupid, that’s all, and nowhere is their stupidity more evident than in their sex life.


Take, for example, the carp. The carp is one of the least promising of all the fish. He has practically no forehead and brings nothing at all to a conversation. Now the mother carp is swimming around some fine spring day when suddenly she decides that it would be nice to have some children. So she makes out a deposit slip and deposits a couple million eggs on a rock (all this goes on under water, mind you, of all places). This done, she adjusts her hat, powders her nose, and swims away, a woman with a past.


It is not until all this is over and done with that papa enters the picture, and then only in an official capacity. Papa’s job is very casual. He swims over the couple of million eggs and takes a chance that by sheer force of personality he can induce half a dozen of them to hatch out. The remainder either go to waste or are blacked up to represent caviar.


So you will see that the sex life of a fish is nothing much to brag about. It never would present a problem in a fish community as it does in ours. No committees ever have to be formed to regulate it, and about the only way in which a fish can go wrong is through drink or stealing. This makes a fish’s life highly unattractive, you will agree, for, after a time, one would get very tired of drinking and stealing.


We have now covered the various agencies of Nature for populating the earth with the lesser forms of life. We have purposely omitted any reference to the reproduction of those unicellular organisms which reproduce by dividing themselves up into two, four, eight, etc., parts without any outside assistance at all. This method is too silly even to discuss.


We now come to colors. You all know that if you mix yellow with blue you get green. You also get green if you mix cherries and milk. (Just kidding. Don’t pay any attention.) The derivation of one color from the mixture of two other colors is not generally considered a sexual phenomenon, but that is because the psychoanalysts haven’t got around to it yet. By next season it won’t be safe to admit that you like to paint, or you will be giving yourself away as an inhibited old uncle-lover and debauchée. The only thing that the sex-psychologists can’t read a sexual significance into is trap-shooting, and they are working on that now.


All of which brings us to the point of wondering if it all isn’t a gigantic hoax. If the specialists fall down on trap-shooting, they are going to begin to doubt the whole structure which they have erected, and before long there is going to be a reaction which will take the form of an absolute negation of sex. An Austrian scientist has already come out with the announcement that there is no such thing as a hundred per cent male or a hundred per cent female. If this is true, it is really a big step forward. It is going to throw a lot of people out of work, but think of the money that will be saved!


And so, young men, my message to you is this: Think the thing over very carefully and examine the evidence with fair-minded detachment. And if you decide that, within the next ten years, sex is going out of style, make your plans accordingly. Why not be pioneers in the new movement?
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Paul Revere’s Ride


How a Modest Go-Getter

Did His Bit

for the Juno Acid Bath Corporation






Following are the salesman’s report sheets sent into the home office in New York by Thaddeus Olin, agent for the Juno Acid Bath Corporation. Mr. Olin had the New England territory during the spring of 1775 and these report sheets are dated April 16, 17, 18, and 19, of that year.




April 16, 1775.

Boston.


Called on the following engravers this A.M.: Boston Engraving Co., E. H. Hosstetter, Theodore Platney, Paul Revere, Benjamin B. Ashley and Roger Durgin.


Boston Engraving Co. are all taken care of for their acid.


E. H. Hosstetter took three tins of acid No. 4 on trial and renewed his old order of 7 Queen-Biters.


Theodore Platney has gone out of business since my last trip.


Paul Revere was not in. The man in his shop said that he was busy with some sort of local shin-dig. Said I might catch him in tomorrow morning.


The Benjamin Ashley people said they were satisfied with their present product and contemplated no change.


Roger Durgin died last March.


Things are pretty quiet in Boston right now.




April 17.


Called on Boston Engraving people again to see if they might not want to try some Daisy No. 3. Mr. Lithgo was interested and said to come in tomorrow when Mr. Lithgo, Senior, would be there.


Paul Revere was not in. He had been in for a few minutes before the shop opened and had left word that he would be up at Sam Adams’ in case anyone wanted him. Went up to the Adams place, but the girl there said that Mr. Revere and Mr. Adams had gone over to Mr. Dawes’ place on Milk Street. Went to Dawes’ place, but the man there said Dawes and Adams and Revere were in conference. There seems to be some sort of parade or something they are getting up, something to do with the opening of the new foot-bridge to Cambridge, I believe.


Things are pretty quiet here in Boston, except for the trade from the British fleet which is out in the harbor.


Spent the evening looking around in the coffee houses. Everyone here is cribbage-crazy. All they seem to think of is cribbage, cribbage, cribbage.




April 18.


To the Boston Engraving Company and saw Mr. Lithgo, Senior. He seemed interested in the Daisy No. 3 acid and said to drop in again later in the week.


Paul Revere was out. His assistant said that he knew that Mr. Revere was in need of a new batch of acid and had spoken to him about our Vulcan No. 2 and said he might try some. I would have to see Mr. Revere personally, he said, as Mr. Revere makes all purchases himself. He said that he thought I could catch him over at the Dawes’ place.


Tried the Dawes’ place but they said that he and Mr. Revere had gone over to the livery stable on State Street.


Went to the livery stable but Revere had gone. They said he had engaged a horse for tonight for some sort of entertainment he was taking part in. The hostler said he heard Mr. Revere say to Mr. Dawes that they might as well go up to the North Church and see if everything was all set; so I gather it is a church entertainment.


Followed them up to the North Church, but there was nobody there except the caretaker, who said that he thought I could catch Mr. Revere over at Charlestown late that night. He described him to me so that I would know him and said that he probably would be on horseback. As it seemed to me to be pretty important that we land the Revere order for Vulcan No. 2, I figured out that whatever inconvenience it might cause me to go over to Charlestown or whatever added expense to the firm, would be justified.


Spent the afternoon visiting several printing establishments, but none of them do any engraving.


Things are pretty quiet here in Boston.


------


Went over to Charlestown after supper and hung around “The Bell in Hand” tavern looking for Mr. Revere. Met a man there who used to live in Peapack, N. J., and we got to talking about what a funny name for a town that was. Another man said that in Massachusetts there was actually a place called Podunk, up near Worcester. We had some very good cheese and talked over names of towns for a while. Then the second man, the one who knew about Podunk, said he had to go as he had a date with a man. After he had left I happened to bring the conversation around to the fact that I was waiting for a Mr. Paul Revere, and the first man told me that I had been talking to him for half an hour and that he had just gone.


I rushed out to the corner, but the man who keeps the watering-trough there said that someone answering Mr. Revere’s description had just galloped off on a horse in the direction of Medford. Well, this just made me determined to land that order for Juno Acid Bath Corporation or die in the attempt. So I hired a horse at the Tavern stable and started off toward Medford.


Just before I hit Medford I saw a man standing out in his night-shirt in front of his house looking up the road. I asked him if he had seen anybody who looked like Mr. Revere. He seemed pretty sore and said that some crazy coot had just ridden by and knocked at his door and yelled something that he couldn’t understand and that if he caught him he’d break his back. From his description of the horse I gathered that Mr. Revere was the man; so I galloped on.


A lot of people in Medford Town were up and standing in front of their houses, cursing like the one I had just seen. It seems that Mr. Revere had gone along the road-side, knocking on doors and yelling something which nobody understood, and then galloping on again.


“Some god-dam drunk,” said one of the Medfordites, and they all went back to bed.


I wasn’t going to be cheated out of my order now, no matter what happened, and I don’t think that Mr. Revere could have been drunk, because while he was with us at “The Bell in Hand,” he had only four short ales. He had a lot of cheese, though.


Something seemed to have been the matter with him, however, because in every town that I rode through I found people just going back to bed after having been aroused up out of their sleep by a mysterious rider. I didn’t tell them that it was Mr. Revere, or that it was probably some stunt to do with the shin-dig that he and Mr. Dawes were putting on for the North Church. I figured out that it was a little publicity stunt.


Finally, just as I got into Lexington, I saw my man getting off his horse at a house right alongside the Green. I rushed up and caught him just as he was going in. I introduced myself and told him that I represented the Juno Acid Bath Corporation of New York and asked him if he could give me a few minutes, as I had been following him all the way from Charlestown and had been to his office three days in succession. He said that he was busy right at that minute, but that if I wanted to come along with him upstairs he would talk business on the way. He asked me if I wasn’t the man he had been talking to at “The Bell in Hand” and I said yes, and asked him how Podunk was. This got him in good humor and he said that we might as well sit right down then and that he would get someone else to do what he had to do. So he called a man-servant and told him to go right upstairs, wake up Mr. Hancock and Mr. Adams and tell them to get up, and no fooling. “Keep after them, Sambo,” he said, “and don’t let them roll over and go to sleep again. It’s very important.”


So we sat down in the living room and I got out our statement of sales for 1774 and showed him that, in face of increased competition, Juno had practically doubled its output. “There must be some reason for an acid outselling its competitors three to one,” I said, “and that reason, Mr. Revere, is that a Juno product is a guaranteed product.” He asked me about the extra sixpence a tin and I asked him if he would rather pay a sixpence less and get an inferior grade of acid and he said, “No.” So I finally landed an order of three dozen tins of Vulcan No. 2 and a dozen jars of Acme Silver Polish, as Mr. Revere is a silversmith, also, on the side.


Took a look around Lexington before I went back to Boston, but didn’t see any engraving plants. Lexington is pretty quiet right now.


Respectfully submitted,


Thaddeus Olin.




ATTACHED


Expense Voucher


Juno Acid Bath Corp., New York


Thaddeus Olin, Agent.






	Hotel in Boston

	15s.




	Stage fare

	30s.




	Meals (4 days)

	28s.




	Entertaining prospects

	£34s.




	Horse rent.

Charlestown to Lexington and return

	£26s.




	Total Expense

	£93s.




	

	




	To Profit on

three dozen tins of Vulcan No. 2

	18s.




	and One dozen jars Acme Silver Polish

	4s.




	

	£12s.




	Net Loss

	£81s.
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What College Did to Me


An Outline of Education






My college education was no haphazard affair. My courses were all selected with a very definite aim in view, with a serious purpose in mind– no classes before eleven in the morning or after two-thirty in the afternoon, and nothing on Saturday at all. That was my slogan. On that rock was my education built.


As what is known as the Classical Course involved practically no afternoon laboratory work, whereas in the Scientific Course a man’s time was never his own until four P.M. anyway, I went in for the classic. But only such classics as allowed for a good sleep in the morning. A man has his health to think of. There is such a thing as being a studying fool.


In my days (I was a classmate of the founder of the college) a student could elect to take any courses in the catalogue, provided no two of his choices came at the same hour. The only things he was not supposed to mix were Scotch and gin. This was known as the Elective System. Now I understand that the boys have to have, during the four years, at least three courses beginning with the same letter. This probably makes it very awkward for those who like to get away of a Friday afternoon for the week-end.


Under the Elective System my schedule was somewhat as follows:



Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays at 11:00:



Botany 2a (The History of Flowers and Their Meaning)




Tuesdays and Thursdays at 11:00:



English 26 (The Social Life of the Minor Sixteenth Century Poets)




Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays at 12:00:



Music 9 (History and Appreciation of the Clavichord)




Tuesdays and Thursdays at 12:00:



German 12b (Early Minnesingers– Walter von Vogelweider, Ulric Glannsdorf and Freimann von Stremhofen. Their Songs and Times)




Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays at 1:30:



Fine Arts 6 (Doric Columns: Their Uses, History and Various Heights)




Tuesdays and Thursdays at 1:30:



French 1C (Exceptions to the verb être)






This was, of course, just one year’s work. The next year I followed these courses up with supplementary courses in the history of lace-making, Russian taxation systems before Catharine the Great, North American glacial deposits and Early Renaissance etchers.


This gave me a general idea of the progress of civilization and a certain practical knowledge which has stood me in good stead in thousands of ways since my graduation.


My system of studying was no less strict. In lecture courses I had my notebooks so arranged that one-half of the page could be devoted to drawings of five-pointed stars (exquisitely shaded), girls’ heads, and tick-tack-toe. Some of the drawings in my economics notebook in the course on Early English Trade Winds were the finest things I have ever done. One of them was a whole tree (an oak) with every leaf in perfect detail. Several instructors commented on my work in this field.


These notes I would take home after the lecture, together with whatever supplementary reading the course called for. Notes and textbooks would then be placed on a table under a strong lamplight. Next came the sharpening of pencils, which would take perhaps fifteen minutes. I had some of the best sharpened pencils in college. These I placed on the table beside the notes and books.


At this point it was necessary to light a pipe, which involved going to the table where the tobacco was. As it so happened, on the same table was a poker hand, all dealt, lying in front of a vacant chair. Four other chairs were oddly enough occupied by students, also preparing to study. It therefore resolved itself into something of a seminar, or group conference, on the courses under discussion. For example, the first student would say:


“I can’t open.”


The second student would perhaps say the same thing.


The third student would say: “I’ll open for fifty cents.”


And the seminar would be on.


At the end of the seminar, I would go back to my desk, pile the notes and books on top of each other, put the light out, and go to bed, tired but happy in the realization that I had not only spent the evening busily but had helped put four of my friends through college.


An inventory of stock acquired at college discloses the following bits of culture and erudition which have nestled in my mind after all these years.


THINGS I LEARNED FRESHMAN YEAR



1. Charlemagne either died or was born or did something with the Holy Roman Empire in 800.


2. By placing one paper bag inside another paper bag you can carry home a milk shake in it.


3. There is a double l in the middle of “parallel.”


4. Powder rubbed on the chin will take the place of a shave if the room isn’t very light.


5. French nouns ending in “aison” are feminine.


6. Almost everything you need to know about a subject is in the encyclopedia.


7. A tasty sandwich can be made by spreading peanut butter on raisin bread.


8. A floating body displaces its own weight in the liquid in which it floats.


9. A sock with a hole in the toe can be worn inside out with comparative comfort.


10. The chances are against filling an inside straight.


11. There is a law in economics called The Law of Diminishing Returns, which means that after a certain margin is reached returns begin to diminish. This may not be correctly stated, but there is a law by that name.


12. You begin tuning a mandolin with A and tune the other strings from that.


SOPHOMORE YEAR


1. A good imitation of measles rash can be effected by stabbing the forearm with a stiff whisk-broom.


2. Queen Elizabeth was not above suspicion.


3. In Spanish you pronounce z like th.


4. Nine-tenths of the girls in a girls’ college are not pretty.


5. You can sleep undetected in a lecture course by resting the head on the hand as if shading the eyes.


6. Weakness in drawing technique can be hidden by using a wash instead of black and white line.


7. Quite a respectable bun can be acquired by smoking three or four pipefuls of strong tobacco when you have no food in your stomach.


8. The ancient Phoenicians were really Jews, and got as far north as England where they operated tin mines.


9. You can get dressed much quicker in the morning if the night before when you are going to bed you take off your trousers and underdrawers at once, leaving the latter inside the former.


JUNIOR YEAR


1. Emerson left his pastorate because he had some argument about communion.


2. All women are untrustworthy.


3. Pushing your arms back as far as they will go fifty times each day increases your chest measurement.


4. Marcus Aurelius had a son who turned out to be a bad boy.


5. Eight hours of sleep are not necessary.


6. Heraclitus believed that fire was the basis of all life.


7. A good way to keep your trousers pressed is to hang them from the bureau drawer.


8. The chances are that you will never fill an inside straight.


9. The Republicans believe in a centralized government, the Democrats in a de-centralized one.


10. It is not necessarily effeminate to drink tea.


SENIOR YEAR


1. A dinner coat looks better than full dress.


2. There is as yet no law determining what constitutes trespass in an airplane.


3. Six hours of sleep are not necessary.


4. Bicarbonate of soda taken before retiring makes you feel better the next day.


5. You needn’t be fully dressed if you wear a cap and gown to a nine-o’clock recitation.


6. Theater tickets may be charged.


7. Flowers may be charged.


8. May is the shortest month in the year.




The foregoing outline of my education is true enough in its way, and is what people like to think about a college course. It has become quite the cynical thing to admit laughingly that college did one no good. It is part of the American Credo that all that the college student learns is to catch punts and dance. I had to write something like that to satisfy the editors. As a matter of fact, I learned a great deal in college and have those four years to thank for whatever I know today.




(The above note was written to satisfy those of my instructors and financial backers who may read this. As a matter of fact, the original outline is true, and I had to look up the date about Charlemagne at that.)
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Uncle Edith’s

Ghost Story






“Tell us a ghost story, Uncle Edith,” cried all the children late Christmas afternoon when everyone was cross and sweaty.


“Very well, then,” said Uncle Edith, “it isn’t much of a ghost story, but you will take it– and like it,” he added, cheerfully. “And if I hear any whispering while it is going on, I will seize the luckless offender and baste him one.


“Well, to begin, my father was a poor woodchopper, and we lived in a charcoal-burner’s hut in the middle of a large, dark forest.”


“That is the beginning of a fairy story, you big sap,” cried little Dolly, a fat, disagreeable child who never should have been born, “and what we wanted was a ghost story.”


“To be sure,” cried Uncle Edith, “what a stupid old woopid I was. The ghost story begins as follows:


“It was late in November when my friend Warrington came up to me in the club one night and said: ‘Craige, old man, I want you to come down to my place in Whoopshire for the week-end. There is greffle shooting to be done and grouse no end. What do you say?’


“I had been working hard that week, and the prospect pleased. And so it was that the 3:40 out of Charing Cross found Warrington and me on our way into Whoopshire, loaded down with guns, plenty of flints, and two of the most beautiful snootfuls ever accumulated in Merrie England.


“It was getting dark when we reached Breeming Downs, where Warrington’s place was, and as we drove up the shadowy path to the door, I felt Warrington’s hand on my arm.


“‘Cut that out!’ I ordered, peremptorily. ‘What is this I’m getting into?’


“‘Sh-h-h!’ he replied, and his grip tightened. With one sock I knocked him clean across the seat. There are some things which I simply will not stand for.


“He gathered himself together and spoke. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I was a bit unnerved. You see, there is a shadow against the pane in the guest room window.’


“‘Well, what of it?’ I asked. It was my turn to look astonished.


Warrington lowered his voice. ‘Whenever there is a shadow against the windowpane as I drive up with a guest, that guest is found dead in bed the next morning– dead from fright,’ he added, significantly.


“I looked up at the window toward which he was pointing. There, silhouetted against the glass, was the shadow of a gigantic man. I say, ‘a man,’ but it was more the figure of a large weasel except for a fringe of dark-red clappers that it wore suspended from its beak.”


“How do you know they were dark red,” asked little Tom-Tit, “if it was the shadow you saw?”


“You shut your face,” replied Uncle Edith. “I could hardly control my astonishment at the sight of this thing, it was so astonishing. ‘That is in my room?’ I asked Warrington.


“‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘I am afraid that it is.’


“I said nothing, but got out of the automobile and collected my bags. ‘Come on,’ I announced cheerfully, ‘I’m going up and beard Mr. Ghost in his den.’


“So up the dark, winding stairway we went into the resounding corridors of the old seventeenth-century house, pausing only when we came to the door which Warrington indicated as being the door to my room. I knocked.


“There was a piercing scream from within as we pushed the door open. But when we entered, we found the room empty. We searched high and low, but could find no sign of the man with the shadow. Neither could we discover the source of the terrible scream, although the echo of it was still ringing in our ears.


“‘I guess it was nothing,’ said Warrington, cheerfully. ‘Perhaps the wind in the trees,’ he added.


“‘But the shadow on the pane?’ I asked.


“He pointed to a fancily carved piece of guest soap on the washstand. ‘The light was behind that,’ he said, ‘and from outside it looked like a man.’


“‘To be sure,’ I said, but I could see that Warrington was as white as a sheet.


“‘Is there anything that you need?’ he asked. ‘Breakfast is at nine– if you’re lucky,’ he added, jokingly.


“‘I think that I have everything,’ I said. ‘I will do a little reading before going to sleep, and perhaps count my laundry.... But stay,’ I called him back, ‘you might leave that revolver which I see sticking out of your hip pocket. I may need it more than you will.’


“He slapped me on the back and handed me the revolver as I had asked. ‘Don’t blow into the barrel,’ he giggled, nervously.


“‘How many people have died of fright in this room?’ I asked, turning over the leaves of a copy of Town and Country.


“‘Seven,’ he replied. ‘Four men and three women.’


“‘When was the last one here?’


“‘Last night,’ he said.


“‘I wonder if I might have a glass of hot water with my breakfast,’ I said. ‘It warms your stomach.’


“‘Doesn’t it though?’ he agreed, and was gone.


“Very carefully I unpacked my bag and got into bed. I placed the revolver on the table by my pillow. Then I began reading.


“Suddenly the door to the closet at the farther end of the room opened slowly. It was in the shadows and so I could not make out whether there was a figure or not. But nothing appeared. The door shut again, however, and I could hear footfalls coming across the soft carpet toward my bed. A chair which lay between me and the closet was upset as if by an unseen hand, and, simultaneously, the window was slammed shut and the shade pulled down. I looked, and there, against the shade, as if thrown from the outside, was the same shadow that we had seen as we came up the drive that afternoon.”


“I have to go to the bathroom,” said little Roger, aged six, at this point.


“Well, go ahead,” said Uncle Edith. “You know where it is.”


“I don’t want to go alone,” whined Roger.


“Go with Roger, Arthur,” commanded Uncle Edith, “and bring me a glass of water when you come back.”


“And whatever was this horrible thing that was in your room, Uncle Edith?” asked the rest of the children in unison when Roger and Arthur had left the room.


“I can’t tell you that,” replied Uncle Edith, “for I packed my bag and got the 9:40 back town.”


“That is the lousiest ghost story I have ever heard,” said Peterkin.


And they all agreed with him.
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More Songs for Meller






As Señorita Raquel Meller sings entirely in Spanish, it is again explained, the management prints little synopses of the songs on the program, telling what each is all about and why she is behaving the way she is. They make delightful reading during those periods when Señorita Meller is changing mantillas, and, in case she should run out of songs before she runs out of mantillas, we offer a few new synopses for her repertoire.


(1) ¿Voy Bien?

(AM I GOING IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION?)


When the acorns begin dropping in Spain there is an old legend that for every acorn which drops there is a baby born in Valencia. This is so silly that no one pays any attention to it now, not even the gamekeeper’s daughter, who would pay attention to anything. She goes from house to house, ringing doorbells and then running away. She hopes that some day she will ring the right doorbell and will trip and fall, so that Prince Charming will catch her. So far, no one has even come to the door. Poor Pepita! if that is her name.


(2) Camisetas de Flanela

(FLANNEL VESTS)


Princess Rosamonda goes nightly to the Puerta del Sol to see if the early morning edition of the papers is out yet. If it isn’t she hangs around humming to herself. If it is, she hangs around humming just the same. One night she encounters a young matador who is returning from dancing school. The finches are singing and there is Love in the air. Princess Rosamonda ends up in the Police Station.


(3) La Guia

(THE TIME-TABLE)


It is the day of the bull fight in Madrid. Everyone is cock-eyed. The bull has slipped out by the back entrance to the arena and has gone home, disgusted. Nobody notices that the bull has gone except Nina, a peasant girl who has come to town that day to sell her father. She looks with horror at the place in the Royal Box where the bull ought to be sitting and sees there instead her algebra teacher whom she had told that she was staying at home on account of a sick headache. You can imagine her feelings!


(4 No Puedo Comer Eso

(I CAN NOT EAT THAT!)


A merry song of the Alhambra– of the Alhambra in the moonlight– of a girl who danced over the wall and sprained her ankle. Lititia is the ward of grouchy old Pampino, President of the First National Banco. She has never been allowed further away than the edge of the piazza because she teases people so. Her lover has come to see her and finds that she is fast asleep. He considers that for once he has the breaks, and tiptoes away without waking her up. Along about eleven o’clock she awakes, and is sore as all get-out.


(5 La Lavandera

(THE LAUNDRYMAN)


A coquette, pretending to be very angry, bites off the hand of her lover up to the wrist. Ah, naughty Cirinda! Such antics! However does she think she can do her lessons if she gives up all her time to love-making? But Cirinda does not care. Heedless, heedless Cirinda!


(6) Abra Vd. Esa Ventana

(OPEN THAT WINDOW)


The lament of a mother whose oldest son is too young to vote. She walks the streets singing: “My son can not vote! My son is not old enough!” There seems to be nothing that can be done about it.
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The Boys’ Camp Business






There seems to be an idea prevalent among parents that a good way to solve the summer problem for the boy is to send him to a boys’ camp. At any rate, the idea seems to be prevalent in the advertising pages of the magazines.


If all the summer camps for boys and girls turn out the sterling citizens-in-embryo that they claim to do, the future of this country is as safe as if it were in the hands of a governing board consisting of the Twelve Apostles. From the folders and advertisements, we learn that “Camp Womagansett– in the foothills of the White Mountains” sends yearly into the world a bevy of “strong, manly boys, ready for the duties of citizenship and equipped to face life with a clear eye and a keen mind.” It doesn’t say anything about their digestions, but I suppose they are in tiptop shape, too.


The outlook for the next generation of mothers is no less dazzling. “Camp Wawilla for Girls,” we learn, pays particular attention to the spiritual development of Tomorrow’s Women and compared to the civic activities of the majority of alumni of Wawilla, those of Florence Nightingale or Frances Willard would have to be listed under the head of “Junior Girls’ Work.”


Now this is all very splendid, and it is comforting to think that when every boy and girl goes to Womagansett or Wawilla there will be no more Younger Generation problem and probably no crime waves worth mentioning. But there are several other features that go hand in hand with sending the boy to camp which I would like to take up from the parents’ point of view, if I may. I will limit myself to twenty minutes.


In the first place, when your boy comes home from camp he is what is known in the circular as “manly and independent.” This means that when you go swimming with him he pushes you off the raft and jumps on your shoulders, holding you under water until you are as good as drowned– better, in fact. Before he went to camp, you used to take a kindly interest in his swimming and tell him to “take your time, take it easy,” with a feeling of superiority which, while it may have had no foundation in your own natatorial prowess, nevertheless was one of the few points of pride left to you in your obese middle-age. After watching one of those brown heroes in one-piece suits and rubber helmets dive off a tower and swim under water to the raft and back, there was a sort of balm in being able to turn to your son and show him how to do the crawl stroke, even though you yourself weren’t one of the seven foremost crawl experts in the country. You could do it better than your son could, and that was something.


It was also very comforting to be able to stand on the springboard and say: “Now watch Daddy. See? Hands like this, bend your knees. See?” The fact that such exhibitions usually culminated in your landing heavily on the area bounded by the knees and the chest was embarrassing, perhaps, but at that you weren’t quite so bad as the boy when he tried the same thing.


But after a summer at camp, the “manly, independent” boy comes back and makes you look like Horace Greeley in his later years. “Do this one, Dad!” he says, turning a double flip off the springboard and cutting into the water like a knife blade. If you try it, you sprain your back. If you don’t try it, your self-respect and prestige are shattered. The best thing to do is not to hear him. You can do this by disappearing under the surface every time it looks as if he were going to pull a new one. After a while, however, this ruse gets you pretty soggy and waterlogged and you might better just go in and get dressed as rapidly as possible.


The worst phase of this new-found “independence” is the romping instinct that seems to be developed to a high state of obnoxiousness at all boys’ camps. I went to camp when I was a boy, but I don’t remember being as unpleasant about my fun as boys today seem to be. I have done many mean things in my time. I have tortured flies and kicked crutches out from under cripples’ arms. But I have never, so help me, Confucius, pushed anybody off a raft or come up behind anyone in the water and jumped up on his shoulders. And I don’t think that Lincoln ever did, either.


There is evidently a course in raft pushing and back jumping in boys’ camps today. Those photographs that you see in the camp advertisements, if you examine them closely, will disclose, in nine cases out of ten, a lot of boys pushing each other off rafts. You can’t see the ones who are jumping on others’ shoulders, as they are under water. But I want to serve notice right now that the next boy who pushes me off a raft when I am not looking, or tries to play leapfrog over me in ten feet of water, is going to be made practically useless as Tomorrow’s Citizen, and I am going to do it myself, too. If it happens to be my own son, it will just make the affair the sadder.


Another thing that these manly boys learn at camp is a savage habit of getting up at sunrise. The normal, healthy boy should be a very late sleeper. Who does not remember in his own normal, healthy boyhood having to be called three, four, or even five times in the morning before it seemed sensible to get up? One of the happiest memories of childhood is that of the maternal voice calling up from downstairs, fading away into silence, and the realization that it would be possibly fifteen minutes before it called again.


All this is denied to the boy who goes to a summer camp. When he comes home, he is so steeped in the pernicious practice of early rising that he can’t shake it off. Along about six o’clock in the morning he begins dropping shoes and fixing up a new stand for the radio in his room. Then he goes out into the back yard and practices tennis shots up against the house. Then he runs over a few whistling arrangements of popular songs and rides his bicycle up and down the gravel path. You would be surprised at the sound two bicycle wheels can make on a gravel path at six-thirty in the morning. A forest fire might make the same crackling sound, but you probably wouldn’t be having a forest fire out in your yard at six-thirty in the morning. Not if you had any sense, you wouldn’t.


Just what the boys do at camp when they get up at six is a mystery. They seem to have some sort of setting-up exercises and a swim– more pushing each other off the raft– but they could do that by getting up at eight and still have a good long day ahead of them. I never knew anyone yet who got up at six who did anything more useful between that time and breakfast than banging a tennis ball up against the side of the house, waiting for the civilized members of the party to get up. We have to do enough waiting in this life without getting up early to wait for breakfast.


Next summer I have a good mind to run a boys’ camp of my own. It will be on Lake Chabonagogchabonagogchabonagungamog– yes, there is, too, in Webster, Massachusetts– and I will call it Camp Chabonagogchabonagogchabonagungamog for Manly Boys. And by the word “manly,” I will mean “like men.” In other words, everyone shall sleep just as long as he wants, and when he does get up there will be no depleting “setting-up” exercises. The day will be spent just as the individual camper gosh-darned pleases. No organized “hikes”– I’d like a word on the “hike” problem some day, too– no camp spirit, no talk about Tomorrow’s Manhood, and no pushing people off rafts.
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Old Days

in New Bottles


A Glance Backward

in the Manner of the Authors

of Theatrical Reminiscences






Few, probably, of my readers, will remember the time when the old Forrest Theater stood where the Central Park Reservoir now is. In those days, Central Park was considered way downtown, or “crosstown,” as they called it then, and one of the larks of the period was going “down to Central Park to see the turtles.” There was a large turtle farm in the Park at that time, run by Anderson M. Ferderber, and it was this turtle farm, expanding and growing as the turtles became more venturesome, which later became the Zoological Exhibit.


I remember very well the night when it was announced at the Forrest Theater that the building was to be torn down to make way for the new Reservoir. It was, as I recall, H. M. Ramus (“Henry” Ramus) who made the announcement. He was playing Laertes at the time (Laertes was played with the deuces wild and a ten-cent limit) when the manager of the theater (Arthur Semden, who later became Harrison Blashforth) came into the dressing-room and said: “Well, boys, it’s all over. They’re going to build the Reservoir here!” There was a silence for a full minute– probably more, for the manager had come into the wrong dressing-room and there was nobody there.


At any rate, “Henry” Ramus was selected to go out and tell the audience. He did it with infinite tact, explaining that there was no need for alarm or panic, as the water could not possibly be let in until the theater was down and the Reservoir constructed, but the audience was evidently taking no chances on being drowned, for within three minutes from the time Ramus began speaking everyone in the theater was outdoors and in a hansom cab. Audience psychology is a queer thing, and possibly this audience knew best. At any rate, the old Forrest Theater is no more.


Speaking of “Henry” Ramus, an amusing anecdote is told of Whitney Hersh. Hersh was playing with Booth in Philadelphia at the time, and was well known for his ability to catch cold, a characteristic which won him many new friends but lost him several old ones. The theater where Booth was playing in The Queen’s Quandary, or What’s Open Can’t Be Shut, was the old Chestnut Street Opera House which stood at the corner of what was then Arch, Chestnut, Spruce, Pine and Curly Maple Streets. This theater was noted in the profession for its slanting stage, so much so, in fact, that Booth, on hearing that they were to play there, is said to have remarked: “The Chestnut Street, eh?” On being assured that he had heard correctly, Booth simply smiled. He later founded the Player’s Club.


In The Queen’s Quandary, or What’s Open Can’t Be Shut, Hersh had to play the part of Rodney Ransome, the father of several people. In the second act there was a scene in which Rodney had to say to Marian:


“But I thought you said the Duke had no moustache!”


To which Marian was supposed to reply: “I never was more serious in all my life.”


On the night of the opening performance Hersh was, as usual, very nervous. He got through the first act all right, with the aid of several promptings from his mother who was sitting in the balcony. But when the second act came along, it was evident to the other members of the company that Hersh could not be relied upon. This feeling was strengthened by the fact that he was nowhere to be found. They searched high and low for him but, like the sword of Damocles, he had disappeared. At the curtain to the second act, however, he was discovered sitting out front in D-113 applauding loudly and calling out: “Hersh! We-want-Hersh!” The only way they could get him back on the stage was a ruse which was not without its pathetic side. The manager of the house stepped out in front of the curtain and asked if any member of the audience would volunteer to come upon the stage and be hypnotized. Hersh, who had always wanted to go on the stage, was one of the first to push his way up. Once behind the footlights again his nervousness left him and he went on with his part where he had left off. It did not fit in with the rest of the play, but they were all so glad to have him back in the cast again that they said nothing about it to him, and whenever, in later years, he himself mentioned the affair, it was always as “that time in Philadelphia when I was so nervous.” ... And that little girl was Charlotte Cushman.


It was at this time that Stopford’s A New Way With Old Husbands, or The Mysterious Drummer-Boy, was given its first performance at the old Garrick Theater in New York. The old Garrick Theater was torn down in 1878 to make way for the new Garrick Theater, which, in its turn, was torn down in 1880 to make way for the old Garrick again. It is the old, or new, Garrick which now stands at Broadway and Tenth Street on the spot known to passers-by as “Wanamaker’s.” Thus is the silver cord loosed and the pitcher broken at the well.


A New Way With Old Husbands, or The Mysterious Drummer-Boy was written for Ada Rehan, but she was in Fall River at the time; so the part was given to a young woman who had come to the theater that morning asking if a Mr. Wasserman lived there. On being told that it was not a private dwelling and that there was no one there named Wasserman, she had said,


“Well, then, does anyone here want to subscribe to the Saturday Evening Post?”


Those members of the cast who had gathered on the bare stage for rehearsal were so impressed by the young woman’s courage that a purse was taken up for her children in case she had any and, in case she had no children, for her next of kin.


“I do not want money,” she said, taking it. “All I want is a chance to prove my ability on the stage.”


“Can you make the sound of crashing glass?” asked Arthur Reese, the stage manager.


“I think so,” replied the young woman without looking up.


Reese looked at Meany, the assistant stage manager. “She is the one we want,” he said quietly.


So the young woman was engaged.... Some thirty years later the Empire Theater in New York was aglow with lights on the occasion of the opening of Call the Doctor. Gay ladies, bejeweled and bejabbered, were running back and forth in the lobby, holding court, while tall, dark gentlemen in evening dress danced attendance. Those who couldn’t dance sat it out. It was the metropolitan season at its height.


Suddenly a man burst excitedly through the crowd and made his way to the box-office.


“This seat is ridiculous,” he exclaimed to the Treasurer of the theater (Roger M. Wakle, at the time). “I can’t even see the stage from it.”


“That is not so strange as it may seem to you at first,” replied Wakle, “for the curtain is not up yet.”


A hush fell over the crowded lobby. This was followed somewhat later by a buzz of excitement. This, in turn, was followed by a detail of mounted police. Men looked at women and at each other.... For that young man was Charlotte Cushman.


It was about this time, as I remember it (or maybe later) that the old Augustin Daly Stock Company was at the top of its popularity and everyone was excited over the forthcoming production of Up and Away. It had been in rehearsal for several weeks when Tom Nevers asked Daly how much longer they were going to rehearse.


“Oh, about another week,” replied Daly, with that old hat which later made him famous.


You can imagine Nevers’ feelings!


A glance at the Cast assembled for this production might be of interest in the light of subsequent events (the completion of the vehicular tunnel and the Centennial Exposition). So anyway it is in the middle of page 57 to look at if you want to.



UP AND AWAY

OR NOBODY KNOWS BUT NERO

OR THREE TIMES SIX IS EIGHTEEN


(Choice of any two titles)



Jonathan Henchman, father of Ralph Henchman and Mother of Men, Old Yale


MR.MACREADY


Ralph Henchman, father of Jonathan Henchman and a rather wild young chap


MR.JUNIUS BOOTH


Jack Wyman, M.D., a doctor who has more “patience” than “patients”


MR.EDMUND KEENE


Professor Hawksworth, an irascible old fellow who specializes in bird troubles


MR.HORNBLOW


Professor Hawksworth, an irascible old fellow who specializes in bird troubles


MR.JUNIUS BOOTH


Meeker, a party who lives by his wits and not much of that


MR.JONATHAN EDWARDS


Eugenia, daughter of Jonathan Henchman


MRS.SIDDONS


Mlle de Bon-Ton, a young lady who is not above drinking a little champagne now and then


