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NOTIONS








Freedom




History records that on a certain occasion – afterward to be commemorated whenever a native theater audience stands up at the behest of an alien orchestra, sitting down – the British ungraciously locked up on a war vessel Mr. Francis Scott Key, of Baltimore, Maryland, who was by way of being both a patriot and a poet.


Possibly the British had heard or read some of Mr. Key’s poetic works. At any rate, they put him below decks and left him there all night while the battle raged.


Early the following morning, Mr. Key, having looked forth from a handy porthole, was moved to exercise his muse in verse. The result was a composition destined to become our national anthem – possibly because no one who has not acquired an infallible memory in ten easy lessons by mail can remember the words, and nobody but an adolescent youth whose voice is changing on him can carry the tune.


Mr. Key must have had a restless night of it anyhow, aboard his floating hoosgow, what with the rocket’s red glare and bombs bursting in air and the battle and a strange bed and everything. His restlessness seems to be reflected in his rhythm.


Be that as it may, the six or eight powerful intellects in this country who can repeat offhand the lines of this deathless but difficult measure will have little trouble in recalling that Mr. Key led off with this very expressive exclamation:


“Oh, say!”


Addressing himself, so to speak, to whom it might concern, he demanded to know whether, by the dawn’s early light, any person present could discern that the American flag, which at the sunlight’s last gleaming up on the previous evening had been proudly streaming above the ramparts, still continued unabatedly so to stream, or some words to that effect.


Having instituted inquiries upon this important point, Mr. Key continued along much the same strain, except that now his scope of investigation was broadened to include tactically the entire country, instead of having a purely local application. Mr. Key soon was asking – but let us quote him exactly:



Oh, say [thus he runs], does that Star-Spangled Banner still wave


O’er the Land of the Free and the Home of the Brave?




The inference plainly to be drawn from his later and final outburst, which possibly you recall – is that during the forenoon he received reassuring advices from an authoritative source touching on these details. Nor is it to be gainsaid that from that time henceforward, the Star-Spangled Banner has continued to wave, albeit in these latter days not so numerously, perhaps, as formerly, now that cotton bunting costs slightly more than Gobelin tapestries used to cost.


If pressed for particulars, I, for one, am willing to go yet further and to affirm with emphasis that it waves o’er the Home of the Brave. Nobody in this world, and least of all we, ourselves, would deny that we are a brave people. The battlefields of France are thick with the proof of it, in our fallen dead.


But beyond the declaration touching on the flag’s waving o’er the Home of the Brave I decline to be forced. If called upon for a direct answer as to whether she likewise waves o’er the Land of the Free, I must reply as follows:


No, sir! She absoposilutively does not.


Boldly and unequivocally, with sincere regrets, but without reservations, I come right out in the open and make the flat-footed statement:


Nary a wave! Not one whatsoever!


We are not free. Carried away by a rhetorical enthusiasm, pardonable under the circumstances, the founders of the Republic launched forth on the assumption and on the assertion that all men were born free and equal, which was being wrong twice at once in the same place.


None of us is born free, and only a powerfully circumscribed number of us are. born equal. Certainly not many of us stay on a basis of equality with our fellows. If we did, the net result of the race for individual achievement would be a dead heat, with Charley Schwab and Barnum’s What-is-It finishing neck and neck at the wire.


Some of us, cheated by fate before we even get into the census reports, come into the world blind, or halt, or lame. Poverty, lack of opportunity, bodily afflictions – all these elements which go to make up what we call hard luck – conspire to stifle a many and to thwart a myriad more. By Nature’s arbitrary dictum we do not stand on a parity one with another at the beginnings of our lives; and most assuredly we do not as we ought through our lives.


There is a fiction to the effect that before the law all men are upon a common footing. If this were literally true, honest men would have reason to dread the courts as fervently as the evil-doer should. The very liver of justice would be revolted by the workings of such a system of law. Aside from considerations of mercy and of common fairness and common sense, it makes for the betterment of the social and economic state that, for a given offense, one man shall be punished to the full measure, while another, guilty of the same offense but perhaps the victim of circumstances, shall receive different treatment.


It is certain that we are not equal; and it is almightily certain that we are not free. Year by year, decade by decade, we have been kissing various constituents of our freedom a long farewell. It is my deliberate opinion, after going, for some months past, to and fro on the top side of this continent, that at this moment we are less free than ever before in all our national history – and probably we weren’t so gosh-awful free when we first came in!


Even so, I am not selling Uncle Sam short. I am a bull on Amer. Preferred. Far be it from the present writer to play the role of a pessimist. Already there is too much spirited competition in that field for a mere novice to make a showing against so many who are going in for intensified pessimism in all its branches.


The word Pessimist, I take it, is derived from the two shorter words: Pest – a common nuisance; Mist – an atmospheric opaqueness interfering with and distorting the vision. Hence, then, Pessimist – a common nuisance who sees things through a fog.