MISSCUSHMAN


Eliza, maid at the Nortons


BYHERSELF


Hamlet, Prince of Denmark


MR.WILLIAMA.BRADY






Mr. Benchley’s Favorite Souvenir

~~~~~~


As it turned out, Up and Away was never produced, as it was found to be too much trouble. But the old Augustin Daly Stock Company will not soon be forgotten.


My memories of St. Louis are of the pleasantest. We played there in Dante’s Really Mrs. Warrington– and Twelfth Night. The St. Louis Post-Dispatch, on the morning following our opening, said:


“It is quite probable that before the end of the year we shall see the beginning of the end of the work on the McNaffen Dam. The project has been under construction now for three years and while there can be no suspicion thrown on the awarding of the contracts, nevertheless we must say that the work has progressed but slowly.”


It was while we were playing in St. Louis that the news came of the capture of J. Wilkes Booth. A performance of Richelieu was in progress, in which I was playing Rafferty, and Fanny Davenport the Queen. In the second act there is a scene in which Rafferty says to La Pouce:




“I can not, tho’ my tongue were free,




Repeat the message that my liege inspires,




And tho’ you ask it, were it mine,




And hope you’ll be my Valentine.”





Following this speech, Rafferty falls down and opens up a bad gash in his forehead.


We had come to this scene on the night I mention, when I noticed that the audience was tittering. I could not imagine what the matter was, and naturally thought of all kinds of things– sheep jumping over a fence– anything. But strange as it may seem, the tittering continued, and I have never found out, from that day to this what amused them so.... This was in 1878.


And now we come to the final curtain. For, after all, I sometimes think that Life is like a stage itself. The curtain rises on our little scene; we have our exits and our entrances, and each man in his time plays many parts. I must work this simile up sometime.


Life and the Theater. Who knows? Selah.
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The World

of Grandpa Benchley


Thinking Out Loud

in the Manner of Mr. Wells’ Hero






§1


I am eighty-nine years old, and I think I would like to write a book. I don’t know– maybe I wouldn’t.


§2


Eighty-nine this year, ninety next year, eighty-eight last year. That makes three years accounted for. Three into fourteen goes four times and two to carry. The Assyrians were probably the first people to evolve mathematics. I sometimes get to thinking about mathematics.


The average Englishman at the age of eighty-nine is dead– has been dead for several years. The average depth of the Caspian Sea is 3,000 feet. The average rainfall in Canada is 1.03 inches. During the Inter-Glacial Period it was 9.01 inches. Think of that– 9.01 inches!


§3


All this has made me stop and think, think about the world I live in. I sometimes wonder what it is all about– this world I mean. I am not so sure about the next world. Sometimes I think there is one and sometimes I think there isn’t. I’ll be darned if I can make it out.


I am not so sure about my wanting to write a book, either. But something has got to be done about this world– something explanatory, I mean. Here I am, eighty-nine years old, and I haven’t explained about the world to anyone yet– that is, not to anyone in this room.


§4


It is a beautiful day outside. The sun, that luminous body 95,000,000 miles from the earth, without which we should never be able to dry hides or bake biscuits, is shining through the trees outside my window, much as it used to shine through the trees outside the cave of Neolithic Man, ten thousand years before Christ. In fact, Neolithic Man sometimes built himself houses on piles driven in the water, but this was not until almost five thousand years before Christ.


Sometimes I get to thinking about Neolithic Man. Sometimes I get to thinking about Cro-Magnon Man. Sometimes it just seems as if I should go crazy thinking about things. There are so many things! And I am only eighty-nine.


§5


I remember when I was a very small boy my mother used to forbid me to go out when it was raining. My mother was a very quiet woman, who never spoke unless it was to figure out how long it would take to reach the nearest star by train.


“Nipper,” she would say to me on such days as the rain would prevent my going out, “Nipper, I guess you don’t know that thousands of years before modern civilization there was a period known as the Pluvial or Lacustrine Age, the rain or pond period.”


I remember my crying myself to sleep the first night after she told me about the Pluvial or Lacustrine Age. It seemed so long ago– and nothing to be done about it.


§6


One night my father came home with a queer light in his eyes. He said nothing during dinner, except to note, as he passed me the salt, that salt is an essential to all grain-consuming and herbivorous animals but that on a meat-diet man can do without it. “There have been bitter tribal wars,” he said, “between the tribes of the Sudan for possession of the salt deposits between Fezzan and Murzuk.”


“Arthur,” said my mother, quietly, “remember the boys are present.”


“It is time they knew,” was his reply.


At last my mother, sensing that something was troubling him, said:


“Arthur, are you holding something back from me?”


He laid down his knife and fork and looked at her.


“I have just heard,” he said, “that the molecule is no longer the indivisible unit that it was supposed to be.”


My mother bit her lip.


“You tell me this,” she said, “after all these years!”


“I have just learned it myself,” replied my father. “The National Molecule Society found it out themselves only last month. The new unit is to be called the ‘atom.’”


“A fine time to tell me!” said my mother, her eyes blazing. “You have known it for a month.”


“I wasn’t sure until just now,” said my father. “I didn’t want to worry you.”


My mother took my brother and me by the hand. “Come, boys,” she said, “we are going away.”


Two days later the three of us left for the Continent. We never saw my father again.


§7


This set me to thinking about atoms. I don’t think that I have it straight even now. And then, just as I was getting accustomed to the idea that molecules could be divided into atoms, along comes somebody a few years ago and says that you can divide atoms into electrons. And, although I was about seventy-five at the time, I went out into the park and had a good cry.


I mean, what is an old fellow going to do? No sooner does he get something all thought out than something happens to make him begin all over again. I get awfully sore sometimes.


§8


Then there is this question of putting studs in a dress-shirt. Here is the problem as I see it:


If you put the studs in before you put the shirt on, you muss your hair putting it on over your head. If you wait until you have the shirt on before putting in the studs, you have to put your hand up under the front of the shirt and punch them through with the other. This musses the shirt bosom nine times out of ten. Eight times out of ten, perhaps.


All right. Suppose you put the studs in first and muss your hair. Then you have to brush it again. That is not so hard to do, except that if you put tonic on your hair before you brush it, as I do, you are quite likely to spatter drops down the bosom. And there you are, with a good big blister right where it shows– and it’s 8 o’clock already.


Now here is a problem. I have spent hours trying to figure some way to get around it and am nowhere near the solution. I think I will go to the Riviera where it is quiet and just think and think and think.


§9


I am sitting at my window in the Villa a Vendre at Cagnes. If it were not for the Maritime Alps I could see Constantinople. How do you suppose the Alps got there, anyway? Some giant cataclysm of Nature I suppose. I guess it is too late to do anything about it now.


Irma is down in the garden gathering snails for dinner. Irma is cross at me because this morning, when she suggested running up to Paris for the shooting, I told her that the ancient name of Paris was Lutitia.


I get to thinking about women sometimes. From eight in the evening on. They are funny. Female characteristics differ so from male characteristics. This was true even in the Pleistocene Age, so they tell me.


§10


Next Wednesday I am going back to thinking about God. I didn’t anywhere near finish thinking about God the last time. The man came for the trunks and I had to go with him to the station.


It is quite a problem. I don’t think there is any doubt about there being some Motive Power which governs the World. But I can’t seem to get much beyond that. Maybe I’ll begin again on that Monday. Monday is a good day to begin thinking. Your laundry is just back and everything is sort of pristine and new. I hope that, by beginning Monday, I can get everything cleaned up by Friday, for Friday I am going over to Monte Carlo.


§11


It is six years now since I began writing this book. I am almost ninety-seven. According to the statistics of the Royal Statistical Society I can’t expect much longer in which to think things over.


The big thing that is worrying me now is about putting sugar on my oatmeal. I find that if I put the sugar on first and then the cream, the sugar all disappears, and I like to see it, nice and white, there on the cereal. But if I put the cream on first and then the sugar, it doesn’t taste so good. I asked Irma about this the other day and she told me to shut up and go back to bed.


§12


After thinking the whole thing over, I have come to the conclusion that I don’t want to write a book at all. When a man is ninety-seven it is high time he was doing something else with his time besides writing books. I guess I’ll go out and roll down hill.
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A Good Old-fashioned

Christmas






Sooner or later at every Christmas party, just as things are beginning to get good, someone shuts his eyes, puts his head back and moans softly: “Ah, well, this isn’t like the old days. We don’t seem to have any good old-fashioned Christmases any more.” To which the answer from my corner of the room is: “All right! That suits me!”


Just what they have in mind when they say “old-fashioned Christmas” you never can pin them down to telling. “Lots of snow,” they mutter, “and lots of food.” Yet, if you work it right, you can still get plenty of snow and food today. Snow, at any rate.


Then there seems to be some idea of the old-fashioned Christmas being, of necessity, in the country. It doesn’t make any difference whether you were raised on a farm or whether your ideas of a rural Christmas were gleaned from pictures in old copies of “Harper’s Young People,” you must give folks to understand that such were the surroundings in which you spent your childhood holidays. And that, ah, me, those days will never come again!


Well, supposing you get your wish sometime. Supposing, let us say, your wife’s folks who live up in East Russet, Vermont, write and ask you to come up and bring the children for a good old-fashioned Christmas, “while we are all still together,” they add cheerily with their flair for putting everybody in good humor.


Hurray, hurray! Off to the country for Christmas! Pack up all the warm clothes in the house, for you will need them up there where the air is clean and cold. Snow-shoes? Yes, put them in, or better yet, Daddy will carry them. What fun! Take along some sleigh-bells to jangle in case there aren’t enough on the pung. There must be jangling sleigh-bells. And whisky for frost-bite. Or is it snake-bite that whisky is for? Anyway, put it in! We’re off! Good-by, all! Good-by! JANGLE-JANGLE-JANGLE-Jangle-Jangle-jangle-jangle-jangle-jangle- jangle-jangle-jangle!


In order to get to East Russet you take the Vermont Central as far as Twitchell’s Falls and change there for Torpid River junction, where a spur line takes you right into Gormley. At Gormley you are met by a buck-board which takes you back to Torpid River junction again. By this time a train or something has come in which will wait for the local from Besus. While waiting for this you will have time to send your little boy to school, so that he can finish the third grade.


At East Russet Grandpa meets you with the sleigh. The bags are piled in and Mother sits in front with Lester in her lap while Daddy takes junior and Ga-Ga in back with him and the luggage. Giddap, Esther Girl!


Esther Girl giddaps, and two suitcases fall out. Heigh-ho! Out we get and pick them up, brushing the snow off and filling our cuffs with it as we do so. After all, there is nothing like snow for getting up one’s cuffs. Good clean snow never hurt anyone. Which is lucky, because after you have gone a mile or so, you discover that Ga-Ga is missing. Never mind, she is a self-reliant little girl and will doubtless find her way to the farm by herself. Probably she will be there waiting for you when you arrive.


The farm is situated on a hill about eleven hundred miles from the center of town, just before you get into Canada. If there is a breeze in winter, they get it. But what do they care for breezes, so long as they have the Little Colonel oil-heater in the front room, to make everything cozy and warm within a radius of four inches! And the big open fireplace with the draft coming down it! Fun for everybody!


You are just driving up to the farmhouse in the sleigh, with the entire right leg frozen where the lap robe has slipped out. Grandma is waiting for you at the door and you bustle in, all glowing with good cheer. “Merry Christmas, Grandma!” Lester is cross and Junior is asleep and has to be dragged by the hand upstairs, bumping against each step all the way. It is so late that you decide that you all might as well go to bed, especially as you learn that breakfast is at four-thirty. It usually is at four, but Christmas being a holiday everyone sleeps late.


As you reach the top of the stairs you get into a current of cold air which has something of the quality of the temperature in a nice well-regulated crypt. This is the Bed Room Zone, and in it the thermometer never tops the zero mark from October fifteenth until the middle of May. Those rooms in which no one sleeps are used to store perishable vegetables in, and someone has to keep thumbing the tomatoes and pears every so often to prevent their getting so hard that they crack.


The way to get undressed for bed in one of Grandpa’s bedrooms is as follows: Starting from the foot of the stairs where it is warm, run up two at a time to keep the circulation going as long as possible. Opening the bedroom door with one hand, tear down the curtains from the windows with the other, pick up the rugs from the floor and snatch the spread from the top of the bureau. Pile all these on the bed, cover with the closet door which you have wrenched from its hinges, and leap quickly underneath. It sometimes helps to put on a pair of rubbers over your shoes.


And even when you are in bed, you have no guarantee of going to sleep. Grandpa’s mattresses seem to contain the overflow from the silo, corn-husks, baked-potato skins and long, stringy affairs which feel like pipe cleaners. On a cold night, snuggling down into these is about like snuggling down into a bed of damp pine cones out in the forest.


Then there are Things abroad in the house. Shortly after you get into bed, the stairs start snapping. Next something runs along the roof over your head. You say to yourself: “Don’t be silly. It’s only Santa Claus.” Then it runs along in the wall behind the head of the bed. Santa Claus wouldn’t do that. Down the long hall which leads into the ell of the house you can hear the wind sighing softly, with an occasional reassuring bang of a door.


The unmistakable sound of someone dying in great pain rises from just below the window-sill. It is a sort of low moan, with just a touch of strangulation in it. Perhaps Santa has fallen off the roof. Perhaps that story you once heard about Grandpa’s house having been a hang-out for Revolutionary smugglers is true, and one of the smugglers has come back for his umbrella. The only place at a time like this is down under the bed-clothes. But the children become frightened and demand to be taken home, and Grandpa has to be called to explain that it is only Blue Bell out in the barn. Blue Bell has asthma, and on a cold night they have to be very patient with her.


Christmas morning dawns cloudy and cold, with the threat of plenty more snow, and, after all, what would Christmas be without snow? You lie in bed for one hour and a quarter trying to figure out how you can get up without losing the covers from around you. A glance at the water pitcher shows that it is time for them to put the red ball up for skating. You think of the nice warm bathroom at home, and decide that you can wait until you get back there before shaving.


This breaking the ice in the pitcher seems to be a feature of the early lives of all great men which they look back on with tremendous satisfaction. “When I was a boy, I used to have to break the ice in the pitcher every morning before I could wash,” is said with as much pride as one might say, “When I was a boy I stood at the head of my class.” Just what virtue there is in having to break ice in a pitcher is not evident, unless it lies in their taking the bother to break the ice and wash at all. Anytime that I have to break ice in a pitcher as a preliminary to washing, I go unwashed, that’s all. And Benjamin Franklin and U. S. Grant and Rutherford B. Hayes can laugh as much as they like. I’m nobody’s fool about a thing like that.


Getting the children dressed is a lot of fun when you have to keep pumping their limbs up and down to keep them from freezing out stiff. The children love it and are just as bright and merry as little pixies when it is time to go downstairs and say “Good morning” to Grandpa and Grandma. The entire family enters the dining-room purple and chattering and exceedingly cross.


After breakfast everyone begins getting dinner. The kitchen being the only warm place in the house may have something to do with it. But before long there are so many potato peelings and turkey feathers and squash seeds and floating bits of pie crust in the kitchen that the women-folk send you and the children off into the front part of the house to amuse yourselves and get out of the way.


Then what a jolly time you and the kiddies and Grandpa have together! You can either slide on the horse-hair sofa, or play “The Wayside Chapel” on the piano (the piano has scroll-work on either side of the music rack with yellow silk showing through), or look out the window and see ten miles of dark gray snow. Perhaps you may even go out to the barn and look at the horses and cows, but really, as you walk down between the stalls, when you have seen one horse or one cow you have seen them all. And besides, the cold in the barn has an added flavor of damp harness leather and musty carriage upholstery which eats into your very marrow.


Of course, there are the presents to be distributed, but that takes on much the same aspect as the same ceremony in the new-fashioned Christmas, except that in the really old-fashioned Christmas the presents weren’t so tricky. Children got mostly mittens and shoes, with a sled thrown in sometimes for dissipation. Where a boy today is bored by three o’clock in the afternoon with his electric grain-elevator and miniature pond with real perch in it, the old-fashioned boy was lucky if he got a copy of “Naval Battles of the War of 1812” and an orange. Now this feature is often brought up in praise of the old way of doing things. “I tell you,” says Uncle Cyp, “the children in my time never got such presents as you get today.” And he seems proud of the fact, as if there were some virtue accruing to him for it. If the children of today can get electric grain-elevators and tin automobiles for Christmas, why aren’t they that much better off than their grandfathers who got only wristlets? Learning the value of money, which seems to be the only argument of the stand-patters, doesn’t hold very much water as a Christmas slogan. The value of money can be learned in just about five minutes when the time comes, but Christmas is not the season.


But to return to the farm, where you and the kiddies and Gramp’ are killing time. You can either bring in wood from the woodshed, or thaw out the pump, or read the books in the bookcase over the writing-desk. Of the three, bringing in the wood will probably be the most fun, as you are likely to burn yourself thawing out the pump, and the list of reading matter on hand includes “The Life and Deeds of General Grant,” “Our First Century,” “Andy’s Trip to Portland,” bound volumes of the Jersey Cattle Breeders’ Gazette and “Diseases of the Horse.” Then there are some old copies of “Round the Lamp” for the years 1850-54 and some colored plates showing plans for the approaching World’s Fair at Chicago.


Thus the time passes, in one round of gayety after another, until you are summoned to dinner. Here all caviling must cease. The dinner lives up to the advertising. If an old-fashioned Christmas could consist entirely of dinner without the old-fashioned bedrooms, the old-fashioned pitcher, and the old-fashioned entertainments, we professional pessimists wouldn’t have a turkey-leg left to stand on. But, as has been pointed out, it is possible to get a good dinner without going up to East Russet, Vt., or, if it isn’t, then our civilization has been a failure.


And the dinner only makes the aftermath seem worse.


According to an old custom of the human race, everyone overeats. Deliberately and with considerable gusto you sit at the table and say pleasantly: “My, but I won?t be able to walk after this. Just a little more of the dark meat, please, Grandpa, and just a dab of stuffing. Oh, dear, that’s too much!” You haven’t the excuse of the drunkard, who becomes oblivious to his excesses after several drinks. You know what you are doing, and yet you make light of it and even laugh about it as long as you can laugh without splitting out a seam.


And then you sit and moan. If you were having a good new-fashioned Christmas you could go out to the movies or take a walk, or a ride, but to be really old-fashioned you must stick close to the house, for in the old days there were no movies and no automobiles and if you wanted to take a walk you had to have the hired man go ahead of you with a snow-shovel and make a tunnel. There are probably plenty of things to do in the country today, and just as many automobiles and electric lights as there are in the city, but you can’t call Christmas with all these improvements “an old-fashioned Christmas.” That’s cheating.


If you are going through with the thing right, you have got to retire to the sitting-room after dinner and sit. Of course, you can go out and play in the snow if you Want to, but you know as well as I do that this playing in the snow is all right when you are small but a bit trying on anyone over thirty. And anyway, it always began to snow along about three in the afternoon an old-fashioned Christmas day, with a cheery old leaden sky overhead and a jolly old gale sweeping around the corners of the house.


No, you simply must sit indoors, in front of a fire if you insist, but nevertheless with nothing much to do. The children are sleepy and snarling. Grandpa is just sleepy. Someone tries to start the conversation, but everyone else is too gorged with food to be able to move the lower jaw sufficiently to articulate. It develops that the family is in possession of the loudest-ticking clock in the world and along about four o’clock it begins to break its own record. A stenographic report of the proceedings would read as follows:


“Ho-hum! I’m sleepy! I shouldn’t have eaten so much.”


“Tick-tock-tick-tock-tick-tock-tick-tock– ”


“It seems just like Sunday, doesn’t it?”


“Look at Grandpa! He’s asleep.”


“Here, junior! Don’t plague Grandpa. Let him sleep.”


“Tick-tock-tick-tock-tick-tock– ”


Junior! Let Grandpa alone! Do you want Mamma to take you up-stairs?”


“Ho-hum!”


“Tick-tock-tick-tock-tick-tock– ”


Louder and louder the clock ticks, until something snaps in your brain and you give a sudden leap into the air with a scream, finally descending to strangle each of the family in turn, and Grandpa as he sleeps. Then, as you feel your end is near, all the warm things you have ever known come back to you, in a flash. You remember the hot Sunday subway to Coney, your trip to Mexico, the bull-fighters of Spain.


You dash out into the snowdrifts and plunge along until you sink exhausted. Only the fact that this article ends here keeps you from freezing to death, with an obituary the next day reading:


“DIED suddenly, at East Russet, Vt., of an old-fashioned Christmas.”
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The New Wing


(or That Sagredo Bed)






Although the new wing of the Metropolitan Museum of Art (“Wing K,” if that makes it any easier for you) was opened some time ago, I have only just this week got around to inspecting it. I’m sorry.


“Wing K” has, since 1916, been empty, and, although passers-by late at night have often reported strange noises coming from its vast recesses, the Museum officials stubbornly maintain that it has been put to absolutely no use at all. This sounds a little fishy to me, however, and if those old walls could talk we might learn a little something more about where Mr. Munsey’s money went. It is said that only a couple of hundred dollars remain of all the millions that he bequeathed to the Museum. Money doesn’t fly away, you know.


At any rate, “Wing K” is full now and it takes a good twenty minutes of fast walking to see everything in it. This does not include the time taken up in getting lost or in walking through the same hall twice.


My inspection was somewhat hampered by having Mr. Charles MacGreggor along with me. Mr. MacGreggor kept constantly asking to see Dr. Crippen. “I want to see Dr. Crippen,” he would say, or “Where is Dr. Crippen?” I told him that the wax-works were in another wing of the Museum, but someone had told him that a replica of Dr. Crippen was to be found in wing K” and nothing would do but he must see it. Along toward the end, as Mr. MacGreggor got tired and cross, he began sniveling and crying, “I want to see Dr. Crippen” so loudly that an attendant put us out. So we probably missed some of the funniest parts of the exhibit. If you want me to I will go up again sometime without Mr. MacGreggor. Or maybe Dr. Crippen is there, after all.


The feature of the new wing is, of course, the Bedroom from the Palazzo Sagredo at Venice. The best way that I can describe it is to say that it is fully twice the size of our guest room in Scarsdale, and fifty per cent fancier. The chief point in favor of our guest room in Scarsdale is that there isn’t a whole troop of people strolling through it at all hours of the day, peeking under the bed and asking questions about it. If you want to sleep after nine in the morning in Scarsdale you can do it without being made an exhibition of. My two little boys may romp into the room three or four times during the morning to show you an engine or a snake, but all that you have to do is to tell them to get the hell out or you will tell me on them.


The owner of the Palazzo Sagredo was a great cupid fancier. Over the doorway to the alcove where the bed is, there are over a dozen great, big cupids stuck on the wall, like mosquitoes in a summer hotel. They are heavy, hulking things and seem to have fulfilled no good purpose except possibly to confuse any guest who may have retired to the fancy bed with a snootful of good red Sagredo wine. To awaken from the first heavy sleep of a Venetian bun and see fifteen life-sized cupids dangling from the doorway must have been an experience to send the eighteenth-century guest into a set of early eighteenth-century or late seventeenth-century heebies. The comic strip on the ceiling is catalogued as “Diziani’s Dawn.” It may very well be.


This, in a general way, covers pretty well the Bedroom from the Palazzo Sagredo. In another month the Gideons will have slipped a Bible onto the table by the bed and it will be ready for occupancy, but not by me, thank you.


Walking rapidly through the rest of the new wing, you come to lots of things in cases which, frankly, do not look very interesting. There is a bit of sculpture labeled “Head of Zeus (?)” showing that even the Museum officials don’t know whom it is meant to represent. Under the circumstances, it seems as if they might have cheated a little and thrown a bluff by just calling it arbitrarily “Head of Zeus” without the question mark. Certainly no one could have called them on it, and it would have made them seem a little less afraid to take a chance. Suppose that it turned out not to be Zeus. What is the worst that could happen to them?


Then, too, there is “A Relief from a Roman Sarcophagus.” As we remember Roman sarcophagi, anything would be a relief from them.


We could go on like this for page after page making wise-cracks about the various uninteresting features of the new wing, but perhaps you have already got the idea. It may have been the absence of Dr. Crippen, or it may have been a new pair of shoes, but the truth is that we weren’t put out of the new wing. We asked an attendant how to get out. And here we are.
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Cleaning Out

the Desk






The first thing that I have got to do in my campaign to make this bright new year a better one for all of us is to clean out my desk. I started on this a little over a week ago, but so far, I have got only to the second drawer on the left hand side. I think that people must have been sneaking up during the last three or four years and putting things in my desk drawers while I have been asleep (they couldn’t have done it while I was awake, for I have been working here every minute and would most certainly have noticed them at it, that is, unless they were dressed like gnomes. I never pay any attention to gnomes fussing around my desk when I am working. In fact, I rather like it). But somebody has been at work, and hard at work, putting little objects and bits of paper in my desk drawers since the last time I went through them. And I don’t know whether to throw them away or not.


For instance, what would I ever have wanted with an old mitten that I should have tucked it ’way back in that upper left hand drawer? It was right up against the back partition of the drawer, under a program of the six-day bicycle race of February, 1933, and clinging to it, almost a part of it, was half a Life-Saver (clove flavor). Now, I never wear mittens, and even if I did it certainly wouldn’t be a mitten like this. Furthermore, it has no mate. I haven’t tried it on, for I would rather not have much to do with it in its present state, but I think it is for the right hand only. As I lift it gingerly out of the drawer (I was at first afraid that it was a small beaver) it seems to have some lumpy object tucked away up in the very tip, but I am not going in to find out what it is. I may have a man come up with a ferret and get the whole thing settled once and for all, but for the present both the mitten and the piece of Life-Saver are over in the corner of the room where I tossed them. I almost wish that they were back in the drawer again.


Just in front of the mitten, and a little to the left, I came upon a pile of old check book stubs (1936-’38 inclusive, with February, April, July and August of 1936, and September to December of 1937 missing). On thumbing these over I was fascinated to see how many checks I had made out to “cash” and for what generous amounts. I must have been a pretty prodigal boy in those days. Dear me, dear me! Here is one made out to the Alsatian Novelty Company for $11.50 on Oct. 5, 1936. What traffic was I having with the Alsatian Novelty Company, do you suppose? Whatever it was, it wasn’t enough of a novelty to make much impression on me– or on any one else, I guess. Maybe it was that rubber girdle that I sent for when I first began to notice that I was putting on weight. Whatever became of that, I wonder? I know what became of the weight, because it is right there where it was, but the girdle never did much but make me look bulky. Maybe the girdle is in the bottom drawer which I haven’t come to yet.


Now about those old check stubs. I suppose that they might as well be thrown away, but then supposing the Alsatian Novelty Company should come around and say that I never paid the $ll.50! I would be in a pretty pickle, wouldn’t I? Of course, no jury would acquit me merely on the evidence of a check stub, but I don’t know where the cancelled checks are and this would at least show that I was systematic about the thing. Then, too, the income tax people never get around to complaining about your payments until three or four years after they are made, and it might come in handy to be able to write them and say: “On March 15, 1938, according to my records, sent you a check for $45.60. It is up to you to find it.” It might frighten them a little, anyway. So I guess the best thing to do is to put the stubs right back in the drawer and sit tight. All I hope is that no trouble arises over the checks drawn during those months which are lost. I wouldn’t have a leg to stand on in that case.


In with the pile of check stubs I found a pamphlet entitled, “The Control of the Root Knot,” issued by the U. S. Department of Agriculture in 1933. Now “root knot” is a thing that I never have had much trouble with (knock wood) and why I should have been saving a pamphlet on its control for seven years is something that not only mystifies, but irritates me a little. I read some of it and even then I didn’t see why.


However, in 1933 I evidently thought that it might come in handy someday, and if I throw it away now it would be just my luck to come down with root knot next week and need it very badly. It is possible, of course, that I never had any hand in sending for the pamphlet at all and that it has been put in my desk by those mysterious agencies which I suspected at first (gnomes, or people representing themselves to be gnomes), in which case I am just making a fool of myself by hoarding it for another seven years. I guess that I will put it aside and read it thoroughly some day before throwing it away. Maybe my name is mentioned in it somewhere.


One article, however, which I recognized almost immediately is an old German pipe, one of those with a long, hooked stem and a bowl covered with straw. I think that I bought that myself; at any rate I remember trying to smoke it once or twice. But as soon as I got the tobacco into it and the fire started so that it would draw, it went out. This, I figured, was owing to my shutting the lid down over the bowl. The lid was evidently meant to be shut down, as there was a hinge on it (now fortunately broken so that it hangs loosely to one side), but I guess that I didn’t quite have the knack of the thing, I remember thinking that sometime I might want to dress up in German costume for a lark or something, and then if I saved the pipe all I would have to get would be the German costume. So I saved it, and, as luck would have it, have never been called upon to dress up. There is still some of the original tobacco in it– some is in it and some is in the drawer– and I got a little sentimental over the memories of the old days in Munich where I bought it. (I was in Munich for three hours, between trains.) I even tried to smoke a little of it without clamping down the lid, but either the tobacco wasn’t very good or my stomach isn’t what it used to be, for I didn’t go through with the scheme. “Wer nicht die Sehnsucht kennt– ” and whatever the rest of the quotation is.


All of this, you will see, took up quite a lot of time. It is necessary that I get the desk cleaned out if I am ever going to start fresh now, but, with the first two drawers giving up such a wealth of sentimental memorabilia, I must evidently give over several days to it. There is, for instance, the letter from my insurance company, dated June 15, 1938, saying that as I have allowed policy No. 4756340 to lapse it will be necessary for me to take another physical examination before I can be reinstated. Now the question arises: Did I ever take the examination, and am I reinstated? I remember taking an examination, but I think it was for the war. I certainly don’t think that I have had my shirt off before a doctor since 1938 and I am afraid that if I call them up about it to find out they will make me do it right away, and that would be too bad because I wouldn’t get anywhere near such a good mark now as I would have when the policy first lapsed. I might even have to do a lot of homework in order to catch up with my class. I think what I will do is set about right now getting into condition again and then call them up. I don’t see how that letter ever got so far back in the drawer.


There is one thing, however, that I shall never be short of again, and that is matches. I have never seen so many matches in one place as there were in my desk drawer. Here I have sat day after day, unable to work because I was out of matches with which to light my pipe, and all the time there were enough matches right under my nose (if I had put my nose in the upper left hand drawer) to do parlor tricks with for 10 years. They are all in those little paper covers, some containing five matches, some none, but, added together, a magnificent hoard. I don’t right now see the advantage of saving empty match covers, but I suppose I had some good reason at the time. Perhaps I liked the pictures on them. There are some with pictures of hotels on them which I have never visited in my life (Atlantic City has a marvelous representation) and I am afraid that I would have a difficult time denying that I had ever been to the Five Devils Inn in Tia Juana with such damning evidence as two match covers bearing its advertisement staring the examiners in the face. But honestly, I haven’t. However, there are seven matches left in one and one match in the other; so I am going to save them anyway. And what a lot of fun I am going to have with my new-found treasure! It might even be the means of my becoming a pyromaniac.


But there! I mustn’t think of such things now. All I have to do is get those other four drawers cleaned out and the papers which are on the back of my desk sorted out (I am a little nervous about tackling those papers, as I have heard a strange rustling in there lately and there might be field mice) and I shall be all spick and span and ready for the new year. All I hope is that the other drawers don’t take as long as the first two have, or it will be 1941, and then I would have to wait until 1950 for another good, even year to start fresh.
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Carnival Week

in Sunny Las Los






You have all doubtless wanted to know, at one time or another, a few of the quaint customs which residents of the continent of Europe seem to feel called upon to perpetuate from one century to another. You may know about a few of them already, such as child-bearing (which has been taken up on this continent to such an alarming extent) and others of the more common variety of folk mannerisms, but I am very proud and happy to be able to tell you today of some of the less generally known customs of the inhabitants of that medieval Spanish province Las Los (or Los Las, as it was formerly called, either way meaning “The The” pl.) where I have had the extremely bad fortune to be spending the summer.


Las Los, nestling, as it does, in the intercostal nooks of the Pyrenees, makes up into one of the nicest little plague-spots on the continent of Europe. Europe has often claimed that Las Los was not a part of it, and in 1356 Spain began a long and costly war with France, the loser to take Los Las and two outfielders. France won and Spain built an extension onto the Pyrenees in which to hide Los Las. They succeeded in hiding it from view, but there was one thing about Los Las that they forgot; so you always know that it is there.


It was in this little out-of-the-way corner of the world, then, that I set up my easel and began painting my fingers and wrists. I soon made friends with the natives (all of whom were named Pedro) and it was not long before they were bringing me their best Sunday knives and sticking them in my back for me to try and tell which was which. And such laughter would go up when I guessed the wrong one! All Latins, after all, are just children at heart.


But I am not here to tell you of the many merry days I myself spent in Las Los, but of some of the native customs which I was privileged to see, and, once in a while, take part in. They rather resent an outsider taking part in most of them, however, for there is an old saying in Las Los that “when an outsider takes part, rain will surely dart” (meaning “dart” from the clouds, you see) and above all things rain is abhorred in that section of the country, as rain has a tendency to cleanse whatever it touches, and, as another old proverb has it, “clean things, dead things”– which isn’t exactly accurate, but appeals to these simple, childish people, to whom cleanliness is next to a broken hip.


First of all, then, let us tiptoe up on the natives of Las Los during their carnival time. The carnival week comes during the last week in July, just when it is hottest. This makes it really ideal for the Los Lasians, for extreme heat, added to everything else, renders their charming little town practically unbearable. This week was chosen many hundreds of years ago and is supposed to mark the anniversary of the marriage of old Don Pedro’s daughter to a thunderbolt, a union which was so unsatisfactory to the young lady that she left her husband in two days and married a boy named Carlos, who sold tortillas. This so enraged the thunderbolt that he swore never to come to Los Las again, and, from that day to this (so the saying goes, I know not whether it be true or not) that region has never had any locusts. (This would almost make it seem that the repulsed bridegroom had been a locust, but the natives, on being questioned, explain that the patois for “thunderbolt” (enjuejoz) is very much like the patois for “locust” (enjuejoz) and that the thunder god, in giving his order for the future of Los Las, put the accent on the wrong syllable and cut them off from locusts instead of thunderstorms). This may, or may not, be the truth, but, as I said to the old man who told me “Who the hell cares?” The first day of the Carnival of the Absence of Locusts (just why they should be so cocky about having no locusts is not clear. Locusts would be a god-send compared to some of the things they have got) is spent in bed, storing up strength for the festival. On this day all the shops, except those selling wine, are closed. This means that a little shop down by the river which sells sieves is closed. People lie in bed and send out to the wine-shops for the native drink, which is known as wheero. All that is necessary to do with this drink is to place it in an open saucer on the window sill and inhale deeply from across the room. In about eight seconds the top of the inhaler’s head rises slowly and in a dignified manner until it reaches the ceiling where it floats, bumping gently up and down. The teeth then drop out and arrange themselves on the floor to spell “Portage High School, 1930”, the eyes roll upward and backward, and a strange odor of burning rubber fills the room. This is followed by an unaccountable feeling of intense lassitude.


Thus we may expect nothing from the natives for the first two days of the carnival, for the second day is spent in looking for bits of head and teeth, and in general moaning. (A sorry carnival, you will say– and I will say, too.) But later on, things will brighten up.


On the third day the inhabitants emerge, walking very carefully in order not to jar off their ears, and get into a lot of decorated ox carts. They are not very crazy about getting into these ox carts, but it is more or less expected of them at carnival time. Pictures are taken of them riding about and are sent to the London illustrated papers, and if they were to pass up one year without riding in decorated ox carts, it wouldn’t seem like carnival week to the readers of the London illustrated papers. You can hardly blame a man with a wheero hangover, however, for not wanting to bump around over cobblestones in an old two-wheeled cart, even if it has got paper flowers strung all over it. One of the saddest sights in the world is to see a native, all dressed up in red and yellow, with a garland of orange roses around his neck, jolting and jouncing along over hard stone bumps with a girl on his knee, and trying to simulate that famous Spanish smile and gay abandon, all the time feeling that one more bump and away goes that meal he ate several days ago, along with his legs and arms and portions of his lower jaw. No wonder Spaniards look worried.


However, there is a great deal of shouting and cawing among those who can open their mouths, and occasionally someone hits a tambourine. This is usually frowned upon by the person standing next to the tambourine-hitter and a remark, in Spanish, is made which could roughly be translated as: “For the love of God, shut up that incessant banging!”


The carnival, which is known as Romeria, is supposed to be a festival of the picnic type combined with a religious pilgrimage to some sort of shrine. This shrine, however, is never reached, as along about noon of the third day some desperate guy, with a hangover no longer to be borne, evolves a cure on the “hair of the dog that bit you” theory, and the wheero is brought out again. The village watering trough is filled with it and a sort of native dance is held around the trough, everyone inhaling deeply. Those who are still unable to inhale are carried to the edge of the trough and a little wheero is rubbed on their upper-lips, just under the nose. Then it is “good-night all, and a merry, merry trip to Blanket Bay,” for the festive villagers, and the carnival is shot to hell. A week later business is quietly resumed.


On the fifth day of the carnival there is supposed to be a bull chase through the streets. The principle of the thing is that a bull is let loose and everyone chases it, or vice versa. As, however, there was nobody fit to chase a butterfly, much less a bull, on the fifth day of this carnival, I had to take care of the bull myself. The two of us sat all alone in the public square among the cadavers drinking a sort of lemon squash together.


“A dash of wheero?” I asked the bull.


Well, you should have heard him laugh! After that, I got up on his back and rode all around the town, visiting the points of interest and climbing several of the better-looking mountains. Pretty soon we were in Turkey, where we saw many interesting sights and then, swinging around through the Balkans, I got back just in time for me to scramble into bed. I must have hit my head on the footboard while pulling up the sheet, for the next morning (or whenever it was) when I awoke, I had quite a bad headache. Thank heaven I knew enough to lay off that wheero, however. I’m no fool.
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Another Uncle Edith

Christmas Story






Uncle Edith said: “I think it is about time that I told you a good old-fashioned Christmas story about the raging sea.”


“Aw, nuts!” said little Philip.


“As you will,” said Uncle Edith, “but I shall tell it just the same. I am not to be intimidated by a three-year-old child. Where was I?”


“You were over backwards, with your feet in the air, if I know anything about you,” said Marian, who had golden hair and wore it in an unbecoming orange ribbon.


“I guess that you probably are right,” said Uncle Edith, “although who am I to say? Anyway, I do know that we sailed from Nahant on the fourteenth March.”


“What are you– French?” asked little Philip, “the fourteenth March.”


“The fourteenth of March, then,” said Uncle Edith, “and if you don’t shut up I will keep right on with the story. You can’t intimidate me.”


“Done and done,” said little Philip, who bled quite a lot from a wound in his head inflicted a few seconds before by Uncle Edith.


“We set sail from Nahant on the fourteenth of March (nya-a-a-a-a) on the good ship Patience W. Littbaum, with a cargo of old thread and bound for Algeciras.”


“End of story!” announced Marian in a throaty baritone.


“It is not the end of the story, and I will sue anyone who says that it is,” petulated Uncle Edith. “You will know well enough when I come to the end of the story, because I shall fall over on my face. Now be quiet or Uncle Edith will give you a great big abrasion on the forehead.”


“I can hardly wait,” said little Philip, or whichever the hell one of those children it was, I can’t keep them all straight, they are all so much alike.


“Aboard,” continued Uncle Edith, “aboard were myself, as skipper– ”


“Skippered herring,” (a whisper).


“– Lars Jannssenn, first mate; Max Schnirr, second mate; Enoch Olds, third base; and a crew of seven whose names you wouldn’t recognize. However, there we were.


“The first 709 days were uneventful. The sailmaker (a man by the name of Sailmaker, oddly enough) made eleven sails, but, as we had no more ships to put them on, and as our sails were O.K., we had to throw them overboard. This made the men discontented, and there were rumors of mutiny. I sent a reporter up to see the men, however, and the rumors were unconfirmed; so I killed the story. NO MUTINY was the head I put on it in the ship’s paper that night, and everybody was satisfied.”


“You great big wonderful animal,” said Marian, running her tiny hand through Uncle Edith’s hair.


“It was nothing,” said Uncle Edith, and everybody agreed that it certainly was.


“However,” continued the old salt pork, “everyone on board felt that something was wrong. We were at that time at Lat. seventy-eight, Long. seventy-eight, which cancelled each other, making us right back where we started from– ”


“Don’t tell me that we are back at Nahant again,” said little Philip, throwing up.


“Not exactly Nahant,” said Uncle Edith, “but within hailing distance of a Nahanted ship.”


“You just used Nahant in the first place so that you could pull that gag,” said Primrose, who, up to this time, had taken no part in the conversation, not having been born.


“So help me God,” said Uncle Edith, “it came to me like that!” And he snapped a finger, breaking it. “The ha’nted ship lay just off our starboard bow, and seemed to be manned by mosquitoes. As we drew alongside, however, we found that there was not a soul on board. Not a soul on board.”


“That is the second time you have said that,” said little whatever-his-name-is– Philip.


Uncle Edith made no reply other than to throw nasty little Philip into irons.


“‘Prepare to board!’ was the order given. And everybody, ignoring the chance for a pun, prepared to board the derelict. In a few seconds we were swarming over the side of the empty ship and searching every nook and cranny of her. The search, however, was fruitless. The ship’s log was found in the wheelhouse, but, as the last entry read, ‘Fair and warm. Billy said he didn’t love me as much as he does Anna’ we discarded that as evidence. In the galley we found a fried egg, done on only one side, and an old bo’sun who was no good to anybody. Other than these two things, the mystery was complete.”


“Not that I give a damn,” said Marian, “but what was the explanation to this almost complete mystery?”


“If you will shut your trap,” said Uncle Edith, “I will tell you. As I may not have told you, the mystery ship was full of sleeping Hessian troops, such as were used against the colonists in the Revolutionary War. They were very gay in their red coats and powdered wigs, and, had they been awake, might have offered some solution of the problem which now presented itself to us.


“‘What shall I do, cap’n?’ asked Lars Jannssenn, who had been promoted to purser.


“‘What would you like to do, Lars?’ I asked him.


“‘Me, I would like to have three wishes,’ was the typically Scandinavian reply. (Lars had belonged to the Scandi-navy before he joined up with us.)


“‘They are yours,’ I said, more on the spur of the moment than anything else. ‘You take your three wishes and put them in your hat and pull it down over your ears. Anybody else?’


“Suddenly there was a scream from below decks. I have heard screams in my day, but never anything like this one. It was dark by now, and there were a lot of couples necking in the lifeboats. But this scream was different. It was like nothing human. It came from the bowels of the ship, and you know that’s bad.


“‘All hands below!’ I cried, and just as everybody was rushing down the hatchways there came a great explosion, seemingly from the jib.


“‘All hands to the jib!’ I cried in my excitement.


“‘What is all this– a game?’ asked the crew, as one man.


‘I am captain here,’ I said, boxing the compass roundly, ‘and what I say goes! In the future please try to remember that fact.’


“Well, this sort of thing went on for hours. Up and down the ship we went, throwing overboard Hessians in our rush, until finally the cook came to me and said: ‘Cap’n, I frankly am sick of this. Are there, or are there not, any reasons why we should be behaving like a pack of schoolboys?’


“This was a poser. I called the crew together and we decided to go back to the Patience W. Littbaum. But, on looking over the side, we found a very suspicious circumstance. The Patience W. Littbaum was gone!”


“I don’t believe it!” said little Philip, from the brig.


Uncle Edith turned sharply. “I thought you were in irons,” he said.


“You think a lot,” replied little Philip, and the entire casino burst into a gale of laughter, although it was a pretty lousy come-back, even for a three-year-old.


“Very well, then,” said Uncle Edith. “I am sorry if you feel that way. For I was just going to end the story by saying that we sailed the mystery ship back to Nahant.


“And where does Christmas come in?” piped up Marian, who hadn’t heard a word of Uncle Edith’s story.


“Who the hell said anything about Christmas?” asked Uncle Edith in a rage.


And who the hell did?
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Community Singing [1]






With all the good will which threatens to be abroad in the world during the coming year I am afraid that it looks like a big year for community singing. I don’t know why I have this feeling. It is a presentiment such as I have on damp days when my wrists start aching and I know that I am in for a touch of my arthritis. We are going to have a year of community singing, and we are going to have it good.


You may think that I am just an old alarmist, predicting all this before a note has really been sung or even before notices have been sent out for people to get together and start humming. “Wait until they begin to sing,” you may say. “Then will be plenty of time to get disagreeable.” But I want to be disagreeable now, and I have every reason in the world to be. Certain documents have come to my hand which put things in an even blacker light than I have indicated. Without wishing to be a wet blanket, let me tell you what is already lined up in the way of community singing for the coming season.


Some travel bureau, with a mistaken idea of being alluring, has issued a pamphlet telling on just what dates you can get in on a good community sing. According to this schedule, if you hurry you can just make the musical festival in Dublin of Feis Ceoil (All Ireland), at which I imagine a great deal of tenor will be sung. Or, on Aug. 8, you can catch the Welsh national eisteddfod, which is to be held at Llanelly. This means singing, if I know anything about the Welsh. I am not quite sure about how to get to Llanelly, but I suppose you take a car marked “Llanelly” and ask the conductor where the eisteddfod is being held. He and the motorman will probably sing the directions to you.


Not only are the British Isles threatened with countless get-together sings, smaller than the feis ceoil and the eisteddfod, but our own dear land is already beginning to blow its pitch pipes in preparation for a year of song and little committees are springing up everywhere to send out postal cards and get all available larynxes lined up for service. Once these things start they sweep the country like wildfire. Remember how quickly that parrots’ disease spread. (By the way, were those parrots ever deported or are they still going about the streets in droves endangering the lives of the nation?)


Community singing wouldn’t be so bad if it really were community singing. But there are always several people (usually those who get the movement started) who do all the singing, or rather who do the loudest singing, and the rest of the community just stand around holding sheets of music and making low noises in their throats. The loud singers are usually sopranos and are big women who wear black jet beads. If they are not leading the thing completely, they dominate the chorus so that nobody else can make himself heard. No matter how domineering a basso may be, he can’t really drown out the rest, owing to the nature of bass singing itself. If you try to sing bass too loud your nose starts bleeding or your chin gets caught down in your collar and you choke to death (to the great satisfaction of everybody). Altos suffer from the same handicap, while tenors are usually of a mild and retiring nature and not given to masterful hogging of sound waves. It is the sopranos that you have to look out for.


Of course, underneath all this bitterness on my part you will detect that I have personal feeling against some soprano who has drowned me out at some time or other. I like to sing (in a group) and, if I am fairly sure of my part, I like to be heard. In fact, I have been known to go out of my way to make myself heard. But I can’t buck a soprano. I have even gone so far as to to give up singing in mixed groups for this very reason. In a crowd of men I can hold my own, and frequently do, but in competition with large ladies wearing black jet beads I am frankly outclassed. And I resent it.


There are certain kinds of group singing which are a great help to community, or party, spirit. Those little extemporaneous outbursts around a piano, for which postcards do not have to be sent out and which develop naturally when some one comes across a pile of old music after dinner, are really the most satisfactory of all. That is, they are satisfactory for those who happen to be around the piano singing. The rest of the people in the room are not likely to be so enthusiastic about it. I guess there are no looks so ugly as those shot at a little band of amateur singers by the people in other parts of the room who want to be talking or who are not interested in recalling songs of yesteryear.


But even in the little groups themselves there is likely to spring up some hard feeling, owing to one or two of the group being quicker than the rest to get their particular songs on the rack in front of the pianist. Everyone, when old songs are being dragged out, has his favorites, either for sentimental reasons or because he happens to know all the words. And, if some one else happens to beat you to it in suggesting the number to be tried next, you are likely to stand in silence waiting for them to finish so that you can rush your own choice into the arena. This makes for bad team work and sometimes it happens that the only one singing is the one who has just won the toss.


“Remember this?” some one will shout (the affair reaches the shouting stage very early in the game). And he will begin, in a loud voice, to sing “Call Me up Some Rainy Afternoon,” both verses and two choruses. There will be perhaps two others who know a few of the words to “Call Me up Some Rainy Afternoon” and they will join in with something of a will, but those who are too young ever to have known it or who never liked it anyway assume a patently false politeness and wait, looking about the room, for the “Call Me up Some Rainy Afternoon” devotees to finish.


Then there is a babel of:


“Remember ‘Pony Boy, Pony Boy, won’t you be my—?”


“No, no, this, ‘Oh, the moon shines bright tonight upon—’”


“No, no! Remember ‘Lindy, Lindy, sweet as the sug—’”


“Here’s one! ‘Dinah, is there any one finer?’” (This from one of the younger members of the group who is thoroughly disgusted with the old boys who are insisting on singing songs he never even knew existed.)


“I’ll tell you! ‘Here’s to the land that gave me birth, here’s to the flag she flies, here’s to the dumdy-dum-dum-dum—?”


And so on. Every one has a song he wants sung, and it seldom is the song that any one else wants, although “Heidelberg” and “Kiss Me Again” usually win out against the field because more people remember the tune and the words don’t matter so much. “Kiss Me Again,” in fact, can be, and usually is, carried through to the end with no other words than “Kiss Me Again” being used. The only drawback to this number is that it calls for quite a vocal range toward the end, resulting in all but two or three lusty singers dropping out in terror before the final rousing notes have been given their full value. Not quite enough people usually drop out, however.


I have never known it to fail that if only one man remembers the words to a certain song, he remembers all the words to all the verses and perhaps one or two parodies which were considered very funny at the time. And there is some sort of fever which lays hold of any one who is in full possession of words to a song which renders him impervious to the glares and interruptions of the others and makes him plow doggedly ahead through the entire number, his eyes bulging with pride and the cords of his neck straining with the effort of demonstrating his ability. It is an irritating sight, unless it happens to be I who am remembering the words. Then it is inconceivable that the others should not be interested. Which they are not.


If organized community singing must be done (and evidently it must) the thing to do is divide the town up into quartets, preferably all male with no sopranos, and put each quartet down in a good smoky back room where the air is bad, and let nature take its course. I know of nothing more soothing or productive of good feeling than to get three other guys, one of whom is not really a natural bass but who will fake it if some one else will carry the baritone, and then to go into a huddle for an evening of ripe, rich swipes. With such little groups tearing off “Mandy Lee, I Love You” and “Way Down Yonder in the Cornfield” all over town, not much harm can come to the community, unless perhaps there should be a big blaze started in the town hall and some of the firemen should happen to be engaged in singing at the time. Then it would just be the town hall’s hard luck, that’s all.


In the meantime, don’t forget: The Welsh national eisteddfod at Llanelly on Aug. 8. Let’s make this just the best eisteddfod ever!





[1] Only nostalgia can be evoked by Mr. Benchley’s sensitive discussion of folkways practised in a time when travelling didn’t necessarily rate a headline.

—Editor’s Note.
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“Go Down,

Sweet Sweet Jordan”






There used to be a time when four Negroes could get together and tear off a little ripe harmony and nobody thought anything of it except that it sounded great. Now, since spirituals have been taken up socially, you have got to know counterpoint and the “History of the Key of Four Flats” in order really to appreciate them.


What used to be just plain “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” in the old brown book of college songs, along with “Seeing Nellie Home” and “Clementine,” is now a manifestation of the growth of the Chariot Motif from the ancient African tap-dance through the muted eighth note into assonance and dissonance. And over your ears.


Having heard and read so much about the history of the Negro spiritual, I have been moved to look into the matter myself and have unearthed a large block of data which I am going to work into a book, to be called The Legal Aspects of the Negro Spiritual. It will take up the little-known origins of the spiritual in Africa and bring it right down to the present day, or rather to December 5, when the book will come out (and go in again after seeing its own shadow).


Commentators and experts on the spiritual do not seem to realize that this particular form of harmony comes from the old African “vegetable-humming,” dating back to the early seventeenth century and perhaps later. “Vegetable-humming” or blakawa was a chant taken part in by certain members of the tribe who wished they were vegetables and who thought that by humming loudly enough (with the tenor carrying the air) the God of the Harvest would turn them into vegetables and they could get their wish. There is no case on record of any one of them ever having been turned into a vegetable, but they kept on humming just the same, and it is in this strange form of religious ecstasy that the spiritual as we know it had its origin.


Let us take, for example, the spiritual, “Roll Down Jordan, Roll Up de Lord.” This is one of the best songs for our purpose, as it contains the particular harmonic combinations which are also found in the “vegetable-humming,” that is, C, G-sharp, A, and E, sliding up very wickedly into D-flat, G-natural, B-flat, and E-sharp. In case the G-sharp slips a little too much and gets into H, the singer must open his mouth very wide but stop making sounds altogether.


The first verse to “Roll Down Jordan, Roll Up de Lord” goes:




“Roll down Jordan; roll up de Lord;




Roll down Jordan; roll up de Lord;




Roll down Jordan; roll up de Lord;




Roll down Jordan; roll up de Lord!”





We then find the whole spirit of the thing changing and the evangelical note so common among Africans creeping into the second verse:




“Roll down de Lord; roll up Jordan;




Roll down de Lord; roll up Jordan;




Roll down de Lord; roll up Jordan;




Roll down de Lord; roll up Jordan;




Hey-hey!”





Thus, you will see, does the modern chant derive from the old wheat-cake dance, which in its turn, derived from Chicago to Elkhart in four hours (baby talk). In this dance we seem to see the native women filing into the market-place in the early morning to offer up their prayer to the God of Corn on the Cob for better and more edible crops (“O God of the Harvest! Give us some corn that we can eat. That last was terrible! Amen”). The dance itself was taken part in by the local virgins and such young men of the tribe as were willing to be seen out with them. They marched once around the market-place beating drums until someone told them to shut up. Then they seated themselves in a semi-circle, facing inward, and rocked back and forth, back and forth. This made some of them sick and they had to be led out. The rest sat there rocking and crooning until they were eighteen years old, at which time they all got up and went home, pretty sore at themselves for having wasted so much time.


We have now seen how the old tribes handled the problem of what to sing and how to prevent people from singing it. The slave trade, bringing these Negroes and their descendants over to America, foisted the problem on the United States. For a long time, owing to the colored people not knowing that they were developing a national folk song, nothing was done about it. The Negroes just sat around on piece of corn-pone and tried out various kinds of swipes which they aggravated by the use of the banjo. One of the favorite songs of this era ran thus:



(Basses) M-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m.


(Tenors) M-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m.


(First tenor solo) M-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m.


(Second tenor solo) M-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m.


(Unison) Comin’ fer to carry me home.




Under this ran the banjo accompaniment something like this:




Plunky-plunky-plunky-plunky,


Plunky-plunky-plunky-plunky,


Plunky-plunky-plunky-plunky,


Plunky-plunky– plunky-plunky,


Plunk!






Here we find for the first time some evidence of the spirit of the whole race stirring in its captivity. We seem to see the women filing into the market-place in the early morning to raise their prayer to the God of the Harvest– I guess that goes with the other song.


Gradually, during the Reconstruction Period following the Civil War, carpetbaggers from the North came in and organized these singing groups into glee-clubs, each with a leader and white gloves. They taught the basses to sing “Zum-zum-zum-zum” instead of “M-m-m-m-m– m-m” and wrote extra verses to many of the numbers to be sung as encores. The colored people didn’t know what to make of all this and many of them stopped singing entirely and went in for tap-dancing. But the popularization of the Negro spiritual was on its way and special writers were assigned to the job of making up words which would sound rather native and yet would tell a story. It was found that only four words were needed for each song, as they were always repeated. Thus we have the growth of such songs as “Carryin’ de Clouds on Jehovah’s Back,” “Ain’t Gwine ter Pray fer de Old Black Roan,” and “Ramona.” The growth of the narrative in such songs can be traced in the following, entitled “All God’s Fish is A-comin’ Home”:




Oh, I went fer ter see de lightnin’,




Oh, I went fer ter see de lightnin’,




Oh, I went fer ter see de lightnin’,




But de lightnin’ warn’t ter home.







Oh, I went fer ter see de thunder,




Oh, I went fer ter see de thunder,




Oh, I went fer ter see de thunder,




But de thunder warn’t ter home.







Oh, I went fer ter see de rain (pronounced ‘ray-un’),




Oh, I went fer ter see de rain,




Oh, I went fer ter see de rain,




But de rain warn’t ter home.”





And so on the song goes, with the singer going to see, in rapid succession, the fog, the light mist, the snow, the oysters, the river, Lake Placid, the man about coming to carry away the ashes, and finally the Lord, none of them being at home except the Lord and he was busy.


This marks the final development of the spiritual as a regenerative force and also marks the point at which I give up. I would, however, like to hear four good colored singers again without having to put my glasses on to follow the libretto.
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The Mystery

of Bridge-building






I am not much of a one to be writing on bridge building, having never really built a bridge myself, but if the reader (you) will overlook a little vagueness in some of the directions, I myself will overlook the fact that the reader has no right to criticize, unless, of course, he happens to be a professional bridge builder himself.


It has always seemed to me that the most difficult part of building a bridge would be the start. What does a man do first when he sets out to build a bridge? Granted he has his plans all drawn up and enough food and drink to last him a month. He is standing on one bank of a river and wants to build a bridge across to the other bank. What is the first thing that he does? (I seem to be asking all the questions.)


I suppose that he takes a shovel and digs a little hole, and has his picture taken doing it. Maybe somebody waves a flag. I have seen photographs of such a ceremony, but they never show what happens next. Frankly, I would be up against it if any one were to put me on one bank of a river and say: “Build a bridge across to the other bank.” I might be able to finish it if some one would start it for me, but as for making the first move I would be left blushing furiously.


I once heard of a man who was confronted by just this emergency. It had got around somehow that he was an authority on bridgework (as a matter of fact, he was a dentist), and when the people in a neighboring town wanted a bridge built they sent for him. He was an easy-going sort of chap, and after they had given him a big dinner and a good cigar he didn’t have the heart to tell them that he really knew nothing about the sort of bridge building that they wanted. He kept meaning to tell them, but they were so nice and evidently had so much confidence in him that he hated to spoil their good time, especially after he had eaten their dinner. So he just sat tight and let things take their course.


Pretty soon he found himself on the left bank of the river, with a brass band huddled around him and a lot of people in frock coats, and after some one had read Lincoln’s Gettysburg address he was given a gold shovel and told to go ahead. Fortunately the people didn’t stick around and watch him, as they figured out that he might be embarrassed by so many spectators, so he stuck the shovel in the ground and waved good-bye to every one, and then bent over as if he were going to work. As a matter of fact, he was in a terrible state of mind.


He looked across at the other bank and tried to figure out how far it was. Then he looked behind him and tried to figure out how far that was. He thought that maybe the thing to do was to go and get the bridge made somewhere else, bring it to this spot, and stick one end of it in the hole he had dug and then swing it around until the other end was over the other bank, but that didn’t seem practical. So he sat down and began writing some letters he had been meaning to write for months. Then he started throwing shovels full of dirt into the river, hoping against hope that he might get enough of it piled up on the river bottom to make a kind of bridge in itself, but he couldn’t even make it show above the surface in one spot.


Just then a man with a rod and a fish basket happened to stroll by and asked him what he was doing.


“You will just laugh when I tell you,” said the bridge builder.


“No, I won’t, honestly,” said the fisherman.


“Then you don’t laugh easily,” said the bridge builder. “I’m building a bridge.”


“And a very smart thing to be doing, too,” replied the fisherman. “One never can have too many bridges.” Then he added, “You see, I didn’t laugh.”


This so endeared him to the bridge builder that he offered the stranger a drink, and one thing led to another until they both were sitting on the river bank talking about old songs they used to sing when they were boys.


“Do you remember one that used to go, “Hello ma baby, hello ma lady, hello ma ragtime gal’?” asked one.


“‘Send me a kiss by wire, honey, ma heart’s on fire’?” added the other. “Is that the one you mean?”


“It sure is,” said the other. “And then it went, ‘If you refuse me, honey, you lose me, then I’ll be left alone.’”


“‘So, baby, telephone and tell me I’se your own,’” they both sang in unison.


Well, this sort of thing went on for months and months, until they had exhausted all the old songs they used to know and got to making up new ones. The bridge expert forgot entirely what he was there for and the fisherman had never really known, so he had nothing to forget. People used to come over from the town to see how the bridge was coming on and then would tiptoe away again when they saw the two having such a good time. Finally they got some one else to build the bridge, starting from the other side of the river, and what was the surprise of the original bridge expert one day to look up from his game of cribbage with the fisherman and find that they were directly in the way of the vehicular traffic from a brand new bridge. You may be sure that he joined in the laughter, even though the joke was in a way on him. But he saw the fun of the thing, and that is better than any bridge building. What we need in this world is fewer bridges and more fun.


However, the problem of the bridge expert which has just been cited doesn’t do much to help those of us who don’t understand how a bridge is built. What we want to know is how the second man that the town got went about the job. He evidently knew something about it, for he got the thing done.


I think that it is all that stuff in the air over the river that puzzles me. I can understand the things they build on the banks all right. You go about building those just as you would go about building a house, except, of course, for the windows and front porch. But all those wires and hangings which are suspended from apparently nowhere and yet are strong enough to hold up any number of automobiles and trolley cars that take it into their heads to cross the river. There is something very fishy about those. Who supports them? I don’t like the looks of it, frankly.


Of course, I suppose that if I had gone a little further in mathematics in school I would be a little easier in my mind about bridges. There is evidently something beyond plane geometry which I don’t know about and which may hold the key to this mystery. Maybe it’s in plane geometry. I missed a couple of days when I had a sore throat, and perhaps those are the days when the geometry class took up bridge building. Or it is quite possible that I actually studied it and didn’t absorb it. I would say that my absorption point in mathematics was about .007, and I would not be surprised to find out that I had missed the whole point entirely.


However, even though your engineer has it all worked out mathematically on paper, with figures and digits all over the place, I still don’t see how they get those wires up there in the air or how the wires are induced to hold things up. I studied physics and I’m no fool. You can’t tell me that all that weight isn’t pulling down, and my question is, “Down from what?”


I don’t mean to be nasty about this thing, or narrow-minded. Neither do I incline to the theory of witchcraft– much. There is a man in India, so they tell me, who throws a rope up in the air and then climbs up it, which is evidently the principle of bridge building. But that man in India is supposed to be a fakir, and, according to some theories, the spectators are hypnotized into thinking they see him climb the rope, whereas he is actually not doing it at all. This would be a good explanation of bridges if it were not for the fact that you can’t hypnotize a truck into thinking it is crossing a river.


Of course, the old-fashioned covered bridge is easy enough to understand. People could wade right out into those rivers and stick the posts in by hand, or at any rate could get planks long enough to reach across. All that was necessary was to get good planks that would rumble. And, by the way, what has become of the old-fashioned rumbling plank? You never hear planks rumbling today as they used to on those old covered bridges. I once spent the night in a farmhouse which I later found out was near a covered bridge. In the middle of the night I heard what I thought was thunder; so I got up and shut the window. The room got very hot in about half an hour, so, hearing no more thunder, I thought that the storm had passed us by, and got up and opened the window again. In about ten minutes there was another rumble; this time very loud. With a bound I was out of bed and had the window down in a jiffy. Then came half an hour of stifling again, with a pronounced odor of burning hay from the mattress. I got up and looked out the window. The stars were shining. So up she came again and I went back to bed after stepping on both my shoes, which were lying upside down by the bed. This went on at intervals of half an hour all night, until I finally overcame my fear of thunderstorms and decided to let the lightning come right in and get into bed with me if it wanted to, rather than shut the window again. I have already given away the point of this story, so I need hardly say that I found out in the morning that it actually had been thunder that I had heard and that the town on the other side of the mountain had had a bad storm all night. The covered bridge, however, could have been responsible for the rumbling if it had wanted to.


This little anecdote, exciting and amusing as it has been for all of us, I am sure, has drawn us quite a long way from the theme of this treatise, which, you will remember, was, “What Sort of Trickery Goes Into the Building of Bridges?” I don’t happen to know many bridge engineers, so I am unable to say whether they are tricksters as a class. In fact, the only one that I know built a privately owned toll bridge across a river once, and then found that the township ran a free bridge about half a mile down the river around a bend which he hadn’t seen before. Se he hung his bridge with Japanese lanterns and limited it to rickshas and spent his vacations fishing from it.


But, aside from possibly taking on a job for building a pontoon bridge, which I could do if I had enough boats, I am distinctly not in the market for a bridge contract until some one explains the principle of the thing more clearly to me.


I once read of a man who was caught in a hotel fire and broke open one of those glass cases containing what is known as a “fire ax.” Then, as he stood there, ax in hand, watching little curls of smoke coming up through the floor, he tried to figure out what to do with the ax. He could chop a hole in the floor and let more fire up, or he could chop a hole in the wall and make a nice draft. Aside from those two courses of action he seemed to be saddled with an ax and that was all. After waving it weakly around his head once or twice, thinking maybe to frighten the fire away, he just stood there, making imaginary chopping motions, until the firemen came and carried him out still asking, “What do I do with this?”


Such will be my dilemma when some one puts a shovel in my hand and says: “How about building a bridge?”
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“They’re Off!”






There are several spectacular ways in which I could dissipate a fortune, if I were to have one left to me, but one of them is not horse-racing.


Some day you may read of my daredevil escapades with a team of arch-duchesses on the Riviera in which “Mad Bob” (that will be I) rides up and down the Promenade des Anglais on a high-powered car’s running-board throwing out burning mille-franc notes at the people (all of whom love me for my wild, likeable eccentricities). You may read of someone who has discovered me, a grey-haired, distinguished-looking old derelict, pacing the water-front of Port Said, living on the pittance furnished me by friends whom I had wined and dined in the old days when I was known as “The Playboy of Two Continents,” before a group of international bankers conspired against me to wipe out my entire fortune at one coup. (I hate those bankers already, just thinking about it). But you will never hear about my taking my life at a race-course– unless it is from sheer confusion. That is one thing you don’t have to worry about, in case you worry about me at all.


Fond as I am of horses when meeting them personally (and give me a handful of sugar and I will make friends with any horse– or lose my hand up to the wrist in the attempt) I am strangely unmoved when I see them racing each other up and down a track. A great calm descends on me at the cry “They’re Off!” and, as the race proceeds, this calm increases in intensity until it is practically a coma, from which I have to be aroused by friends telling me which horse won.


Much of this coolness towards horse-racing is due to the fact that I almost never have any money up. I have no scruples in the matter (except that old New England scruple against losing money), but I never seem to be able to get the hang of just how the betting is done. By the time I have decided what horse I would like to bet on, everybody seems to have disappeared, either through indifference to my betting plans or because the race is on. I hear other people betting, but I never can quite see whom they are betting with. The whole thing is more or less chaotic to me.


In the second place, I never can see a horse-race. Of course, when you go to a race in England, like the Grand National, you don’t expect to see. All you do is listen very carefully and peer into the mist and, when you hear the crowd murmur “They’re Off!” go around back to a refreshment tent and munch on a cold meat-pie until you think it is time for the race to be finished. Then go to the door of the tent and someone (who didn’t see the finish either) will tell you who won. That is the Sport of Kings as England knows it.


In this country, you usually can see the course, but I personally have a great deal of trouble in finding out where the horses are. Part of this is due to my inability to manipulate long-range glasses. I can swing them jauntily by my side before the race starts, and I can hold them up to my eyes (until my arms get tired– then to hell with them) but I can’t seem to see anything except an indistinct blur of grass and an object which later turns out to be the back of the head of one of the officials. Even if I find the horses when they are grouped at the barrier, I lose them the minute they start out and spend my time sweeping the horizon for them while my friends are muttering “Look at that! Look at him come up! There goes Captain’s Garter! Here comes Onion Soup!” The last time I used field glasses at a horse race I thought I saw a rowboat in the distance manned by a suspiciously large number of oarsmen; so I haven’t felt like using the glasses since then. With my naked eye I can at least see the surrounding country, and without the complication of strange rowboats.


I have therefore given up the use of glasses entirely and carry them just for looks. (I am even thinking of giving that up, too, as I have been told that they don’t look right on me.) With the naked eye at least I can see the grass clearly and, at Belmont Park, there are some very pretty fountains to watch in case the race itself has eluded you. Even with my eyes free to roam as they will, I lose the horses before they have gone a hundred yards. Everyone else seems to know where they are, even people with much worse eyesight than mine (and I may say that my eyesight is very good as a general thing), but the whole affair becomes a mystery to me until suddenly I find that they are at the last turn and into the homestretch. Then comes the problem of finding out which horse is which.


It is, I will admit, a very pretty sight to see a lot of horses coming in at the finish, but it would be much more exciting for me if I could distinguish the various colors. Insofar as I have any favorites at all, they are always the horses who carry a bright red, because that is the only color that means anything to me at the finish. These yellow and pink mixtures get all confused with the baby-blues and blood-oranges when they get bunched together, and I am constantly upset by the spectacle of what seems to me to be two jockeys on one horse. I don’t like to admit after the finish that I haven’t been able to detect the winner, and so a great many times I am completely in the dark unless I overhear a chance remark or see an early edition of the papers. This makes going to the races something of a mockery.


Then, too, there is another source of confusion for me in the varying lengths of the races they see fit to run. I think that I am correct in saying that one has a right to expect that any race shall finish down in front of the grandstands. I don’t mean to be arbitrary about this, but that is the way it seems to me. All right, then. The last race I saw at Belmont Park (New York) began where they all begin– that is, just beyond my range of vision, over at the right. The horses, as near as I could tell, ran straight away along the other side of the course, meaning nothing as far as I was concerned. Then, just as they reached the far turn, they seemed to give the whole thing up as a bad job and began running in different directions. I though that maybe it was a game like hare-and-hounds, that one bunch of horses went North and another went South and still others East and West, with the ones who got back on to the course first, winning. But no. It seems that the race was over, ’way out there, and they were simply dispersing for the afternoon. In other words, nobody in the stands (unless they happened to know black art and were able to work long-range glasses) had any idea as to which horse won. I was particularly fortunate in not caring.


But, aside from the strain of trying to keep the horses within your range of vision and telling which is which, there is another feature of horse-racing which seems to me a little irksome. That is the intervals between races. If left to myself I would be inclined to read a good book between times, or even during the races themselves. But this, evidently, is not allowed. You must get up as soon as a race is over and go out behind the stands and walk around in the paddock. just what good this is supposed to do I never could figure out. You look at the horses and you look at the jockeys and you say “How are you?” to a lot of people who are walking around looking at the horses and the jockeys. But as for changing anything at that late hour, even your mind on a bet, the whole thing seems a little futile. Most of the people who walk around in the paddock just before a race don’t know whether a horse looks good or not. They just look. They make marks with a pencil and try to appear “in the know” (slang phrase), but even I know that they aren’t getting anywhere by doing it. Unless a horse in the paddock is obviously walking on three legs, or a jockey is obviously cockeyed, this walking around is just walking around and I can just walk around at home or in Times Square. I don’t have to go out to a race-course to do it.


Personally, I always get lost when I walk around in the paddock. I start out with, let us say, three friends, whose company is sufficiently pleasing to me to make me leave my comfortable subway or corner drug-store and go out to the track in the first place. We amble around under the trees for a few minutes, look at a couple of horses who would much rather not be looked at, and then, all of a sudden, I am alone. My friends have disappeared into comparatively thin air. I turn to the right and run into a horse. I turn to the left and run into several people who might as well be horses as far as anything in common we have together. Then I get a little panicky. I begin rushing. I try to find the clubhouse. It, too, has disappeared. There are a lot of people about, but I don’t seem to know any of them. Once in a while I recognize a man I know who works in the box office of a theatre, but he always looks so worried that I dare not speak to him. I feel that maybe I am out of place. Later I find that I am. The hot sun beats down on me and I get to crying. The whole thing takes on the aspect of a bad dream. Even if I do get back to the stands, I merely am getting back to further confusion. There really is nothing left for me to do but go home. And I don’t know how to get home. (I am writing this out by the paddock at the last race-course I went to. Will someone who reads this, and who lives near Saratoga, come and get me out?)
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Bringing Back

the Morris Dance






I don’t know why I never thought to speak of it before, but we don’t do nearly enough Morris-dancing in this country. These fine early summer days (or early winter days, or whenever you read this) it seems a shame to be devoting ourselves to golf and tennis and drinking when we might be out of doors prancing around a pole and falling down every few feet.


In Merrie Englandie they used to have quite a good time doing this, and there is no reason why we shouldn’t today, except that good poles are hard to get. Poles with ribands on them are practically unknown. The thing to do is get a pole and put the ribands on yourself, and then you are sure that they are fresh.


Of course, it is not necessary to have a pole for your Morris dance, but it is better because then you have something to lean against when you get tired. (I am tired before I start, just thinking about it.) The chief thing for Morris-dancing is a smock and lots of ribands. I am sorry to keep harping on this riband business, but you are just nobody in Morris-dancing circles unless you have a lot of ribands hanging off you. These serve to float in the wind and to trip you up. I am going right ahead in this thesis on the assumption that “ribands” are the same as our “ribbons,” although I haven’t looked it up. If they are something entirely different, then I am getting myself into a terrible mix-up and might better stop right here.


Bells are also worn strapped to the dancers’ legs to give warning to the other dancers and show where each individual is at any given time. These dances used to run on ’way into the night sometimes, and without the bells there would be nasty collisions and perhaps serious injury. It is essential that the bells be strapped tightly to the legs, otherwise the dancer will have to keep stooping and hitching them up every few steps, thereby spoiling the symmetry of the dance figure. If the bells are loose and there is no way of tightening them, the next best thing is to have a very small child run along beside the dancer and hold them up. It would have to be a very small child, though, so small as to be almost repulsive.


I had always thought (when I thought of it at all) that the name “Morris dance” came from William Morris who designed the old Morris chairs. By the way, did you ever see a Morris chair that wasn’t old? They must have been new sometime, when they were bought, but by the time anyone ever got to looking at them the seats were all sunken in and the arms covered with cigarette burns. Perhaps that was the way William Morris designed them. I frankly don’t know. As I look back on them now, it also seems that they were always awfully low, so low as to be almost a part of the floor. It was always very difficult to get up out of one, once you got in, and I wouldn’t be surprised if a great many people are still sitting in them, which would account for a great many people that have been missing for a long time. Expeditions might be started to go and get missing people out of Morris chairs– or maybe you don’t care.


Well, anyway, it wasn’t that William Morris who worked up the Morris dance, because he came a great deal later and was too busy with chairs, anyway. I understand that the Moors in Spain did the first Morris dances, and called it the “Morisco,” probably a trade name like “Nabisco” and “Delco.” It is barely possible that one of the Marx Brothers’ ancestors, named Mawruss, invented it and began that pleasing trick of nomenclature which has resulted in “Groucho,” “Harpo,” “Chico,” and “Zeppo” among his descendants. At any rate, the dance that the Moors used to do was the “Morisco” and “Morris” was as near as the English could get the name. You would think that a great big nation like England could get the little name “Morisco” right. But no.


We are told that, in Merrie Englandie, one of the dancers was always decked out as Robin Hood “with a magpye’s plume to his capp and a russat bearde,” which is as lousy spelling as you will see grouped together in any one sentence anywhere. At first, the only music was that of the bells, but that got pretty tiresome after a while and they brought out a flute, or “tabor,” which probably added nothing. I can, offhand, think of nothing more dismal.


Of course, I hope that you don’t think that I am under the impression that the Morris dance was the first outdoor dancing done by people. I am not quite that much of a ninny. The first records that we have of such things are those of the Egyptians about 5000 B.C. (And what a long time ago that was!) Nobody knows what they had to dance about in 5000 B.C., but they were hard at it, for we find pictures of them dancing on their sarcophagi. That is, they didn’t dance on their sarcophagi, but they drew pictures on their sarcophagi, of dancing, which must have been almost as painful. In this dance, eight maidens from the local maidenry danced around and around with no particular idea in mind, finally falling down when they got tired, which was in anywhere from ten to fifteen minutes. This left them with the rest of the afternoon free, but they probably weren’t good for much.


Most of all folk dancing that followed this has been based on the same idea– round, and round, and round, and then stop. In the Chinese dances they did a great deal of banging as they danced, striking swords on shields and scowling, but there is no record of anyone ever getting hurt. They got awfully tired, though. That seems to be the story of all group dancing through the ages, people getting awfully tired. It is a wonder that no one ever thought of just not dancing at all.


Sometimes, of course, the dances did mean something, usually an appeal to the Rain God to do something about the crops. The Egyptians had a dance like this, but one year they did it too well and got nothing but rain; so they had to work in a figure which was an appeal to the Sun God to come and drive away the Rain God. This resulted in a lot of hard feeling between the Sun God and the Rain God and the entire dance had to be discontinued, with the result that, for about fifty years, no crops came up at all.


But we are getting away from our Morris dance, which is perhaps just as well. By the sixteenth century you would have thought that people would be working up something new in the line of dancing, but the only difference between the Morris dance and that one of the Egyptians was the bells on the legs. The Egyptians also danced sideways a lot, which made it difficult for them to get anywhere much. The English rustics did know enough to dance forward and back, but that isn’t much of a development for over six thousand years, is it?


A lot of people try to read a sex meaning into dancing, but that seems to me to be pretty far-fetched. By the time you have been panting and blowing around in a circle for five or ten minutes, keeping your mind steadily on maintaining your balance and not tripping, sex is about the last thing that would enter your head. Havelock Ellis even goes so far as to say that all life is essentially a dance, that we live in a rhythm which is nothing but a more cosmic form of dancing. This may be true of some people, but there are others, among whom I am proud to count myself, to whom life is static, even lethargic, and who are disciples of the Morris who designed the Morris chair rather than the Morris of the dance.


Havelock Ellis can dance through life if he wants to, but I think I’ll sit this one out, if you don’t mind.
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The Treasurer’s Report






Author’s Note



About eight years ago (eight, to be exact) I was made a member of a committee to plan a little Sunday night entertainment for some newspapermen who wanted to act. The committee was supposed to meet at a certain time, each member with some suggestions for sketches or song-numbers. (In order to get out of this morass of pussy-footing which I have got myself into, I will come right out and say that the ‘certain time” at which the committee was to meet was 8 P.M. on Sunday night.) At 7:15 P.M. I suddenly realized that I had no suggestions to offer for the entertainment.


As all the other members of the committee were conscientious workers, I felt considerably abashed. But as they were also charming and indulgent fellows, I knew that they would take my dereliction in good part if I could only take their minds off the business of the meeting and possibly put them in good humor with a comical story or a card-trick. So, on the way up in the taxi, I decided to make believe, when they called on me for my contribution, that I had misunderstood the purpose of the committee-meeting and had come prepared to account for the year’s expenditures. These I jotted down on the back of an old shirt.


As is always the case with such elaborate trickery, my plan to escape censure by diverting the minds of the committee fell flat. They listened to my temporizing report and voted me a droll chap, but then they said: “And now what are your suggestions for the entertainment?” As I had to confess that I had none, it was agreed that, faute de mieux, I should elaborate the report I had just offered and perhaps acquire some skill in its delivery, and give that as my share of the Sunday night entertainment. At this moment my entire life changed its course.


I guess that no one ever got so sick of a thing as I, and all my friends, have grown of this Treasurer’s Report. I did it every night and two matinées a week for nine months in the Third Music Box Revue. Following that, I did it for ten weeks in vaudeville around the country, I did it at banquets and teas, at friends’ houses and in my own house, and finally went to Hollywood and made a talking movie of it. In fact, I have inflicted it on the public in every conceivable way except over the radio and dropping it from airplanes. But I have never written it. I have been able to throw myself into a sort of trance while delivering it, so that the horrible monotony of the thing made no impression on my nerve cells, but to sit down and put the threadbare words on paper has always seemed just a little too much to bear.


I am writing it out now more as a release than anything else. Perhaps, in accordance with Freudian theories, if I rid myself of this thing which has been skulking in the back of my mind for eight years, I shall be a normal man again. No one has to read it. I hope that no one does, for it doesn’t read at all well. All I want to do is get it on paper and out of the way. I feel better already, just from having told all this. And please let’s never bring the matter up again.




•••••


The report is delivered by an Assistant Treasurer who has been called in to pinch-hit for the regular Treasurer who is ill. He is not a very good public-speaker, this assistant, but after a few minutes of confusion is caught up by the spell of his own oratory and is hard to stop.




I shall take but a very few moments of your time this evening, for I realize that you would much rather be listening to this interesting entertainment than to a dry financial statement... but I am reminded of a story– which you have probably all of you heard.


It seems that there were these two Irishmen walking down the street when they came to a– oh, I should have said in the first place that the parrot which was hanging out in front of the store– or rather belonging to one of these two fellows– the first Irishman, that is– was– well, anyway, this parrot–


(After a slight cogitation, he realizes that, for all practical purposes, the story is as good as lost; so he abandons it entirely and, stepping forward, drops his facile, story-telling manner and assumes a quite spurious businesslike air.)


Now, in connection with reading this report, there are one or two points which Dr. Murnie wanted brought up in connection with it, and he has asked me to bring them up in connec— to bring them up.


In the first place, there is the question of the work which we are trying to do up there at our little place at Silver Lake, a work which we feel not only fills a very definite need in the community but also fills a very definite need– er– in the community. I don?t think that many members of the Society realize just how big the work is that we are trying to do up there. For instance, I don’t think that it is generally known that most of our boys are between the age of fourteen. We feel that, by taking the boy at this age, we can get closer to his real nature– for a boy has a very real nature, you may be sure– and bring him into closer touch not only with the school, the parents, and with each other, but also with the town in which they live, the country to whose flag they pay allegiance, and to the– ah– (trailing off) town in which they live.


Now the fourth point which Dr. Murnie wanted brought up was that in connection with the installation of the new furnace last Fall. There seems to have been considerable talk going around about this not having been done quite as economically as it might– have– been– done, when, as a matter of fact, the whole thing was done just as economically as possible– in fact, even more so. I have here a report of the Furnace Committee, showing just how the whole thing was handled from start to finish.


(Reads from report, with considerable initial difficulty with the stiff covers.)


Bids were submitted by the following firms of furnace contractors, with a clause stating that if we did not engage a firm to do the work for us we should pay them nothing for submitting the bids. This clause alone saved us a great deal of money.


The following firms, then, submitted bids:


Merkle, Wybigant Co., the Eureka Dust Bin and Shaker Co., The Elite Furnace Shop, and Harris, Birnbauer and Harris. The bid of Merkle, Wybigant being the lowest, Harris Birnbauer were selected to do the job.


(Here a page is evidently missing from the report, and a hurried search is carried on through all the pages, without result.)


Well, that pretty well clears up that end of the work. Those of you who contributed so generously last year to the floating hospital have probably wondered what became of the money. I was speaking on this subject only last week at our up-town branch, and, after the meeting, a dear little old lady, dressed all in lavender, came up on the platform, and, laying her hand on my arm, said: “Mr. So-and-So (calling me by name) Mr. So-and-So, what the hell did you do with all the money we gave you last year?” Well, I just laughed and pushed her off the platform, but it has occurred to the committee that perhaps some of you, like that little old lady, would be interested in knowing the disposition of the funds.


Now, Mr. Rossiter, unfortunately our treasurer– or rather Mr. Rossiter our treasurer, unfortunately is confined at his home tonight with a bad head-cold and I have been asked (he hears someone whispering at him from the wings, but decides to ignore it) and I have been asked if I would (the whisperer will not be denied, so he goes over to the entrance and receives a brief message, returning beaming and laughing to himself). Well, the joke seems to be on me! Mr. Rossiter has pneumonia!


Following, then, is a summary of the Treasurer’s Report:


(Reads, in a very businesslike manner.)


During the year 1929– and by that is meant 1928– the Choral Society received the following in donations:






	B. L. G.

	$500




	G. K. M

	500




	Lottie and Nellie W.

	500




	In memory of a happy summer at Rye Beach

	10




	Proceeds of a sale of coats and hats left in the boat-house

	14.55




	And then the junior League gave a performance of “Pinafore” for the benefit of the Fund, which, unfortunately, resulted in a deficit of

	($300.00)




	Then, from dues and charges

	2,354.75




	And, following the installation of the new furnace, a saving in coal amounting to $374.75– which made Dr. Murnie very happy, you may be sure.

	




	Making a total of receipts amounting to

	$3,645.75








This is all, of course, reckoned as of June.


In the matter of expenditures, the Club has not been so fortunate. There was the unsettled condition of business, and the late Spring, to contend with, resulting in the following– er– rather discouraging figures, I am afraid.






	Expenditures

	$23,574.85




	Then there was a loss, owing to– several things–

	3,326.70




	Car-fare

	$ 4,452.25




	And then, Mrs. Rawlins’ expense account, when she went down to see the work they are doing in Baltimore, came to $256.50, but I am sure that you will all agree that it was worth it to find out– er– what they are doing in Baltimore.

	




	And then, under the general head of Odds and Ends

	2,537.50




	Making a total disbursement of (hurriedly)

	$416,546.75








or a net deficit of– ah– several thousand dollars.


Now, these figures bring us down only to October. In October my sister was married, and the house was all torn up, and in the general confusion we lost track of the figures for May and August. All those wishing the approximate figures for May and August, however, may obtain them from me in the vestry after the dinner, where I will be with pledge cards for those of you who wish to subscribe over and above your annual dues, and I hope that each and every one of you here tonight will look deep into his heart and (archly) into his pocketbook, and see if he can not find it there to help us to put this thing over with a bang (accompanied by a wholly ineffectual gesture representing a bang) and to help and make this just the biggest and best year the Armenians have ever had.... I thank you.


(Exits, bumping into proscenium)




PREV  TOC  INDEX  NEXT



The Homelike Hotel






One of the chief factors in the impending crash of the American Home as an institution is the present craze for making so many other places “homelike.” We have homelike hotels, homelike barber shops, homelike auditoriums, and, so they tell me, homelike jails. A man can’t go into a shop to get his skates sharpened without being made to feel that, if he has any appreciation for atmosphere at all, he ought really to send for his trunks and settle down and live right there in the skate-sharpening place. It is getting so that a home-loving man doesn’t know which way to turn.


The hotels were the leaders in this campaign to make the home seem unhomelike by comparison. There was a time when a hotel was simply a place in which you slept; that is, if you were a good sleeper. You went in and registered and the man who pushed the book out at you turned his collar around and became the boy who took your bag up (possibly in one of those new-fangled lifts which you were sure would never replace the horse– at least, not in your affections).


The room, as you entered it, seemed to be a species of closet, smelling strongly of straw matting and rug threads, and, after a good look at the cherry bureau and its duplicating mirror and a tug at the rope which was coiled by the window in case you wanted to lasso any one, you turned out the hanging bulb over the bed (making a barely perceptible difference in the lighting of the room), and went out into the street to find a place to sit until bedtime. You would no more have thought of sitting in your room than you would have thought of getting into one of the bureau drawers and lolling around with a good book.


The first sign that the hotels were going in for the homey stuff in a big way was when they began hanging pictures on the walls. Either they didn’t get the right pictures or they weren’t hung properly. At any rate, the first hotel wall pictures were not successful in giving a homelike atmosphere. There were usually pastels showing two ladies with a fan, or two fans and one lady, with a man in knee breeches hovering about in the background. The girl with the broken jug was also a great favorite in the early days of hotel decoration. She still is doing very well, as a matter of fact, and you will find her in even the most up-to-date hostelries, giving what is hoped will be a final touch of bonhomie to the room. Well, she doesn’t, and the sooner hotel managements are brought to realize it, the better it will be for them.


In fact, the whole problem of what pictures to hang on the walls of a hotel room is still in a state of flux. Until they get away from those little French garden scenes, with fans and sun dials as the chief props, they are never going to make me feel at home. And they do not help matters any by introducing etchings showing three boats lying alongside a dock or 17 geese flying South. It seems to me that the picture-hangers in hotels are striving too hard for good taste. What we want is not good taste in our hotel pictures, but something to look at. If you are going to live in the room with a picture all the rest of your life, good taste is all right. But for overnight give me something a little daring, with a lot of red in it.


There is another development in the equipment of hotel rooms which, while it does not exactly make the quarters attractive, keeps the guest interested while he is in the room. I refer to the quantity of reading matter which is placed at his disposal. This does not mean the little magazines that some hotels place by the bedside, in the hope that you will sit up so late reading that you will have to send down for a glass of milk and some crackers at midnight. I don’t think people read those as much as they are supposed to. I don’t think they even look at the pictures as much as they are supposed to.


But there is a trait which is almost universal among hotel guests and which is being catered to more and more by the managements. It is the tendency, amounting almost to a fascination, to read every word of every sign which is displayed around the room. You know very well that the chances are that not one sign out of ten will have any bearing on you or your life in that room. And yet, almost as soon as the bellboy has left, you amble around the room, reading little notices which have been slipped under the glass bureau top, tacked to the door, or tucked in the mirror. Not only do you read them once, but you usually go over them a second time, hoping that maybe there is something of interest which eluded you in the first reading.


I had occasion last week to share a hotel room with a man who was at Atlantic City with me on business. We were shown up by the boy, who went through all the regulation maneuvers of opening the window (which has to be shut immediately after he has gone), putting the bags on the stool (from which they have to be removed for unpacking), pushing open the door to the bathroom to show you where it is and to prevent your going into the next room by mistake, and making such financial adjustments as may be necessary. This completed, I reminded George that we were already late for our first appointment, and started for the door to go downstairs.


George, however, was busy at something over by the bureau. “Just a minute,” he said, in a preoccupied tone. He was bending over the glass top as if he had found a deposit of something that might possibly turn out to be gold.


Impatiently I went over to grab him by the arm and pull him along. I saw he was reading a little notice, printed in red, which had been tucked under the glass. Determined to see what this fascinating message was that had riveted George to the spot, I read:


The use of alcohol lamps, sterno lamps, and all other flame-producing appliances, as well as electric devices, is positively forbidden.


“That makes it rather tough for you, doesn’t it,” I said, “with all your flame-producing appliances? Shall we go to another hotel?”


George said nothing, but went to get his hat. I sauntered over to the door to wait for him, but my eye was caught by a neatly-printed sign which, although I knew that it would contain nothing which could possibly affect me personally, I was utterly unable to keep from reading:


In accepting garments for valet service it is thoroughly understood that they do not contain money, jewelry, or any other articles of value, and, consequently—


“Come on, come on!” said George. “We’re late now!” Just a minute!” It was I this time who had the preoccupied air. It was I whose eyes were glued to the tiny card and who could not leave until I had finished its stirring message—


—consequently the hotel’s management or any of its staff will not be held responsible for the return of anything but the garments originally delivered.


“O.K.!” I announced briskly. “Come on!”


But George had found another sign on the wall by the door. This time we both read it together in silence.


Do not turn thumb latch when leaving room. Door is self-locking. Use thumb latch only when in room.


“What thumb latch is that?” George said, looking over the assortment of latches and catches on the door.


“This is it here,” I said, equally engrossed.


“Don’t turn it!” cried George, in terror. “It says not to turn it.”


“Who’s turning it?” I snapped back. “I was just seeing how it worked. Who would want to turn it, anyway?”


“You can’t tell,” replied George. “Somebody might have this room who had a terrible hunch for turning thumb latches. A hotel has to deal with a lot of strange eggs.”


“What would happen if you did turn it?” I asked. George shuddered. “It might transform the whole hotel into a pumpkin under our very feet,” he said, in a low voice.


“Don’t be so jumpy,” I said, impatiently. That sort of thing belongs to the Middle Ages– and, besides, it used to happen only at the stroke of midnight.”


“What time is it now?” asked George. He was in a cold sweat.


“A quarter to five,” I said, looking at my watch. “There’s not much sense in going to that four-o’clock date now.”


George agreed, so we took off our hats and spent the rest of the afternoon roaming about the room, reading signs to our hearts’ content. We were rewarded by several even duller notices than the ones we had already studied and by a good 15 minutes over the 21 provisions of Act 146 of the state Legislature making it compulsory for the management of all inns, hotels, and boarding houses to maintain a safe in the office for the reception of valuables belonging to the guests.


“That’s an old one,” said George. “I’ve read that before.”


“It’s good, though,” I said. “It always makes great reading. After all, old notices are best.”


So we had dinner sent up to the room in order to complete our reading of the hotel laundry list (George flying into a rage at the charge of 75 cents for “dressing sacques”) and, by bedtime, had cleaned up the entire supply of printed matter and were well into the Atlantic City telephone book.


If the hotels want to go still further in their campaigns to make their rooms interesting for their guests, I would suggest the introduction of a sort of treasure hunt for each room. On each door could be tacked a little legend saying something like: “I can be found by going (1) to the top of the possession of an old English queen (2) under an article, beginning with ‘W,’ highly prized by astronomers (3) between two Indian wigwam attachments (4) underneath an American revolutionary firearm.”


The guest could then spend his evenings trying to figure out these hiding places and perhaps emerge richer by a cigarette lighter or one of those face cloths done up in tissue paper envelopes which the hotels are so crazy to have you take away. It wouldn’t be so much the value of the prize as the fun of finding it, and it would serve the purpose which seems to be the aim of all modern hostelries– namely: to keep the guests out of the open air and to prevent them from going home.
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The Sunday Menace






I am not a gloomy man by nature, nor am I easily depressed. I always say that, no matter how much it looks as if the sun were never going to stop shining and no matter how long the birds carry on their seemingly incessant chatter, there is always a good sleet storm just around the corner and a sniffy head cold in store for those who will only look for it. You can’t keep Old Stepmother Nature down for long.


But I frankly see no way out of the problem of Sunday afternoon. For centuries Sunday afternoon has been Old Nell’s Curse among the days of the week. Sunday mornings may be cheery enough, with its extra cup of coffee and litter of Sunday newspapers, but there is always hanging over it the ominous threat of 3 P.M., when the sun gets around to the back windows and Life stops dead in its tracks. No matter where you are– in China, on the high seas, or in a bird’s nest– about 3 o’clock in the afternoon a pall descends over all the world and people everywhere start trying to think of something to do. You might as well try to think of something to do in the death house at Sing Sing, however, because, even if you do it, where does it get you? It is still Sunday afternoon.


The Blue Jeebs begin to drift in along about dessert at Sunday dinner. The last three or four spoonfuls of ice cream somehow lose their flavor and you begin crumbling up your cake instead of eating it. By the time you have finished coffee there is a definite premonition that before long, maybe in 40 or 50 minutes, you will be told some bad news, probably involving the death of several favorite people, maybe even yourself. This feeling gives way to one of resignation. What is there to live for, anyway? At this point, your dessert begins to disagree with you.


On leaving the dining room and wandering aimlessly into the living room (living room indeed; there will be precious little living done in that room this afternoon), every one begins to yawn. The drifts of Sunday papers on the floor which looked so cozy before dinner now are just depressing reminders of the transitory nature of human life. Uncle Ben makes for the sofa and promptly drops off into an unattractive doze. The children start quarreling among themselves and finally involve the grownups in what threatens to be a rather nasty brawl.


“Why don’t you go out and play?” some one asks.


“Play what?” is their retort, and a good one, too.


This brings up the whole question of what to do and there is a half-hearted attempt at thinking on the part of the more vivacious members of the party. Somebody goes to the window and looks out. He goes back to his chair, and somebody else wanders over to another window and looks out there, pressing the nose against the pane and breathing absent-mindedly against the glass. This has practically no effect on the situation.


In an attempt to start conversation, a garrulous one says, “Heigh-ho!” This falls flat, and there is a long silence while you look through the pile of newspapers to see if you missed anything in the morning’s perusal.


You even read the ship news and the book advertisements.


“This life of Susan B. Anthony looks as if it might be a pretty good book,” you say.


“What makes you think so?” queries Ed crossly. Ed came out to dinner because he was alone in town, and now wishes he hadn’t. He is already thinking up an excuse to get an early train back.


There being no good reason why you think that the life of Susan B. Anthony might be interesting, you say nothing. You didn’t really think that it might be interesting, anyway.


A walk is suggested, resulting in groans from the rest of the group. The idea of bridge arouses only two out of the necessary four to anything resembling enthusiasm. The time for the arrival of Bad News is rapidly approaching and by now it is pretty fairly certain to involve death. The sun strikes in through the window and you notice that the green chair needs reupholstering. The rug doesn’t look any too good, either. What’s the use, though? There would be no sense in getting a lot of new furniture when every one is going to be dead before long, anyway.


It is a funny thing about the quality of the sunshine on a Sunday afternoon. On other days it is just sunshine and quite cheery in its middle-class way. But on Sunday afternoon it takes on a penetrating harshness which does nothing but show up the furniture. It doesn’t make any difference where you are. You may be hanging around the Busy Bee lunch in Hongkong or polishing brass on a yacht in the North Sea; you may be out tramping across the estate of one of the vice-presidents of a big trust company or teaching Indians to read in Arizona. The Sunday afternoon sunlight makes you dissatisfied with everything it hits. It has got to be stopped.