I am aware that the dictionary may disagree with me regarding this derivation; but, shuckin’s, that’s nothing! The Editor, if so minded, can testify that the dictionary and I differ on the spelling of some of the simplest words there are.


•     •     •     •     •


Some months ago, writing a little piece upon an entirely different subject, I stated what now it seems appropriate to the present topic to repeat; namely, to wit, this: Ever since this country of ours kicked off its made-in-Europe swaddling clothes and began walking alone, we have been standing out on the front doorstep telling the rest of the world how ding-bustedly free we were, and at the tops of our voices commiserating the rest of the world upon not being so free as we were.


While thus engaged, We have been so busy that we have entirely failed to notice the fact that, piece by piece and one after another, our private liberties were being toted out of the back door and carted off down the alley by burglars – burglars of bigotry, of privilege, of high finance, of industrial tyranny, of intolerance, and burglars wearing the mask of custom; which last, perhaps, are the very worst set of burglars among the whole lot of them. One way or another, we part with our liberties in gross and in retail, because we are careless, because our legislators are careless – which comes to the same thing – because we hate to be fussy, because we are growing out of the habit of being free, but, most of all, because morally we are cowards.


Lest some reader misinterpret the fore-going paragraph as having a specific application, I hasten to state that at this moment I do not refer to a conspicuous example of national legislation which, as you may have noticed, has been the subject of a deal of conversation in the country at large, here of late.


Even so, one’s interest at this time is more or less intrigued by the workings of a new law, which we shall call a Certain Law, as compared with the workings of sundry other laws which have been longer upon the statute book. In several of our geographical subdivisions it is much safer to be caught slaying a fellow citizen than it is to be caught harboring upon the human flank a clandestine flat vial of influenza antidote.


In a commonwealth which shall be nameless here a little thing occurred lately which may emphasize the point: It seems that in a rural district there was a person whose conduct was such as to give offense to the community where he lived. He was not exactly a criminal. Indeed, one forgets what it particularly was that caused him to be shunned socially. Maybe he had been beating his wife, maybe eating spring onions out of season. At any rate, for some act on his part he was not popularly esteemed. So, following a picturesque tradition of the pioneer days, his neighbors banded together to discipline him. They cut some nice lithesome hickories, and they dressed out a feather-tick, and warmed up a gallon or so of prime No. 1 grade aromatic coal tar, and on a suitable evening in the dark of the moon they called on him at his place of residence with the expressed intention, as the saying goes, of half killing him. But either excess of zeal or a lack of knowledge as to which end of the human anatomy is the vital end carried them, so to speak, off their feet:


They killed the wrong half.


As a result of this technical mistake the other half died, and it became necessary to bury this man as a whole.


In a litigious way of speaking, nothing came of the incident. It made talk, to be sure. I believe one outspoken person, a minister of the gospel if memory serves me aright, went so far in one of his sermons as to mention it in language which was deprecatory, not to say chiding. There the matter was allowed to drop.


But in this same state they have the jolly old seizure-and-search clause in full perfection of effect; and if they should detect you in the act of traveling into or through the state with a surreptitious pint of stuff, containing more than half of one per cent, concealed on your person or in your baggage, they’d wrap a state penitentiary around you so fast you’d actually be surprised!


For the moment, however, that is neither here nor there. My present aim is to show how utterly we have lost our freedom in certain minor details; and yet not so minoriferously minor, when one considers that it is the smaller things which make or mar the sum total of our happiness generally. I am thinking of certain items in which we should have complete liberty of thought and action and conduct, and in which we do not have such liberty. For example:


Freedom to wear the sort of garments one fancies.


Freedom from unnecessary and nerve-shredding noises.


Freedom to enjoy a reasonable degree of privacy, when so inclined.


Freedom to have, in moderation, fresh air and light.


Freedom to practice thrift in the matter of spending – or husbanding – one’s spare cash.


I shall take up the last-named first: Ever since we got drunk, dressed up, and highly perfumed on prosperity we have all been preaching thrift. We are ninety million evangelists, each continually expounding his sermon from the same text; but each in the lamentable position of having no one for a congregation excepting himself and of never making a convert even of himself.


In this generation of easy-come, easier-go, we seem to look upon thrift as the average man looks upon a boil on the neck. When it is on the other fellow’s neck, we tell him that a boil on the neck is a good thing for him; that it will remove the impurities from his system and clear up his complexion. But for all these advantages none of us, willingly, would have the boil transferred from his neck to ours.


Despite our preachiness, I have yet to observe that the populace regards with disfavor the spectacle of a man slathering his money about regardless. There always was, and probably there always will be, an appeal to the American imagination in the contemplation of a prodigal outlay upon any public or private enterprise.


As for details affecting personal service, nobody seems to feel free to demand a just and proper accounting for such service. It is one of our liberties from which we have parted, scarcely realizing that it is gone.