When the automobile came in it looked as if the Sunday afternoon problem was solved. You could climb in at the back door of the old steamer and puff out into the country, where at least you couldn’t hear people playing “Narcissus” on the piano several houses away. (People several houses away are always playing “Narcissus” on the piano on Sunday afternoons. If there is one sound that is typical of Sunday afternoon, it is that of a piano being played several houses away.) It is true, of course, that even out in the country, miles away from everything, you could always tell that it was Sunday afternoon by the strange behavior of the birds, but you could at least pick out an open field and turn somersaults (first taking the small change out of your pockets), or you could run head-on into a large oak, causing insensibility. At least, you could in the early days of automobiling.


But, as soon as everybody got automobiles, the first thing they did naturally was to try to run away from Sunday afternoon, with the result that every country road within a hundred miles of any city has now taken the place of the old-time county fair, without the pleasure of the cattle and the jam exhibits. Today the only difference between Sunday afternoon in the city and Sunday afternoon in the country is that, in the country, you don’t know the people who are on your lap.


Aside from the unpleasantness of being crowded in with a lot of strangers on a country road and not knowing what to talk about during the long hours while the automobiles are waiting to move ahead, there is the actual danger of an epidemic. Supposing some one took a child out riding in the country on Sunday and while they were jammed in line with hundreds of thousands of other pleasure riders the child came down with tonsillitis. There she would be, a carrier of disease, in contact with at least two-thirds of the population, giving off germs right and left and perhaps starting an epidemic which would sweep the country before the crowds could get back to their homes and gargle. Subways and crowded tenements have long been recognized as breeding grounds for afflictions of the nose and throat. Are country roads on Sunday afternoons to be left entirely without official regulation?


I really have no remedy for Sunday afternoon, at least none that I have any confidence in. The only one that might work would be to rearrange the week in your own mind so that Sunday afternoon falls on Saturday. Now, Saturday afternoon is as cheery as Sunday afternoon is depressing. Perhaps we might try taking a day from some week, let us say a Wednesday which wouldn’t matter, then Saturday would be Sunday and Sunday would be Monday. This would do away with all that problem of what to do on Sunday afternoon, because there are always plenty of things to do on Saturday. And you would get the benefit of Saturday afternoon sunshine, which is really delightful. Sunday afternoon sunshine would then, wreak its havoc on Monday afternoon and you would be working anyway and might not notice it.


Of course, this system would be complicated unless everybody else would agree to make the same rearrangement in the week, and that might take quite a long time to bring about. If you were making a date for, let us say, Friday morning, you would have to say, “That would be Thursday morning of your week,” and perhaps people would get irritated at that. In fact, word might get around that you were a little irresponsible and your business might drop off. Personally, a little slump in business would not be too great a price for me to pay for having Sunday fall on Saturday, but I don’t suppose that I could sell the idea to many of you money-mad Americans. I may have to be a lone pioneer in the thing and perhaps be jeered at as Fulton was jeered at. All right, go ahead and jeer.


But, until the thing is in good running order, there will have to be some suggestions as to what to do on Sunday afternoon as we have it now. I can do no more than hint at them, but if there is one among them which appeals to you in outline, I will be glad to take it up with you in more detail.


First, I would suggest setting fire to the house along about 1:30 P.M. If the fire were nursed along, it would cause sufficient excitement to make you forget what day it was, at least until it was time to turn on the lights for the evening. Or you might go down into the cellar right after dinner and take the furnace apart, promising yourself to have it put together again by supper time. Here, at least, the sunlight couldn’t get at you. Or you could rent a diver’s suit and go to the nearest body of water and spend the afternoon tottering about under the surface, picking sea anemone and old bits of wreckage.


The method which I myself have tried with considerable success and little expense, however, is to buy a small quantity of veronal at the nearest druggist’s, put it slyly in my coffee on Saturday night, and then bundle off to bed. When you wake up on Monday morning you may not feel crisp, but Sunday will be over.


And that, I take it, is what we are after.
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One Set

of French Dishes






Last summer when I was in France, I bought a set of dishes.[2] They were just simple earthenware dishes, such as used to have “For a Good Dog” lettered on them, but as they were made in a little town up back in the mountains near the Mediterranean, they seemed to be rather smart. They cost something like three cents apiece and were a bright blue. I now think that we made a mistake in buying them.


As there were perhaps forty pieces in all, including a large bowl which the old man said was for soup, it seemed impractical to try to jam them all in a trunk with the rest of the knicknacks and even less practical to carry them in our hands with our umbrellas and everything. So we asked the old man if he would think up some way of putting them in a barrel and sending them to America by freight. He said “Oui, Oui!” which we figured out to mean that he would. And he evidently did.


That was three months ago. Today I got a notice from the Custom House saying that there was a bbl. on the good ship “Hannoy” for me. The only bbl. that I can think of which would take a ship like the “Hannoy” is a bbl. of dishes. I don’t suppose that anyone would be sending me a bbl. of beer, because it is pretty well known around France that I don’t drink. Certainly not French beer. The notice said for me to put my things right on and come down to the dock and claim my goods, otherwise they couldn’t answer for what would happen to the bbl. But somehow I don’t think that I will.


For in the same mail came a big, official-looking sheet, colored orange, with lots of stamps on it and about six hundred and fifty thousand French words closely printed. It says at the top “Compagnie Française de Navigation à Vapeur” and that means, according to a very hasty translation which I have thrown together “French Company of Navigation to Steam.” These French are very quick at picking up new inventions and here is Robert Fulton scarcely cold in his grave before we find them navigating to steam. The rest of the document is not so clear.


The only typewritten words on the sheet are “Hannoy” and “I cassie poterie rustique.” This evidently means my dishes. But the rest of the reading-matter is rather cryptic. There is so much of it, in the first place, and, at the bottom, it says that “le chargeur” (which must be I, unless it is the old man in Biotte) declares to have taken cognizance of the clauses printed above and accepts them. (All this is in French, mind you, but I get that part all right.) I am not so sure, however, that I want to accept the clauses printed above.


In the first place, as I read it over, the whole thing seems to be a threat. I have evidently placed myself under suspicion by shipping a bbl. of “poterie rustique” to America. Spelling out the words in my rough, untutored way, I seem to detect a great many penalties. I don’t know whether the French penalize you merely for shipping goods to another country, but I wouldn’t put it past them. Mind you, I think that the Germans treated the French very badly in 1914 and I never had any use for the Kaiser, but I would not put it past the French to slip in a dirty penalty now and then if they got a chance. And on this orange bill-of-lading of mine, I seem to detect a slight plot to have my head cut off in the Place de la Concorde.


Under a paragraph marked “Clause pénale” I make out several words which lead me to believe that if I go down to the dock to claim my goods I make myself liable to life-imprisonment and the amputation of one leg. This may be wrong, but that’s the way I translate it. I am not so sure about its being a leg that I am to have amputated, and I am not sure that, if it is a leg, I am to have it amputated, but it sounds like that. Now I am not going down to any dock just for a bbl. of dishes and run into anything like that. And I am certain about the other phrase being “life-imprisonment.” That is enough in itself.


The word “fret” keeps occurring in practically every sentence, and, while I am not silly enough to think that it really means what the English word “fret” means, it has an ugly sound nevertheless. According to this document, my fret has to be examined and, if it doesn’t suit the fret-examiners the Tribune de Commerce de Marseille will meet in a body and decide what to do with it. As I make it out they can take my fret and either (a) burn it (b) drown it or (c) eat it themselves. This is going to make it very awkward for me, not even knowing what my fret is. Furthermore, I can’t be running over to Marseilles and back every few days just to answer questions for their old Tribune de Commerce. If they want to examine my fret, they can come over here and do it. I am a busy man.


There seem to be other clauses in my bill-of-lading which would indicate that I would just be a fool to go anywhere near the freight dock after those dishes. Under the head of Litiges, which ought to mean something about litigation, I find that a lot of talk is made about an item called “avaries.” In case there happens to be an avarie in your fret you are in for all kinds of trouble and may possibly have to live on the second floor of the Custom House all the rest of your life. At least, that is what the French would seem to say.


Now I don’t know what avaries are, but it looks to me as if they were either misers or bird-houses. By a process of elimination we may decide that there probably wouldn’t be any misers in a shipment of goods from Southern France, not because there aren’t any misers in Southern France but because they most likely could not be induced to get into a crate for such a long trip. So we may safely say that avaries are not misers. (It would be just the way things work out now for me to get down to the dock and find a whole bunch of misers hidden in among my dishes.) But it is much more likely that avaries are bird-houses, with birds in them. And if anyone is so unfortunate as to have a bird-house discovered in his bill of goods, he is, according to this paper, as good as in chains right there.


I have no reason to suppose that the old man in Biotte slipped any bird-houses in my pottery when he was packing it, but how am I to know? He was a pretty nasty old man and didn’t like me at all. I remember now that when I asked him if the tea-cups were to hang in the window with ferns in them, he gave me a very dirty look and I thought at the time, “If there is anything that Grandpa can do to make things hard for you, he is going to do it.” Now what would be simpler than for him to have put a bird-house right in with that big soup-tureen, knowing very well that it would cause me trouble? All French potters who use marine freight at all must know this orange-colored sheet backward and must know that anyone caught with a bird-house (or miser) in his shipment is going to be subjected to all the indignities which the Code de Procédure Civile can think up. He could have fitted the bird-house with a set of love-birds or parakeets which would be very noisy and call attention to themselves the minute the fret-investigators came anywhere near them. He might even have put in a parrot which would scream out, “Look, look! Here I am!” or “Avarie! avarie!” He could have done anything, and the more I think about the way he looked at me the more I think that he probably did. So I think that I will just tuck the orange sheet and the notice from the freight office in the back of my drawer and forget about them. The men on the dock can probably find some use for my dishes, although I doubt if they would like them so blue. We really have enough dishes at home already and another set would not be worth all the penalties that I would be liable to by claiming them. I have several more years left before I have to start walking with a cane, and I don’t want to spend them on the second floor of the Marseilles Custom House or languishing in a French jail.


Just for curiosity’s sake, however, I must look up and see whether avaries are misers or bird-houses.





[2]The reader will doubtless recall this curious American custom– may perhaps have succumbed to it himself– which was prevalent back in the days when steamers still plied the ocean.

—Editor’s Note.
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A Dark Horse

in British Sports[3]






I had just about decided that I was getting too old for athletic sports, what with my left knee bending backward just as easily as it does forward and my face getting purple when I so much as lift an arm, but now everything is different. I am going in training again. And it is the Travel Association of Great Britain and Ireland which has done this for me.


The T. A. of G. B. and I. has sent me a pamphlet called “Calendar of Historic and Important Events of the Year,” and it is full of the peachiest things. A lot of them are aimed at the indoor trade, such as the Carnation Show on November twenty-sixth in the Royal Horticultural Hall (I’m afraid I can’t make the Carnation Show and I am simply sick about it) or the Scottish Home Life Exhibition (whee-e-e!) at Edinburgh in April. These things which are held in halls are too sedentary. I must be up and about.


For me, there seem to be countless forms of healthful exercise available in the British Isles this year. In September there will be “tossing the caber” at the Braemar Highland Gathering; on April twenty-second there will be “street football” at Workington, Cumberland, “played through the streets of the town with hundreds of players on each side”; in June there will be the Uphellya at Lerwick, Shetland, and on Shrove Tuesday, Westminster School will indulge in its rite of “tossing the pancake.”


As Shrove Tuesday is nearest at hand, let us get down to training for “tossing the pancake” first. I am taking it for granted that “tossing the pancake” corresponds to our American “snapping the cookies,” and, if it does, I am in pretty good training right now. A little more control in the matter of direction, and I am set for the contest at Westminster. I may not be quite so young as the boys who go to school there, but I have given my system some pretty tough treatment in the past ten years and there ought to be no difficulty in keeping up with the sickliest of them. I once held the trans-Atlantic cookie-putting (or snapping) cup and lost it the next year only to a man who had a complication of other troubles, which more or less rendered him a professional. For an amateur, otherwise in good health (which ought to be a specification in any cookie-snapping, or pancake-tossing competition), I have every confidence that I can hold my own against the field. The only part about this Westminster meeting that I don’t like is its coming on Shrove Tuesday. I usually have other things to do on Shrove Tuesday.


I would know more how to train for the Lerwick “Uphellya” if I knew what they did there. It sounds a little unpleasant. I rather imagine that some fighting goes on and maybe a little preliminary drinking. I might enter my name for the preliminary drinking and then see how I liked the rest of it. After the preliminary drinking, however, I probably would like– and enter– anything. That might be bad, as there are a lot of things which I really shouldn’t enter. I don’t know much about the residents of Lerwick, or what they are likely to do at an “Uphellya,” but so long as it doesn’t involve running more than ten yards or vaulting, I guess that I can keep up. I never could vault, even in my heyday (1846-1847), owing to a third leg which always seemed to appear just as I was about to clear the bar and drag about three inches too low. I never could find that leg after the vaulting was over, and it is something I would rather not talk about, if you don’t mind.


Of course, taking place on the island of Shetland, the whole thing may be done on ponies, which wouldn’t be so good. I know that it sounds silly, but I have always been just a little afraid of Shetland ponies. No horse would be so small as that unless he had something up his sleeve to make up for it. It isn’t natural for a horse to be so small. I wouldn’t get on one for $1,000,000 (well anyway, for $5) because I would always feel that, sooner or later, he would grow big on me or turn into a fairy prince and whisk me off to the moon. Perhaps I haven’t communicated to you my feeling about Shetland ponies, but it is a pretty subtle one, and if you haven’t already got it for yourself, I could talk all night without making you understand. When I have said that, for grown-up horses, they are too small, I have said everything. And if the Shetland “Uphellya” is held on Shetland ponies, they can scratch me.


The “street football” in Workington, Cumberland, with hundreds of players on each side rushing through the streets of the town, sounds pretty uninteresting. I don’t think that I shall even enter that. It is the sort of thing which sounds like a lot of fun when you are planning it, but which works out to be a terrible flop. In the first place, the streets of Workington can’t be very wide, as none of the streets is wide in an English town. This means that only about five or six men can possibly be in line from one wall to another. In other words, there are going to be about 192 players on each side who have nothing to do but giggle and push each other about. This is going to be not only dull but bad for the morale. Before the game has been on for fifteen minutes those who are unwilling nonparticipants are going to get tired of pushing each other about and are going to slide into the nearest pub and wait for the thing to be over. Pretty soon those in the front line are going to realize what fools they are making of themselves by kicking a football around when they might be with their teammates in a nice warm pub, and they are going to stop, too. This will leave just the football rolling by itself in the streets and all the women and visitors sitting up in windows, wondering where the two teams are. My suggestion would be that they save time by getting the two teams in the pub right at the start, and letting the women and visitors kick the ball about. My interest in it is purely academic, however, as I shall not be there.


The last event for which I have to train is the one held at the Braemar Highland Gathering in September, “tossing the caber.” I have asked several sporting goods dealers if they have a caber and they have told me that they are all out. There seems to be a big run on cabers this season. As I remember it, a caber is either a pole about the size of a flagstaff or a small animal like an anteater. In either case, I would not be particularly crazy about tossing it. I seem to have seen pictures of men in kilts hoisting a great pole into the air, but never any pictures of its landing; so I don’t know whether you actually throw it or just stand there and hold it up until somebody comes along and tells you to drop it. Hoisting the pole might be all right, but I would rather not wear the kilts, if it is all the same to the committee. I once wore kilts to a fancy dress party and I am still blushing over what happened.


I rather think that my best event will be tossing the pancake at Westminster School on Shrove Tuesday. I am not making a book on it, and I don’t want to lead any of my friends into betting, but I will say this much: if you have a little cash that you want to invest and will take a fifteen-to-one bet (I am a dark horse in Westminster and the favorite, I understand, is a boy with a very weak stomach who won last year) you could do worse than to send your money to “Duggie,” the London bookmaker who advertises on the back pages of the London weeklies, with instructions for him to do what he thinks best, but, if possible, to slip it in very quietly on “Daisy Bob” (my stable name).


At any rate, I shall be back in athletic circles again and getting exercise. I can never thank the Travel Association of Great Britain and Ireland enough.





[3]The editors can only regret that world conditions, unforeseen at the time of writing, will prevent Mr. Benchley’s ever becoming known as the champion of the Westminster School Shrove Tuesday Pancake Tossing Contest– an event he was so happily anticipating.

—Editor’s Note.
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The Stranger

Within Our Gates






One of the problems of child education which is not generally included in books on the subject is the Visiting Schoolmate. By this is meant the little friend whom your child brings home for the holidays. What is to be done with him, the Law reading as it does?


He is usually brought home because his own home is in Nevada, and if he went ’way out there for Christmas he would no sooner get there than he would have to turn right around and come back– an ideal arrangement on the face of it. But there is something in the idea of a child away from home at Christmas-time that tears at the heart-strings, and little George is received into the bosom of your family with open arms and a slight catch in the throat. Poor little nipper! He must call up his parents by telephone on Christmas Day; they will miss him so. (It later turns out that even when George’s parents lived in Philadelphia he spent his vacations with friends, his parents being no fools.)


For the first day George is a model of politeness. “George is a nice boy,” you say to your son; “I wish you knew more like him.” “George seems to be a very manly little chap for fourteen,” your wife says after the boys have gone to bed. “I hope that Bill is impressed.” Bill, as a matter of fact, does seem to have caught some of little George’s gentility and reserve, and the hope for his future which had been practically abandoned is revived again under his schoolmate’s influence.


The first indication that George’s stay is not going to be a blessing comes at the table, when, with confidence born of one day’s association, he announces flatly that he does not eat potatoes, lamb or peas, the main course of the meal consisting of potatoes, lamb and peas. “Perhaps you would like an egg, George?” you suggest. “I hate eggs,” says George, looking out the window while he waits for you to hit on something that he does like.


“I’m afraid you aren’t going to get much to eat tonight, then, George,” you say. “What is there for dessert?”


“A nice bread pudding with raisins,” says your wife.


George, at the mention of bread pudding, gives what is known as “the bird,” a revolting sound made with the tongue and lower lip. “I can’t eat raisins anyway,” he adds, to be polite. “They make me come out in a rash.”


“Ah-h! The old raisin-rash,” you say. “Well, we’ll keep you away from raisins, I guess. And just what is it that you can eat, George? You can tell me. I am your friend.”


Under cross-examination it turns out that George can eat beets if they are cooked just right, a rare species of eggplant grown only in Nevada, and all the ice cream in the world. He will also cram down a bit of cake now and then for manners’ sake.


All this would not be so bad if it were not for the fact that, coincidentally with refusing the lamb, George criticizes your carving of it. “My father carves lamb across the grain instead of the way you do,” he says, a little crossly.


“Very interesting,” is your comment.


“My father says that only old ladies carve straight down like that,” he goes on.


“Well, well,” you say pleasantly between your teeth, “That makes me out sort of an old lady, doesn’t it?”


“Perhaps you have a different kind of lamb in Nevada,” you suggest, hacking off a large chunk. (You have never carved so badly.) “A kind that feeds on your special kind of eggplant.”


“We don’t have lamb very often,” says George. “Mostly squab and duck.”


“You stick to squab and duck, George,” you say, “and it will be just dandy for that rash of yours. Here take this and like it!” And you toss him a piece of lamb which, oddly enough, is later found to have disappeared from his plate.


It also turns out later that George’s father can build sailboats, make a monoplane that will really fly, repair a broken buzzer and imitate birds, none of which you can do and none of which you have ever tried to do, having given it to be understood that they couldn’t be done. You begin to hate George’s father almost as much as you do George.


“I suppose your father writes articles for the magazines, too, doesn’t he, George?” you ask sarcastically.


“Sure,” says George with disdain. “He does that Sundays– Sunday afternoons.”


“Yes, sir,” says George.


This just about cleans up George so far as you are concerned, but there are still ten more days of vacation. And during these ten days your son Bill is induced by George to experiment with electricity to the extent of blowing out all the fuses in the house and burning the cigarette-lighter out of the sedan; he is also inspired to call the cook a German spy who broils babies, to insult several of the neighbors’ little girls to the point of tears and reprisals, and to refuse spinach. You know that Bill didn’t think of these things himself, as he never could have had the imagination.


On Christmas Day all the little presents that you got for George turn out to be things that he already has, only his are better. He incites Bill to revolt over the question of where the tracks to the electric train are to be placed (George maintaining that in his home they run through his father’s bathroom, which is the only sensible place for tracks to run). He breaks several of little Barbara’s more fragile presents and says that she broke them herself by not knowing how to work them. And the day ends with George running a high temperature and coming down with mumps, necessitating a quarantine and enforced residence in your house for a month.


This is just a brief summary of the Visiting Schoolmate problem. Granted that every child should have a home to go to at Christmas, could there not be some sort of state subsidy designed to bring their own homes on to such children as are unable to go home themselves? On such a day each home should be a sanctuary, where only members of the tribe can gather and overeat and quarrel. Outsiders just complicate matters, especially when outsiders cannot be spanked.
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One-Two-Three-Four






If I grow up to be a puny, under-developed sort of man, with a narrow chest and no eyelashes, it will be because modern civilization has made it so difficult for me to get any exercise. Not that modern civilization will give a darn.


I try and try to find some means of sending a little of that rare old Benchley blood coursing through my veins at even a slightly faster pace than a float in a Carnival of Roses parade. I don’t ask for much of my blood in the way of speed. just to have it keep moving and not hang around getting in the way of food-particles and other things that may want to get somewhere is all I need. But I can’t seem to get any exercise. And, without exercise, the only way you can stimulate your circulation is to have somebody come in and slap you all over. Not for me, thank you! I still have my pride left.


About once a year I come to the realization that unless I get some form of exercise pretty soon I will have little ferns and things growing out on me; so I make out a schedule of quick, darting movements to be made at various times of the day, usually just before getting into the tub in the morning. Now other men seem to be able to find space enough in their room to do a daily dozen or two without banging their elbows against furniture, but I am not so fortunate. No matter how big my room is and no matter how simple my drill, I always bang my elbows against a wall or a bureau at one time or another. I believe that I could stand in the middle of the floor of the room in which they signed the Versailles Treaty, and within a minute and a half be whacking an arm or knee against a wall or one of those big glass chandeliers.


I think that one of my chief troubles in this respect is that I hitch sideways very slowly as I work. I know that this is true when I am lying on the floor in one of those exercises which call for lying on the back and waving the legs aloft. I can lie on my back in the middle of an enormous room, miles from any one of the four walls, and, by the time I have got my legs up and down six times, I will have hitched myself in a diagonal line to the right until I give myself a nasty crack against the baseboard. If it were a part of the drill to do that I probably couldn’t do it with such precision. I don’t understand how it is done to this day. In fact, I used to think that perhaps the wall moved in toward me instead of my moving toward the wall, but my knowledge of physics came to my aid and made me realize that such a thing was probably impossible. I hitch, and that is all that there is to it.


Of course, this makes it unfeasible to try any of those exercises on the bed. There was a time when I had a very scratchy rug in my room and, rather than lie down on it and get burrs in my back, I tried lying on the bed when it came time to wave my legs. Although this was a much pleasanter way of doing it, I found that my tendency to hitch sideways had me off on the floor in no time, once in a while hurting myself rather badly. Another disadvantage to doing the supine exercises on a bed was that I found myself going back to sleep


in the middle of them. If I had been out late the night before and had a disinclination to getting up anyway, I found that as soon as I got back on the bed to do the legwork I was dozing off again, sometimes with my legs in the air. There is something about the feeling of the pillow under your head and the soft mattress under your back that makes exercise seem like a hollow mockery, and the last time I did it I went right back to sleep again and slept until noon. So that is out.


This inability to find any place in my own house in which to do morning setting-up rather starts the day off badly. I might be able to get back into shape again if I could work at it in the morning, but since this is evidently out of the question I am forced to get my exercise during the day. And you know what “during the day” is. It is never.


Walking to work is supposed to be an excellent form of body movement and I suppose that if I worked out in the country somewhere, filling silos or worrying sheep, I could get a good three or four miles in on my way to work. But most of the time I work right in the room next to where I sleep, and while on a good brisk morning I can easily walk it, it doesn’t do an awful lot for my circulation. Eight good long steps and I am at my desk. I suppose that I might walk in and out of my bedroom and workroom two or three hundred times before sitting down to work, but, even if nobody saw me at it, I would feel pretty silly. And, even then, I doubt if it would do me much good, what with bumping into chairs and tables and stopping to read the morning paper every few feet. So walking to work is out. And the day is half over.


Walking to lunch suggests itself as the next possibility, but I very seldom eat lunch. And even when I do go out for a bite there are so many other people walking to and from lunch that I keep slipping off the curb and into the gutter every few feet to get out of their way. I suppose that I could elbow along the way a great many of them do and make other people step off into the gutter, but somehow it seems easier not to put up the fight. I might, when I go out to lunch, put on a sweater and sneakers and run at a dog-trot up Fifth Avenue, thus giving people the idea that I really mean business, but then, by the time I got to lunch, I would be all red and wet and not a very good companion I am afraid.


In fact, walking as an exercise when one lives in the city is pretty unsatisfactory, in the first place because you have to keep stopping to let traffic go by, or if you are so bent on walking that you don’t stop, you are going to get a large town-car on the hip and then where is your physical condition? You can run up and down stairs in a twenty-story building if you like, but people who do that are always dropping dead, and that’s no fun either.


Every once in a while I join some gymnasium class composed of business men who have just begun to realize that they can’t get rid of that extra-waist simply by tightening their belts. I have given this up because it always brings on some serious illness in me. The last time I went to a class and bounced around with bankers and advertising men, I came down with a complete disintegration of the joints and had to be all taken apart and put together again. It seemed that I had been storing up poison in my system for years, but so long as I walked gently on tip-toe and did nothing to stir it up, I was line. The minute I began jarring it by bounding around on mats and waving my arms, all the poison got to circulating through my system and got shaken into places where it never would have thought of going before, with the result that I had to have a man come up from the garage with a blow-torch to get it out of my joints. It was the exercise that did it. If I had left the poison alone where it was hurting no one, I would have been all right.


Hand-ball is another form of after-office-hours exercise which I cannot indulge in, chiefly because it bores the living life out of me and I don’t like the air in a handball court anyway. When I was even a smaller boy than I am now, we used to have a cave in my cellar which extended out under the sidewalk and into which we used to crawl with candles and smoke Cubebs. After a good rainy spell, this cave, with the damp candle and Cubeb smoke, was the nearest thing to a handball court that I can remember. I could fling myself about in a handball court all day, even with the windows wide open, and get no more physical benefit than I used to get from crawling around in that hole under the sidewalk of King Street. A lot of men seem to do it, and, while I wouldn’t go so far as to say that they look any better for it, they evidently enjoy it. I guess I must be made of rather finer stuff.


Perhaps that is the trouble anyway. Maybe Nature didn’t intend me to exercise. She certainly doesn’t make it very easy for me to. It might very well be that I am more the dreamer type, designed to lie on one elbow on a rock in the Mediterranean and evolve little fancies without ever so much as raising a finger. In this case I should have to have my food brought out to me from some good caterer on shore, as shellfish poison me. There must be some people who do not have to take exercise, and I might as well be one of them. It would fit into my scheme of life much better.


But I do like starchy foods. And there we are, right back where we started from.
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Ask Me a Question






Professors in our universities are getting awfully nosey of late. They are always asking questions or sending out questionnaires inquiring into your private life. I can remember the day when all that a professor was supposed to do was to mark “C minus” on students’ examination papers and then go home to tea. Nowadays they seem to feel that they must know just how much we (outside the university) eat, what we do with our spare time, and how we like our eggs. I, for one, am inclined not to tell any more. I already have filled in enough stuff on questionnaires to get myself divorced or thrown into jail.


A particularly searching series of questions has just come from an upstate university trying to find out about my sleeping habits. The director of the psychological laboratory wants to know a lot of things which, if I were to give them out, would practically put me in the position of sleeping in John Wanamaker’s window. I would have no more privacy than Irvin Cobb.


The first question is a simple one: “How many hours do you sleep each night, on the average?”


Well, professor, that would be hard to say. I might add “and what’s it to you?” but I suppose there must be some reason for wanting to know. I can’t imagine any subject of less general interest than the number of hours I sleep each night on the average. No one has ever given a darn before, and I must say that I am rather touched at this sudden display of interest on the part of a stranger. Perhaps if I were to tell him that I hardly sleep at all he would come down and read to me.


But I would like to bet that the professor gets a raft of answers. If there is one thing that people like to talk about it is their sleeping habits. just get a group started telling how much or how little they sleep each night and you will get a series of personal anecdotes which will put the most restless member of the party to sleep in no time.


“Well, it’s a funny thing about me,” one will say. “I get to bed, we’ll say, at 11:30, and I go to sleep the minute my head hits the pillow and sleep right through until 7:30.”


He will be interrupted at this point by some one who insists on having it known that the night before he heard the clock strike 2, 3, and 4. (People always seem to take a great deal of pride in having heard the clock strike 2, 3, and 4. You will seldom find one who admits having slept soundly all through the night. Just as a man will never admit that the suit he has on is new, so is he loath to confess that he is a good sleeper. I don’t understand it, but, as I am getting pretty old now, I don’t much care.)


You will be lucky if, in an experience meeting of this kind, you don’t start some one off telling the dream he had a few nights ago.


“It was the darndest thing,” some one will say, as the rest pay no attention, but try to think up dreams they themselves have had recently, “it was the darndest thing. I seemed to be in a sort of big hall, only it wasn’t exactly a hall either; it was more of a rink or schoolhouse. It seemed that Harry was there and all of a sudden instead of Harry it was Lindbergh. Well, so we all were going to a football game or something and I had on my old gray suit, except that it had wheels on it—?


By this time everybody is engaged in lighting cigarettes or looking at newspapers or even talking to some one else in a low tone of voice, and the narrator of the dream has practically no one to listen to him except the unfortunate who happens to be sitting next. But he doesn’t seem to care and goes right on, until he has finished. There is a polite murmur of “What had you been eating?” or “That certainly was a corker,” and then some one else starts. The professor who sent this questionnaire will have to watch out for this sort of thing or he will be swamped.


The whole list is just a temptation to garrulousness. Question No. 3, for example, is likely to get people started on an hour’s personal disclosure. “Do you notice ill effects the day after sleeping on a train?” is the way it is worded.


Well, now take me for example. I’m glad you asked that, professor. I do notice ill effects the day after sleeping on a train. I notice, in the first place, that I haven’t got my underthings buttoned correctly.


Dressing in a Pullman berth is, at best, a temporary form of arraying oneself, but if I happen to have to go right from the train to my engagement without going first to a hotel and doing the whole thing over again, I find, during the day, that I have buttoned the top button of my running drawers into the bottom buttonhole of my waistcoat and that one whole side of my shirt is clamped, by some mysterious process, half way up my back. This, as the day wears on, exerts a pull on the parts affected until there is grave danger of the whole body becoming twisted to the right, or left, as the case may be. This, in turn, leads to an awkward gait in walking and is likely to cause comment. Of course, if it is a strange town, people may think that you walk that way naturally and, out of politeness, say nothing about it, but among friends you are pretty sure to be accused of affectation or even worse.


Another ill effect, professor, which I feel after having slept on a Pullman (leaving aside the inevitable cold in the head acquired from sleeping with a light brown blanket piled high on one hip), is the strange appearance I present when I take my hat off.


As I am usually the last man in the washroom, I am constantly being harried by the porter, who keeps coming to the door and telling me that the train is pulling out into the yards in three minutes. (It is always three minutes, never less and never, by any chance, more.) Now, with this unpleasant threat hanging over me, I am in no state of mind to make my customary exquisite toilet. I brush my teeth and possibly shave one-half of my face, but almost invariably forget to brush my hair. It is all right going through the station with my hat on, but later in the day, when I come to my business appointments, I notice that I am the object of considerable curious attention from people who do not know me, owing to my hair standing on end during an entire conference or even a luncheon. It is usually laid to my being a writer and of an artistic temperament, but it doesn’t help me in a business way.


Now you will see what you got yourself into by merely asking me that one question, professor. I could go on like this for hours, telling about the ill effects I feel the day after sleeping in a Pullman, but maybe you aren’t interested any longer. I am afraid I have bored you already.


The next question, however, is likely to start me off again. “Do you usually sleep through the night without awakening?”


It is funny that you should have asked that. I was just about to tell you anyway. Some nights I do, and some nights I don’t. I can’t be any more explicit than that. When my little boys were small, I really can’t say that I did. Not that they really meant to be mean about it, or did it deliberately, but, as I look back on it, it seems that there was always something. A glass of water was usually the ostensible excuse, but a great many times it turned out to be just a desire on their part to be chummy and have some one to cry with. I would say that, during the infancy of my bairn, my average was something like 10 complete arisings from bed during the night and 15 incomplete ones. By “incomplete” I mean those little starts out of a sound sleep, where one leg is thrust out from under the bedclothes while one waits to see if maybe the disturbance will not die down of its own accord.


These abortive arisings are really just as disturbing to the sleep as the complete ones, and should count as much in any scientific survey. (I do not want to convey the impression that I did all the hopping up during the night. The mother of the boys did her share, but it was a good two-man job on which turns had to be taken. It also depended a lot on which one could the better simulate sleep at the time of the alarm.)


Now that the boys are old enough to get up and get Daddy water when he wants it, things are a little different, but I find that the amount of undisturbed sleep that I get in one night’s rest is dependent on so many outside factors that it is almost impossible to make up any statistics on the subject. A great deal of it depends on the neighbors and how much fun they happen to be having. Then there is the question of what tunes I’ve heard during the day. One good, monotonous tune firmly imbedded in my consciousness will make going to bed just a matter of form.


Two nights ago I retired early for a good rest (my first in nine years), but unfortunately spent seven out of my possible eight hours trying to get “What Is This Thing Called Love?” out of my mind. If I had only known some more of the words it wouldn’t have been quite so bad, but one can’t go on, hour after hour, mentally singing “What is this thing called love– what is this thing called love– what is this thing called love,” without suffering some sort of nervous breakdown. It would have been much better for me to have been walking the streets than lying there in bed, plugging a song for nobody in particular.


It is this sort of thing which makes it difficult to answer Question No. 4. One night I am one way; the next night I am another way.


The only means that I can think of for the professor to employ to get an accurate check-up on my sleeping habits would be for him to come down to my place and sleep on an army cot at the foot of my bed himself. He would have to bring his own blankets, though, as I have hardly enough for myself as it is.
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The King’s English:

Not Murder but Suicide






Being by nature and carefully acquired tastes something of an Anglophile, the following rather bitter outburst is going to hurt me more than it hurts England. In fact when, in the old days before I began filling out, I was occasionally told by strangers that I looked as if I might be English, I very often did nothing to correct the impression and even went so far as to throw in a word like “shedule” or “cement” deliberately to strengthen it. England has no better friend in the world than I am, even though I sometimes appear out of patience. That is because I am tired.


But, royalist though I am at heart, I find myself taking the old musket down from the wall and priming it for a determined stand against the redcoats who continue to assail our right to pronounce words as they are spelled. For years we colonists have submitted meekly to the charge that we speak the English language badly. We know that it is true in a way, that our voices are harsh and loud, that some of us roll our “r’s” while others say “boid” and “erl,” and we also know that, in the matter of vocabulary we are mere children lisping “cat,” “doggie” and “O.K.” exclusively. And the knowledge of these shortcomings, together with the venomous scorn with which our English friends point them out, has bred an inferiority in us which is nothing short of craven. We never think of turning on our tormentors and saying “You’re not so hot yourselves!”


British nausea at American pronunciation reached an almost active stage after the invasion of England by Hollywood-made talking-pictures. London editorial writers took the matter into their own hands and urged an embargo on American films on the charge of corrupting their youth. They saw the complete degradation of the English language in fifty years if little English children were allowed to listen at their movies to the horrid sound of Americans talking. There was some idea of limiting the sale of tickets to those of his Majesty’s subjects who were safely established in the traditional English habits of speech, barring at the door all those in the formative stage. Others would have had the pictorial parts of the films made in Hollywood (since England seemed to be having a little trouble in making any that would sell) but the sound-tracks made in Elstree by strictly British voices, the two being synchronized to produce a picture which might be listened to by English tots without fear of contamination. The whole island was evidently on the verge of a panic such as might arise at the approach of a fleet of cholera-ridden ships up the Thames.


No one in America will deny that many of the beautiful young gentlemen and ladies of Hollywood should never have been called upon to talk. Neither will anyone deny that a large number of American actresses and actors who go to London in the spoken drama might well offend the sensitive British ear. They have offended even the cauliflower ear of New York.


But is England entirely without sin in the matter of language distortion? Might New York never justifiably be distressed by the sounds made by the countless English casts which came over here to earn twice what they could earn at home? Is the frequent confusion in the minds of American audiences as to just what the English actors are saying on the stage due to the fact that our auditory faculties are not attuned to pure English or to the fact that the English actors are not pronouncing the words properly as they are spelled? If spelling means anything at all in the pronunciation of a word, then the English are at fault. If it doesn’t, then they are at fault anyway.


Of course, there can be no argument (and let us have this understood at the start, please) over the comparative mellifluousness of English and American speech. Even the most incompetent English actor, coming on the stage briefly to announce the presence below of Lord and Lady Ditherege, gives forth a sound so soft and dulcet as almost to be a bar of music. But sometimes that is all there is. The words are lost in the graceful sweep of the notes. I have heard entire scenes played by English actors (especially juveniles) in which absolutely nothing was distinguishable except a series of musical notes ranging in cadenzas from B to G sharp and back to B again. It is all very pretty, but is it the English language?


This slurring of words into a refined cadence until they cease to be words at all is due partly to the Englishman’s disinclination to move his lips. Evidently the lips and teeth are held stationary for the most part, open just wide enough to let in air for breathing (many Englishmen must breathe through their mouths, otherwise they would not breathe at all) with an occasional sharp pursing of the lips on a syllable which does not call for pursing the lips. This lethargic attitude toward articulation makes more or less of a fool out of a word which is dependent on pronunciation for its success. It makes a rather agreeable sound of it, but practically eliminates it as an agent for expressing thought.


I am not dealing now with cockney or other perversions of the British manner of speaking, although Englishmen are not so fair as to remember that much of the speech which they call “American” on the stage and in pictures is deliberately vulgarized and harshened by the American actors themselves to imitate gangsters, newspaper reporters, and others of the non-classical group. I am speaking of the more “refayned” type of English actor, and even of the ordinary well-educated Englishman. They distort good old Anglo-Saxon words into mere blobs of sound, eliminating letters and syllables at will. And what they do to French words must not be mentioned here because that is not strictly within the range of his thesis. Neither is it important.


But it is safe to predict that a comparative tabulation of words in common use in England and America, analyzed phonetically as pronounced in each country, would give America a startling lead over the mother-country in accuracy. Saying them through the nose, as many Americans do, may not be so pleasant as saying them through the large palate, as many Englishmen do, but the words themselves get a better break and, at least, the integrity of the sentence is preserved.


The time is about ripe for someone to write a skit for an American revue, lasting perhaps three minutes, in which are reproduced the sounds made by a group of English juveniles such as came over here every year in plays of post-war younger-generationism, bounding on and off the stage carrying tennis racquets and giving off exuberance to the point of combustion. If I were writing such a sketch I would open the scene with two or three young gentlemen and ladies lying about on window-seats and porch chairs in careless fashion, with the conversation running something like this:
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Wotjuthinkofrehddie?
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Hesbeanoffyapsehtletly
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Eheaidehntneh-hehesentehnyfethleft






At this point Reggie would come bursting into the room, with his shirt open at the neck, fresh from badminton and would call, swinging his body lithely from the hips:



[image: ]

Elleuhvrybohddyweresahncle?





Things would go on like this for a minute or two with absolutely no word being spoken, just a series of British sounds with a great deal of bounding about and quick, darting movements of the heads and arms. The young men would stand with feet wide apart and hands jammed down into the side pockets of their coats, while the young ladies would stand with their feet not quite so far apart and their hands jammed down into the pockets of their sweaters. It would all have to be played very fast and loosely and might end with their all putting their heads together and doing the thing in harmony, still with no words. Or a canary, which had been hanging in a cage throughout the act, might join in with them until it fell dead from exhaustion. Or almost anything might happen, provided no sense was given to the lines.


Some time ago I heard Major Barbara done by an English company. The young man who played Cusins was a particularly vicious example of the songster-actor so prevalent on the English stage. Although I took no notes and am not very good at carrying a tune, I should say that one of his speeches ran something like this: (The key was C sharp and the range was from B to G sharp in an almost continuous cadenza):


“Eetsnottth’sao ehvmeh seuhl thett trehbles meh; Eh hev seuhld et teuh efften teh care abeht thett. Eh hev seuhld et fereh preuhfessorshep. Eh hev seuhld et tescep beinempressoned feh refusin t’peh texes fer hengmen’s reuhps end ehnjust wehrs end things thet ehabheuh. Wot es ehl humen cehnduct beht th’daioy end heuhrly sao of ehur seuhls f’trehfles? Wot ehem neuh seoinet feh is neither meneh ehr pesition nehr kemfet, bet freelity and fpeuher.”


Is that any kind of English for our children to hear? Are we to sit by and let minors absorb this sort of distortion of our mother-tongue and perhaps grow up to speak it themselves? We pay good money to have them taught to say “don’t” and “donkey.” Are they to be led by outlanders into saying “dehn’t” and “dehnkey”? We have been brought up to believe that dropping the final “g” is the mark of a vulgarian. Are our children to hear “nice people” from England saying “runnin’” and “singin’”? No, a theuhsend tehms Neuh!


The fact is that neither Americans nor English have anything to boast of in the matter of pronunciations of their common tongue. There are a few people in each country who have got the hang of it, but for the most part a pretty bad job has been made of the whole thing. Probably the best English is spoken by foreigners who have taken the pains to learn it correctly.
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Eight O’clock Sharp






Several of my young friends (I make friends easily and of all ages) have recently received a questionnaire from the Junior League and the Parents’ League designed to bring them to their senses in the matter of tardiness at parties. The idea seems to be that, with people arriving later and later at dinners and dances, the hour of breaking-up is gradually being extended so far into the forenoon of the following day that it cuts in on business conferences and dentist appointments. If guests would arrive at a party on time, they could get it over with and be at home and in the general direction of the bed at a reasonable hour. (If any hour can be said to be reasonable.)


Evidently the Junior League and the Parents’ League don’t care whether I am late to parties or not for they didn’t send me a questionnaire. But I am going to answer one anyway, and perhaps from the replies of a man who has been later to more parties than anyone since Charlie Ross (so late, in fact, that many times I have not arrived at all) they may find the solution to their problem.


The first question is: “Are you in favor of dining on time?” This is a little abstruse. There could be no objection to dining on time if dinner were served on time, whatever “on time” may mean. Once in a while, especially during the first week after daylight-saving has gone out of effect and I have forgotten to change my watch, I arrive at dinner approximately at the appointed time. What is the result? I am met at the door by a man who hasn’t quite finished buttoning his waistcoat and who looks at me with ill-concealed suspicion, the supposition being that anyone arriving so early is either drunk or a reporter. My hat and coat are laid out in solitary state on the hall-catafalque and I am ushered upstairs into the library for half an hour with “The Rise and Fall of Robespierre” and several brisk turns around the room. My host calls from upstairs that he will be “right down” and for me to “make myself at home.” This I proceed to do by dropping off into a restless sleep until I am awakened by the tinkling of ice.


The cocktail problem for the guest who has arrived “on time” is no mean one. If you are the first guest to arrive (as you will be if you are “on time”) and if you begin drinking cocktails with the first brewing, stringing along with the field as the others arrive, by the time the really late ones have come you are not only the most vivacious guest in the room– you are the host. You do the greeting; you insist on passing the canapés (or what you yourself have left of the canapés exclusive of the powdered egg which has been shed on the rug); you comment on the attire of recent arrivals, and say: “I didn’t catch the name” when introduced. In short, you are easily three laps ahead of anyone present except your host (who has been told beforehand by his wife to take it easy) and with your little elfin ways and cute sayings, you endear yourself to one and all and creep into every heart. Thus, before dinner has even commenced, it is your bedtime. This is what comes of arriving at the appointed hour.


Which, in a way, disposes of Question No. 2: “Will you arrive punctually at the hour set?” The answer is “No!”


Question No. 3 is: “Will you get to dances on time?” I am very lucky if I get to dances at all. There is something about the lateness of the hour at which a dance is supposed to begin that makes it rather a nebulous and eerie appointment at best. I can get dressed earlier in the evening with every intention of going to a dance at midnight, but somehow after the theater the thing to do seems to be either to go to bed or sit around somewhere. It doesn’t seem possible that somewhere people can be expecting you at an hour like that. Only pixies and banshees have definite midnight appointments, and those are usually on a cabbage-leaf or around the stamen of a blue-bell. Perhaps this vagueness in my mind about dance-dates is a defense mechanism on my part, for I am not a devotee of dancing. Possibly the best way for me to help the Junior League in this particular department of their campaign would be not to accept any dance invitations. Then I won’t hold things up.


Question No. 4 is: “If you accept a dinner invitation will you really attend?” My answer to this would be: “Well, I will and I won’t.” It seems like a fair question, however. Somebody has got to know, in order to get the squabs straight, how many people are going to be there, and the best way to find out is to come right out and ask the question point-blank: “If you accept, will you really attend?” My reply, however, is complicated by the fact that I lose addresses and that a great many people have recently gone in for the unpleasant habit of not having their names in the telephone book. I have spent many a dinner hour, beautifully groomed, standing in a United Cigar store thumbing over the adhesive pages of a telephone directory with no possible way of finding out where I am supposed to be, short of discovering what I did with the little piece of blotting paper on which I originally wrote the address.


Then, too, before I can say definitely whether or not I will really attend a dinner, I must know about the weather. I am a very poor woodsman, and sometimes great storms come sweeping through the forest which separates my little house from the rest of civilization and I may wander about for weeks before striking the trail. Only last week I started out for a dinner party and, when I was half way through the woods, a driving blizzard came up, trees crashed about me, the winds howled and forced me back and I could not even see the moss on the trees to tell which was north. Naturally, I didn’t get to the dinner, but it was a thing which could not have been foreseen. The question, as phrased, is therefore out of order.


The next question is: “Are you in favor of early luncheons?” My reply to this is that I am not in favor of luncheons at all.


This, in a way, clears up my attitude on the subject. I see no way out of the present situation. Parties can not arbitrarily be stopped in time for morning dentist appointments. We aren’t living in Russia, you know. The only other course is to have your business and dentist appointments in the afternoon– and that, in turn, will make you late for dinner again. It is a vicious circle, but pleasantly vicious. Let’s just let things go on as they are until a general breakdown sets in. That will be plenty of time to stop.
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Penguin Psychology[4]






It would seem to be a good time for any animals who think themselves highly intelligent to drop into one of our larger colleges and see if there isn’t a job there for them. At Columbia University they are crazy for cats who will take intelligence tests; at Yale a good smart monkey can draw down anywhere from $1 to $3 a day, and the Cornell medical college is making very attractive offers for rats to submit themselves to noise tests. An animal with any brains at all is simply a fool not to cash in on the psychological experimenting craze which is sweeping the academic world.


It isn’t as if the animals had to be hurt or even fed unpleasant mixtures. The worst that can happen is that you may be frightened by a Cornell professor smashing a paper bag behind your back. The rats who are being used to test the effect of noise on the nervous system may get awfully irritated, what with people rattling things in their ears and blowing whistles, but it is nothing that a good rest over the weekend will not fix up. The cats at Columbia have really nothing to do except step on little disks and open up doors leading to bowls of milk. The life of Reilly was a tough one compared to this. And the Yale monkeys not only are treated just like the other Yale men, but are even taken to Florida during the winter and given a time at Miami. So much attention has not been paid to animals’ personal comfort since the time when they were paired off and given that junket on an ark. I am trying to keep the newspaper accounts of these collegiate opportunities from our cat, or she will get dissatisfied with home life and be off to the university to see if some professor can make her jump when he says “Boo!”


I cannot find out just what the college life of these animals is when they are not working in the “lab.” Do they live in dormitories together or board around at houses in the town? I suppose that the Yale monkeys go in rather heavily for secret societies and are pretty manly, but the Columbia cats probably go home at night. As the Columbia investigators have found out that alley cats are the smartest of all (one, named Miss Audrey, can practically work a combination on a dial in order to get her bowl of milk) it would be pretty hard to keep them confined in a dormitory after classes. Now, when New Yorkers hear a great disturbance out in back of their apartments, they can lay it to a crowd of “those college cats” and write to the university authorities about it.


It seems, however, as if the academic investigators might find some kinds of animal which would approximate human beings a little more closely than cats and rats. (The Yale monkeys, of course, couldn’t be better for the purpose.) I am taking it for granted that the experiments are for the ultimate purpose of applying the principles evolved to human beings and their mental problems. There wouldn’t be all this trouble just to pick out the smartest cat on One Hundred and Thirtieth street or the Ithacan rat who could stand the most hooting in his ear. And, since human beings are to be the final beneficiaries of all these experiments, why not take an animal which has more human characteristics than any other next to the monkey– the penguin? I could never understand the almost deliberate ignoring of the penguin in psychological experiments. The penguins themselves, I understand, feel very upset about it.


Any one who has ever watched a penguin will know what I mean. Nowhere in the animal kingdom will you find more human behavior. Slightly drunken human behavior, it is true, but very refined drunkenness. No scenes. No vulgarity. just the bearing of a rather old colonel in a dinner jacket who had found himself at his club overtaken with a slight giddiness from too much port and is making his way to his cab with all the dignity at his command. If spoken to, he will stop for a second, focus slowly on the obtruder, totter slightly, and then proceed, without so much as a word to indicate that he considers the interruption worthy of his notice. The penguin is the most patrician of all animals who resemble human beings, and it would not be a bad idea to get his consent to a few experiments to be applied to correspondingly patrician members of the human race. Not everybody is going to react. There are still a few gentlemen left in the world, thank Heaven!


I have made a few preliminary experiments with the penguins in the Bronx park zoo, and if Harvard University wants to use them as a basis for a penguin research department it can make the departments of Yale, Columbia and Cornell look pretty silly. I am afraid that Harvard is a little conservative for such advanced research work, however, and I am therefore making a simultaneous offer to the University of Wisconsin. I don’t know how the Bronx penguins will feel about taking the trip to Wisconsin, but I should think that if we could get a private train with a club car on it and plenty of Scotch for the journey, they might feel that it was worth their while. They would, of course, be put up at the homes of the faculty during their stay at Madison and would not be expected to attend teas or receptions.


My experiments with the penguins in Bronx park have been superficial but sympathetic. I have taken a book up to the pool around and in which they are accustomed to promenade and have simply engaged them in conversation, just as one gentleman to another. I would not say that they had met me half way, but several of them have accepted cigars (Corona-Coronas) and even a nip if proffered in a tall glass (no ice, please, and plain water), and have eventually condescended to answer a few questions after being assured that there were no reporters present.


One penguin in particular, a Col. MacKenzie of the 12th Penguin Guards, has been extremely gracious, and it is from him that I have collected most of my data. I do not dare take notes while he is talking and so perhaps I have not got the thing exactly as he has said it, but I am sure that I have caught the gist as well as the spirit. He would be furious if he ever knew of this violation of his confidence, but, as he reads nothing but the London Times, and occasionally the New York Herald Tribune, there is little chance that he will see it. I hope that none of you will be cads enough to go and tell him.


My idea was to discover the scientific effect of prohibition Scotch on brain cells accustomed to the genteel degeneration of the pre-war product (penguins, in their own homes, drink nothing but pre-war liquor), to test the reactions on a highly cultivated and refined mind of vulgar communistic political remarks and to see if penguins, and therefore members of the University or Union League clubs, have a sense of humor.


It took three conferences with Col. MacKenzie to effect my purpose. The first day I pretended to be reading by the pool and did not look up as he tottered by. This evidently intrigued him. I had deliberately taken along a copy of Burke’s tirade against the French Revolution and held it so that the colonel could see the title. He stopped in front of me on his third lurch past and stood weaving from side to side trying to catch the name. Very slowly and carefully he took out a pair of nose glasses attached to a long black ribbon which hung across his immaculate shirt front and frankly stared.


“Very sound philosophy this,” I said, looking up. The colonel started to say something, but gave it up to hiccough slightly behind his flapper. He was not accustomed to speaking to strangers. Finally he gave in.


“I see you are a gentleman of the old school,” he said, very deliberately and distinctly. “No rubbish. No bolshevism.”


“No rubbish, no bolshevism, is my motto, sir,” I replied. “I don’t know what the world is coming to.”


The colonel started to come over and continue the conversation, but slipped ever so little on the wet stone and very nearly fell on his side. This distressed him terribly and he pretended that it was what he had intended to do all along.


“They keep this walk in shocking condition,” he said recovering himself with magnificent dignity. “Shocking condition. The board of governors shall hear of this.” I took out a flask containing some Scotch which I had bought in a drug store on the way up (with a doctor’s prescription, of course).


“Could I tempt you, sir?” I asked. Knowing that no penguin would ever drink from a flask I had also brought along two tall glasses and a thermos of plain water. The old gentleman’s eyes sparkled as I mixed him a highball. He tucked his glasses away inside his dress waistcoat and came unsteadily nearer.


“An outrage that gentlemen have to drink on the sly like this,” he mumbled. “I myself am planning to spend the rest of my life in London. Have relatives there, you know.”


I nodded, as if to say that, of course, the whole world knew of the MacKenzies of London, and handed him his glass. He waited until I had made one for myself (very deftly leaving out the Scotch) and raised the glass in military fashion to a point just two inches below his eye.


“The queen, sir!” he said.


“And your very good health, sir,” I added.


Col. MacKenzie got his glass to his beak, but no further. The drug store Scotch assailed his patrician nostrils and he could go no further. In order not to hurt my feelings he took a very slight sip and then placed his glass down on the stone beside him. The first part of my experiment had failed miserably. How could I note the effect of prohibition alcohol on a highly sensitized mind if the subject would not drink it?


“New York is not what it used to be,” I said sadly, trying another tack.


There was a long silence. I thought that maybe the colonel was offended by my having offered him an inferior grade of liquor. He was weaving slowly in front of me and adjusting his dress tie. An outburst of rage was imminent, I feared. Perhaps an apoplexy. I tossed the contents of my glass into the pool to show him that I, too, had my standards.


“Vile stuff,” I said. “I apologize for offering it to you. Now, in the old days, at the Café Martin or the Union Club—”


I caught his eye to see if he was mollified. But, instead, of rage burning there, I saw a film of tears. The old gentleman had broken down at the thought of the dear, dead days, and was on the point of an alcoholic fit of crying. Obviously, I could proceed no further with my tests today.


“Well I am afraid that I must be going,” I said quickly, to cover up his embarrassment. And, bowing deeply, I turned my back to leave.


“Good-by, young man,” said the colonel, thickly. “Will you have dinner with me at my club one day? I have some rare old Bourbon.... I am most sorry for this display of emotion.... The old days, you know... the old days.” And with a hiccough and a bow deeper than mine which very nearly precipitated him on his head, Col. MacKenzie walked with military unsteadiness down the edge of the pool and joined his clubmates.


So you see I am in a position to get some very valuable scientific data from penguins if Harvard or Michigan is interested. The only trouble will be in keeping the colonel sober enough to react without crying.





[4]The interesting scientific experiment referred to in this article was conducted in what is now fondly termed “the bathtub gin era”– a period many now living will recall.

—Editor’s Note.
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Now that You’re

Tanned – What?






To the casual crawler over rocks and beaches in recent summers, if he was at all social-minded, must have come the thought: “To what end all this epidermis-toasting? What is to become of all these sun-tanned backs when winter comes?” The entire Atlantic Coast, from Maine to September, as well as what Mirabeau called “le bord de la mer” of the Continent, has been outlined with a fringe of bodies lying prone in the sun patiently awaiting pigmentary alteration. If I were to be given one question on the subject it would be “And for what?”


It isn’t as if the process were an easy one to undergo. If you are really going in for tanning every square inch of your body you have got to give yourself over to it as old Simeon Stylites gave himself over to flag-pole sitting. You have got to forswear your friends, your comfort, your meals, and become a tanner. Anyone who has tried to engage a tanner in conversation during this period will realize that he or she might just as well be counted out as far as social intercourse goes. Even if they hear you, they won’t answer, either because their mouths are too full of sand or their throats are resting on a rock or simply because they are concentrating so hard on absorbing every one of the sun’s rays that they just don’t care.


Then, too, there has come into play an added tanning agent in the form of unguents and oils of various kinds. These have to be applied before getting into the oven and some friend has to be called in to get the stuff well smeared over the small of the back. In places where sand is the geological basis, this process results in a general coating over the calves of the legs and elbows resembling that detected on children’s chins in day-coaches after the oranges have been passed around. This coating is not washed off by bathing and has been known to stick until the salad course at dinner that night. There are people who do not mind having small particles of sand on their elbows and the calves of their legs rubbing against their clothing. I, thank God, am not one of these, and none of my people before me have ever been.


As this article is dealing only with the personal discomfort to the tanners themselves, we will say nothing of the trails of oil on the surface of the water left by swimmers who anointed themselves before entering, giving the place the appearance of a cove on the East River at Twenty-third Street. We would mention this, however, if we were taking up the effects of tanning on the community in general.


Very well, then. We have seen that a lot of people lie around on their stomachs and hips all summer, with their bathing suits pulled down and up, cut off from their friends, sustaining rock bruises and sand-rash, hurting their eyes and softening the backs of their necks, and all in order to change color on parts of their bodies which, with civilization as petty as it is today, nobody is ever going to see.


Of course, the ladies can display their backs in evening gowns, but, with every woman in the room displaying a brown back, the excitement is somewhat lessened. Even the economist’s Theory of Conspicuous Waste will not work in this case, for a brown back is no sign that its owner has had the leisure to acquire it at the shore. She may have got it by fifteen minutes a day under a lamp or by the careful application of powder that very evening. In the early fall social affairs it is the lady with the lily-white shoulders who is the sensation.


But it is the gentlemen who really should begin now to plan what they are going to do in the fall to make up for all the trouble they took during the summer to change color. Aside from a certain pride in showing themselves on the beach and having ladies say, “Honestly, Jimmy, I thought from the back that you were a Negro,” theirs must be a short-lived satisfaction. Presumably by September 20 they all have their clothes on again, unless they demonstrate reducing-machines in drugstore windows for a living. At social functions they must appear in formal evening dress, eager to say to the young lady of their choice, “Would you like to see my back?,” but prevented by such convention as still remains in polite society. As they look in their mirror each morning and watch the work of an entire summer blushing unseen and gradually fading away without causing even so much as an “O-o-o-h, how brown you are!,” they are going to begrudge the hours they spent with their mouths in the sand or digging their hips into rocks just to do a Narcissus during the winter.


There are one or two ways in which young gentlemen with left-over tans can make use of them, but I am not sure whether or not they are practical. One would be to go to every dance during the winter dressed as a Greek slave and say, as you enter: “Oh, I thought it was to be fancy-dress!” Then, even if you are put out, a lot of people will have seen you and remarked on how brown you are even though evidently stewed. After going to several dances like this, they may get used to you and let you come in and play around. Another would be to invite guests to your house to dinner and while they are assembled waiting for you to appear, dash in dressed in your underclothes, dashing right out again in simulated confusion, saying: “For Heaven’s sake, why don’t you let a fellow know you’re here!” In case they might not have had time to see your tan, you can trip and fall, taking quite a time to get up. Or perhaps the best way of all would be, no matter where you are, just to say: “I would now like to show you the tan I got last summer” and simply take your clothes off to the point where it isn’t funny any more.


Next summer, however, things will probably be different, and we shall see men and women sitting around under great umbrellas with draperies hung over their faces and bodies leaving just holes to see through. It won’t make any difference to me either way, as I usually stay indoors during the summer anyway and very seldom take my clothes off in the winter.
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The Bathroom Revolution






A firm of what purport to be plumbers (but whom I suspect of being royalist propagandists trying to get the Bourbon kings back into power again) once issued a catalogue showing how to make your bathroom look like the Great Hall at Versailles– or I guess the best way to go about it would be to make the Great Hall at Versailles look like a bathroom. No one would have a room that size in his house to start with. And, as an old bathroom lover, I resent the tone of this pamphlet.


According to these so-called “plumbers,” they will come trooping into your new house– it would have to be a new house, for you never could get it into your old one– and will install there a “Diocletian bath” (page 4 of the catalogue) which, judging from the colored illustration, is a room about the size of the tapestry room in the Metropolitan Museum of Art. It has a sunken bathtub, and great mirrors stretch from floor to ceiling, while over a Roman bench is draped a blue robe suitable for wrapping up an emperor in.


Or, for milady, there is the “Trianon bath” (page 5) which resembles one of those French interiors we used to see in the old Biograph pictures when the movies were young. The bathtub in the “Trianon” arrangement is so cleverly concealed that a person might go pattering about with his towel for days among the silk hangings and rococo furniture without ever finding it at all.


On page 7 we have the “Récamier bath,” which is evidently intended for formal minuet parties and possibly a royal levee during the season, but which bears no resemblance to what used to be known as “the bathroom” in old-fashioned houses of the 1920-’29 period.


The “Petti Palace bath” and the “Flamingo bath,” on pages 8 and 9, I will not attempt to describe, as you would not believe me. Suffice it to say that the “Petti Palace” bathtub could be used either for bathing in large groups or for small naval engagements between ships of the third class.


Now this elaboration of the bathroom is all very well in its way, provided it does not make us effete as a nation and does not get us into other old Roman customs of lolling about on couches at our meals and holding bunches of grapes up over our heads, but, since a revolution in bathrooms is evidently well on its way, let up hope that too much will not be sacrificed to magnificence and that taking a bath will be made such a formal ritual that it can be indulged in only by those who can trace their ancestry back to the Merovingian kings and have inherited robes of silk and gold to dress the part in. I know very well that my old blue towelling bathrobe would never fit in with any room shown in this catalogue. Rather than enter one of them in my straw slippers and flannel pajamas I would just take a quick sponge bath in my own room and let it go at that.


In the first place, it would be hard to heat one of these great halls, and a bathroom which is not piping hot had better be used to store trunks in. The only way that I can see to get the “Diocletian bath” fit for human occupancy on a cold winter’s morning would be to have an army of serfs dragging in monster logs and piling them in a blazing heap in a fireplace right beside the tub. And who wants an army of serfs popping in and out of the bathroom when he is bathing? It is difficult enough as it is now to make people keep the bathroom door shut on a cold morning, without bringing in a lot of strangers.


And, even with a huge fire blazing, the only part of you to be kept warm would be the side toward the fireplace, and what good will it do you to have 10-foot mirrors lining the walls of your bathroom, if, when you get out of your bath, you are going to have to look at yourself turning blue under your very eyes? I am not crazy about the mirror idea, anyway, even in summer. I would prefer to forget, if possible.


The only advantage that I can see to the ballroom-size bathroom on a cold morning (provided some way can be found to heat it) would be that one would have more space in which to dress. In the old-fashioned 10-by-12 bathroom there is always a little difficulty in finding a place to put one’s clothes after the mad dash from the cold bedroom with an armful of the day’s garments.


Of course, some of the smarter ones undress in the bathroom the night before and have time to leave their clothing in neat piles where it can be easily reached the next morning, but even this foresight does not cover the getting of clean shirts out of the bureau (a process at which several people already have frozen to death this winter) or the problem of keeping the trousers in press overnight. You can’t expect trousers to look like much after they have been draped over a bathtub or left hanging from the medicine closet door all night.


In the “Petti Palace bath,” I must admit, there is room for a complete wardrobe in which a dozen suits may be hung and a row of bureaus containing enough clean shirts and under-garments to last the winter. In fact, if you had the “Petti Palace bath” in your house you could rent the rest of the rooms out to lodgers and just live in there (and the adjoining bedroom) until spring came.


One big item which is likely to be overlooked in these monster bathrooms, however, is the upkeep. The week they are installed they may be impressive, but it would take a corps of interior decorators to keep them so, especially if there are children in the family. In a house where there are small children the bathroom soon takes on the appearance of the Old Curiosity Shop. In even one small bathroom, when there are children in the house, one finds rocking horses, milk heaters, tin soldiers, enormous rubber ducks, odd books, overshoes, and skates, and, once in a while, reefers and stocking caps belonging to neighbors’ children. Sometimes even the neighbors’ children themselves.


Can you imagine what would happen in the “Flamingo bath” with its great stretches of red lacquer tiling if a family of children were given the run of it? A man with some idea of taking a bath would have to climb over miles of electric train tracks and under railroad switches. He most likely would have to cope with submarines and rubber whales in the tank-like tub and would be lucky if he got out without a nasty fall on a slippery floor which had been prepared, and used, as a skating rink. Instead of a stray tin soldier now and then, he would probably step on a complete brigade of bayonets, the bath mat being temporarily used as a tent with an American flag flying from it.


Of course, it may be argued, a house with room enough in it for a “Flamingo bath” would also be likely to contain a nursery, but, unless children have changed a lot in the last two or three days, they prefer the bathroom to the nursery any day as a scene for their activities. And, unless parents have changed a lot in the same space of time, what the children want, they get.


The grownups, too, would contribute to the chaos of the décor. How long would the “Récamier bath” look like Mme. Récamier after daddy had changed his razor blades six or seven times and had used up all but a third each of five tubes of tooth paste? There seems to be a common strain of miserliness in the American people when it comes to throwing away tooth paste tubes which have a little left in the bottom. I have seen bathroom shelves piled high with two-thirds used tubes (all without caps), and a bottle of mouth wash, with maybe an eighth of an inch of liquid showing, has been known to keep its place beside a fresh bottle until the fresh bottle is down to an eighth of an inch and, in turn, takes its place beside a new one. It is only when the door of the medicine closet refuses to shut, or the whole shelfful of old aluminum topples over into the wash basin that a general cleaning out is instigated. (I am not speaking of my own bathroom shelf. That is kept very neat. I refer to the bathroom shelves in other houses.)


Just as a detail, but one which is quite important to a successful bathroom regime, I should like to know what provision is made in these luxurious and sensual bath palaces for such minor items as the recovery of lost tooth paste tube caps. If they have solved this problem, they may justify themselves. The fact that so many capless tubes are seen lying about in people’s bathrooms is due to the fact that the caps are, at that moment, lodged in the spout of the wash basin. I don’t know what the capacity of the average spout for tube caps is, but I know, by actual count, that there are nine in mine right now. I used to claw them up after they had slipped out of my hand and gone down the vent. I could see them peeking up at me, just about a quarter of an inch below the rim, and have sometimes spent 15 or 20 minutes trying to hook them out with a tooth brush or razor blade (razor blades are not to be recommended as tube cap hooks, however, owing to the danger of leaving a piece of finger in the spout with the cap).


But I am older now, and more cynical, and, after the first frantic maneuvers to catch the cap before it rolls out of sight, I give the whole thing up and go on calmly brushing my teeth. I have other things to do. But it does seem as if these royalist plumbers who have gone to such lengths to make the bathroom a menace to our homespun civilization at least might have worked out some way of avoiding this common catastrophe.


Just one more word about the menace of these patrician pools. What will be their logical effect on guest towels? If, in our modest little white-tiled bathrooms, it has been necessary to make the guest towel a semi-rigid, highly glazed bit of vivid tapestry in order to impress the guests, what will have to be done to make it show up in a room which is already a treasure chamber of bijouterie and a royal riot of color? The ordinary towels for family use will have to be at least as elaborate and showy as guest towels are today. What is there left in magnificence for guest towelling? Nothing, that I can see, but spun gold with ermine fringes, or perhaps small sheets of strung jewels glittering in the light of a concealed and highly colored bulb. Well, no one will ever use them anyway, any more than they do today.


If I ever to succumb to the Louis XIV instinct in me (and make enough money) and do have one of the “Diocletian baths” installed in that great big new house I shall build, there will be a secret door, hidden behind a rare tapestry, to which I alone will have the key. Behind it I will have built a nice, small, warm, white-tiled bathroom, with good brown coarse towels and a sponge, and a tub into which I can get and read with comfort. Any kings or princes or motion-picture actors that I have out for the week-end may use the other.
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“What Shall We Say?”






I don’t want to be an alarmist– oh, what do I care? Sure, I’ll be an alarmist, and will point out that the more literate sections of our country are today on the verge of an epidemic of brain-fag which threatens to plunge us into a national mental collapse.[5]


“What!” you will say. “An epidemic of brain-fag which threatens to plunge us into a national mental collapse? Man, you are mad!” I will show you how mad I am.


Go into any telegraph office in any one of our larger cities and, at three out of the six desks reserved for customers (two of which are equipped with chained pencils, one of which has a point), you will see people sitting with their heads in their hands obviously going through a critical period of mental accouchement. They write out messages, tear them up, gnaw at their knuckles, write out more messages and tear them up. Perhaps there will be two or three grouped about one desk, each one making occasional feverish suggestions which seem to die on their lips with the uttering. The atmosphere is one of complete human frustration and the very air vibrates with mental waves beating themselves out against the walls.


These people are trying to compose original and funny telegrams to their friends. They are breathlessly trying to keep up with a movement which has gained such force in the past few years as to oppress even the casual sender of wires and to sweep the pioneer wags who started it over the hill to the madhouse. About the only citizens who can go right into a telegraph office, write out their messages, and turn them in without losing great handfuls of hair in their composition are those who are sending messages of condolence, and it won’t be long before some comic starts the fashion of making even these facetious, probably with one to the bereaved reading: “What are you doing day after tomorrow?”


A little group of merrymakers get together for dinner and, along about the potato-chip course, someone suggests: “We ought to send a wire to Eddie!” This seems a bully idea at the time. Eddie would so love to be there, and will get such a good laugh out of a kidding telegram from his old pals. They laugh just to think of how Eddie will laugh. So a telegraph pad is sent for, and someone who has a pencil starts out by writing Eddie’s name and address in very large, plain letters at the top. What shall we say?”


At this point, the dinner is abandoned, all digestive processes are halted in mid-air, and the gay little group settles down to the serious business of thinking up a funny telegram for Eddie.


No one wants to start suggesting, for fear that his suggestions won’t be funny enough. The man with the pencil writes out something tentatively, but decides before submitting it that it won’t do. So he tears up that blank and writes Eddie’s name and address again.


“How about saying: ‘Have just found a piece of food in the dinner. What shall we do?’,” someone suggests faintly.


Several of the more polite ones laugh without feeling, but no move is made to write it down. Its sponsor blushes and retires.


“How about this?” (a fatal prelude to any suggestion): “‘Cross marks our room. Wish you were here.?”


Not even the polite ones laugh at this. It is withdrawn hastily. There is a long silence. The man with the pencil has been making another stab at it by himself, and proceeds to read off what he has written:


“‘Don’t let any—? No, I guess that isn’t very funny.” And he tears up the blank in embarrassment.


Deep depression settles over the group and the clock ticks gloomily. Everyone is trying to think of something comical and everyone is rapidly losing caste with himself and with the rest of the party. What once was a bright little extemporaneous dinner has solidified into a Regents’ examination period. The whole thing finally breaks up by sending a wire to Eddie reading: “HOW ARE YOU KID?” with nobody satisfied, including Eddie, who doesn’t know whom it is from.


This dispiriting procedure is repeated, either in groups or singly, every time anyone sails for Europe, takes a train to California (catching the traveller at Albany, Rochester, Chicago, and Albuquerque with telegrams of progressive hilarity is an art so fine as to be practically extinct), or, for those whose acquaintance includes mimes and mountebanks, every time a new play opens.


Telegrams to opening nights are in a class by themselves. They must be good, because they are likely to be displayed on the dressing-room mirror of the recipient during the run of the play. They must be different, because these people check up. And they must be frequent, as the average life of a play today is four hours. The whole thing has become a nightmare.


Thus we find that not only is the national brain-fiber rapidly wearing itself out, but most of the fun of dining, travelling, and opening is being dimmed by the constant obligation of being funny about it in ten words. My suggestion would be that the Western Union add to its collection of readymade greetings for Christmas, Easter, Yom Kippur, and Childbirth a printed form including twenty excruciating telegrams to be sent “just for the fun of it,” and twenty even more excruciating ones to be sent in reply.


Either this, or begin all over again and go back to the old way of just saying: “Bon Voyage,” “Good Luck,” or, better yet, sending no telegram at all.





[5]Since this telling article was written, circumstances have removed the threat to our national well-being that so justifiably aroused Mr. Benchley’s concern.

—Editor’s Note.
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A Vanishing Art






Somehow I have a feeling that, no matter how far out of work I may be, I shall never be able to make my living by putting little ships into glass bottles. There must be some people who do, for one is constantly seeing bottled ships in store windows. I never could quite figure out just what kind of store it was that would feature a ship in a bottle as a window display, but as there is usually an 18th-century highboy and a pair of bellows alongside the bottle, it can’t be one of the more essential emporia. I guess that you would just call it a “ship-in-bottle store.”


However, the fact that putting little ships into bottles is not a useful trade is not the reason why I would not go in for it. Look at what I am doing now! No, the reason for my eschewing that form of gainful activity is simply that I haven’t the slightest idea how it is done. And I doubt if I ever could learn.


I have often tried to figure it out while standing, on a busy day in my own trade, in front of a ship-in-bottle store. Is it possible that the tiny ship is made and rigged and set up and then the glass blown around it? Blowing glass in itself is enough of a mystery to me without having it complicated by having to blow it around a ship. I rather doubt if that is the way the thing is done.


The only other solution is that the bottle is already blown and the ship is made inside the bottle. This, too, sounds implausible. Some sort of man or woman (or very dexterous child) has got to make the ship, and you can’t tell me that any one, no matter how small, can get right inside one of those bottles and build a ship. I may get a funny, vacant look in my eyes once in a while, and I may not be very good at adding up my check stubs, but I’m no fool. Nobody makes those ships from the inside out.


This leaves what? Nothing! Either the ship is made first or the bottle is made first. The hole in the neck of the bottle is not large enough to allow for a full-rigged ship being let down through it. You can tell that at a glance. There is nothing left except for the ponderer to go crazy. I have tried that, too.


I once tracked a ship-in-bottle putter to his workshop and tried to find out how he worked it. I was spending the summer on the Atlantic coast (sometimes here and sometimes there, mostly a compromise between the two) and in an old Cape Cod antique shop I saw one of the accursed things. I went into the shop and asked the old lady (don’t let her know I called her an “old lady,” please) who had made it. She, with that old New England cordiality which has made that section of the country the flourishing center it now is, left the room without answering me. But I found out from a customer (a summer resident who came from Wisconsin) that a gentleman who lived in the white house down by the steamship dock had wrought this wonder. So I set out in search of him.


His name was Capt. Whipple and he was 167 years old, although he lied about his age and claimed to be only 160.


“Cap’n,” I said (from now on I shall spell the title “Captain,” but you must remember that what I really said was “Cap’n”), “Captain, how in (naming a certain flower) do you put those little ships into those bottles?” A fair question, and deserving of a fair answer.


The captain whittled a piece from his calloused thumb and spat reflectively. “Wal,” he said (from now on I shall spell the words as they should be spelled, without reference to the Cape Cod pronunciation), “Well, it’s a long story.”


Going back to my hotel and getting a chair, I drew it up beside the old gentleman, all attention. “Shoot, kid!” I said.


The seafaring man took the stub of a pencil and began figuring on the back of the original of a letter from Thomas Jefferson to Martha Custis (a little scandal which has never come to light, but which, while it lasted, was a peach). Then he looked up at me with his little, watery blue eyes a-glint.


“You’re from New York, ain’t you?” he asked. I blushed prettily.


“It will cost you just $500 to know,” he said. “And, at that, I am cheating myself.”


I thought it over. Five hundred dollars to learn how to put a ship in a bottle, when the chances were that I never would be called upon to put anything into a bottle, much less a ship. And even if, at some time or other, I should be faced with the necessity, I could always plead a headache or the fact that I had no ship with me at the moment. So I took an old Revolutionary cradle which was standing nearby and placed it firmly over the old gentleman’s head until nothing was visible of him above his shoulders. On this I piled several pewter candlesticks, a spinning wheel, and a portrait of Gen. Howe. This done, I left the ancient mariner and artisan with his secret.


The main trouble, however, with taking up ship-in-bottle putting as a trade (aside from the difficulty of finding out how it is done) would seem to be that it doesn’t offer much opportunity for advancement to a young man. You can’t get ahead very fast. Suppose you do learn how to do it and serve an apprenticeship to some expert ship-in-bottle putter for five years. You are then promoted to head of the bottling department. What is there left? You are as far as you can go, unless you start in for yourself. And I should imagine that the consumer demand for ships in bottles would be soon exhausted in any one community, with very little turn-over.


One is reminded (and, let us be quite frank about it, when I say “one is reminded” I mean “I am reminded”)[6] of the business troubles of the man who polished the commemorative brass cannon in Ypsilanti, Mich. (I have always heard that it was Ypsilanti, Mich., but I am willing to retract if it is not true.) It seems that the residents of Ypsilanti, Mich., shortly after the Civil War decided that some sort of monument or denkmal should be placed in a public square to remind future generations of Michigan’s part in the great struggle. So a large brass commemorative cannon was placed on the common (if there is a common in Ypsilanti) and a veteran of the war was engaged, at a nominal salary, to keep this cannon in good condition. He was to polish it twice a week and see that small boys did not hide in it. Aside from this, his time was his own.


This business routine went on for 25 years. The veteran was faithful at his task of polishing the commemorative brass cannon and its splendor and shining surface were the admiration of every one who visited Ypsilanti, Mich., during those 25 years, to say nothing of the natives. “The commemorative brass cannon of Ypsilanti, Mich.,” became a byword throughout the state for expressing how shiny a commemorative brass cannon could be made.


One evening, during the veteran’s 26th year of service, he came home to supper at his usual hour (4:30), but his wife noticed that he was more depressed than was his wont. He hardly touched his food, and sat in moody contemplation of the backs of his polish-stained hands. His wife was worried.


“What is it, Joe?” she asked. “What is the matter?”


“Oh, nothing, my dear,” said her husband, and turned in a brave attempt to finish his cutlet.


“Come, come,” said the companion of his 25 years of labor (he had married immediately on getting the job of polishing the commemorative brass cannon), “I know that something is wrong. You are depressed.”


The gray-haired man put down his knife and looked his wife in the eye.


“You’re right,” he said, as he took her hand in his.


“I am depressed. Things haven’t been going very well down at the cannon lately.”


“You don’t mean that you’re fired, Joe!” she said, fearfully.


“No, no! Never fear about that,” was his reply. “They couldn’t fire me. I know too much. They would be afraid that I might make trouble. But I am discouraged about my work. I don’t seem to be getting ahead. For 25 years I have been polishing that cannon and putting everything that I had into making it bright and shiny. I have done my job well– no one can deny that. But recently I have got to thinking. What is it leading to? Where am I getting? Where is the future in polishing commemorative brass cannons?” And the old man broke down and cried.


His wife was silent for a minute. Then she stroked his head and said: “I know, Joe. I have worried a little myself. And I have figured it out this way. In the last 25 years we have saved a little money. I have put aside a dollar here and a dollar there when you didn’t know about it. We have quite a tidy little nest egg in the bank now, and here is my suggestion: Let’s take that money, buy a cannon, and go into business for ourselves!”


Such, I should think, would be the problem which would confront every middle-aged man who finds himself, the age of 55, a putter-in-bottles of little ships. What is the future of such work? Even if he goes into business for himself like the polisher of the commemorative brass cannon of Ypsilanti, Mich., how can he meet competition? Of course, he can vary the types of ships he puts into the bottles. The old, square-rigged merchantman having gone out of date, he could put in models of the Bremen or destroyers, but, with all this talk of naval reduction going on, dealing in battleships and destroyers is a pretty precarious business.[7]


England pleads that her navy has been more than an engine of war during the last two centuries, that it has been a career for the finest of her young men. She naturally recoils from any proposition which would eliminate such patrician employment. But what about those unfortunates who find themselves with no models for bottle-putting? These artisans must either stick to the old clipper ships which their grandfathers put in bottles, or put in battleships which may be, in a few years, against the law. Of course, they could begin putting in models of reapers and binders, or of printing presses, or any of the other thousand-and-two engines of peace, but that really wouldn’t be right. It has got to be a ship if the old tradition is to be maintained.


And so, to all young men who are going out into the world to make their living, I would say: “Think twice before you go in for putting little ships in bottles. That is, unless you are planning to spend a lot of your time in jail, where time hangs heavy.”


I suppose that I shall get a lot of indignant letters from the trade for issuing this advice. But it comes from the heart.





[6]The author is indebted to Mr. “Terry” McGovern of Cornell University for the following business fable.



[7]This article was obviously written on the eve of that benighted era when nations were busily engaged in sinking not each other’s ships, as the custom is today, but– oddly enough– their own.

—Editor’s Note.
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Football Rules

or Whatever They Are






How many of my little readers remember the day when a perfectly ordinary citizen could watch a football game and know what was going on? Rather than wait for an answer to this question, which would have to be obtained by a post-card ballot and might take months, I will make a stab at the answer and venture to say that it is only the older boys who remember. For during the last ten years the Football Rules Committee has seen to it that no one who understood the game the year before should understand it this year. The motto of the Rules Committee seems to have been: “New rules and new rooters each year.”


In the old days, when they changed the rules maybe once every ten years, watching football was something of a pastime. You took your seat in the stands and, provided you knew anything at all about the game, you followed the plays as they were executed and knew at least which side had the ball and what their general line of attack was. Oftentimes you knew enough about the game to yell suggestions to the quarterback or to tell the man next to you where the boys would have done well to try rushing on the third down. ( If you did do this, however, you are not alive today– not if the man next you was I.)


It wasn’t so bad when they began tampering with the number of downs to go to ten yards in. It was confusing at first, but they let you alone and didn’t try to rattle you by changing it again the next year, and before long you got to liking the four downs to ten yards better than the old way. I sometimes wonder how we ever got along with the old way, but I suppose it was all right for that period, what with gas lights and everything. But I certainly should resent any move to go back to the old number of downs, although, for all I know now, they have gone back to them. The spectator would never know.


For after the war, the Rules Committee began to get jittery. They acted as if they thought somebody was following them. First they would put on a beard, then they would take it off and walk on their hands, then they would duck around a corner and then appear walking very tall. They changed rules every season as if they were trying to work up a new game out of football and make it into something they didn’t quite know about. They made illegal all the old plays that used to be the essence of the game and sat up nights trying to think up new things to put in their places. It has got so now that the Rules Committee itself is about the only body of men who know enough about the game to play it, and they haven’t anybody to play it with.


The freshman teams, or better the prep-school teams, who learn the game for the first time each year, have the drop on veterans, for they don’t have to forget anything that they learned the year before. A senior, who has been taught all his life to pick up a fumble and run with it, suddenly finds that he can’t do this, but must, when an opponent drops the ball, place his right hand to his mouth and call out “Co-e-e-e!” until a substitute quarter runs out from the side lines and shoots the ball with a revolver. This naturally confuses the senior. What it does to the spectators in the stands can be judged by the way they instinctively jump up and yell “Fumble!” only to sink back a second later and go back to reading the program.


All that the spectator gets out of a game now is the fresh air, the comical articles in his program, the sight of twenty-two young men rushing about in mysterious formations, and whatever he brought along in his flask. The murmur which you hear running through the stands after each play is caused by people asking other people what the idea of that was and other people trying to explain. The thing to do is to change the rules for good and all this winter and then let us take a couple of years to learn them. It is this dribbling along, a couple of changes this year and a couple more next, which is driving us old boys crazy. I would suggest the following outline of rule revisions for the year 1931 along the lines of the changes to date, this revision to stand for ten years or until the game has been discontinued entirely.


Early Season Rules


(September 22 to October 6)


1. Only the quarterback shall be allowed to carry the ball and he shall run only when there is nobody after him. At other times he shall walk, dribbling the ball as in basket ball. He must keep whistling at all times.


2. A touchdown shall be considered made when the quarterback has placed the ball on the 55-yard line, with each team lined up on its own goal line. As soon as the quarterback shall have made a touchdown thus, he shall call out “Come out, come out, wherever you are, or else I’ll catch you standing still!” At this signal both teams


shall run very fast and try to get to the opposite goal line without being tagged. A penalty of 10 points shall be accorded to the team making the touchdown.


3. A fumble shall count four points for the side making it, except in the following instances: (1) when made by a right guard ( 2 ) when made by a man in a white head guard ( 3 ) when made by a player who shall have first signalled to the referee indicating that he is about to fumble (4) when made by a professor who has got onto the field by mistake and can’t find his way out.


Mid-Season Rules


(October 13 to November 3)


1. Only a left tackle shall be allowed to carry the ball, and he shall not weigh more than 190 pounds (with the ball). He need not whistle.


2. A touchdown shall be considered made when the left tackle shall have tossed the ball into a basket held on the 30-yard side line by an assistant manager, who shall run to the coach with it and say: “Look! A ball in the basket!” A touchdown thus made shall count seven points, providing nine rahs are given.


3. When the ball is fumbled, nobody shall pay any attention to it at all, but another ball shall be brought out and put into play on the 10-yard line. If the old ball rolls into a pocket (there shall be four pockets dug into the field 20 yards apart on the side-lines) it counts 10 if it be in a 20-pocket, 20 if in a 10-pocket and 100 if in either of the booby-pockets.


Late-Season Rules


(November 10 to November 30)


1. Nobody at all shall be allowed to touch the ball with his hands, but it shall be kicked along with the right side of the ankle of the right foot. Any player may kick it but he must run to the referee and hold up two fingers, saying “Kick, sir?” The referee shall answer “Please do.”


2. There shall be no touchdowns, as such, and no scoring, as such. The side winning the game shall be the one which can prove that it has had the most exercise. After all, the game should be played for the game’s sake, not to score points.


3. All spectators shall be blindfolded and made to sit with their backs to the field so that none shall peek. This will do away with over-emphasis on football in college life and prevent the game from becoming a gigantic spectacle. It will also do away with graduate-domination. It may even do away with the graduates. The money hitherto furnished by the graduates can be made up by the sale of banners and arm bands to residents of the town in which the game is played.


With these new rules definitely in force, so that the spectators will know what to expect each year, they can make their own plans for Saturday afternoons during October and November. And probably, at that, the stands will be crowded.
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The Mystery

of the Poisoned Kipper






Who sent the poisoned kipper to Major General Hannafield of the Royal Welch Lavaliers? That is the problem which is distorting Scotland Yard at the present moment, for the solution lies evidently in the breast of Major General Hannafield himself. And Major General Hannafield is dead. (At any rate, he doesn’t answer his telephone.)


Following are the details, such as they are. You may take them or leave them. If you leave them, please leave them in the coat room downstairs and say that Martin will call for them.


One Saturday night about three weeks ago, after a dinner given by the Royal Welch Lavaliers for the Royal Platinum Watch, Major General Hannafield returned home just in time for a late breakfast which he really didn’t want. In fact, when his wife said, rather icily, “I suppose you’ve had your breakfast,” the Maj. Gen. replied, “I’ll thank you not to mention breakfast, or lunch, or dinner, until such time as I give you the signal.” Mrs. Hannafield thereupon packed her bags and left for her mother’s in New Zealand.


Along about eleven-thirty in the morning, however, the Maj. Gen. extricated himself from the hat-rack where he had gone to sleep, and decided that something rather drastic had to be done about his mouth. He thought of getting a new mouth; but as it was Sunday all the mouth shops were closed, and he had no chance of sending into London for anything. He thought of water, great tidal waves of water, but even that didn’t seem to be exactly adequate. So naturally his mind turned next to kippered herring. “Send a thief to catch a thief,” is an old saying but a good one, and applies especially to Sunday-morning mouths.


So he rang for his man, and nobody answered.


The Maj. Gen. then went to the window and called out to the gardener, who was wrestling with a dahlia, and suggested that he let those dahlias alone and see about getting a kipper, and what’s more a very salty kipper, immediately. This the gardener did.


On receiving the kipper, the Maj. Gen., according to witnesses, devoured it with avidity, paper and all, and then hung himself back up on the hat-rack. This was the last that was seen of Major General Hannafield alive, although perhaps “alive” is too strong a word. Perhaps “breathing” would be better.


Mrs. Hannafield, being on her way to New Zealand, has been absolved of any connection with the crime ( if causing the Maj. Gen.’s death can be called a crime, as he was quite an offensive old gentleman ) . The gardener, from his cell in the Old Bailey, claims that he bought the kipper from a fish stall in the High Street, and the fish vender in the High Street claims that he bought the kipper from the gardener.


According to the officials of Scotland Yard, there are two possible solutions to the crime, neither of them probable: revenge, or inadvertent poisoning of the kipper in preparation. Both have been discarded, along with the remainder of the kipper.


Revenge as a motive is not plausible, as the only people who could possibly seek revenge on the Maj. Gen. were killed by him a long time ago. The Maj. Gen. was notoriously hot-tempered, and, when opposed, was accustomed to settling his neck very low in his collar and rushing all the blood available to his temples. In such states as this he usually said, “Gad, sir!” and lashed out with an old Indian weapon which he always carried, killing his offender. He was always acquitted, on account of his war record.


It is quite possible that some relatives of one of the Maj. Gen/s victims might have tracked him from the Punjab or the Kit-Kat Club to his “diggings” in Diggings Street, but he usually was pretty careful to kill only people who were orphans or unmarried.


There was some thought at first that the Maj. Gen. might have at one time stolen the eye of an idol in India and brought it back to England, and that some zealot had followed him across the world and wreaked vengeance on him. A study of the records, however, shows that the Maj. Gen. once tried to steal an emerald eye out of an Indian idol, but that the idol succeeded in getting the Maj. Gen/s eye instead, and that the Maj. Gen. came back to England wearing a glass eye– which accounted for his rather baffling mannerism of looking over a person’s shoulder while that person was talking to him.


Now as for the inadvertent poisoning of a kipper in the process of being cured. Herring are caught off the coast of Normandy ( they are also caught practically everywhere, but Normandy makes a better story), brought to shore by Norman fishermen dressed up as Norman fishermen, and carried almost immediately to the kipperers.


The herring kipperers are all under State control and are examined by government agents both before and after kippering. They are subjected to the most rigid mental tests, and have to give satisfactory answers to such questions as “Do you believe in poisoning herring?” and “Which of the following statements is true? (a) William the Norman was really a Swede; (b) herring placed in the handkerchief drawer, give the handkerchiefs that je ne sais quoi; (c) honesty is the best policy.”


If the kipperers are able to answer these questions, and can, in addition, chin themselves twelve times, they are allowed to proceed with their work. Otherwise they are sent to the French Chamber of Deputies, or Devil’s Island, for ten years. So you can see that there is not much chance for a herring kipperer to go wrong, and practically no chance for Major General Hannafield to have been poisoned by mistake.


This leaves really nothing for Scotland Yard to work on, except an empty stomach. The motive of revenge being out, and accidental poisoning being out, the only possible solution remaining is that Major General Hannafield was in no state to digest a kippered herring and practically committed suicide by eating it. This theory they are working on, and at the coroner’s inquest (which ought to come along any day now ) the whole matter will be threshed out.


An examination of the Maj. Gen/s vital organs has disclosed nothing except a possible solution of the whereabouts of the collier Cyclops, which was lost during the Great War.


Here the matter stands, or rather there. (It was here a minute ago.) Mrs. Hannafield may have some suggestions to offer, if she ever will land in New Zealand, but, according to radio dispatches, she is having an awfully good time on the boat and keeps going back and forth without ever getting off when they put into port. She and the ship’s doctor have struck up an acquaintance, and you know what that means.
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What Does It Mean?






There seems to be no lengths to which humorless people will not go to analyze Humor. It seems to worry them. They can’t believe that anything could be funny just on its own hook. One of the most worried of these Humor analysts is the gentleman who, in a book called Carroll’s Alice ( a reprint of a lecture, as one might guess), has tried to wrench deep meanings out of Alice in Wonderland. He certainly picked a good one to wrench on.


According to this savant, the Lion and the Unicorn were really meant by Carroll to represent “the contemporary battle between the traditional classics, plus mathematics, and the new sciences.” This is just a starter. Hold your hats!


Reading further, we learn that the Mad Hatter was actually a derivative of the numerous Hatta family mentioned in Sharon Turner’s History of the Anglo-Saxons. (This space is reserved for any expletive that Alice-lovers may care to burst into. I, personally, have a copy desk and the Post Office Department to think of.)


This leads to the interesting speculation that the Dormouse might have been intended by Carroll as a satirical crack at Father Doremus, the Fifteenth Century monk mentioned in Swarthouth’s Fifteenth Century Monks and Their Relations to Dormice.


Or might not Alice, herself, have been a figure symbolical of the proposal to construct a tunnel under the English Channel? We can’t have Alice just banging around without any significance at all.


Of course, it is true that many present-day situations have parallels in the situations of the Alice books, but I like to believe that this is not because Carroll put sense into his nonsense but because the present-day situations are sheer nonsense in themselves. Why monkey around with Nonsense? It can stand well enough on its own feet.


And why monkey around with any kind of Humor? I recently got a letter from another worried citizen who is, for reasons best known to himself, getting out a book on Humor. He asked just two questions:


“What is Humor? What makes people laugh?”


Boy, if I knew I wouldn’t be sitting here, I can tell you!
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Throwing Back

the European Offensive






This is probably the hardest time of year for those of us who didn’t go to Europe last summer. It was bad enough when the others were packing and outlining their trips for you. It was pretty bad when the postcards from Lausanne and Venice began coming in. But now, in the fall, when the travelers are returning with their Marco Polo travelogs, now is when we must be brave and give a cheer for the early frost.


There are several ways to combat this menace of returning travelers. The one that I have found most effective is based on the old football theory that a strong offense is the best defense. I rush them right off their feet, before they can get started.


In carrying out this system, it is well to remember that very few travelers know anything more about the places they have visited than the names of one hotel, two points of interest, and perhaps one street. You can bluff them into insensibility by making up a name and asking them if they saw that when they were in Florence. My whole strategy is based on my ability to make up names. You can do it, too, with practice.


Thus, let us say that I am confronted by Mrs. Reetaly who has just returned from a frantic tour of Spain, southern France, and the Ritz Hotel, Paris. You are inextricably cornered with her at a tea, or beer night, or something. Following is a transcript of the conversation. (Note the gathering power of my offense.)



Mrs. R.: Well, we have just returned from Europe, and everything seems so strange here. I simply can’t get used to our money.


Mr. B.: I never see enough of it to get used to it myself. (Just a pleasantry.)


Mrs. R.: When we were in Madrid, I just gave up trying to figure out the Spanish money. You see, they have pesetas and—


Mr. B.: A very easy way to remember Spanish money is to count ten segradas to one mesa, ten mesas to one rintilla and twenty rintillas to one peseta.


Mrs. R.: Oh, you have been to Spain? Did you go to Toledo?


Mr. B.: Well, of course, Toledo is just the beginning. You pushed on to Mastilejo, of course?


Mrs. R.: Why– er– no. We were in quite a hurry to get to Granada and–


Mr. B.: You didn’t see Mastilejo? That’s too bad. Mastelejo is Toledo multiplied by a hundred. Such mountains! Such coloring! Leaving Mastilejo, one ascends by easy stages to the ridge behind the town from which is obtained an incomparable view of the entire Bobadilla Valley. It was here that, in 1476, the Moors—


Mrs. R.: The Moorish relics in Granada–


Mr. B.: The Moorish relics in Granada are like something you buy from Sears Roebuck compared to the remains in Tuna. You saw Tuna, of course?


Mrs. R.: Well, no (lying her head off), we were going there, but Harry thought that it would just be repeating what—


Mr. B.: The biggest mistake of your life, Mrs. Reetaly, the biggest mistake of your life! Unless you have seen Tuna, you haven’t seen Spain.


Mrs. R.: But Carcassonne—


Mr. B.: Ah, Carcassonne! Now you’re talking! Did you ever see anything to beat that old diamond mill in the Vielle Ville? Would they let you go through it when you were there?


Mrs. R.: Why, I don’t think that we saw any old diamond mill. We saw an old—


Mr. B.: I know what you’re going to say! You saw the old wheat sifter. Isn’t that fascinating? Did you talk with the old courier there?


Mrs. R. : Why, I don’t remember—


Mr. B.: And the hole in the wall where Louis the Neurotic escaped from the Saracens?


Mrs. R.: Yes, wasn’t that—? (Very weak.)


Mr. B.: And the stream where they found the sword and buckler ©f the Man with the Iron Abdomen?


Mrs. R. (Edging away): Yes, indeed.


Mr. B.: And old Vastelles? You visited Vastelles, surely?... Mrs. Reetaly, come back here, please! I just love talking over these dear places with someone who has just been there.... May I call on you some day soon and we’ll just have a feast of reminiscence?... Thank you. How about tomorrow?




And from that day to this, I am never bothered by Mrs. Reetaly’s European trip, and you needn’t be, either, if you will only study the above plan carefully.


The other method is based on just the opposite theory– that of no offense, or defense, at all. It is known as “dumb submission,” and should be tried only by very phlegmatic people who can deaden their sensibilities so that they don’t even hear the first ten minutes of the traveler’s harangue. The idea is to let them proceed at will for a time and then give unmistakable evidence of not having heard a word they have said. Let us say that Mr. Thwomly has accosted me on the train.



Mr. T.: It certainly seems funny to be riding in trains like this again. We have been all summer in France, you know, and those French trains are all divided up into compartments. You get into a compartment– compartimon, they call them– and there you are with three or five other people, all cooped up together. On the way from Paris to Marseilles we had a funny experience. I was sitting next to a Frenchman who was getting off at Lyons– Lyons is about half way between Paris and Marseilles– and he was dozing when we got in. So I—


Mr. B.: Did you get to France at all when you were away?


Mr. T. : This was in France that I’m telling you about. On the way from Paris to Marseilles. We got into a railway carriage—


Mr. B.: The railway carriages there aren’t like ours here, are they? IVe seen pictures of them, and they seem to be more like compartments of some sort.


Mr. T. (a little discouraged): That was a French railway carriage I was just describing to you. I sat next to a man—


Mr. B.: A Frenchman?


Mr. T.: Sure, a Frenchman. That’s the point.


Mr. B.: Oh, I see.


Mr. T.: Well, the Frenchman was asleep, and when we got in I stumbled over his feet. So he woke up and said something in French, which I couldn’t understand, and I excused myself in English, which he couldn’t understand, but I saw by his ticket that he was going only as far as Lyons–


Mr. B.: You were across the border into France, then?


Mr. T. (giving the whole thing up as a bad job): And what did you do this summer?




Whichever way you pick to defend yourself against the assaults of people who want to tell you about Europe, don’t forget that it was I who told you how. I’m going to Europe myself next year, and if you try to pull either of these systems on me when I get back, I will recognize them at once, and it will just go all the harder with you. But, of course, I will have something to tell that will be worth hearing.
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Compiling

an American Tragedy


Suggestions as to How Theodore Dreiser Might Write His Next Human Document and Save Five Years’ Work






Chapter I


Up East Division Street, on a hot day in late July, walked two men, one five feet four, the other, the taller of the two, five feet six, the first being two inches shorter than his more elongated companion, and consequently giving the appearance to passers-by on East Division Street, or, whenever the two reached a cross street, to the passers-by on the cross street, of being at least a good two inches shorter than the taller of the little group.


Walking up East Division Street they came, in two or three minutes, to Division Street proper, which runs at right angles and a little to the left of East Division Street, but not so much to the left as Marcellus Street, or Ransome Street, for that matter. As the two continued strolling, in that fashion in which two men of their respective heights are likely to stroll, they came in succession to–


(Note to printer: Attached find copy of Thurston’s Street Guide. Print names of every street listed therein, beginning with East Division and up to, and including, Dawson.)


Chapter II


That these two men, presented in the last chapter, would eventually stop walking up Division Street and enter a house of some sort or description, might well be anticipated by the reader, and, in fact, such was the case.


It was, indeed, the house of the shorter of the two, of the one whom we have seen in the last chapter to have been five feet four, if, indeed, he was. It was a typical dwelling, or home, of a man of the middle class in a medium-sized city such as the one in which these men found themselves living.


(Note to printer: Attached find insurance inventory of household effects and architect’s specifications. Reproduce in toto.)


Chapter III


Reaching the living room described above, Tom Rettle, for such was the name of the shorter of the two– the one to whom the house, or home, or dwelling, belonged– was greeted by his wife, Anna, a buxom woman of perhaps thirty-four or thirty-five, certainly not more than thirty-five, if one were to judge by her fresh, wholesome color and the sparkle of her brownish-gray eyes, or even by her well-rounded form, her–


(Print attached passport description of Anna Rettle.)


“Well, hello, .Anna,” said Tom, pleasantly, for Tom Rettle was, as a matter of fact, a very pleasant man unless he were angered, and his blue eyes smiled in a hishlv agreeable manner.


“Well, hello, Tom,” replied Anna, for it was indeed Anna who spoke, in a soft, well-modulated voice, too, giving the impression of being an extremely agreeable sort of a woman.


“Anna, I want you to meet a very good friend of mine, Arthur Berolston, a very good friend of mine,” said Tom, politely, looking, at the same time, at both .Anna and Berolston.


“I’m very happy to meet Mr. Berolston,” added .Anna, genially, although one could see that in her heart she wished that Tom would bring a little different type of friend home, a thing she had often spoken to him about when they were alone, as they often were.


“Dat’s very good of yer ter say, Missus Rettle,” replied Berolston, in modern slang, which made him sound even more uncouth than he looked, which was uncouth enough. “For de love o’ Mike!”


At this indication of a rough bringing-up on the part of her husband’s acquaintance, Anna Rettle winced slightly but showed no other sien of her emotions. Tom was such a kind-hearted fellow! So good! So kind-hearted! Tom was.


“What is there for supper tonight, Anna?” asked Tom. when the wincing had died down. “You know how well I like cole slaw, and have always liked it.”


“I certainly do know your fondness for cole slaw, Tom,” replied his wife, but with a note of regret in her voice, for she was thinking that she had no cole slaw for supper on the particular night of which we are speaking. “But you will remember that we had cole slaw last night with the cold tongue, and night before last with the baked beans and–


(Run attached “Fifteen Midsummer Menus for Cole Slaw Lovers.“)


Chapter IV


Prepared as Tom was not to have cole slaw for supper, he could not hide his disappointment. Anna had been a good wife to him.


But somehow tonight, when he had brought Arthur Berolston home to supper, his disappointment was particularly keen, for he and Arthur had been discussing cole slaw all the way up East Division Street, across Division Street and through to the southwest corner of Dawson and Margate, where Tom lived, and each had said how much he liked it.


Should he strike Anna for failing him at this juncture? He, Tom Rettle, strike his wife, Anna Rettle? And, even if he should decide to strike her, where should he direct the blow? Tom’s mind was confused with all these questions.


(Reprint the above paragraph twenty-five times.)


Chapters V-LXXXII inclusive


To printer: With the above copy you will find a briefcase containing newspaper clippings giving the complete testimony of Anna Rettle, Thomas Rettle and Arthur Berolston in the case of “Anna Rettle vs. Thomas Rettle,” tried in the Criminal Court of Testiman County, September 2-28, 1925. There is also a transcript of the testimony of three neighbors of the Rettles’ (Herman Nordquist, Ethel Nordquist and Junior Nordquist), and of Officer Louis M. Hertzog of the Fifth Precinct. Reprint all these and, at the bottom of the last page, put “THE END.”
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If These Old Walls

Could Talk!






In passing by the old Waldorf the other day (or, to be exact, just as they were beginning to tear it down) I realized, with a slight catch in my throat, that some of the dullest hours of my life had been spent within its crumbling walls and, as I stopped to look for the last time at its historic front, I would have murmured “Eheu fugaces!” if I had been sure whether the “g” is pronounced hard or soft.


The Grand Ballroom of the Waldorf! What a flood of tiresome memories come tumbling to mind at the thought of that long speakers’ table and the deadly hooey that had been delivered across its parapet! For six solid months, as a reporter for the daily press, I was forced nightly to attend banquets there, writhing with my colleagues at the little table down at the left; sleeping sometimes with my little head pillowed in my arms, sometimes supported by a numbing elbow, but always restless and uneasy and deriving none of that refreshing repair which sleep is supposed to bring. For always in my ear there was the steady, rhythmic drone of the speakers saying, “I do not want to take up more of your time, but there is one more point which I would like to make, and that is this–


If only those old walls could talk, how boring they would be! No walls can take the beating that those walls took, decade after decade, without absorbing some of the deadly words and ponderous phrases with which the air was saturated and giving off something of the ennui which settled like a pall over that room at nine-thirty every night for years. Probably no walls of their age would have as little that was worthwhile to repeat.


Come, let us all turn into pumpkins and roll upstairs again into that old ballroom and see what ghosts are there! All right, then, let’s not!


But if we were to visit the place again some night at midnight, just before the wreckers let the last of the royal boxes crash to the place where the floor used to be, I am sure that we would see a sight which would repay us for our trouble– and a hell of a lot of trouble it would be, too, climbing up stairs which aren’t there any more.


For there, at the end of the long room, in the eerie half-light, we would see the speakers’ table, with its mounds of carnations and plates of melting ice cream studded with cigar ends, and rising above it, behind badly bent shirt fronts, would be the row of guests, each running over in his mind the torture he is about to inflict on his audience and each making believe listen to the one who happens to have the floor at the time.


And who is that youth, sitting over at the table in the corner, along with other youths of the same ilk and informal dress, drawing little pictures on his menu and now and again muttering under his breath, “Ah, nuts!”? It is the ghost of the Boy I Used to Be, the boy whose fresh young soul was seared and calloused with a premature cynicism, whose eyes were even then narrowing with bitter distrust of mankind, because night after night he was forced to listen to the great minds of the nation giving expression to palpable bologna just in order that his section of the metropolitan press might go roaring to print with all the horrid details for the next morning’s breakfast tables. (As a matter of fact, out of perhaps two hundred banquets covered, my paper used not more than three stories of mine and only a couple of sticks of those.)


And what are these ghost words which come floating out from nowhere, rustling through the empty shell of the great room? Listen carefully and you will hear them.


“... and, just so long as this great nation, supreme in its devotion to the ideals of that Liberty established by our fathers ... with annual imports for the year 1915 running into tens of millions of dollars ... founded on the principle, based on the idea, conceived in the theory that no organization, no institution, no body of men can ... now, gentlemen, I feel in a way like that Irishman in being here with you tonight, because ... over against this is, as I see it, America’s debt to France, a debt which can never ... this does not include that work done by outside organizations which have handled the thing very ably in their own way ... leaving six billions of dollars which this country ... get hung, nigger, get hung... I have only a few more minutes at my disposal, your chairman having warned me before I began that ... the Class of 1918 has already raised more than its quota and I am sure that each and every one of you here tonight ... and I want to tell you tonight of a case which Dr. Gilley brought to my attention... it has been said that the teacher of Martin Luther always stood before his pupils... a little boy in the back of the room raised his hand ... into sixteen millions of dollars annually ... just as surely as if he had died in the trenches ... glowing with American ideals, fortified with new concepts of character, trained as children never have been trained in all the long history of the Near East ... making a total of three hundreds of millions of dollars... I thank you.”


And, as we listen to these words, echoes of a few of the hundreds of thousands of speeches which have reverberated through the old Waldorf ballroom, let us tip-toe quietly away, as so many auditors have done in the past, and, getting our hat and coat from the ghost of a check-room boy, leave the scene to those memories which have made it. But, as we go, perhaps it will be possible for us to give the last remaining wall a push so that it will fall in the direction of the speakers’ table.
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Happy Childhood Tales






We have had so many stories lately dealing with the sordid facts of life, about kitchen sinks and lynchings and young girls thrown out into the streets by mean old farmers who live in horsehair trunks, to say nothing of incidental subjects, such as gin and cold oatmeal and unfortunate people who have only one glove apiece, that a reaction is taking place in the mind of the reading public and a demand is going up for some of the fanciful happy tales of our youth.


“Enough of these stories of crime and unhappiness!” the people are crying. “Tell us again some of the ancient myths of an older day, the gay little legends on which we were brought up before the world grew grim and sordid.”


And so, my little readers, I am going to try to recall to you some of the charming fairy tales, or, at any rate, to make up some like them, and I hope that after this little trip back into the Never-Never Land of our youth, those little cheeks of yours will be blooming again and that you will shut your traps. For, after all, there must be some good in the world, else why were erasers put on the ends of lead pencils?


ENDREMIA AND LIASON


(From the Greek Mythology)


Endremia was the daughter of Polygaminous, the God of Ensilage, and Reba, the Goddess of Licorice. She was the child of a most unhappy union, it later turned out, for when she was a tiny child her father struck her mother with an anvil and turned himself into a lily pad to avoid the vengeance of Jove. But Jove was too sly for Polygaminous and struck him with a bolt of lightning the size of the Merchants Bank Building, which threw him completely off his balance so that he toppled over into a chasm and was dashed to death.


In the meantime, Little Endremia found herself alone in the world with nobody but Endrocine, the Goddess of Lettuce, and her son Bilax, the God of Gum Arabic, to look after her. But, as Polygaminous (her father; have you forgotten so soon, you dope?) had turned Endremia into a mushroom before he turned himself into a lily pad, neither of her guardians knew who she was, so their protection did her no good.


But Jove had not so soon forgotten the daughter of his favorite ( Reba ) , and appeared to her one night in the shape of a mushroom gatherer. He asked her how she would like to get off that tree ( she was one of those mushrooms that grow on trees ) and get into his basket. Endremia, not knowing that it was Jove who was asking her, said not much. Whereupon Jove unloosed his mighty wrath and struck down the whole tree with a bolt of lightning which he had brought with him in case Endremia wouldn’t listen to reason.


This is why it is never safe to eat the mushrooms which grow on trees, or to refuse to get into Jove’s basket.


MlLGRIG AND THE TREE WlLFS


(Something like Hans Christian Andersen)


Once upon a time there was a little girl named Milgrig, believe it or not. She lived in the middle of a deep dark forest with her three ugly sisters and their husbands, who were charcoal burners. Every night the three ugly sisters used to take little Milgrig and pull out a strand of her golden hair, so that by the time she was thirteen years old she looked something awful. And after the three sisters had pulled out her hair, their three husbands ( I forgot to tell you that the three husbands were even uglier than the three sisters and much nastier) would stick pins into little Milgrig until she looked like a war map.


One night, when little Milgrig was so full of pins that she couldn’t see straight, a fairy prince came riding up to the door of the charcoal burners’ hut and asked if he had lost his way.


“How should I know?” replied the oldest sister, who was uglier than all the rest. “What was your way?”


“My way was to the king’s castle,” replied the prince, “and I must get there before midnight, for my father is torturing my mother with red-hot irons.”


“Your father sounds like a good egg,” replied the oldest husband, who was uglier than all the rest. “We must ask him down some night.”


The prince, however, did not think that this was very funny and asked if little Milgrig might not be allowed to show him the way to the castle.


The ugly husbands and sisters, thinking that Milgrig would not know the way and would get the prince lost in the forest, agreed heartily to this suggestion, and the pins were pulled out of Milgrig to make it possible for her to walk.


“Good luck and a happy landing!” they all called out after the two young people as they set forth on their perilous journey.


But the prince was no fool, and knew his way through the forest as well as you or I do (better, I’ll wager), and he took little Milgrig to the palace just as fast as his palfrey would carry him.


She wasn’t particularly crazy about going, but a prince is a prince, and she knew enough to keep her mouth shut.


When they reached the palace and the prince found that his father had already killed his mother, he turned to little Milgrig and said:


“Now you are queen.”


At this, little Milgrig was very pleased and immediately dispatched messengers to the charcoal burners’ hut, where her three ugly sisters and three still uglier brothers-in-law were burned alive in a slow fire. Little Milgrig and the prince, happy in this termination to their little affair, lived happily ever after.


And so now, my readers, you must toddle off to bed, for we have had an evening with the happy, happy story-tellers of an earlier day and have had a vacation, for one night at least, from the drab, unpleasant sordidness of present-day writing.
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Can We Believe Our Eyes?






It is pretty generally agreed by now that Seeing is not Believing. Along with those exploded saws (watch out for exploding saws!) that Old Friends Are Best and the Longest Way Round is the Shortest Way Home (I could kill the guy who made that one up– it cost me eight dollars and a half in taxi fare once), the old dictum about seeing and believing has been shown to be just another flash in the pan.


In fact, according to scientists, if your eyes tell you that a thing is so, it is a very good reason for believing the opposite.


This will eventually make for a lot of trouble in the world.


However, all you have to do is to read the Sunday papers to see what little monkeys your eyes really are. Even the advertisements are getting into the game of confusing us with pictures showing large arrows and small arrows with captions like “Which is the larger of these two arrows?” Of course, it is perfectly obvious which is the larger, but when you come to measure them you find that, through some trickery, they are both the same size.


I will put up with just so much of this sort of thing, and then I will stop measuring. This unreliability on the part of visual images is only one part of Nature’s way of making saps out of us, her children.


You may see two girls at a party, or two wire-haired fox terriers in a dog-shop window, and you say, pointing deliberately to one,


The one on the right is the one for me. I can tell just by looking that this is what I have been searching for all my life.” If you want to know what this leads to all you have to do is read the divorce notices or the list of wire-haired fox terriers for sale “cheap.”



[image: ]

For example, take Figure 1 of the accompanying illustrations. Which of these acorns would you say was the taller? (One is a hydrant, but you are not supposed to know that.) You would naturally say that the acorn on the left was at least twice as tall as the one on the right. Taller and handsomer.


Well, you would be right. But, when you see two objects like these in an eye test, you think: “There is a trick here! I am supposed to say that the one on the left is taller, so it can’t be. I will say the one on the right, much against my better judgment.” And so you lose five dollars.


This is only one of the fascinating things that you can do with your eyes. Another is to wink one of them very slowly at a young lady sitting at the next table in a restaurant, and, the first thing you know, the other eye will be all blue and bulging and very sore, owing to her escort having shown you that optical illusion isn’t everything. (See Figure 2.)



[image: ]

In Figure 3 we have another common form of self-deception. If you will take these concentric circles and rotate them slowly in front of your eyes, you will soon be dizzy enough to be quite ill. (In order to rotate the circles it will be necessary for you to buy another copy of this book and cut out the diagram with a pair of scissors. If you try rotating the whole book, you will find, not only that you will get tired quickly, but that you will be unable to read the type matter. And as in the type matter are contained the directions for stopping the rotary movement, you may go on twirling the paper for hours without knowing what to do next.) But after you have rotated the concentric circles for some time, you will find yourself believing that the thing is actually turning itself! After a while you will think that you are on a bicycle and will start working your feet on the pedals. If you keep the thing up much longer, you will faint.



[image: ]

Thus we see that our eyes play their pranks– as well as our other senses– and that the best thing to do with them is to keep them shut entirely.


There is a well-known case of optical illusion recorded in the files of the British War Office at the Old Vic. It seems that during the Crimean War a detachment of British troops was isolated in a lonely village in a clump of trees. (The natives were tree dwellers, silly as it may seem.)


They had nothing to do but drink a sort of mixture of heartsease (absinthe) and wormwood (absinthe) which the local doctor put up for people who had rather be dead.


Thus the days wore on.


One night when three subalterns were sitting around a fire and sipping at this strange mixture (no longer strange to them, how ever; more like a mother), one, a sergeant (British spelling), Villiers, turned to his companions and said,


“Don’t look now, boys, but there go the Devonshire Reds, all but O’Day.”


(The Devonshire Reds was a regiment that was stationed in Ottawa at the time, and O’Day was the only man in the regiment whom Villiers knew.)


“I rather doubt if the Devonshire Reds are over here in the Crimea right at this minute,” said Athoy, one of the three, “but I see what you mean. It is a body of moving figures going quickly, in a swaying motion, from left to right, but it is my guess that they are penguins.


“See! See! There is a penguin now– leading the band!”


The third member of the party, a Leftenant Merley, who had said nothing up until this time, still said nothing. It was later discovered that his mouth had, in some unaccountable way, sunk into his cartridge belt, making it impossible for him to talk. Furthermore, he didn’t care.


But the two who had seen the passing regiment ( of either Devonshire Reds or penguins ) argued far into the night over the phantom marchers, and finally decided that they had been really nothing but a crowd of rather ungainly sheep, walking on their hind legs.


In the morning, however, it was found that, as far as the sentries knew, nobody had passed through the camp at all!


This, one of the most famous examples of optical illusion, is only one item in the testimony to back up the contention that we cannot believe our eyes. And if we cannot believe our eyes, what can we believe?


The whole thing becomes frightening once you start to think of it. So don’t think of it.
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How I Create






In an article on How Authors Create, in which the writing methods of various masters of English prose like Conrad, Shaw, and Barrie are explained (with photographs of them in knickerbockers plaguing dogs and pushing against sun-dials), I discover that I have been doing the whole thing wrong all these years. The interviewer in this case hasn’t got around to asking me yet doubtless because I have been up in my room with the door shut and not answering the bell– but I am going to take a chance, anyway, and tell him how I do my creative work and just how much comes from inspiration and how much from hashish and other perfumes. I may even loosen up and tell him what my favorite hot-weather dishes are.


When I am writing a novel I must actually live the lives of my characters. If, for instance, my hero is a gambler on the French Riviera, I make myself pack up and go to Cannes or Nice, willy-nilly, and there throw myself into the gay life of the gambling set until I really feel that I am Paul De Lacroix, Ed Whelan, or whatever my hero’s name is. Of course this runs into money, and I am quite likely to have to change my ideas about my hero entirely and make him a bum on a tramp steamer working his way back to America, or a young college boy out of funds who lives by his wits until his friends at home send him a hundred and ten dollars.


One of my heroes (Dick Markwell in Love’s How-do-you-do), after starting out as a man about town in New York who “never showed his liquor” and was “an apparently indestructible machine devoted to pleasure,” had to be changed into a patient in the Trembly Ward of a local institution, whose old friends didn’t recognize him and furthermore didn’t want to.


But, as you doubtless remember, it was a corking yarn.


This actually living the lives of my characters takes up quite a lot of time and makes it a little difficult to write anything. It was not until I decided to tell stories about old men who just sit in their rooms and shell walnuts that I ever got around to doing any work. It doesn’t make for very interesting novels, but at any rate the wordage is there and there is something to show the publishers for their advance royalties. (Publishers are crotchety that way. They want copy, copy, copy all the time, just because they happen to have advanced a measly three hundred dollars a couple of years before. You would think that printing words on paper was their business.)


And now you ask me how I do my work, how my inspiration comes? I will tell you, Little Father. Draw up your chair and let me put my feet on it. Ah, that’s better! Now you may go out and play.


Very often I must wait weeks and weeks for what you call “inspiration.” In the meantime I must sit with my quill pen poised in air over a sheet of foolscap, in case the divine spark should come like a lightning bolt and knock me off my chair onto my head. (This has happened more than once.) While I am waiting I mull over in my mind what I am going to do with mv characters.


Shall I have Mildred marry Lester, or shall Lester marry Evelvn? (“Who is Evelyn?” I often say to myself, never having heard of her before. ) Should the French proletariat win the Revolution, or should Louis XVI come back suddenly and establish a Coalition Cabinet? Can I afford to let Etta clean up those dishes in the sink and get them biscuits baked, or would it be better to keep her there for another year, standing first on one foot and then on the other?


You have no idea how many problems an author has to face during those feverish days when he is building a novel, and you have no idea how he solves them. Neither has he.


Sometimes, while in the throes of creative work. I get out of bed in the morning, look at my writing desk piled high with old bills, odd gloves, and empty ginger-ale bottles, and go right back to bed again. The next thing I know it is night once more, and time for the Sand Man to come around. (We have a Sand Man who comes twice a day, which makes it very convenient. We give him five dollars at Christmas.)


Even if I do get up and put on a part of my clothes– I do all my work in a Hawaiian straw skirt and a bow tie of some neutral shade– I often can think of nothing to do but pile the books which are on one end of my desk very neatly on the other end and then kick them one by one off on to the floor with my free foot.


But all the while my brain is work, work, working, and my plot is taking shape. Sometimes it is the shape of a honeydew melon and sometimes a shape which I have never been quite able to figure out. It is a sort of amorphous thing with two heads but no face. When this shape presents itself, I get right back in bed again. I’m no fool.


I find that, while working, a pipe is a great source of inspiration. A pipe can be placed diagonally across the keys of a typewriter so that they will not function, or it can be made to give out such a cloud of smoke that I cannot see the paper. Then, there is the process of lighting it. I can make lighting a pipe a ritual which has not been equaled for elaborateness since the five-day festival to the God of the Harvest. (See my book on Rituals: the Man.)


In the first place, owing to twenty-six years of constant smoking without once calling in a plumber, the space left for tobacco in the bowl of my pipe is now the size of a medium body-pore. Once the match has been applied to the tobacco therein, the smoke is over. This necessitates refilling, relighting, and reknocking. The knocking out of a pipe can be made almost as important as the smoking of it, especially if there are nervous people in the room. A good, smart knock of a pipe against a tin wastebasket and you will have a neurasthenic out of his chair and into the window sash in no time.


The matches, too, have their place in the construction of modern literature. With a pipe like mine, the supply of burnt matches in one day could be floated down the St. Lawrence River with two men jumping them.


When the novel is finished, it is shipped to the Cutting and Binding Room, where native girls roll it into large sheets and stamp on it with their bare feet. This accounts for the funny look of some of my novels. It is then taken back to the Drying Room, where it is rewritten by a boy whom I engage for the purpose, and sent to the publishers. It is then sent back to me.


And so you see now how we creative artists work. It really isn’t like any other kind of work, for it must come from a great emotional upheaval in the soul of the writer himself; and if that emotional upheaval is not present, it must come from the work of any other writers which happen to be handy and easily imitated.
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First–

Catch Your Criminal






With the increase in crime during the past decade has come a corresponding increase in crime prevention. Or perhaps it is vice versa. At any rate, we are awfully busy down at our laboratory trying to find out who is a criminal and who isn’t. ( You can imagine the surprise of the head of our Research Department the other day when he reacted to one of his own tests, thereby proving himself to be a “lingoidphrensic” type, or man-eating shark. He immediately resigned his portfolio and gave himself up to the authorities; but as he is seventy-one years old, they didn’t want him.)


Our theory of crime prevention has a strictly psychological basis but we will listen to anything. It is our idea to take the criminal before he becomes a criminal and to chivvy him about the laboratory until he is too tired and disgusted to commit the crime. A great many times we have converted potential criminals into hermits and deep-sea divers by making them want to get away from it all and just be alone. The man who runs the lighthouse at Salt Mackerel Rock, Maine, is one of our graduates. He wont even let people bring him newspapers.


This man is a rather interesting case of a reformed “rhombus-manic,” or “inverted nailbiter” type; that is, instead of wanting to bite his own nails he wanted to bite other people’s. Perhaps I should say that his tendencies were in that direction, for we caught him before he had really started on anything that could be called a career in that field. Following was our course of experimentation: Mr. X, as we will call him (although his real name is Mr. Y), was a patient in the Nursing Home on City Island, having been brought there suffering from a three days’ beard. He had been shaved, and was lying in his cot rubbing his chin with the tips of his fingers, when discovered by our Dr. Altschu, who was browsing about among the charity patients looking for types. Dr. Altschu immediately detected in Mr. X the indications of a rhombusmanic (low frontal elevation, pendent ear lobes, and absence of pupils in the eyes ) and effected a transfer of the patient from the Nursing Home to the Crime Prevention laboratory. We gave a third baseman in exchange.


Once in the laboratory, Mr. X was put into a hot bath with a rubber walrus and told to get himself nice and clean. He was then dressed in a suit of blue denim and taken into the Chart Room, where he was seated in an easy chair (or what he thought was an easy chair) and told to watch the words that were thrown on the screen in front of him.


As a matter of fact, the chair was a special invention of Dr. Altschu’s, with a delicate registering device concealed in the arms and an invisible wire stretching across the patient’s neck, so that each fluctuation in his breathing and each quickening of his pulse was registered. Also the wire across his neck gradually choked him until he jumped up yelling, “Let’s get the hell out of here!” At this point another registering device, which had in some unaccountable way become attached to his ankles to indicate ankle fluctuation, became suddenly rigid and threw him to the ground, where his weight and preference in flowers were taken simultaneously.


The room was then darkened and a series of jokes were flashed on the screen. It was the patient’s reactions to these jokes, as indicated on a dial in the Control Room, which determined just which type of rhombusmanic he belonged to. (There are three types of rhombusmanic– the A type, or introvert; the B type, or extrovert; and the D type, or Old Man River. There used to be a C type, or Life on the Oregon Trail; but we had to drop it, as it began to edge over into the lower thermo-depressive type, which gets us into Juggling and Sleight-of-Hand.)


There was considerable confusion in the case of X, however, as he would not laugh at any of the jokes which were flashed on the screen. He just sat and asked when the newsreel came on. We couldn’t get him to react in the slightest degree, and the man in the Control Room kept popping his head out and saying, “O.K.; Start ’er up!” But X wouldn’t start.


We tried the one about the man who had three daughters that he wanted to get married, the one about the Scotchman, the Irishman, and the Jew, and the one ending: “Lie down; do you want to make a fool out of the doctor?” But all that X would do was to keep asking about the newsreel and saying, “I like Mickey Mouse.” This in itself was significant, but we couldn’t decide of what.


So we took Mr. X out of the Joke-Registration Room and put him in the Blank-Filling-Out Clinic. We set great store by our blanks, or questionnaires, especially the pink ones. If we can get a patient to fill out one of our pink questionnaires, answering every question without once dashing it to the floor and screaming, “Of all the damned nonsense!” we feel that we have done a lot toward the preservation of Society. So far we haven’t been able to find one patient who could keep his temper long enough to answer every question on the sheet. This makes it difficult to keep our records straight.


Mr. X was no exception to the rule, even though we began him on the blue questionnaire. His aversion to the questions, however, took the form of frivolity and sneering, which is even harder to cope with than rage. For example, the first question on the blue form was: “You are (a) Mohammed, (b) Disraeli, (c) Mussolini, (d) yourself. Cross out the wrong ones.” On this the only name that X would cross out was Mussolini’s, because he said that Mussolini was the only one who was wrong. To all the other questions he answered simply “Yes” or else drew a thumb-nail sketch of a sailboat and labeled it “My vacation sport.”


It was obvious that X was no ordinary rhombusmanic, but it was equally obvious that he ought not to be allowed at large with as many questionnaires as are being put out today. Here was a man who was evidently in a way to become either a menace to Society or else darned good company. We couldn’t decide which, so we subjected him to further tests. By this time we had him in the Shipping Room.


Here he had little electric bulbs flashed before his eyes and was told to say the first word which popped into his mind at each flash. All he would say was “Ooops!” every time. He was told to shut his eyes and twirl around on his heel three times and then walk straight ahead and place his finger on the center of a wall chart. He shut his eyes as we told him, but kept on twirling round and round without stopping, maintaining that he liked it. When he was finally persuaded to stop, he walked forward and stuck his finger in Dr. Altschu’s mouth, keeping on until Dr. Altschu gagged.


He was shown cards of different colors and asked to explain what they reminded him of, but on the first card (which was green) he launched forth into such a long reminiscence that we finally had to stop him and hide the rest of the cards.


By this time the patient was beginning to get restless, and we of the examining staff were frankly upset. So we came right out and asked him if he didn’t think that he might possibly be a criminal in the making, and he said that he was sure of it. In fact, he said it was only a question of minutes before he killed us all.


It was then that he asked us if we thought that we could get him a job as a lighthouse keeper where he wouldn’t have to see anyone ever again, and the position at Salt Mackerel Rock was found for him.


It is along these lines that we are trying to build our system of crime prevention, on the theory that, if we can catch the criminal before he commits the crime, there would be no crime. What we need right now, however, are more experimental chairs and lots more colored bulbs.
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The Noon

Telephone Operator






At the sound of the noon whistle, the pixies come down and take charge of most of the telephone switchboards in our apartment houses and offices. One pixie is assigned to each switchboard, and, from the sounds which come up over the extension when one tries to telephone between the hours of twelve and one, they are very old pixies who never were much good at steering a thistledown or ravishing a honeysuckle. In their youth they must have been pixies with low thyroid, whose teachers didn’t understand them. Today they constitute the less efficient group of the elfin tribe and are therefore put on telephone switchboards while the regular operator is out at lunch.


I feel that they are pixies because they sound like nothing particularly human and bear no vocal resemblance to the elevator boy or superintendent who would naturally be supposed to take the board in an emergency. And furthermore, if you rush down to the ground floor to catch them at their work, either for the purpose of slitting their throats or merely seeing who it is that has so little feeling for the art of telephone operating, you will find that there is no one at all there. This points to something impish, you must admit.


Let us say that at about twelve forty-five you want to put in a call. You lift the receiver and, instead of the prompt “Number, please” of your regular operator (especially before Christmas), there is a dead, almost unpleasant, silence. Continued wiggling of the hook results in nothing until, all of a sudden, there is a crashing which sounds as if a heavy body had lurched into a pile of tin pie-plates. This is followed by the noise of heavy breathing and a scratching sound as of a heavily mustached lip colliding with the mouthpiece downstairs. Sometimes there is even a bump of front teeth, indicating that the pixie’s balance is none too good.


Then, in a conversational, almost controversial tone: “Hello!”


Unless you are careful you will reply, “Hello, yourself,” but, if you have your wits about you, you will give your number: “Wickersham 1259, please.”


“Murray Hill 12593?” This is in the form of a query.


“No, no! Wickersham 1259.”


There is more crashing among the pie-plates and then, suddenly, a dead silence, indicating that the machinery has completely ceased to function. You are right back where you started from.


More jiggling of the hook brings down more horrendous crashings and heavy breathing.


“Did you get your number?”


“I’m sorry. No,” you say. “I wanted Wickersham 1259.”


At this point, the entire switchboard below seems to burst into flames, necessitating the calling out of the militia and dozens of men with fire buckets. The excitement over, there is a slight passage of words between the mysterious operator below and the operator belonging to the telephone company. This dialogue is complicated by the fact that the operator below has a strong Scandinavian accent, although every employee of the house that you have ever talked to is either colored or Irish.


“I wan’ Veeker sam wan– ”


“Number, please,” asks Central very nicely.


This discourages the pixie and he gives the whole thing up in dismay. A crash into the pots and pans indicates that he has perhaps fainted at his post. To make the thing simpler, the line goes dead.


Now, if it is not particularly important that you get your number until after the regular operator comes back on duty, you will do well to give up too. If it is a matter of life and death, you must keep at it. But, in this event, you must wait for quite a while, until the emergency operator has recovered from his swoon and put in the number again.


This time you will hear strange mutterings on his part. He is frankly baffled. Operating a telephone switchboard is not in his line and he never agreed to do it when he took the job (whatever his job is). He hates this hour from twelve to one and looks forward to it with dread all day. Without the horror of this task hanging over him, he would be a comparatively happy pixie all the day long. With it, he is a nervous wreck. This you can feel as you hear him muttering and wheezing below. It seems to him as if the regular operator never would come back. She must be having a seven-course lunch. It also seems that way to you.


If, by any chance, you do get your number, you can almost hear the sigh of relief that goes up from the little man downstairs. If, as is more likely, you do not get it, you know that he has assigned the whole horrid affair to the limbo of those things “which cant be helped,” and, if you are wise, you will do the same.


And the mysterious part of it is that, as you go out to lunch yourself, there is nobody at the switchboard. He is either hiding under the desk, or the banshees have been at work. If it is the banshees, it is high time that there was an official investigation. This sort of thing can’t go on in a city of the size of New York in the Twentieth Century.
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Fall In!






It may be because I do not run as fast, or as often, as I used to, but I seem to be way behind on my parades. It must be almost a year since I saw one, and then I was in it myself. I don’t mean that I started out marching in it, but I got caught up in it and became confused and had to march several blocks before I could get out. It was horrible.


But in spite of the fact that I haven’t been out watching them go by, I know that there have been parades, because I have heard the bands. Nothing makes a man feel older than to hear a band coming up the street and not to have the impulse to rush downstairs and out on to the sidewalk. I guess that this symptom of senility comes on after about twenty-five years of rushing downstairs and out on to the sidewalk only to find that it is the Reuben Lodge of the local Order of Reindeer marching by in brown sack suits and derby hats. After a while, this sort of disappointment makes a cynic of a person.


I think that not only was the last parade I ran after made up of men in brown sack suits and derby hats, but the band had on brown sack suits and derby hats as well! That definitely crushed me, and now I wouldn’t even take my head out of my hand (where it is most of the time) to look out the window at the finest band music that could pass my house ... Well, I might just look.


The American people, however, are still pretty unswerving in their allegiance to any organization which feels like walking up and down the street to music. And as for the police and city officials, they will go out of their way to help make it a gala occasion.


Our municipalities spend thousands of dollars and tear out great handfuls of hair trying to figure out some way of relieving traffic congestion. They arrest pedestrians who don’t hold out their hands when making a left turn, and chase automobilists who go straight ahead when they should go around in a circle. They arrange red lights and green lights and orange-by-southeast and blue-by-southwest lights, with systems of bells which only a Swiss bell-ringer can understand, and all in an attempt to straighten out the tangle in our streets which modern automotive civilization has brought down upon us.


And yet, let the National Association of Cyclone Underwriters petition for a permit to march up the main street of the city and throw traffic into a five-hour chaos, and not only do they get their permit but the police get out their riot machine guns and help them to spread confusion. There is a flaw somewhere.


In the old days parading was more simple. If the morning paper announced that the circus or the local cavalry troop was to start their parade at the Fair Grounds at 10 A.M., the entire route, all the way along Main Street, through Elm, up Center and down Walnut, would be cleared by 9:45, and the sidewalks lined with expectant throngs hours before the marshals had arrived at the starting point.


“It said in the paper that they would pass by the City Hall about ten-twenty,” was the whisper which ran along the curbing. “That would bring them along here about ten twenty-five.” The smaller children would start crying shortly after ten-five, and the older ones would begin darting out into the street and tripping over their balloons by ten-fifteen. One would hardly have believed it possible for children to get so smeared with molasses and popcorn in fifteen minutes. In fact, one would hardly have believed it possible for there to have been so many children, and so unattractive.


“Listen, Norman, mamma’ll take you right home this minute if you don’t stand up here on the sidewalk. Come here!” But Norman, knowing that Mamma wouldn’t give up her place on the curbing for anything short of a cash bonus, was never impressed. And neither was Evelyn, Harold, Stanley, or Ralph, Junior. They knew that until that parade had gone by Mamma was as good as planted right there, no matter what they did. So they did it.


Then, as the minutes dragged by and no parade appeared, the parents would join their children in little abortive excursions out into the middle of the street to look in the direction of the Fair Grounds. By this time all traffic had entirely disappeared from Main Street, which meant that Dakin’s Fish Market was making its deliveries over another route and that it would be noon before McCann & Stodder got their groceries around.


Every now and again some of the older boys would yell, “Here they come!”– at which children would be yanked in from the gutters and hats would topple off as their owners tried to crane their necks to see. But these false alarms soon ceased to have their effect, especially as someone who lived across the street from the Fair Grounds telephoned down that the parade hadn’t even started yet, owing to one of the horses refusing to get up or the man who carried the front end of the drum being unable to get up. When this word had been passed around, everyone sat down on the curbing and waited, the comical ones pretending to go to sleep, the more serious-minded ones finishing what they had brought along to eat.


But no one went home. And no traffic passed through the restricted area. It was probably eleven or eleven-thirty before the band was finally heard in the distance and the excitement, for the eighth consecutive time, reached a fever heat. But it made no difference to anyone how long they waited. In those days, nothing made any difference to anyone. And civilization is supposed to progress!


Today a parade is no joke. Next to a big fire, there is probably nothing worse than a parade for jamming things up. There are still a lot of people who will wait on a curbing for hours to see one, but there are also a lot of people who can’t wait on a curbing for hours. Today there are trains to be caught and dates to be kept, and a man who has to catch a train or keep a date never seems to enter into the parade spirit– not when he is held by the necktie and prevented from crossing the street by a large cop while phalanx after phalanx of strangers wearing red sashes and carrying bamboo canes shuffle past. To have one section of a city’s populace lining the streets cheering and another section held in check by the police, fuming, is a state of affairs which tends to civic unrest.


Then there is the question of saluting the colors. In the old days, two flags were enough for one parade, and it was a pleasure, not unaccompanied by a thrill, to doff the hat. But today, when every chapter of an organization representing every state in the Union carries the national banner, the thing loses a little of its impressiveness. It is better just to keep your hat in your hand and perhaps genuflect a little at each passing flag.


Of course, if you are in an office and have work to do, there is an almost irresistible urge to rush to the window and hang out whenever a band is heard. I used to do that myself until I got an office over a radio store. For the first two months, every time I heard the martial strains of Under the Double Eagle coming from the street below, I would drop everything and tear to the window. It took me two months to discover that the band music came from the loudspeaker projecting from the store below.


It is too bad that the parade as an institution has lost its glamor. If I were police commissioner I would issue parade permits only to those organizations which wore brilliant red coats or could promise to ride camels. Then they would be worth watching. If they could be induced both to wear red coats and ride camels, I might be induced to march with them.


For, in spite of my aversion to parades in general, I have always had a sneaking feeling that I could cut rather a dashing figure in one myself.
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“Could You Tell Me…?”






I have often wondered what makes young men, with their whole lives before them, go to work in a tourist bureau. Not that the work isn’t clean, and possibly well-paid, and run at gentlemanly, hours. But the people, the customers! I’ll bet, if the truth were known, a great many of the unsolved murder mysteries could be traced to tourist-agency clerks who have followed tourists outside and killed them.


It probably isn’t so bad in the offices in the United States, although I am ready to believe that it is bad enough. But those unfortunate young men who have to cope with customers who have already been traveling in Europe for a month or two and who are cross and tired and sooty, these are the young men who must have murder constantly in their hearts. And who could blame them?


There is probably no more unlovely sight in the world than an Anglo-Saxon family ( a phrase slyly contrived to include the English as well as American) which has been on the go long enough to be tired of the whole thing and to want to go home. There is a father and mother (or, if the father has had any sense, just a mother), two daughters and one son. They all hate each other, especially the young son. They have been to England, if they are Americans, and have seen the Tower, and Shakespeare’s birthplace, and the lions in Trafalgar Square. Then they have gone to Paris or Berlin. Here they discover that part of their little group wants to go on somewhere else and part wants to stay right where they are. Or maybe two-thirds of them want to go home. And they go around to the office of the tourist company.


Here you will find them, lined up against the counter, all trying to talk at once, except the young son who is sulking and won’t talk at all.


“We want to know,” begins the mother, not quite sure whether or not the clerk speaks English, “if we can get a good train from here to Interlaken– ”


“Not Interlaken, Mother!” says one of the daughters, in evident disgust at her mother’s gaucherie, “Lauterbrunnen.”


“Your uncle said ‘Interlaken’,” insists the mother. “Didn’t he, Miriam?”


Miriam is also disgusted with her mother. “‘Lauterbrunnen,’ he said, Mother.”


The mother gets out a letter from Uncle Harcourt and reads it while the clerk waits.


“My daughter just graduated in June from Miss Teasdale’s school,” explains the mother to the clerk. “We thought it would be very nice for them to see as much of Europe as they can while they are young. Their Uncle Harcourt, who wrote this letter, is in the London branch of the U. S. Steel and Wire Co. their father’s brother– ”


“Very nice, I’m sure, Madame,” responds the clerk politely. At this point he is accosted by another, and larger lady, who has pushed her way up from the left.


“I want you to tell me,” she begins, “how long it will take me– ”


“I’m sorry, Madame, but I am busy right now.”


“We’re using him,” says Mother, with considerable hauteur, in the same breath with that of the young man. Then she adds, “The nerve of some people.”


It looks for a minute as if Mother and the large lady are in for a short, sharp round of fisticuffs but the two daughters close in around Mother and the large lady is lost from view.


“Mother, don’t you think it would be better to wait until we see whether Harry is coming to Paris this week or not– ”


“Now, Ethel, we had that all out at the hotel. If you want to wait here until Harry comes, (to the clerk) Harry is her cousin– you may do so. But it will spoil the summer for Miriam and me– ”


“My summer is spoiled already,” says Miriam. “Look in your letter, Mother, and see what Uncle said.”


It is then discovered that the letter is lost. The clerk looks through the sheets and timetables on the counter, and it is only after a thorough search that Mother realizes that she has put it back in her bag in the excitement.


“Oh, Mother!” says Miriam, accusingly. If she was disgusted with her parent before, she is practically weeping with chagrin now.


“Where was it you wanted to go from wherever you wanted to go first,” suggests the young man.


“That was what we wanted you to tell us,” says Mother. “Now here it is (reading aloud from letter) ‘if you and the girls want a good quiet time to sandwich in between your stay in Paris and your trip home– and if I know anything about the girls they will need a little rest– ”


“Mother, don’t read all that! Here! Let me see the letter!” A bit of a struggle results in Mother’s keeping the letter, but before she can find the part where Uncle Harcourt makes his important revelation, three young ladies have barged their way up to the counter and accosted the clerk in no uncertain tones.


“Can we get any passage back to America on the Nausea which sails tomorrow?” one of them asks.


“I’m sorry, Madame,” says the clerk, “but....”


His excuses are not heard, however, for the three young ladies suddenly discover that they know the two young lady daughters and there is a chorus of screaming which makes any conversation impossible for a period of five minutes.


“Miriam Goodney! What are you doing here?”


“Alice! Mother, here’s Alice!”


“Ethel, my dear! This couldn’t be more divine!”


“Helen Wasservogle! Don’t tell me you’ve been here all the time! Where are you staying?”


The clerk, by this time, has given up and is making little marks with his pencil on a timetable. The young son has left in a pet.


And right here is where the killing should take place, if it ever is going to be done. To let the victims live until they have gone through the whole thing over again, is only cruelty to the clerk. To kill them will save a great deal of future trouble for other clerks and for the young ladies’ fathers. But, so far as statistics show, no travel-bureau clerk has ever reached under the counter and pulled out a blackjack and with four quick whacks in succession cleaned the thing right up then and there. And it would be so easy to do.


Things like this cannot go on, year in and year out, without bringing on another war. All the conferences in the world, and all the sunken battleships, will not protect the nations of the earth from an armageddon so long as families of one nation are allowed to visit tourist offices of other nations and behave as they do now.


I would do something more definite about the matter than simply writing a protest, but I have to go down to the steamship office right now and engage passage for my own family. And the young man behind the counter had better be pretty civil or I shall report him to the manager.
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The Wreck

 of The Sunday Paper






What is to be done with people who can’t read a Sunday paper without messing it all up? I just throw this out as one of the problems with which we are faced if we are to keep our civilization from complete collapse.


There is a certain type of citizen ( a great many times, I am sorry to have to say, one of the “fair” sex ) whose lack of civic pride shows itself in divers forms, but it is in the devastation of a Sunday newspaper that it reaches its full bloom. Show me a Sunday paper which has been left in a condition fit only for kite flying, and I will show you an antisocial and dangerous character who has left it that way.


Such a person may not mean deliberately to do the things to a newspaper that he or (pardon my pointing) she does. They really couldn’t achieve such colossal disarrangement by any planning 01 scheming. It has to come from some cataclysmic stroke of a giant force, probably beyond their control. Let them but touch a nice, neat Sunday edition as it lies folded so flat and cold on the doorstep, and immediately the rotogravure section becomes entwined with the sporting section and the editorial page leaps out and joins with the shipping news to form a tent under which a pretty good-sized child could crawl. The society page bundles itself up into a ball in the center of which, by some strange convulsion, the real-estate news conceals itself in a smaller and more compact ball. It is the Touch of Cain that these people have, and perhaps we should not blame them for it.


But they needn’t leave this mound of rumpled newsprint this way. They could recognize their failing and at least try to correct its ravages before handing the paper on to someone else.


I once knew a man whose wife was a newspaper builder. She built things out of newspapers when she read them. There wasn’t much to show for it when she had finished in the way of definite objects; that is, you couldn’t quite make out just what she had thought she was building. But there had very evidently been some very clear idea of making each section of the newspaper into an object of some sort– anything so long as it made the newspaper absolutely unsuited for reading purposes.


Now the man usually tried to get down on Sunday morning ahead of his wife so that he could have first crack at the paper before the Great Disintegration set in. But, owing to a habit he had formed in his youth of staying out late on Saturday nights, he found it difficult to beat her to it. By the time he got downstairs the room looked like a militia encampment.


“What do you do with a newspaper?” he once asked her, as quietly as he could. “Try to dress yourself in it? You’ll never get anywhere without buttons, you know.”


But she didn’t seem to mind his taunts, and, in fact, more or less put him on the defensive by calling him “an old maid”; so he decided that the time had come for action. He ordered two editions of each Sunday paper, one for his wife to mux about with and one for himself.


It was then that he discovered that his helpmeet’s rolling herself up in the paper was not just an unconscious weakness on her part but a vicious perversion from which she got a fiendish pleasure. She would sneak upstairs and get his personal edition before he was awake and give it the works, pretending that she couldn’t find her own.


She was simply doing it to be mean, that was all. Often her own copy would be untouched and he would find it on Monday morning hidden away behind the sofa in its pristine smoothness.


I suppose, in a way, that the inability to read a newspaper which someone else has wrapped around himself or which is in any way disarranged is a sign of abnormality in itself and that we sensitive ones are in the wrong. All right, then I’m the one to blame. I’m the enemy to society and the one to be locked up. But the fact remains that I am going to stand just so much more of this thing and then away somebody goes to the police station.
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Mind’s Eye Trouble






Among other personal shortcomings (a list of which will be furnished on application to any one of my host of friends) I seem to have been endowed at birth by a Bad, Bad Fairy with a paucity of visual imagination which amounts practically to a squint. The delicate surface of my mind’s eye, so well compared to the film of a camera in the vivid phraseology of our school-teachers, must have stopped recording images when I was fifteen years old, for I have about eight exposures with which to work in conjuring up scenes in my mind for the stories I read. I seem to be quite unable to evolve any new pictures for myself.


To those who go about picturing new scenes in their imagination for every novel they read, this may sound a little incredible. I do not expect to gain any admirers through such a confession of weakness. I want only to give some idea of the handicap I have had to fight in my plucky struggle to acquaint myself with the best in the world’s literature, and perhaps explain why I have more or less given the whole thing up and devoted myself to the reading of gentlemen’s essays and the daily newspapers.


This limitation of mine might not be so cramping in its effect if the few visual images which I have were not confined almost exclusively to street scenes in Worcester, Massachusetts, the fortunate city which gave me birth and fostered me until I was seventeen. Now Worcester, Massachusetts, is a splendid city, with an excellent school system and a wide range of manufacturing interests, but it is not the ideal locale for the Chanson de Roland or the adventures of Ivanhoe. It does not have quite the bucolic atmosphere essential to a complete feeling for the Wessex of Hardy, and, elm-shaded and pleasant though many of its streets are, it is not likely that Hugo had any such place in mind when he wrote Les Miserables. However, regardless of what Hugo had in mind, I have Front Street, Worcester, in mind when I read it.


Probably the most perverted of my imaginary localities is the one in which I have, for all time, placed the rise and fall of the Roman Empire. During that period of my youth when I was first writing tiny English words over the lines of Latin in a small volume called Gates to Caesar, and was looking up the Furniss notes in the back of Shakespeare’s historical drama of a somewhat similar name, I was spending my romping hours with a noisy group of young people who gathered in the driveway and under the porte-cochère of a white house at the corner of May and Woodland Streets. ( I might add that the little lady who lived in the white house later grew so accustomed to having me around that she finally married me, which may account for my preoccupation with this particular mise en scene.)


It is here, in the middle of this driveway, that I pictured every scene of Roman life, even to the feasts of Lucullus, which, so far as I know, were really held indoors. Caesar was murdered under the porte-cochère and Antony made his speech standing on the fence post at the end of the driveway, with the mob of Romans tossing high their sweaty caps in air in such numbers that they extended way over across the street to the front lawn of the Congregational Church parsonage. And, in spite of my reason telling me that the subsequent military action must surely have taken place some distance from the Forum, I am unable to whip my imagination into anything less parochial than to picture Brutus’s tent as being pitched on the other corner of the parsonage lawn, easily visible to those wives and sweethearts who stayed at home in the shade of Romulus and Remus by the porte-cochère. Even the phrase “Caesars wife,” which one hears so much nowadays (usually in a misquotation) brings to my mind the corner of May and Woodland Streets in Worcester, and whenever I hear it I wonder what ever became of Dr. Scott, the Congregational parson.


Once in a while I do shift the Roman scene to the map of Italy as it used to be in the Rand, McNally textbook which was furnished free by the lavish School Board. I am willing to concede that the invading hordes of Goths and Visigoths could not have come very impressively over the back fence at No. 30 May Street; so, by a terrific wrench of the imagination, I lift myself bodily into the air above the old map of the Italian Boot as I remember it (which is probably not accurately) and look down on them charging out from the cockroach chain of Alps in a sort of impersonal array of pinheads. This far I will go in admitting that Rome was not located at the corner of May and Woodland Streets, but it is only in the emergency of extensive military operations involving the Alps. When I return to Maurice Baring’s Diminutive Dramas and the dinner parties of Calpurnia and Lucullus, I am back again under the porte-cochère, for there, and there alone, lies the grandeur that was Rome.


For my Dickens settings I am transported on the one lame wing of my imagination perhaps two blocks from Rome, to the foot of Shepard Street hill. Here it was that I myself lived at such times as I was not hanging around the white house at the corner of May and Woodland. Practically every tale out of Dickens takes place, in my mind’s eye, on the second floor of this house, although it in no possible way resembles even a tyro’s idea of London in the thirties and forties. Our “sitting-room” could not, by the stretch of any imagination except mine, be associated with Scrooge’s office, nor could the bay window ever have served as deskroom for Bob Cratchit. But so long as I hear A Christmas Carol read aloud (which looks as if it might go on now for some years), it is in these unbelievable surroundings that I am forced to place my friends.


The fact that I have seen London offices which would be better, and London dwellings which would be more appropriate, as settings for my Dickens, cannot alter the imperishable conviction in the camera obscura of my mind that Bob Cratchit and Barnaby Rudge and David Copperfield all made their exits and their entrances by the door at the left of the stairway and delivered all their speeches in front of the fireplace in the “sitting-room” of this house at No. 3 Shepard Street, Worcester, Massachusetts.


For some reason, probably because A Tale of Two Cities is not real Dickens, I have yielded enough to place the execution of Sydney Carton on the Worcester Common, directly back of the City Hall. I can account for this vagary only by recalling a bronze plate in this vicinity which announces that, on this spot, on such and such a date (you know) the Declaration of Independence was read to the assembled citizens of Worcester. I must have somehow confused the War of the American Revolution with the French Revolution (a quite natural mistake in a mind so informally thrown together as mine) and taken it for granted that the guillotine stood on the site now occupied by the equestrian statue of General Devens.


You must not think, however, that the neighborhood of No. 3 Shepard Street is limited to Dickens’ lore. Between Nos. 3 and 5 there was what is known as a “side yard.” It was perhaps as big as a small miniature golf course, but it served as a screaming and chasing ground for such children as were not at the moment screaming and chasing up in the May Street driveway. This territory represents, to my mind, the Solid South. In it are included acres and acres of cotton fields and miles and miles of levees. On the tar walk which led to the clothes reel in the back yard, Simon Legree whipped Uncle Tom into admitting that, belong his body to whom it might, his soul belonged to God. Eliza, in her heroic flight, had only to run from the clothes reel to the extension of the tar walk which led to the cellar bulkhead, and she was safe in Canada. And even Stonewall Jackson, pausing in his march from Frederick (or was it to Frederick?) to make his gallant gesture in the direction of the Old Gray Head, found himself and his troops directly under the bay window from which Bob Cratchit, had he cared to look on a cool September morn, could have witnessed the whole inspiring incident and might even have given Barbara Frietchie an encouraging pat on the back and said, “‘Atta girl!”


I can offer no possible explanation of why, within exactly these same precincts, Werther wrestled with his sorrows. Perhaps no explanation is needed.


Side yards seem to figure prominently in this stunted imagination of mine. My aunt, having come into closer contact with the manufacturing interests of Worcester than my mother, had a larger side yard on her Woodland Street property. It was so large that it had no fence around it, although a horse named ( for a reason which I have never before thought to question) Drex was often turned out to graze in it. Drex must have been a particularly trustworthy horse, for Woodland Street was far from being a rural thoroughfare, and escape would have been but a matter of a fairly quick bound for him. However that may be, this side yard of my aunt’s became, almost before I was able to read, the scene of every story connected with the West (or Australia). Beginning quite logically with Black Beauty, I placed– and still place– every scene of round-ups, Indian massacres, Santa Fe trailing and even Yukon exploration, right in this side yard of my Aunt Mary Elizabeth’s. I do not even remember what her house was like (except that in her kitchen I was taught how to tell time by the consecutive positions taken up by the hands of the clock), for she moved from there before I was six years old. But her side yard is still with me and will be so long as I read tales of the Wild West and of Man’s struggle to tame the elements. The fact that, directly across from it, was one of those white houses with a porch and small tower (in which the sewing-room was located) so popular in New England in the nineties, does not seem to cramp my vision in its stubborn attempt to make the vicinity into a replica of the Great Open Spaces. To me it is the West, and the West had better accommodate itself to my whim.


No amount of travelling or sightseeing can shift me from this visionary inertia. I have been in Venice, but the Venice of bookland is to me simply King Street flooded with water. Byron lived in his elaborate and complicated sin in a house at the corner of King and Shepard Streets, with gondolas plying their creaking way directly up King Street hill in defiance of all man-made laws of gravity. Clarissa Harlowe carried on her incessant correspondence sitting in a room overlooking the playground of the Woodland Street School, a playground which was also the scene of Tom Sawyer’s evasions of Aunt Polly, Katherine Mansfield’s garden, Swinnerton’s Nocturne and Walpole’s Fortitude. I might say, in weak extenuation of this unaccountable hodge-podge, that the playground did have a high board fence which separated it from the fairly impressive grounds of an estate belonging to the man who owned the first automobile ever seen in Worcester (a little thing of his own invention). I don’t know just what this explains, but somehow it all seems very logical to me.


The question now arises, in those circles in which any interest at all is evinced, what am I to do about all this? What is the sense in going on reading if everything is to take place in the South End of Worcester, Massachusetts? I have tried travel and I have tried osteopathy. I have deliberately said to myself, when I find that I am sending Proust walking up and down Woodland Street with Albertine, “Come, come, man! This is not Normandy!” But always I go back in my mind’s eye to a district as parochial as Yorkville or Chelsea, from which there is no escape.


My solution at one time was to stick to the daily papers. I caught myself, however, placing Moscow on the Common back of the Worcester City Hall and locating Galveston as a black spot on a red state on a Rand, McNally map. Perhaps I had just better give up reading entirely. But then what else is there to do?
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How to

 Understand Music






With people having the Very Best Music interpreted for them every Sunday afternoon over the radio by the Very Best Experts, it will soon be so that we can’t hear Turkey in the Straw without reading a meaning into it. With so much attention being paid to leitmotifs and the inner significance of what the bassoons are saying, it would not be surprising if, after a while, we forgot to beat time. And if you don’t beat time, where is your music?


I would like to take up this afternoon an analysis of Bach’s (Carry Me Back to Old Virginny) symphonic Tschaikovski in C minor, one of the loveliest, and, at the same time, one of the most difficult exercises for three-and-a-half fingers ever written. I may have to stop and lie down every few minutes during my interpretation, it is so exciting. You may do as you like while I am lying down.


In the first place, I must tell you that the modern works of Schönberg, although considerably incomprehensible to the normal ear (that is, an ear which adheres rather closely to the head and looks like an ear) are, in reality, quite significant to those who are on the inside. This includes Schönberg himself, his father, and a young man in whom he confides while dazed. What you think are random noises made by the musicians falling over forward on their instruments, are, when you understand them, really steps in a great, moving story– the Story of the Traveling Salesman who came to the Farmhouse. If you have heard it, try to stop me.


We first have the introduction by the wood-winds, in which you will detect the approach of summer, the bassoons indicating the bursting buds (summer and spring came together this year, almost before we were aware of it) and the brasses carrying the idea of winter disappearing, defeated and ashamed, around the corner. Summer approaches (in those sections where you hear the “tum-tiddy-ump-ump-tum-tiddy-ump-ump.” Remember?) and then, taking one look around, decides that the whole thing is hardly worth while, and goes back into its hole– a new and not entirely satisfactory union of the groundhog tradition with that of the equinox. This, however, ends the first movement, much to the relief of everyone.


You will have noticed that during this depicting of the solstice, the wind section has been forming dark colors right and left, all typical of Tschaikovski in his more wood-wind moods. These dark colors, such as purple, green, and sometime W and Y, are very lovely once they are recognized. The difficulty comes in recognizing them, especially with beards on. The call of the clarinet, occurring at intervals during this first movement, is clearly the voice of summer, saying, “Co-boss! Co-boss! Co-boss!” to which the tympani reply, “Rumble-rumble-rumble!” And a very good reply it is, too.


The second movement begins with Strephon (the eternal shepherd, and something of a bore) dancing up to the hut in which Phyllis is weaving honey, and, by means of a series of descending six-four chords (as in Debussy’s Reflets dans l’eau which, you will remember, also makes no sense), indicating that he is ready for a romp. Here we hear the dripping coolness of the mountain stream and the jump-jump-jump of the mountain goat, neither of which figures in the story. He is very eager ( tar-ra-ty-tar-ra-ty-tar-ra-ty) and says that there is no sense in her being difficult about the thing, for he has everything arranged. At this the oboes go crazy.


I like to think that the two most obvious modulations, the dominant and the subdominant respectively, convey the idea that, whatever it is that Strephon is saying to Phyllis, nobody cares. This would make the whole thing much clearer. The transition from the dominant to the subdominant (or, if you prefer, you may stop over at Chicago for a day and see the bullfights) gives a feeling of adventure, a sort of Old Man River note, which, to me, is most exciting. But then, I am easily excited.


We now come to the third movement, if there is anybody left in the hall. The third movement is the most difficult to understand, as it involves a complete reversal of musical form in which the wood-winds play the brasses, the brasses play the tympani, and the tympani play “drop-the-handkerchief.” This makes for confusion, as you may very well guess. But, as confusion is the idea, the composer is sitting pretty and the orchestra has had its exercise. The chief difficulty in this movement lies in keeping the A strings so tuned that they sound like B-flat strings. To this end, small boys are employed to keep turning the pegs down and the room is kept as damp as possible.


It is here that Arthur, a character who has, up until now, taken no part in the composition, appears and, just as at the rise of the sixth in Chopin’s Nocturne in E Flat one feels a certain elation, tells Strephon that he has already made plans for Phyllis for that evening and will he please get the hell out of here. We feel, in the descent of the fourth, that Strephon is saying “So what?” Any movement in which occurs a rise to the major third suggests conflict (that is, a rise from the key-note to the major third. Get me right on that, please) and a similar rise to the minor third, or, if you happen to own a bit of U. S. Steel, a rise to 56, suggests a possibility of future comfort. All this, however, is beside the point. (Dorothy Angus, of 1455 Granger Drive, Salt Lake City, has just telephoned in to ask “what point?” Any point, Dorothy, any point. When you are older you will understand.)


This brings us to the fourth movement, which we will omit, owing to one of the oboes having clamped his teeth down so hard on his mouthpiece as to make further playing a mockery. I am very sorry about this, as the fourth movement has in it one of my favorite passages– that where Strephon unbuttons his coat.


From now on it is anybody’s game. The A minor prelude, with its persistent chromatic descent, conflicts with the andante sostenuto, where the strings take the melody in bars 7 and 8, and the undeniably witty theme is carried on to its logical conclusion in bars 28 and 30, where the pay-off comes when the man tells his wife that he was in the pantry all the time. I nearly die at this every time that I hear it. Unfortunately, I don’t hear it often enough, or long enough at a time.


This, in a way, brings to a close our little analysis of whatever it was we were analyzing. If I have made music a little more difficult for you to like, if I have brought confusion into your ear and complication into your taste, I shall be happy in the thought. The next time you hear a symphony, I trust that you will stop all this silly sitting back and taking it for what it is worth to your ear-drums to your emotions, and will put on your thinking caps and try to figure out just what the composer meant when he wrote it. Then perhaps you will write and tell the composer.
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The King and the Old Man

Being a Whimsical Legend,

 Written Without Apologies to 

the London Christmas Weeklies






For you must know that in those days there was a King ruling in the land who was very great, so great even that he was called “Pepin Glabamus,” or “Pepin Flatfoot,” and there were in his kingdom anywhere from twenty-and-four to twenty-and-eight maidens who were in sore distress and concerning whom no one, not even the youth of the university, had any interest whatsoever. Now the King grieved greatly at this, and so great was his grief that he became known far and wide as “Pepin Glubabo” or “Pepin Red-Eye.” He was also known as “That Old Buzzard.”


Now there came to the castle one night an Old Man, who begged admittance on the grounds that he represented the Fuller Brush Company and would like to show the King a thing or two about brushing. But the King, who was still in high dudgeon (the low dudgeons being full of paynims and poor white trash left over from the Fifth, or Crucial, Crusade), sent out word that he had already been brushed and to get the hell out from under that portcullis. But the Old Man paid no heed to the King’s command, but instead sent back word that he had some very nice mead which was guaranteed to make the drinker’s ears fly out and snap back, all to the count of “one-two-one-two.” So the King, it being Christmas Eve and being sorely troubled in spirit, sent down word, “Oh, well.” And so the Old Man came up.


And so the Old Man came up. (A very medieval and mystic effect is gained by repeating the same sentence twice, as you will find out by reading farther in this tale, you sucker.) And when he had reached the King’s chamber, he encountered the Chamberlain who, lest the Queen should take to prowling of a night, was always stationed by the door in possession of a loud gong and a basket of red fire. And, at the sound of the gong and the sight of the red fire over the transom, the King was accustomed to open a secret passageway like a flash, and into this secret passageway could dart any business friends who might be sharing a friendly nightcap with His Majesty. Only one night, being sore confused and in something of a daze, the King himself had darted into the secret passageway, leaving the business friend behind on top of the silken canopy, very uncomfortable from the pointed spearheads which held the canopy in place. It was from this unhappy incident, or so said the jester and court winchell, that the Royal Museum acquired its rare collection of golden tresses and slightly damaged neck ornaments, listed in the catalogue under the head of “Or Else.”


At last the Old Man came into the presence of the King and, what with opening his sack of mead and testing it himself (the King being no fool), and what with giving of it to the King for him to taste, and what with trying it first with juice of half a lemon and then with effervescent waters to see which way it went best, it was no time at all before both the King and the Old Man were going through the King’s supply of neckties to see which ones they should send to the Pope for Christmas.


“Here is one that I have worn only once,” said the King.


“How did you ever happen to do that?” asked the Old Man, looking at its tapestry design and screaming with laughter.


And the King screamed, too, not once but eleven times– and the evening was on. The evening was on, and the night was on, and the morning, up until ten-thirty, was on, and, by that time, the Queen was on and had packed up and gone to her mother’s.


And so it happened that late on Christmas Day the King rolled over and, finding his head where it had bounced under the bed, replaced it on one shoulder and rubbed his eyes, which he found in the pocket of his waistcoat, and then said:


“Old Man, who are you?


But the Old Man had gone on, rather, it looked to the King as if he had gone, but he was all the time in the open bureau drawer with the neckties.


And so, to this day, no one ever found out who the Old Man really was, but there are those who say that he was the West Wind, and there are those who say that he was the Down from a Thistle, but there are older and wiser ones who say that he was just a naughty Old Man.
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The Real

 Public Enemies






I have now reached an age when I feel that I am pretty well able to take care of myself against animate enemies. By “animate enemies” I mean living people, like burglars, drunks, or police –  people who set out with a definite idea in their minds of getting me. Mind you, I don’t mean that I can lick these people in a hand-to-hand encounter, but I do know, in a general way, what to do when they attack me, even if it is only to run.


It is the inanimate enemies who have me baffled. The hundred and one little bits of wood and metal that go to make up the impedimenta of our daily life –  the shoes and pins, the picture books and door keys, the bits of fluff and sheets of newspaper –  each and every one with just as much vicious ill will toward me personally as the meanest footpad who roams the streets, each and every one bent on my humiliation and working together, as on one great team, to bedevil and confuse me and to get me into a neurasthenics’ home before I am sixty. I can’t fight these boys. They’ve got me licked.


When I was very young and first realizing the conspiracy against me on the part of these inanimate things, I had a boyish idea that force was the thing to use. When a shoestring had clearly shown that it was definitely not going to be put through the eyelet, I would give it a yank that broke it in two, and feel that the bother of getting a new lace was not too much to pay for the physical pain which the old lace must have suffered. In fact, as I put in the new one I had an idea that it was pretty well frightened at the example of its predecessor and would jolly well behave itself or suffer the same fate.


But after years of getting out new laces and buying new fountain pens (my method, when a pen refused to work, was to press down on it so hard that the points spread open like a fork and then to rip the paper in a frenzied imitation of writing), I gradually realized that I was being the sucker in the battle and that the use of force didn’t pay in the long run.


I then started trying subtlety. If there is one field in fighting in which a human ought to be able to win out over a piece of word, it is in tricky maneuvering. Take, for example, when you are trying to read a newspaper on top of a bus. We will start with the premise that the newspaper knows what you are trying to do and has already made up its mind that you are not going to do it. Very well, Mr. Newspaper, we’ll see! (Later on you don’t call it “Mr. Newspaper.” You call it “you *****!” But that is after you know it better.)


Suppose you want to open it to page four. The thing to do is not to hold it up and try to turn it as you would an ordinary newspaper. If you do, it will turn into a full-rigged brigantine, each sheet forming a sail, and will crash head-on into your face, blinding you and sometimes carrying you right off the bus.


The best way is to say, as if talking to yourself, “Well, I guess I’ll turn to page seven.” Or better yet, let the paper overhear you say, “Oh, well, I guess I won’t read any more,” and make a move as if to put it away in your pocket. Then, quick as a wink, give it a quick turn inside out before it realizes what is happening.


It won’t take long to catch on, but, thinking that you want to turn to page seven, as you said, it will quite possibly open to page four, which was the one you wanted.


But even this system of sotto voce talking and deceit does not always work. In the first place, you have to have a pretty young newspaper, who hasn’t had much experience, for all the older ones will be on to your game and will play it back at you for all it is worth.


The only way to be safe about the thing is to take it all very calmly and try to do your best with deliberate fierceness, folding each page over under your feet very slowly until you come to the right one. But by that time you have got the paper in such a condition that it cannot be read –  so you lose anyway.


Of course, after years of antagonizing members of the inanimate underworld, you are going to get an active conspiracy against you, with physical violence on their part as its aim. It then becomes, not an aggressive campaign on your part, but one of defense to save yourself from being attacked.


For example, I have a pair of military brushes which have definitely signed up to put me on the spot and will, I am afraid, ultimately kill me. I have taken those brushes from the bureau and held them in a position to brush my hair, without an unkind thought in my mind, and have had them actually fly out of my hands, execute a pretty takeoff of perhaps a foot and a half, and then crash into my forehead with as deft a “one-two” as any heavyweight ever pulled on a groggy opponent.


I have placed slippers very carefully under my bed, only to have them crawl out during the night to a position where I will step into them the wrong way round when leaping out of bed to answer the telephone.


These things don’t just happen, you know. They are proofs of a very clear conspiracy to hurt me physically which exists among household objects, and against which I have no defense. All that I can do is to walk about all day crouched over with one elbow raised to ward off the heavier attacks which are being aimed at me. This gives a man a cringing look which soon becomes a personal characteristic.


It is this element of physical danger which has entered my struggle with these things which has got me worried. I will match myself in an unequal fight to open a can of sardines or a bottle of water, if the issue is to be merely whether I get it open or not. But I can’t face the inevitable gashing and bleeding which always follow my failure. I will tackle the closing of a trunk or suitcase, but I am already licked by the knowledge that, no matter how the fight turns out, the metal snaps are going to reach out and nip my fingers.


The only thing that I can do, as old age and experience bear down on me, is to sit with my hands in my pockets and try nothing.


I have said that, in my youth, I gave up the use of force when little things thwarted me. I should have given it up, but there is one enemy which I still lash out at in futile bludgeonings. It is the typewriter on which I am writing this article. In putting on a ribbon I lose myself entirely, and invariably end up completely festooned like Laocoön, ripping and tearing madly with inkstained fingers at a ribbon which long before I had rendered useless. I am also thrown into raging fits of physical violence when, owing to some technical fault which I do not understand, the letters begin getting dimmer and dimmer, finally becoming just shells of their natural selves. On such occasions I start very quietly hitting the keys harder and harder, muttering, “Oh, you won’t, won’t you?” until I am crashing down with both fists on the keyboard and screaming, “Take that –  and that!”


In fact, as I write this, I detect a weakening in the pigment of the ribbon, and, as I strike each key, less and less seems to be happening. I will try to be calm.


I must try to remember that it does no good to inflict pain on inanimate things and that the best that I can do is break the typewriter.... But really... after all... you xxxxx you xxxxxxxxxxxxxx take that xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx and that xxxxxxxxxxxx.
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Matinées–

 Wednesdays and Saturdays






To the Inveterate First-nighter (of which there are perhaps four, aside from the critics who don’t count because they don’t dress) a play is either good or bad. As he walks out of the theatre, dropping his muffler behind him on the way up the aisle, he nods his head either from side to side or up and down, meaning “It wont do!” or “It’s in!” All of which goes to show just how much the Inveterate First-nighter ( this time including the critics ) knows about it.


For behind him, through the succeeding weeks, comes a line of strange people whom he has never seen at first-nights, most of them ladies with boxes of candy clutched under their arms, who can take his pontifical judgment and attach a neat tail to it, giving it exactly the appearance of a monkey. That little line of diamond type in the theatrical advertisements which reads, “Matinées Wednesdays and Saturdays,” and all that it implies, is what the first-nighter does not take into consideration when he hands down his judgment In fact, there is something slightly revolting to a first-nighter about the idea of a matinée, especially a Wednesday one. He would prefer not to think about it, to pretend that such things do not exist. But they do exist, and the wise producer takes them seriously into consideration.


Not that matinées alone can make a play a success by any means, and not that a success can make matinées go. Some of the best shows in town have what is known as “weak matinées.” But the elements which make the ladies like a play in the afternoon, if present in a play to sufficient extent, can transform what looks like a Sock and Buskin Club production on the opening night into a good, solid, rent-paying proposition before the season is over.


And these elements of matinée success, if you ladies don’t mind my saying so, are the tutti-frutti ice cream of the theatre, the simple pleasures of childhood, the most elementary form of entertainment. By that I mean good old-fashioned slap-stick, slap-stick comedy, slap-stick tragedy and slap-stick sex. Here we do not find the male character, with a delicate regard for the subtler points of romantic psychology, saying to the female as he looks out over the Bay of Naples, “What are we going to do about this, you and I?” For the ladies of the matinée he can go right up and grab her and say, “I love you, you great big, marvelous thing!” and never once be accused of being obvious. They eat it up. And, when the moment for comedy comes, he need not look at the back of his hand and say cryptically, “Life to me seems a little like something which life is not at all like.” All that he has to do is to exit and reappear shortly in a white nightshirt and the house crashes about his ears in a storm of delight.


One of the most clarifying experiences that a wise first-nighter can have is to pocket his pride and go back to see the second or third matinée of a play which he has condemned to oblivion in his own judgment. He will first be surprised, and a little shocked, to see so many people waiting in the lobby. ( The first fifteen minutes of a matinée are always consumed by ladies waiting in the lobby for each other. Why they don’t go to luncheon together and come to the theater at the same time is one of the mysteries of matinée-going. One always seems to be waiting for the other– and in not very good humor either.) Why, asks the first-nighter in disgust, should there be so many people wasting their money at a play which must, by now, be known far and wide as bad? This is like an honest, God-fearing man asking why so many women waste their time on a man who is known far and wide as being a charlatan. He shouldn’t ask himself. He should ask the women.


Inside the theater he will always find that the curtain has not yet gone up. No matter how late you arrive at a matinée, the curtain has never gone up. Just as an incidental point of advice in theatrical matters, I would say that one may go to any matinée as late as two fifty-five and still have time to join the bedlam of conversation, unlimber the chocolate caramels (pronounced “car-mels” at matinées) and read the “Who’s Who” in the program before the fights are finally lowered and the exhausted orchestra stops its fifth consecutive rendering (verse and two choruses) of Zwei Herzen.


Even when the lights are down, it is several minutes before the crinkling of bonbon coverings and the buzz of feminine checkings-up can be quelled. Next to an old-fashioned church social, or possibly a monster bridge party, there is no buzz that can equal the sibilant buzz of a matinée. Ladies en masse always seem to be conversing exclusively in words beginning and ending with the letter “s.” Even after the curtain has gone up, there are several little groups scattered over the house who doggedly stick it out and take part themselves in the first few minutes of the act, sometimes, if the cast is an English one, more distinctly than the actors themselves. The buzzing is resumed at various points during the performance whenever it is necessary for one to tell her neighbor what she has suddenly divined as the next step in the plot. Sometimes, at a tense moment, one can hear, almost in unison, the house whisper “He’s going to shoot her!” or “She’s just outside the door!” This helps keep the actors themselves in touch with the play.


It is an axiom among people of the theater that lines which fall flat at the evening show may go big at a matinée, and vice versa. It is also true that whole sections of a play are received in entirely different spirit at night and in the afternoon. The Animal Kingdom, which dealt with refined infidelity, with the husband’s ex-mistress finally winning out, was resented by the married ladies of a matinée. Not that the play itself was resented, for it held too many passages of genteel sex not to appeal to a lady-audience. But Miss Frances Fuller, who played the role of the mistress, was conscious of an antagonism from out front which was quite lacking in the evening, an antagonism which the author really designed for the wife and which arose from that instinct, usually attributed to the male, of sticking together.


Of course, there is nothing like a house full of women for a good salacious play like The Command to Love or Experience Unnecessary. One of the most embarrassing experiences that a man can have is to find himself alone at a matinée where Sex is rampant on the stage in either double, or simple entendre. Scenes of seduction, like those in Fata Morgana for example, which in the evening are taken with at least a modicum of the seriousness intended by the author, become, at matinées, occasions for giggling and obscene hilarity, making the lone male feel that perhaps, in spite of its traditional temporary advantages, the whole institution of Sex has been a mistake. Woman, however lovely she may be in stooping to folly in individual cases, is never so unlovely as when giggling at it in a group over boxes of chocolates. Of course, some of this gaiety at salacity and seduction may be due to a hysterical and nervous embarrassment on the part of the ladies themselves, for they are also given to laughing at tense moments in melodramas and even tragedies (I once heard a woman laugh at that most tragic moment in all drama, the off-stage shot in The Wild Duck, and I afterward had her killed, so there will be no more of that out of her). But, on the whole, the laughter at dirty comedies and serious sex plays, seems to spring from something less charming than hysteria, and we must regretfully conclude that, as a sex, the ladies cannot be trusted with anything more intimate in the theater than a minuet.


This is, of course, not to say that the men do not laugh at dirty jokes in revues and burlesque shows for the evidence is there to refute any such wild statement. But these jokes were meant to be laughed at, and there is no possible suspicion of deviousness about them. The actual business of seduction is too serious to the male to be treated lightly. He has a tough enough time as it is.


This may explain why the scattered male members of a matinée audience wince at the ladies’ levity in the face of the Facts of Life, but the main thing to be explained about men at matinées is how they happen to be there at all. Who are they? Never by any chance is there a familiar face among them. They sit, usually in solitary unimpressiveness, on the side aisles, looking very uncomfortable and out of place, and never, by any chance, seem to be enjoying the show. Are they out-of-town salesmen whiling away two hours until their prospects get back from lunch? Or husbands left, as children used to be left in the Eden Musee, while the womenfolk do some shopping? Whatever they are, they might much better be out in the fresh air getting some exercise, or even in a good speakeasy building up a bun. Matinées should be left to the ladies, to giggle and cry and buzz to their hearts’ content. And then, when the last fur-piece has been turned in at the box-office and the last caramel covering has been swept up from the floor, the sophisticates and grown-ups can come in for the evening entertainment and the show can go on as intended.
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The Chinese Situation






With “The Good Pulitzer Earth” being made into both a movie and a play (which means six imitations in each field if it proves successful) to say nothing of Mrs. Pearl Buck’s going right ahead and bringing descendants of old Wang into the publishing world, just as if there were plenty of food to go around, it looks as if we were in for a good, old-fashioned Chinese winter.


Before the thing has gone too far (which it will), let us see just how far it can go. EDITOR’S NOTE: Owing to the subsequent failure of the play and the postponement of the movie until next year, it went no further than the following parody.


IT WAS the birthday of Whang the Gong. Whang the Gong was the son of Whang the Old Man, and the brother of Whang the Rich and of Auld Whang Syne. He was very poor and had only the tops of old Chinese wives to eat, but in his soul he was very proud and in his heart he knew that he was the son of old Whang Lung who had won the Pulitzer Prize for the Hop-Sing-and-Jump.


Now Whang the Gong, although he was known far and wide among the local missionaries as a heathen, had read enough of the Gospels to know the value of short words and the effectiveness of the use of the word “and.” And so Whang the Gong spoke, and it was good. Good for fifty cents a word.


Now Whang the Gong awoke on the morning of his birthday, and opened one eye, and it was not good, so he shut it again. And he opened the other eye, and it was worse than the first. So the young man shook his head wilfully and said, “I will open no more eyes until the harvest comes.” Now the harvest was full six months away, which gave the young man a hell of a lot of leeway, and he rolled over again and slept.


But Rum Blossom, the wife of Whang the Gong, did not sleep At four in the morning, before even the kine had begun to low or the water to run in the tub, Rum Blossom had rubbed her small hand over her small eyes, and it was not good. It was lousy. She arose, then, and went into the pump-house.


“Excuse,” she said to nobody in particular, as nobody in particular was listening to her words, “excuse– I am going to have a baby.” So she went into the pump-house, and, while the waffles were cooking, she had a baby, and it was a man. Which was pretty good, when you consider that it was born between waffles.


Now the winter wore on, and it was still the birthday of Whang the Gong, for Whang the Gong liked birthdays, for birthdays are holidays and holidays are good. And Rum Blossom, his wife, came to him and said, lowering her eyes as she pulled the stump of an old tree and threw it into the wood-box, “I am going to have another baby.” And Whang the Gong said, “That is up to you.” And he rolled over and shut another eye, which was his third, kept especially for shutting. So Rum Blossom went into the library and had another baby. And it was a woman, or slave, baby, which, in China, is not so hot.


“I will scream your shame to the whole village,” said Whang the Gong when he had heard of the incident. “Yesterday you had a man child, which was good. Today you have a girl, which is bitterness upon my head and the taste of aloes in my mouth.” And he repeated it over and over, such being the biblical style, “I will tell the village– I will tell the village.” And Rum Blossom, his wife said, “All right. Go ahead and tell the village. Only get up out of bed, at any rate. And get your old man up out of bed, too. I am sick of seeing him around, doing nothing.”


And Whang the Gong got up out of his bed, and got his old man up out of his bed, all of which made but little difference. He went without reply then to the wall and felt for the roughness which was the mark of his clothes closet, and he removed the clod of earth which fastened it. “I will have my cutaway,” he said, and went then back to bed. And Rum Blossom his wife came to him and said,


“I will get you your cutaway just as soon as I have had a child,” and going into the clothes closet, she had a child and came out with the cutaway. “Here,” she said, “is your cutaway. Take it and like it.” And Whang the Gong took it, and liked it, for it was a good cutaway.


It seemed as though once the gods turn against a man they will not consider him again. The rains, which should have come in the early summer, withheld themselves until the fifteenth of October, which was the date for Rum Blossom to have another baby.


And Whang the Gong said to Whang Lung, the old man his father, “How come? We have no rain.” And Whang the Old Man said, “True, you have no rain. But you have babies galore. One may not ask everything.”


And Whang the Gong was stumped. “A baby is but a baby,” he said in confusion. “But rain is rain.” All of which made no sense, but sounded good.


But the Old Man would hear none of his son’s sophistry, and mouthed his gums, which were of tutti-frutti, and rolled in the grass, only there was no grass and so the Old Man rolled in the stones and bruised himself quite badly. But all this meant nothing to Whang the Gong, for three moons had passed since he had eaten nothing but spinach and his eyes were on those of Lettuce, the Coat-Room Girl.


There was a day when Whang the Gong awoke and saw his wife, Rum Blossom, pacing up and down the room, but, as the room was only three paces long, the effect was unimpressive.


“Another baby, I suppose?” said Whang the Gong, shutting both eyes.


“Not so that you could notice it,” replied his wife, in extremest pique. “I’m through.” And there was that in her pique which allowed no comeback, and Whang the Gong knew that she was indeed through, which was O.K. with him.


And when pay-day came, Whang the Gong arose and put on his finest silken suit with an extra pair of pants and married Lettuce the Coat Room Girl, making two wives for Whang the Gong, one, Rum Blossom, to keep the books, and one, Lettuce the Coat Room Girl, to be the mother of his children. Which made it very simple, so simple that everyone watching smiled.
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Saturday’s Smells






Never, even in my best form, what you would call a “drone” or “worker” at heart, I have been having a particularly tough time of it lately just sitting at my desk.


Specialists and psychoanalysts from all over the world have been working on my case, and it was only yesterday that I myself was able to give them the key to my inability to work. It is my new pipe tobacco. It smells like Saturday, and consequently puts me in a chronic holiday mood.


This may take a little explaining. The main thesis on which I am going to build my case is that, when you were a child, certain days had their individual smells, and that these smells, when experienced today, take you back to your state of mind when you experienced them in childhood. Do I make myself clear, or must I say that all over again?


Sunday smells were, of course, the most distinctive, and, when they assail me today, I become restless and depressed and want to go to sea. In my section of the country, the first Sunday smell was of the fish-balls for breakfast. This was not so depressing, as fish-balls were good, and anyway, Sunday didn’t begin to get you down until later in the day.


Then came, in slow succession, the musty drafts of the Sunday-school vestry, laden with the week’s dust on the maps of Palestine and the hymnals, and freshened that morning only by the smell of black silk dresses sprinkled with lavender and the starch from little girls’ petticoats and sashes. Then the return to the home, where fish-cakes had given way to fricasseeing chicken and boiling onions, which, in turn, gave way to the aroma of the paternal cigar as you started out on that Sunday afternoon walk, during which you passed all the familiar spots where you had been playing only the day before with the gang, now desolate and small-looking in the pall of Sunday.


But, sure as the smells of Sunday were, those of Saturday were none the less distinctive and a great deal more cheery. In our house we began getting whiffs of Saturday as early as Friday evening, when the bread was “set” on the kitchen table and the beans put to soak nearby. The smell of the cold bread-dough when the napkins were lifted from the pans always meant “no school tomorrow,” and was a preliminary to the “no school today” smells of Saturday, which are at the basis of my present trouble.


On Saturday morning early these “no school today” smells began to permeate the kitchen, and, as the kitchen was the sole port of entry and exit during the morning’s play outside, they became inextricably mixed up with not only cooking, but “duck-on-the-rock,” Indian guide” and that informal scrimmaging which boys indulge in in back yards, which goes by the name of either “football” or “baseball” according to the season of the year.


In New England, of course, the leit motif among the Saturday smells was the one of beans baking, but the bread and pies ran it a close second. A good cake in the oven could hold its own, too. Then, along about eleven-thirty the Saturday noon dinner began to loom up, being more plebeian than the Sunday noon dinner, it usually took the combined form of cabbage, turnips, beets and corned beef, all working together in one pot, with the potatoes, to make what is known as the “New England boiled dinner.” That put a stop to any other smells that thought they were something earlier in the morning.


On the outside, Saturday morning contributed the smell of burning leaves, and of shingles on the new house that was always being built in the neighborhood; and, although sounds do not come into our lecture today, there was the sound of carpenters hammering, and the re-echoing beat of rugs being dusted, which became almost smells in their affinity to them.


Now, here is the point about my pipe tobacco. A month or so ago I tried out a new blend, which, I discovered only yesterday, smells exactly like beans in an oven. So, when I settle down to a morning’s work and light my pipe, I am gradually overcome with the delicious feeling that there is “no school today,” and that I really ought to be outdoors playing.


So, without knowing why, I have been leaving my work and getting out my skates and yielding to the Saturday spirit. The only trouble has been that, under this subtle influence, every day has been Saturday, because every day has smelled like Saturday.


I don’t suppose that the tradesmen to whom I owe money will think much of this explanation, but it satisfies me and the psychoanalysts perfectly. And, as yet, I have made no move to buy a less insidious-smelling pipe tobacco.
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Route Nationale 14

How to Motor from Cherbourg to Antibes via Cherbourg






Come with me and we will motor through Sunny France, from the tippity-tip of Cherbourg to the top-tippity-tip of Cap d’Antibes! Or come with me and we will go over to Dinty Moore’s on Forty-sixth Street for some spareribs and sauerkraut. Anyway, we’ll do something! If it’s motoring through France we’re going, we shall have to get started earlier. We shall also have to have a motor. Perhaps we had better decide right now on Dinty Moore’s.


To motor pleasantly from Cherbourg to Antibes, it is preferable to use one’s own car, as in a rented French limousine the driver’s mustache is always too big and too black. There really isn’t much worry involved in taking your own car, unless you happen to be watching while they are lowering it down from the ship to the tender. Furthermore, in your own car, you don’t care so much what the children do to the back seat.


The Arrival


On arriving at the port of Cherbourg you are met on the tender by a representative of the A.A.A. who will tell you that your license plates have just barely not arrived yet, but that they will be in tomorrow tres de bonne heure(along about noon). So this means spending the first night of your motoring trip in Cherbourg ( Grand Hotel du Casino, or behind the barrels on the new pier). Anywhere you stay, you get to know Cherbourg.


While roaming the streets of this quaint old seaport town (Napoleon said of it: “J’avais résolu de rénouveller à Cherbourg les merveilles de l’Egypte” but he didn’t quite make it, doubtless due to the lack of Egyptians), one can see much that is of interest– to the Cherbourgians. One may also be seen and pointed out as a native by the boat-train passengers as they roll slowly through the Main Street. (“Look, Harry,” they say, “at those picturesque old natives! Don’t those people ever bathe, do you suppose?” ) One can also get a line on the boat-train passengers themselves from the outside. They don’t shape up so hot, either ( Beauty note: Every woman looking out at the windows of the incoming boat train has just been freshly lipsticked in preparation for embarkation.)


A good place to spend the evening while waiting in Cherbourg is not the Café de Paris across the bridge. It isn’t much fun in the Grand Hotel du Casino, either. But you are all excitement at the prospect of your early start in the morning, so it’s early to bed, after a chat with the quaint old negro concierge from Philadelphia, Pa.


At seven o’clock you are up and ready, with everything strapped on the car and the children buried in the back seat under the extra hampers and coats. (One child is buried so deeply that he is a great big boy by the time he is remembered and dug out. ) The maps are spread open and a schedule arranged which calls for lunch at Lisieux. (Hotel France et Espagne. Bad Martinis.) A light rain is falling.


At the mairie it will be found that the license plates have not yet come, and eighteen shoulders will be shrugged. The car will then be driven back to the hotel ( Grand Hotel du Casino, 100 fr.) and a more thorough tour made of 


CHERBOURG (¼ kms.). A quaint seaport town, of which Napoleon once said: “J’avais résolu de rénouveller à Cherbourg les merveilles de l’Egypte” It was his intention to revive in Cherbourg the marvels of Egypt, is the way it looks. You may see a statue of Napoleon in the public square across the bridge. On the other hand, you may not. You may also see Pauline Frederick in The Woman Thou Gavest Me, the film for which was found in an old bureau drawer by the exhibitor. Then there is always the Café de Paris. And the Grand Hotel du Casino.


The license plates not having come at fifteen o’clock, it is decided to spend the night in 


CHERBOURG (¼ kms.). A quaint seaport town which Napoleon once designated as the place where he was to revive the marvels of Egypt. To this end he appointed Vauban, the great engineer, to construct fortifications and plan a harbor which should be impregnable. ( You learn a little more each day you stay in Cherbourg. By the time I left I was being groomed as Opposition candidate for Mayor. I was letter-perfect in the opposition, but my age was against me.)


During the second evening in Cherbourg, after seeing that everything is going all right at the Café de Paris, you can read up on the rules of the road, some of the most readable being:


1. In France one keeps to the right, except when skidding.


2. Danger signals along the road are represented by black triangles with little pictures on them. Be careful not to become so interested in looking at the pictures that you forget the danger. A picture of two little hills side by side ( these French! ) means cassis, or a gully across the road (Cassis, in vermouth form, also makes a nice gully across the road if taken in sufficient quantities ) . A cute little gate means a passage à niveau gardé or protected level crossing. An even cuter choo-choo (if you are traveling with children), with smoke and everything, means an unprotected level crossing. This is the one you mustn’t get too fascinated by.


3. The way to say “dust clip of front hub” is “ressort cache poussière de moyeu avant” something you really don’t have to learn as you can always point. In case you end up in Holland the way to say it is “Sluitveerje der smeer-opening” which is just plain silly.


4. Gasoline is sold by the bidon. Be careful about this.


5. An automobile tourist arriving in France on March first for a four months’ visit will take out a laissez-passer for thirty days. This immediately puts the tourist under suspicion in the eyes of all officials and sometimes ends in his incarceration.


By this time it is bedtime, as you have to make an early start in the morning. There are very tall hat-racks in each bedroom of the Grand Hotel du Casino, from which you may hang yourself if you have to stay a third day in Cherbourg.


Up at seven, in a light rain. A chat with the colored concierge from Philadelphia, one last look around at the Café de Paris, a visit to Napoleon’s monument to make sure what it was he hoped to make out of Cherbourg, and, at eleven o’clock sharp a trip to the mairie where there is tremendous excitement owing to the arrival of the license plates. By this time you have made such friends with every one in the place, including the Mayor, that it costs you three hundred francs in tips. The adjusting of the plates, the signing of the Peace Treaty, the shaking hands and the shaking-down, take an hour and a half, so it is decided to have lunch at the


GRAND HOTEL DU CASINO (35 fr.) . A quaint old hostelry situated hard by the quai overlooking the harbor fortifications built for Napoleon by Vauban, the great engineer.


THE START


Leaving Cherbourg, believe it or not, we ascend a gentle grade along winding roads through picturesque Normandy (light rain). The excitement of actually riding in a moving automobile proves too much for the children and a stop has to be made just this side of


BAYEUX, famous for its tapestry and cathedral, neither of which we see. The excitement of passing through a French town other than Cherbourg is too much for the children and another stop has to be made just the other side of


Bayeux, famous for its tapestrv and cathedral, although there was a perfectly good hotel (Hotel de Luxembourg) on the way through. At this point it is discovered that the “funnies,” bought in an American newspaper the day before in Cherbourg, have been packed in a suitcase on the trunk rack, necessitating taking the car apart to get them. From here on the children are engrossed in reading American “funnies,” which gives us quite a stretch without a stop to


CAEN (pronounced “Kong”), famous as being the first train-stop from Cherbourg to Paris, where most American tourists think they are in Cayenne.


Stop for the night at LISIEUX ( scheduled for lunch the day before). Hotel France et Espagne. ( Bad Martinis. ) The residents of Lisieux sleep all day in order to be abroad all night under the windows of the Hotel France et Espagne (under the window of Room 34 in particular), where they walk up and down in an especially whittled type of sabot, pinching children to make them cry. Some also carry small horns or attach even smaller ones to bicycles, thereby effecting a squeak in synchronization with the bicycle wheels. This causes the fox terriers (an exceptionally repulsive breed, fat and soiled) to bark, which, in turn, causes the children to cry.


Up at four (bad Martinis) and on the road at five-thirty, passing through such interesting towns as Evreux, Mantes, Flins, and St. Germain-en-Laye, none of which are seen owing to the entire family catching up on last nights sleep.


We are awakened by the sound of heavy traffic and, on inquiring where we are, are told that we are in Paris (Porte Maillot).


Here ends the first stage of our automobile tour from Cherbourg to Antibes. The stay in Paris is regulated by the length of time it takes to recover the use of our limbs and have the ressort cache poussière de moyeu avant fixed. The number of remaining checks in the A. B. A. book has also something to do with it.


CONTINUATION OF TOUR


(Paris to Antibes)


The P.L.M. train (Wagon Lits) leaves Paris (Gare de Lyons) at 19:40, arriving at Cannes at 11:02 the next day. Fifteen minutes motor trip to Cap d’Antibes.
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Naming Our Flowers






I wonder how many of us who pretend to love the flowers really know how they got their names. I do not mean their Latin names, because nobody knows where they got those, not even the people who named them. Somebody was just in a silly mood, that was all.


But, for instance, how did the “double-gaited wertroot” come to be called that, instead of “Winkle Peter-in-Bed”? What is there in the history of “Walmsley’s cowlick” that makes it necessary to call it “Walmsley’s cowlick”? Wouldn’t it be fascinating to know the ins and outs of flower nomenclature? Perhaps “fascinating” is too strong a word. Let us rather say “awful.”


There is a legend concerning the “Crazy Kitty, or MacNerty’s fields-awash” which more or less clears up the mystery of its name. It seems that the flower was originally known as “sauerkraut,” because it grew to just the height of a pig’s knuckle. Near a certain field in which it grew in abundance lived an old witch who was known to her intimates as “Crazy Kitty,” because her name was Kitty and she was as crazy as a coot. There can be no doubt as to how Crazy Kitty got her name.


It seems that this old woman had a particular dislike for the flower called “sauerkraut” and used to say that if the darned thing came up next Spring as abundantly as it had in the past she would move from the neighborhood. She said this every Spring.


It was this particular dislike of Crazy Kitty’s for the charming flower that caused the boys of the town to call it after her, and when she learned that her name had been applied to her pet aversion she went through the streets one night and set fire to every house, practically wiping out the community. And so the flower came to be known as “Crazy Kitty” the world over in her honor. Just why it is also sometimes called “MacNerty’s fields-awash” has never been cleared up.


It has always been considered a delicate compliment to name a new and lovely flower after the wife, mother or sweetheart of the originator, which accounts for some otherwise unaccountable names, such as the “Mrs. Sam Cyzcyzocyz rose,” “the Assistant Secretary of Public Works Lilian D. Wratch begonia” and “the Emma Grobdigger Naumglatz primrose.” It was in honor of five little girls that the “Lapino Country Day School Basketball Team knee-action violet” became known as such.


We have only scratched the surface of the study of flowers’ names, and it ought to heal right over, if we take care of it. My own method of designation is to point to the flower that strikes my fancy and say, “Give me a dozen of those yellow ones.”
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Johnny-on-the-Spot






If you want to get a good perspective on history in the making, just skim through a collection of news photographs which have been snapped at those very moments when cataclysmic events were taking place throughout the world. In almost every picture you can discover one guy in a derby hat who is looking in exactly the opposite direction from the excitement, totally oblivious to the fact that the world is shaking beneath his feet. That would be me, or at any rate, my agent in that particular part of the world in which the event is taking place.


I have not seen an actual photograph of the shooting of the Austrian Archduke at Serajevo, but I would be willing to bet, if one is in existence, that you could find, somewhere off in the right foreground, a man in a Serbian derby looking anxiously up the street for a trolley car. And probably right up in the foreground a youth smiling and waving into the camera.


Revolutionary disturbances are particularly subject to this blasé treatment on the part of bystanders. Photographs which have come up from Cuba lately, and even those of the wildest days in Russia during the Reign of Terror– photographs taken at the risk of the lives of the photographers themselves– all show, somewhere in their composition, an area of complete calm in which at least one man is looking at his watch or picking his teeth.


In one which I have before me from Havana we see crowds of people fleeing before machine-gun bullets, soldiers dashing hither and yon with uplifted sabres, puffs of smoke stippling the background, and down in one corner, by a news kiosk, a man in his shirt-sleeves looking up at a clock.


At any rate, there’ll be one guy who knows what time the trouble started– provided he knew that it had started.


Are these men in derby hats really men of iron, who take revolutions and assassinations in their stride as all part of the day’s work, or are they hard of hearing, or near-sighted, or, possibly, are they just men who go through life missing things?


I like to think of them as in the third category, for I know that if I were on the spot during any important historical event I would not know about it until I read the papers the next day. I am unobservant to the point of being what scientists might call “half-witted.” It isn’t that I don’t see things, but that I don’t register them. This is what makes it so difficult for me in traffic.


I could have worked in a shop in the Place de la Bastille, or have sold papers across from the Old State House in Boston, or have been an usher in Ford’s Theater in Washington, and yet would probably have noticed nothing of the events for which those spots are famous. I possibly might have been aware of a slight commotion and, if I had worked in Ford’s Theatre, wondered why the curtain was rung down so early; but, on going home, I would have been pretty sure to report a routine evening to the family. “They didn’t finish Our American Cousin tonight,” I might have said. “Some trouble with the lights, I guess.”


All this makes for a calm, well-ordered existence, with practically no nerve strain. Those men in derbies and I, provided we do not get hit by stray bullets, ought to live to a ripe old age if we take any kind of care of our kidneys at all. Dynasties may fall, cities may collapse, and the world be brought down about our ears, but, unless something hits us squarely in the back, we are sitting pretty.


I do rather dread the day, however, when I look at a photograph of the focal point of the World Revolution and see myself smirking into the camera with my back to the fighting. And the worst of it will be that I shall probably be wearing a derby.
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Down with Pigeons






St. Francis of Assisi (unless I am getting him mixed up with St. Simeon Stylites, which might be very easy to do as both their names begin with “St.”) was very fond of birds, and often had his picture taken with them sitting on his shoulders and pecking at his wrists. That was all right, if St. Francis liked it. We all have our likes and dislikes, and I have more of a feeling for dogs. However, I am not against birds as a class. I am just against pigeons.


I do not consider pigeons birds, in the first place. They are more in the nature of people; people who mooch. Probably my feeling about pigeons arises from the fact that all my life I have lived in rooms where pigeons came rumbling in and out of my window. I myself must have a certain morbid fascination for pigeons, because they follow me about so much– and with evident ill-will. I am firmly convinced that they are trying to haunt me.


Although I live in the middle of a very large city (well, to show you how large it is– it is the largest in the world) I am awakened every morning by a low gargling sound which turns out to be the result of one, or two, or three pigeons walking in at my window and sneering at me. Granted that I am a fit subject for sneering as I lie there, possibly with one shoe on or an unattractive expression on my face, but there is something more than just a passing criticism in these birds making remarks about me. They have some ugly scheme on foot against me, and I know it. Sooner or later it will come out, and then I can sue.


This thing has been going on ever since I was in college. In our college everybody was very proud of the pigeons. Anyone walking across the Yard (Campus to you, please) was beset by large birds who insisted on climbing up his waistcoat and looking about in Ins wallet for nuts or raisins or whatever it is you feed pigeons (bichloride would be my suggestion, but let it pass).


God knows that I was decent enough to them in my under-graduate days. I let them walk up and down my back and I tried to be as nice as I could without actually letting them see that I was not so crazy about it. I even gave them chestnuts, chestnuts which I wanted myself. I now regret my generosity, for good chestnuts are hard to get these days.


But somehow the word got around in pigeon circles that Benchley was anti-pigeon. They began pestering me. I would go to bed at night, tired from overstudy, and at six-thirty in the morning the Big Parade would begin. The line of march was as follows: Light on Benchley’s window sill, march once in through the open window, going “Grumble-grumble-grumble” in a sinister tone. Then out and stand on the sill, urging other pigeons to come in and take a crack at it.


There is very little fun in waking up with a headache and hearing an ominous murmuring noise, with just the suggestion of a passing shadow moving across your window sill. No man should be asked to submit to this all his life.


I once went to Venice (Italy), and there, with the rest of the tourists, stood in awe in the center of St. Mark’s Piazza, gazing at the stately portals of the church and at the lovely green drinks served at Florian’s for those who don’t want to look at the church all of the time.


It is an age-old custom for tourists to feed corn to the pigeons and then for the pigeons to crawl all over the tourists. This has been going on without interruption ever since Americans discovered Venice. So far as the records show, no pigeon has ever failed a tourist– and no tourist has ever failed a pigeon. It is a very pretty relationship.


In my case, however, it was different. In the first place, the St. Mark’s pigeons, having received word from the American chapter of their lodge, began flying at me in such numbers and with such force as actually to endanger my life. They came in great droves, all flying low and hard, just barely skimming my hat and whirring in an ugly fashion with some idea of intimidating me. But by that time I was not to be intimidated, and, although I ducked very low and lost my hat several times, I did not give in. I even bought some corn from one of the vendors and held it out in my hand, albeit with bad grace. But, for the first time in centuries, no pigeon fell for the corn gag. I stood alone in the middle of St. Mark’s Square, holding out my hand dripping with kernels of golden corn, and was openly and deliberately snubbed. One or two of the creatures walked up to within about ten feet of me and gave me a nasty look, but not one gave my corn a tumble. So I decided the hell with them and ate the corn myself.


Now this sort of thing must be the result of a very definite boycott, or, in its more aggressive stage, an anti-Benchley campaign. Left to myself, I would have only the very friendliest feelings for pigeons (it is too late now, but I might once have been won over). But having been put on my mettle, there is nothing that I can do now but fight back. Whatever I may be, I am not yellow.


Here is my plan. I know that I am alone in this fight, for most people like pigeons, or, at any rate, are not antagonized by them. But single-handed I will take up the cudgels, and I hope that, when they grow up, my boys will carry on the battle on every cornice and every campus in the land.


Whenever I meet a pigeon, whether it be on my own window sill or walking across a public park, I will stop still and place my hands on my hips and wait. If the pigeon wants to make the first move and attack me, I will definitely strike back, even to the extent of hitting it with my open palm and knocking it senseless ( not a very difficult feat, I should think, as they seem to have very little sense).


If they prefer to fight it out by innuendo and sneering, I will fight it out by innuendo and sneering. I have worked up a noise which I can make in my throat which is just as unpleasant sounding as theirs. I will even take advantage of my God-given power of speech and will say, “Well, what do you want to make of it, you waddling, cooing so-and-sos?” I will glare at them just as they glare at me, and if they come within reach of my foot, so help me, St. Francis, I will kick at them. And the next pigeon that strolls in across my window ledge when I am just awakening, I will catch with an especially prepared trap and will drag into my room, there to punch the living daylights out of him.


I know that this sounds very cruel and very much as if I were an animal hater. As a matter of fact, I am such a friend of animals in general that I am practically penniless. I have been known to take in dogs who were obviously impostors and put them through college. I am a sucker for kittens, even though I know that one day they will grow into cats who will betray and traduce me. I have even been known to pat a tiger cub, which accounts for my writing this article with my left hand.


But as far as pigeons go, I am through. It is a war to the death, and I have a horrible feeling that the pigeons are going to win.






PREV
 
TOC
 
INDEX
 
NEXT




News from Home






Sometime, maybe sooner than I think, I am going to stop writing little pieces for the newspapers and retire to my llama farm in Peru. I dread it, in a way, because I was once badly chased by a llama. At any rate, that was my story at the time.


Aside from this dread of llamas, and a slight vagueness concerning the location of Peru, I am going to resent getting out of touch with the Homeland. I am going to want to subscribe to newspapers from the States, if only to keep an eye on the “Help Wanted” ads. I don’t even know whether there is any money in llamas or not.


And here comes the sad part. After years of scanning newspapers for strange items on which to vent my wrath I have incapacitated myself for regular newspaper reading. I see nothing on the printed page but what might be called the curiosa. The long stories, concerning international financial scandals and State Department crises, escape me. I am a slave to the oddments in the news. What am I going to do when I get to Peru and just want to glance over a newspaper to see what the home folks are doing?


Suppose, for example, I had been in Peru today, and coming in from a llama-inventory had been greeted by my hibisca boy with the news that a bundle of papers had arrived from the States. I had settled myself, with a glass of llamanade, for a quiet evening with the latest dispatches from New York, Chicago and the Pacific Coast. I might even have a native girl to strum a guitar for me as I read.


What am I able to discover? What are the only items in today’s news that catch my eye?


(A) Zebe, the infant African zebra born in the Fleishacker Zoo in San Francisco, is a “100-striper.” Ordinary zebras have but 90 to 95 discernible stripes from nose to tail-tip, but Zebe has 100.


(B) John H. Happel, on the witness stand in Los Angelei for killing his wife last November, said, “She was too fresh, and I just taught her a lesson.”


(C) Herman Strutter, of Perry, N. Y., says that a beaver gnawed off his wooden leg while he was asleep, and shows teeth-marks to doubters.


(D) Fire Chief John T. Oliver, of the Marblehead (Mass.), Fire Department, resigned from service because he cannot get his 150 call-firemen to attend fires. They take Sundays and holidays off without notifying him, and he cannot fine them the customary $1.00 in such cases, as they are Civil Service employes and are immune from such fines.


(E) Japanese fishermen train cormorants to work for them. The birds dive for fish and catch them at the rate of 100 per hour, bring them to the boat and deliver them, frequently under protest, to their trainers.


(F) People in Binghamton, N. Y., looked out of their windows and found the ground covered with snowballs, rolling along without visible means of propulsion, and increasing in size as they rolled. The Weather Bureau explained that this was a phenomenon, rare in the East, resulting from a peculiar combination of soft, wet snow, a high wind and a temperature of about 36 degrees.


What kind of news is that for a homesick man to read in a batch of papers fresh off the boat? And yet they are the only items that caught my eye in the day’s dispatches. I have been trafficking so long in this type of stuff that I can see nothing else.


I sometimes wonder if it has all been worth while. I sometimes even wonder if I shall ever go to Peru.
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Ladies Wild






In the exclusive set (no diphtheria cases allowed) in which I travel, I am known as a heel in the matter of parlor games. I will drink with them, wrassle with them and, now and again, leer at the ladies, but when they bring out the bundles of pencils and the pads of paper and start putting down all the things they can think of beginning with “W,” or enumerating each other’s bad qualities on a scale of 100 (no hard-feeling results, mind you– just life-long enmity), I tip-toe noisily out of the room and say, “The hell with you.”


For this reason, I am not usually included in any little games that may be planned in advance. If they foresee an evening of “Consequences” coming over them, they whisper “Get Benchley out of the house. Get him a horse to ride, or some beads to string– anything to get him out of the way.” For, I forgot to tell you, not only am I a non-participant in parlor games, but I am a militant non-participant. I heckle from the sidelines. I throw stones and spit at the players. Hence the nickname “Sweet Old Bob,” or sometimes just the initials.


One night last summer, I detected, from the general stir among the ladies and more effete gents, that I was being eased out of the house. This meant that the gaming was about to begin. But instead of the usual clatter of pencils among the croupiers, I saw someone sneaking in with a tray of poker chips. They almost had me out the door when I discovered what was up.


“Well, so long, Bob,” they said. “Good bowling to you.”


“What’s this?” I came back into the room. “Are those poker chips?”


“Sure, they’re poker chips. It’s all right to play poker, isn’t it? The reform administration’s gone out.”


I assumed a hurt air. In fact, I didn’t have to assume it. I was hurt. “I don’t suppose I’m good enough to play poker with you,” I “All I’m good enough for is to furnish the liquor and the dancing girls.”


“Why, we thought you didn’t like games. You always act like such a goddamned heel whenever a game is suggested.”


“My dear people,” I said, trying to be calm, “there are games and games. Twenty Questions’ is one game, if you will, but poker– why, poker is a man’s game. It’s my dish. I’m an old newspaperman, you know. Poker is the breath of life to a newspaperman.” ( As a matter of fact, I never played poker once when I was on a newspaper, and was never allowed to do more than kibitz at the Thanatopsis games of Broun, Adams, Kaufman, and that bunch, but poker is still my favorite game in a small way, or at least it was.)


Then there was a great scrambling to get me a chair, and sell me chips. “Old Bob’s going to play!” was the cry. “Old Bob likes poker!” People came in from the next room to see what the commotion was, and one woman said that, if I was going to play, she had a headache. ( I had ruined a game of “Who Am I?” for her once by blowing out a fuse from the coat-closet.)


As for me, I acted the part to the hilt. I took off my coat, unbuttoned my vest so that just the watch-chain connected it, lighted my pipe, and kept my hat on the back of my head.


“This is the real poker costume,” I said. “The way we used to play it down on the old Trib. There ought to be a City News ticker over in the corner to make it seem like home.”


Tm afraid he’s going to be too good for us,” said one of the more timid ladies. “We play for very small stakes, you know.”


“The money doesn’t matter,” I laughed. “It’s the game. And anyway,” I added modestly, T haven’t played for a long time. You’ll probably take me good.” ( I wish now that I had made book on that prediction.)


It was to be Dealer’s Choice, which should have given me a tip-off right there, with three women at the table, one the dealer.


“This,” she announced, looking up into space as if for inspiration, “is going to be ‘Hay Fever.”


“I beg pardon,” I said, leaning forward.


“‘Hay Fever,’” explained one of the men. “The girls like it. One card up, two down, the last two up. One-eyed Jacks, sevens, and nines wild. High-low.”


“I thought this was going to be poker,” I said.


“From then on you play it just like regular poker,” said the dealer.


From then on! My God! Just like regular poker!


Having established myself as an old poker-fan, I didn’t want to break down and cry at the very start, so I played the hand through. I say I “played” it. I sat looking at my cards, peeking now and then just to throw a bluff that I knew what I was doing. One-eyed Jacks, sevens, and nines wild, I kept saying that to myself, and puffing very hard at my pipe. After a minute of owlish deliberation, I folded.


The next hand was to be “Whistle Up Your Windpipe,” another one which the girls had introduced into the group and which the men, weak-kneed sissies that they were, had allowed to become regulation. This was seven-card stud, first and last cards up, deuces, treys, and red-haired Queens wild, high-low-and-medium. I figured out that I had a very nice straight, bet it as I would have bet a straight in the old days, and was beaten to eleven dollars and sixty cents by a royal straight flush. Amid general laughter, I was told that an ordinary straight in these games is worth no more than a pair of sixes in regular poker. A royal straight flush usually wins. Well, it usually won in the old days, too.


By the time the deal came to me, my pipe had gone out and I had taken my hat off. Between clenched teeth I announced, “And this, my frands, is going to be something you may not have heard of. This is going to be old-fashioned draw-poker, with nothing wild.” The women had to have it explained to them, and remarked that they didn’t see much fun in that. However, the hand was played. Nobody had anything ( in comparison to what they had been having in the boom days), and nobody bet. The hand was over in a minute and a half, amid terrific silence.


That was the chief horror of this epidemic of “Whistle Up Your Windpipe,” “Beezy-Weezy,” and “Mice Afloat.” It made old-fashioned stud seem tame, even to me. Every time it came to me, I elected the old game, just out of spite, but nobody’s heart was in it. I became the spoil-sport of the party again, and once or twice I caught them trying to slip the deal past me, as if by mistake. Even a round of jackpots netted nothing in the way of excitement, and even when I won one on a full house, there was no savor to the victory, as I had to explain to the women what a full house was. They thought that I was making up my own rules. Nothing as small as a full house had ever been seen in that game.


The Big Newspaper Man was taken for exactly sixty-one dollars and eight cents when the game broke up at four A.M. Two of the women were the big winners. They had finally got it down to a game where everything was wild but the black nines, and everyone was trying for “low.”


From now on I not only walk out on “Twenty Questions” and “Who Am I?” but, when there are ladies present (God bless them!), I walk out on poker. And a fine state of affairs it is when an old newspaperman has to walk out on poker!






PREV
 
TOC
 
INDEX
 
NEXT




Cocktail Hour






It is all very well for New York and other large cities to go cosmopolitan in their new-found freedom, and to sit at sidewalk cafés in the springtime, sipping their apéritifs and demi-blondes. That was to be expected with Repeal.


But I must, merely as a passer-by, ask ladies who run tea-rooms not to put signs reading “Cocktail Hour” in the windows of their tea-shops at two o’clock in the afternoon. Two P.M. is not “cocktail hour,” no matter how you look at it. The very suggestion is terrifying.


How would you like to be walking along a perfectly normal street, with the hot sun beating down on your new straw hat and a rather heavy corned-beef-hash-with-poached-egg from luncheon keeping step with you, and suddenly to look up and see, pasted on the window of a tea-shop, a sign reading “Cocktail Hour”? I am just putting the question to you as man to man.


If two P.M. is “cocktail hour” in a tea-shop, what do you suppose four-thirty P.M. is? No wonder those shops close early. By nine they would be a shambles.


Do you suppose that the habitués of these otherwise respectable places begin looking at their watches along about one-thirty, just as they are finishing lunch, and say to each other, “Almost cocktail time at the tea-room!” making a little ceremony of it, the way other people do at five-thirty? It cant be very formal, with so many going right back to work afterward. Just regular business clothes, probably. There’ll be only the regular bunch there. You know, the cocktail crowd!


Unless a stop is put to this strange perversion of daytime hours, we shall soon be seeing little signs pasted in the window of our favorite breakfast counter reading “Have you had your matutinal absinthe and wheat-cakes?” or “When you hear the signal, the time will be exactly ten forty-five A.M. Time for our Special Chartreuse and Brandy Whooperoo!”


If the tea-rooms conducted by ladies want to celebrate “cocktail hour” at two P.M. that is their own business, of course, but they ought not to be so doggy about it. They should quite frankly come out with signs saying “Pick-Me-Up Hour! Whisky Sours and Bismarck Herring for Receding Heads!” or “Don’t try to last the afternoon out in your condition. A Silver Fizz will at least keep your hat on.” Don’t be so delicate in the matter. Come right out for the Hangover Trade.


But please, please, don’t ask us older boys to look at signs reading “Cocktail Hour” just as we are going back to work from lunch. We have got men’s work in the world to do.
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Why We Laugh–

 Or Do We?

(Let’s Get This Thing Settled,

 Mr. Eastman)






In order to laugh at something, it is necessary (1)to know what you are laughing at, (2)to know why you are laughing, (3)to ask some people why they think you are laughing, (4)to jot down a few notes, (5)to laugh. Even then, the thing may not be cleared up for days.


All laughter is merely a compensatory reflex to take the place of sneezing. What we really want to do is sneeze, but as that is not always possible, we laugh instead. Sometimes we underestimate our powers and laugh and sneeze at the same time. This raises hell all around.


The old phrase “That is nothing to sneeze at” proves my point. What is obviously meant is “That is nothing to laugh at.” The wonder is that nobody ever thought of this explanation of laughter before, with the evidence staring him in the face like that.[8]



We sneeze because we are thwarted, discouraged, or devil-may-care. Failing a sneeze, we laugh, faute de mieux. Analyze any funny story or comic situation at which we “laugh” and it will be seen that this theory is correct. Incidentally, by the time you have the “humor” analyzed, it will be found that the necessity for laughing has been relieved.


Let us take the well-known joke about the man who put the horse in the bathroom.[9] Here we have a perfect example of the thought-sneeze process, or, if you will, the sneeze-thought process. The man, obviously an introvert, was motivated by a will-to-dominate-the-bathroom, combined with a desire to be superior to the other boarders. The humor of the situation may seem to us to lie in the tag line “I want to be able to say, ‘Yes, I know,’” but we laugh at the joke subconsciously long before this line comes in. In fact, what we are really laughing (or sneezing) at is the idea of someone’s telling us a joke that we have heard before.



Let us suppose that the story was reversed, and that a horse had put a man into the bathroom. Then our laughter would have been induced by the idea of a landlady’s asking a horse a question and the horse’s answering– an entirely different form of joke.


The man would then have been left in the bathroom with nothing to do with the story. Likewise, if the man had put the landlady into the bathroom, the horse would obviously have been hors de combat (still another form of joke, playing on the similarity in sound between the word “horse” and the French word “hors” meaning “out of.” Give up?).


Any joke, besides making us want to sneeze, must have five cardinal points, and we must check up on these first before giving in:


(1) The joke must be in a language we can understand.


(2) It must be spoken loudly enough for us to hear it, or printed clearly enough for us to read it.


(3) It must be about something. You can’t just say, “Here’s a good joke” and let it go at that. ( You can, but don’t wait for the laugh.)


(4) It must deal with either frustration or accomplishment, inferiority or superiority, sense or nonsense, pleasantness or unpleasantness, or, at any rate, with some emotion that can be analyzed, otherwise how do we know when to laugh?


(5) It must begin with the letter “W.”[10]


Now, let us see just how our joke about the horse in the bathroom fulfills these specifications. Using the Gestalt, or Rotary-Frictional, method of taking the skin off a joke, we can best illustrate by making a diagram of it. We have seen that every joke must be in a language that we can understand and spoken ( or written ) so clearly that we can hear it (or see it). Otherwise we have this:



[image: ]

Joke which we cannot hear, see, or understand the words of





You will see in Figure 2 that we go upstairs with the man and the horse as far as the bathroom. Here we become conscious that it is not a true story, something we may have suspected all along but didn’t want to say anything about. This sudden revelation of absurdity (from the Latin ab and surdus, meaning “out of deafness”) is represented in the diagram by an old-fashioned whirl.



[image: ]

The horse-in-bathroom story under ideal conditions





Following the shock of realization that the story is not real, we progress in the diagram to the point where the landlady protests. Here we come to an actual fact, or factual act. Any landlady in her right mind would protest against a horse’s being shut in her bathroom. So we have, in the diagram, a return to normal ratiocination, or Crowther’s Disease, represented by the wavy line. (Whoo-hoo!)


From then on, it is anybody’s joke. The whole thing becomes just ludicrous. This we can show in the diagram by the egg-and-dart design, making it clear that something has definitely gone askew. Personally, I think that what the man meant to say was “That’s no horse– that’s my wife,” but that he was inhibited. (Some of these jokes even I can’t seem to get through my head.)[11]






[8]Schwanzleben, in his work Humor After Death, hits on this point indirectly when he says, “All laughter is a muscular rigidity spasmodically relieved by involuntary twitching. It can be induced by the application of electricity as well as by a so-called ‘joke.’”



[9]A man who lived in a boarding house brought a horse home with him one night, led it upstairs, and shut it in the bathroom. The landlady, aroused by the commotion, protested, pointed to the broken balustrade, the torn stair carpet, and the obvious maladjustment of the whole thing, and asked the man, confidentially, just why he had seen fit to shut a horse in the common bathroom. To which the man replied, “In the morning, the boarders, one by one, will go into the bathroom, and will come rushing out, exclaiming, ‘There’s a horse in the bathroom!’ I want to be able to say, ‘Yes, I know.’



[10]Gunfy, in his Laughter Considered as a Joint Disease, holds that the letter “W” is not essential to the beginning of a joke, so long as it comes in somewhere before the joke is over. However, tests made on five hundred subjects in the Harvard School of Applied Laughter, using the Mergenthaler Laugh Detector, have shown that, unless a joke begins with the letter “W,” the laughter is forced, almost unpleasant at times.



[11]A. E. Bassinette, in his pamphlet What Is Humor– A Joke?, claims to have discovered a small tropical fly which causes laughter. This fly, according to this authority, was carried from Central America back to Spain by Columbus’s men, and spread from there to the rest of Europe, returning to America, on a visit, in 1667, on a man named George Altschuh.
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Weather Records






Whatever else this year of grace goes down for in the history books, it certainly has gone hog-wild on weather records.


You couldn’t walk around the weather bureau for the broken heat and cold records. Sometimes they even broke a record for medium temperature just to keep the ball rolling.


Of course, when you come to think of it, it isn’t so much of a stunt to break a weather record. When you really come to think of it, you might go crazy trying not to break one. The wonder is that a record isn’t broken every day. (Meteorological note: As a matter of fact, one is broken every day, if you know where to look.)


In the first place, there are 1,460 major records each year, all aching to be broken. There is a heat, cold, rain-precipitation and snowfall record for each day in the year. Then there are the number of years the weather bureau has been keeping records, and the number of weather bureaus– Give up?


There is always a slightly cocky note in the weather bureau’s announcement that “yesterday was the hottest May 27th since 1899, on which date the thermometer registered 91 degrees.” On reading it you fall over forward in a belated sunstroke.


But they don’t say anything about the fact that on May 26th of last year the temperature may have been 92 degrees. They don’t say “yesterday was the hottest May 27th since May 26, 1933.” Oh, no! They’ve got to have that record, sleazy as it is.


Why not get right down to really unimportant details and say “3 P.M. yesterday was the hottest overcast 3 P.M. on a May 27th to fall on a Sunday since 1887,” or “more snow was tracked into the vestibule of the Weather Bureau yesterday between 9 A.M. and noon than on any previous day in its fifty years of existence.” Statements like this would lend variety to weather reports, besides building up the supply of record-breaking days.


It would also be fun for the citizenry itself to send in little personal weather record-breakers, for publication just underneath the official statement:


“At 11:30 last night all heat records for the guest room of Mrs. Albert J. Arnkle at Bellclapper, Long Island, were broken when the thermometer registered a flat 96. The highest previous mark set by this guest room was 94 on the night of July 4, 1911. By an odd coincidence, Mr. George Losh was the guest occupying the room on both nights, so he can vouch for the figures being accurate.”


“Yesterday, besides being the hottest Sundav since Friday, June 16th. 1929, found Mr. Larz Swamberg. of 4S6 Oakroot St., in the oddest assortment of clothing since he last wore diapers on June 11, 1890. He appeared at 10 A.M. wearing a Swiss Alpine coat of some crash material, pajama pants and a pair of felt slippers. Later in the day he substituted a sleeveless jersey for the crash coat and replaced the slippers with a pair of rope espadrilles. At 4 P.M., when the thermometer reached its peak, Mr. Swamberg also established an all-time record for the household by discarding everything but a Panama hat and sitting in the bathtub. Mr. Swamberg feels the heat.”


There is no reason why the Weather Bureau should get all the credit for record-breaking weather. We can all do our part.
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Home Made Jokes






In Milwaukee last month a man died laughing over one of his own jokes. That’s what makes it so tough for us outsiders. We have to fight home competition.


Just get a calm, unpartisan angle on the joke that the man died laughing over. A friend of his, at dinner, said,


“I once shot a rabbit weighing thirty-five pounds.”


And the victim-to-be came back with “And I once shot one three pounds heavier.” At which crack he laughed so hard that he slipped off his chair to the floor, dead.


Now, what can you do about that, if your job is supposedly to make people laugh? Of course, there is nothing to do about the originator of the joke now. That has all been taken care of. But how is one to get a line on what will knock people off their chairs with laughter and what won’t?


We might as well face the fact that the whole conversation was pretty comical at that, and that the poor man’s return shot was a gem. A rabbit weighing thirty-five pounds has a Gargantuan touch to it, but to have it topped by one weighing thirty-eight pounds (only thirty-eight, mind you! Rabelais would have had it weigh two tons), this is a bit of understatement in exaggeration that marks the deceased as a genius.


But how can one start a conversation in which the other fellow says that he shot a thirty-five-pound rabbit? Things like this can happen only around a dinner table and probably only in Milwaukee. The only flaw in the make-up of the man who came through with the thirty-eight-pound rabbit was that he laughed at his own joke. If he had given it with a dead pan he would be alive today and would have been visiting me in New York at my expense.


Of course, he would have had to bring his thirty-five-pound rabbit man along as a stooge, but I’ll bet that, between the two of them, I could have got three more subjects for this department.
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Men Of Harlech






It is too late to do anything about it now, but I sometimes wish that my paternal ancestors had not been Welsh. I can’t seem to get the hang of Welsh songs.


In certain moods, I love to lapse into song, loud and fairly clear (clear enough, I am told), and, under such conditions, it is more fitting if one can sing the songs of one’s own race. It makes it easier to get to crying.


But I don’t know any Welsh songs, and even if I did, I couldn’t sing them. We never spoke Welsh at home for some reason, possibly because my maternal stock was Scotch-Irish. We compromised on a rather flat New England dialect, containing practically no romantic implications, and I have inherited no folk-songs from that quarter either.


The Welsh are great singers, I am told, which makes it all the more tantalizing. It would be nice if I could, when the lust for singing comes over me, settle back and go into a Welsh miners’ chorus, so that people would nudge each other and whisper, “His people were Welsh, you know. It’s practically a folk-song with him!” That’s the way to sing, my lads! Sing the songs that are in your blood!


But what am I to do about Welsh songs? Mr. J. B. Morton, in the London Express, has reconstructed, or improvised, a Welsh song for us, which will give you some idea of what I am up against in my sentimental, nostalgic moments. I quote from memory and, therefore, I am afraid, sketchily:



WELSH SONG


Wirion digon gul noch noch

With a hey down deny and a ddwpllwdpoch

Ei gsith och deb nam rydidd gam

With a hey deny di-do caethion pam.

Llewsithery fwll ned dinam cnu

Gwerthyr yw brenin myy fansth

Sing hey for the nhaith meddyn ddica gstrth.




(Note to linotyper: I’m terribly sorry about putting you to all that trouble. As a matter of fact I left out one line just to make it a little easier for you and, as a result, shall probably be deluged with letters from angry Welshmen. R.B.)


But you see how I am fixed when it comes time to lapse into songs of the Home Land. I don’t even know any Ulster songs. So the result is that when I feel a spell of loud singing coming on I go German, and no one is more surprised than the Germans.


So far as I know, and so far as anyone can tell who has heard me sing German, I have not a drop of German blood in me. But in a rather pathetic attempt to find some Heimat songs that I can sing I give myself, body and soul, to the Rhineland, although, to be specific, I am more inclined toward Austria as my adopted song-country. Austria or Bavaria. I think that really I am more Bavarian than anything when I get to singing.


This sort of thing could make for internationalism, if carried far enough, so I will say no more about it. But the whole thing could have been avoided if the Welsh had written songs that I could sing.
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Summer Shirtings






I hope that I give no offense in saying that I am not partial to Summer. I perspire on the back of my head, do not shape up well in sports clothes and have hay fever. I also hate Daylight Saving.


But there is one relief that Summer brings which is a boon to me personally. It gives me a three months’ respite in my struggle with dress shirts, a struggle of such intensity and long duration that I have been asked to write it up under STRUGGLES for the next edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica.


For I am what is known as a “bender” in the dress shirt circles. This corresponds to a “bleeder” in the medical world. One touch, or even so much as one step forward, and my shirt front bends. By the end of an evening I am lucky if it is still buttoned and covering any portion of my chest.


I see all the other boys with their shirt fronts in immaculate flatness after an evening of wrestling, and I sometimes go into a corner and cry softly to myself at my affliction. I have asked my friends what kind of shirt they wear and how they put it on. I have even borrowed theirs for a tryout and induced them to help me into it. And in three minutes it looked like the surface of the Merrimac River when the ice is breaking up.


I hope that nobody, on reading this, will try to recommend for me. I am past experimentation, I have tried shirts that you get into from behind, like an old-fashioned Stevens-Duryea. I have tried shirts that went on over my head (naturally, after I had got my hair brushed), and I once got caught in one of them, like a rat in a trap, and had to have it cut away from my head. I have tried shirts that button like a coat, and shirts that come already buttoned which were laid on me, like armor plate on a battleship, with rivets. They all bend in from three to six minutes.


I have even had shirts made for me with tails so long that I could gather them around my ankles and use them for socks. French shirts, in particular, are built on the “funny-suit” principle, and can be used as an aviator’s flying rig if necessary. ( I hate to think of an occasion on which it would be necessary, however.)


The only difference that I have noticed in any of them is that, in addition to billowing, some of them have too short bosoms, so that they don’t meet my waistcoat. This gives an ignorant appearance, as well as an untidy one.


In the Winter I spend most of an evening trying to pull my coat together over my shirt front until the bending has reached a point too near my neck to be hidden. In the Summer I can wear a good, roomy double-breasted coat which buttons well over the wound, or, still better, I can don a soft shirt and be my old self again.


Hail, Summer! Hail, soft dress shirts.
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Word Torture






In his column a short time ago Mr. O. O. Mclntyre asked who could tell, without looking it up, the present tense of the verb of which “wrought” is the past participle. That was, let us say, of a Thursday. Today my last fingernail went.


At first I thought that it was so easy that I passed it by. But, somewhere in the back of that shaggy-maned head of mine, a mischievous little voice said, “All right– what is it?”


“What is what?” I asked, stalling.


“You know very well what the question was. What is the present tense of the verb from which the word ‘wrought’ comes?”


I started out with a rush. “I wright” I fairly screamed. Then, a little lower, “I wrught.” Then, very low, “I wrouft.” Then silence.


From that day until now I have been muttering to myself, “I wright– I wraft– I wronjst. You wruft– he wragst– we wrinjsen.” I’ll be darned if I’ll look it up, and it looks now as if I’ll be incarcerated before I get it.


People hear me murmuring and ask me what I am saying.


“I wrujhst,” is all that I can say in reply.


“I know,” they say, “but what were you saying just now?”


“I wringst.”


This gets me nowhere.


While I am working on it, however, and just before the boys come to get me to take me to the laughing academy, I will ask Mr. Mclntyre if he can help me out on something that has almost the same possibilities for brain seepage. And no fair looking this up, either.


What is a man who lives in Flanders and speaks Flemish? A Flem? A Flan? A Floom? (This is a lot easier than “wrought,” but it may take attention away from me while I am writhing on the floor.) And, when you think you have got it the easy way, remember there is another name for him, too, one that rhymes with “balloon.” I finally looked that one up.


At present I’m working on “wrought.”
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“I Know of It”






There are various forms of the disease, the victim of which is unable to say “No.” Some of these forms are more serious than others, and often lead to electrocution or marriage.


But the least excusable of the lot is the inability to say an outright “No” when someone, in the course of a narrative, asks if you know So-and-so, or are acquainted with such-and-such a town. You may have never heard of So-and-so, or of such-and-such a town, but, rather than sound abrupt, or a spoil-sport, you murmur weakly, “I know of him,” or “I know where it is.”


This gets you nowhere. It may make you a little easier to talk to for the moment, but sooner or later you will pay.


“No-phobia” reaches its height of futility when someone is giving you directions as to how to reach some place that you really want to reach (I am taking it for granted that others suffer from the same disease as mine).


I ask, “Just how do I get to your place?”


“Well, you know Beeker Drive?”


“Sure.” (I do know Beeker Drive, but from there on the directions mean nothing to me.)


“Well, you go up Beeker until you come to Cranshaw. You know Cranshaw, don’t you?”


“Oh, sure!” (I can always ask someone.)


“Well, you turn right on Cranshaw and go along until you come to that old cider mill on the right– for about a– oh, a mile and a– ”


“Oh, sure, I know about where it is.” (If I can’t tell an old cider mill when I see one, I am pretty dumb. As it turns out, I’m pretty dumb.)


“Well, you turn right just beyond that until you come to Crawsfoot River Road– you know that, don’t you?”


“I know of it, yes.” (By this time I have decided not even to listen any more. But I still keep nodding, “Yes ... sure ...”)


The result is, I spend the night crashing up and down the wrong streets and am known as a boor who never arrives on time. And all because I didn’t have the guts to say, “I haven’t the slightest idea what you are talking about.”


The other night I overheard what might be the last word in polite evasion of ignorance. A patrician-looking dame, obviously slumming at a night club, was listening to a story being told by her escort, obviously not slumming.


In the line of his narrative, he asked, casually, “You know that old brewery that used to be at the corner of First Ave. and 51st St.?”


And the lady, not wishing to commit herself too much to a shady past and yet not wishing to hold up the story, replied, “I know of it.”


Possibly that is one reason why some of us are so weak. We don’t want to hold up the story.
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The Card






Far be it from me to criticize another mans idea of a good time, unless he lurches into me bodily or sets my coat on fire, but I have often pondered, in an uncritical way, on the possible excitement to be derived from a man’s putting on a woman’s hat for comedy purposes.


I don’t mean a female impersonator in the theatre. I once dressed up as a woman in a college show and had a simply marvelous time.


I mean those ordinary brokers and engineers– and writers who, in the middle of a party at someone’s house, or at a table in a night club, are suddenly seized with a protean urge to appear in a woman’s hat.


This particular form of transvestitism has nothing to do with effemination. The hat-wearers are usually rather burly he-men, given to golf and Scotch-and-sodas, who, twenty years ago, sneered audibly at wrist watches for men. They are almost always 100 per cent male, sometimes even 108 per cent.


Neither is it entirely a form of exhibitionism. The first big laugh that they get from the ladies when they appear in female headgear may be gratifying, but I have seen them when it almost looked as if they didn’t care whether they were seen or not. At a certain stage of elation, they just have to put on a woman’s hat, that’s all.


Nothing is more dispiriting than to see a man who, at the peak of his romp, has adorned himself with a green hat with a feather in it, and then, as his lift has worn off, has forgotten to take it from his head. He wanders about gloomily, or broods in a corner, wishing he were at home and in bed, oblivious of the fact that the sordid remnant of his masquerade is still perched jauntily over one ear. It is enough to make one swear off drinking forever just to see him.


The other night at one of our more cosmopolitan night clubs a young man sat at a table next to me regaling the ladies of his party with snatches of song and fragments of reminiscence. To cap his efforts he seized his partner’s hat, set it smartly over his right eyebrow, and was rewarded with a salvo of applause.


Then the girls came on for the floor show. They were in the customary state of déshabille and the young man was ecstatic. “Oh, boy!” he announced. “This is what I’ve been waiting for!” And he beat on his plate with the little hammer provided for the purpose.


My own attention being temporarily diverted from him, it was some minutes before I looked back to see how he was taking the bacchanal. He was asleep, with the hat still on and his hammer clutched tightly in his chubby fist.


But it was the sleep of a man whose work had been well done. He had put on a woman’s hat at some point in the evening.
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How Long

 Can You Live?






Reading insurance tables of longevity is not only depressing but confusing. One hardly knows how to make one’s plans for the future.


As I understand it, the following are some of the signs by which you can tell whether you are designed for a ripe old age or a quick getaway into the Land of Nod:


If you are taller on one side than the other, and twenty pounds overweight at the age of 45, with a tendency to tip over backward, you will probably not live past 60.


If you are short, fat, 79 years old and irascible to strangers, you cant possibly make 65.


If you are a poet and fat, you have an independent income and should get along great. (Chatterton was an exception to this, although he was not fat and did not have an independent income unless he was holding out.)


If you are engaged in an occupation which keeps you outdoors, like snake-whip cracking, are taller than the average (6 ft. 9 in.) you should live to a ripe old age, unless you don’t hold the snake-whip far enough away from your body.


People whose grandparents were all long-lived and lived with the family, shoot each other before they are 40.


If you have long legs, but short ankles, are over 45 and overweight, but do not seem to let it make any difference in your mode of living, you will probably keep on living until you say, “When.”


If you are three feet tall and 20 pounds overweight (30 pounds gross) and bite at people’s shins as they pass by, it doesn’t make any difference how long you live, you’ll never be President.


The best way to be, in order to live to be 100 (for some reason it is taken for granted that you want to live to be 100– doubtless something the insurance companies thought up by themselves) is to be about 6 feet tall, to weigh around 175 pounds, avoid diabetes and starches, live out-of-doors (going indoors at night after you have reached 80) and keep your parents and grandparents alive at the point of a pistol, if necessary.


Another good way is to forget about it.
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My Face






Merely as an observer of natural phenomena, I am fascinated by my own personal appearance. This does not mean that I am pleased with it, mind you, or that I can even tolerate it. I simply have a morbid interest in it.


Each day I look like someone, or something, different. I never know what it is going to be until I steal a look in the glass. (Oh, I don’t suppose you really could call it stealing. It belongs to me, after all.)


One day I look like Wimpy, the hamburger fancier in the Popeye the Sailor saga. Another day it may be Wallace Beery. And a third day, if I have let my mustache get out of hand, it is Bairnsfather’s Old Bill. And not until I peek do I know what the show is going to be.


Some mornings, if I look in the mirror soon enough after getting out of bed, there is no resemblance to any character at all, either in or out of fiction, and I turn quickly to look behind me, convinced that a stranger has spent the night with me and is peering over my shoulder in a sinister fashion, merely to frighten me. On such occasions, the shock of finding that I am actually possessor of the face in the mirror is sufficient to send me scurrying back to bed, completely unnerved.


All this is, of course, very depressing, and I often give off a low moan at the sight of the new day’s metamorphosis, but I can’t seem to resist the temptation to learn the worst. I even go out of my way to look at myself in store- window mirrors, just to see how long it will take me to recognize myself. If I happen to have on a new hat, or am walking with a limp, I sometimes pass right by my reflection without even nodding. Then I begin to think: “You must have given off some visual impression into that mirror. You’re not a disembodied spirit yet– I hope.”


And I go back and look again, and, sure enough, the strange-looking man I thought was walking just ahead of me in the reflection turns out to have been my own image all the time. It makes a fellow stop and think, I can tell you.


This almost masochistic craving to offend my own aesthetic sense by looking at myself and wincing also comes out when snapshots or class photographs are being passed around. The minute someone brings the envelope containing the week’s grist of vacation prints from the drug-store developing plant, I can hardly wait to get my hands on them. I try to dissemble my eagerness to examine those in which I myself figure, but there is a greedy look in my eye which must give me away.


The snapshots in which I do not appear are so much dross in my eyes, but I pretend that I am equally interested in them all.


“This is very good of Joe,” I say, with a hollow ring to my voice, sneaking a look at the next print to see if I am in it.


Ah! Here, at last, is one in which I show up nicely. By “nicely” I mean “clearly.” Try as I will to pass it by casually, my eyes rivet themselves on that corner of the group in which I am standing. And then, when the others have left the room, I surreptitiously go through the envelope again, just to gaze my fill on the slightly macabre sight of Myself as others see me.


In some pictures I look even worse than I had imagined. On what I call my “good days,” I string along pretty close to form. But day in and day out, in mirror or in photograph, there is always that slight shock of surprise which, although unpleasant, lends a tang to the adventure of peeking. I never can quite make it seem possible that this is really Poor Little Me, the Little Me I know so well and yet who frightens me so when face to face.


My only hope is that, in this constant metamorphosis which seems to be going on, a winning number may come up sometime, if only for a day. Just what the final outcome will be, it is hard to predict. I may settle down to a constant, plodding replica of Man-Mountain Dean in my old age, or change my style completely and end up as a series of Bulgarian peasant types. I may just grow old along with Wimpy.


But whatever is in store for me, I shall watch the daily modulations with an impersonal fascination not unmixed with awe at Mother Nature’s gift for caricature, and will take the bitter with the sweet and keep a stiff upper lip.


As a matter of fact, my upper lip is pretty fascinating by itself, in a bizarre sort of way.
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Easy Tests






One of the measures suggested to aid in the reduction of the number of automobile accidents is the prohibition of gasoline sales to intoxicated drivers. Another good way would be the prohibition of liquor sales to intoxicated drivers.


The trouble with the gas prohibition is that the gas-station man is to be the judge of who is intoxicated and who isn’t. Short of marrying the driver, how is he going to tell?


How is he going to spot one of those dignified drunks, who pull themselves up to their full height and scowl just before they fall over on their faces? And what about the frolicsome teetotaler who is merely full of animal spirits? (Maybe he shouldn’t be sold gas anyway.)


For the aid of the gas-station boys we might list a few infallible symptoms of intoxication in drivers:



1. When the driver is sitting with his back against the instrument board and his feet on the driver’s seat.


2. When the person sitting next to the driver gets out at the gas station and says he thinks he’ll take a bus the rest of the way.


3. When the people in the back seat are crouched down on the floor with their arms over their heads.


4. When the driver points to the gas-tank and says, “A pound of liver, please.”


5. When the driver is in fancy dress with a paper whistle in his mouth which he is blowing constantly.


6. If the driver insists that the gas-station man take the driver’s seat while he (the driver), fills the tank, first exchanging hats.


7. When the driver goes into the rest-room and doesn’t come out.


8. When there is a clothesline full of washing draped over the radiator hood.


9. When the driver is alone and is stark naked.


10. When there is no driver at all.
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