If a taxicab driver, or a waiter, tries to short-change or overcharge you, and you make so bold as to raise a protest, the attitude of the typical bystander – and frequently even of the member of the uniformed constabulary who mayhap has been called in to help adjudicate the dispute – is that any cheap-skate who insists on raising a rookus over an odd dime or two – and what will a dime buy these days anyhow – is more than a plain cheap-skate: he’s nothing less than a super-cheap-skate. As such, he is a nuisance and should be abated; which he nearly always is, either by a contemptuous wave of the policeman’s arm or by vox populi itself.


A middle-class Frenchman, in his own country, would have the profiteer’s heart blood, and public opinion would sustain him, too. An Englishman of any rank would have a summons for the offender. If necessary, regardless of the sum involved, he would carry the issue clear to Parliament. But an American, unless he be willing to outface prejudice, surrenders. He’s unfree and he doesn’t know it. He thinks he’s merely being good-natured.


The first time I went to the British Isles was in 1913. On the day after my arrival in London, another American and I took a taxicab at the Bank of England and rode to the Savoy Hotel. On the way neither of us gave heed to the taximeter. There is a type of Scotchman, I gather, who when riding in a taxi keeps his eye glued to the meter and gives a low, convulsive start and a muffled moan every time the indicator jumps a notch; and there is another type of Scotchman who puts his hat over the instrument so that he may enjoy the trip and be saved from knowing the worst until the conclusion of the journey, when the bad news is broken to him all at once. At least, so one might infer from reading jokes that are written about the Scotch by humorists who do not know the Scotch.


But we followed neither of these courses, and when we reached our destination we observed that the meter had registered nothing at all. Thereupon, the driver told us the meter was out of order and that the fare would be so many shillings. I forget the exact number he named; but I do remember that to anyone accustomed to New York taxi charges, the sum seemed not exorbitant. Besides, I had the ingrown dread which is common among city-dwelling Americans that if ever I questioned a waiter’s totals the waiter would go home that night and tell his little boy, Augoost, that I was a piker. As I felt toward waiters, so likewise did I feel toward hat checkers and carriage starters and barbers and cab drivers, and all the other classes by whom I have ever desired to be regarded as a millionaire’s favorite son


With this traditional background behind me, I was quite ready to pay whatever the British cabby might ask. But my friend, who knew London quite well, told the man that, while we might be strangers, we were not exactly feeble-minded. He then made a mental calculation of the distance we had traveled, and offered the man what he computed to be the proper legal fare plus a tip of a shilling. The cabman profanely declined to accept the amount.


At that, my friend displayed more courage than he would have dared to exhibit under similar circumstances in his native land. I’m sure of that. Instantly, a crowd gathered to hear the debate; and, drawn by the crowd, there appeared one of those big London policemen – an officer courteous because he knew he was a public servant, yet majestic because he personified the dignity of the law.


At sight of the uniform, the cabby’s mien changed. I think he would have been glad to get away without collecting any money whatever. But the policeman would not have it so. Ordering the cabman to bide where he was and to be silent while he bided, the bobby inquired of us what the row was about. When my companion told him he proceeded to take down our names and addresses and the name and number of the driver.


I had given my name, when I felt a clutch on my elbow. The cabman had dismounted from his perch and was pawing my arm. All his belligerency was gone. He was sniveling; and it was genuine sniveling, too, if I am a judge of a sincere snivel when I meet one face to face.


“Guv’ner, f’r Gord-syke don’t myke no complynt,” he implored. “Hi’ll be fined. Hi’ll lose me plyce. Hi’ll lose me license. Me wife an’ bybies’ll starve. F’r Gord syke, guv’ner, don’t myke no complynt!”


For me his pleadings turned the trick. Already I was viewing with internal alarm the prospect of going as a witness to Westminster Abbey, or the Tower, or wherever they tried such cases, and thereby losing a half – day or perhaps even a whole day from sight-seeing. I looked toward my friend, and I read compassion in his face.


“Mr. Officer,” one of us inquired, “is it true that if we appear against this man he may lose his license?”


“It might happen so, sir,” he answered composedly. “If he has a record for this sort of thing it might happen so.”


“Well, then, we won’t make any charge. We’ll pay him what we owe him, and just let the whole thing drop.”


Saying nothing at all to this, the policeman put away his pencil and his book. In grim silence he chose from the palmful of silver which one of us held out, the exact amount that was due the cab man, and passed the coins to him.


“Now, then, Number So-and-so,” he commanded, “you be off. And let me warn you, you be careful hereafter. I mean to have me eye on you, young fellow, me lad.”


The cabman departed straightway and with speed. We thought the incident was closed; but it was not. The policeman turned on us and gave us a proper scolding.


“You had no right to do this,” he stated. “That man tried to do you. He’ll try to do the same thing to the next strange gentleman he has for a fare. As it is, you’ve only wasted me time and you’ve caused a crowd to congregate, and you’ve given him encouragement to try his little game on others. It’s the soft-hearted ones like you that make it hard for me to do me duty, and make it easy for such as him to rob the public.”


“But, after all, the difference only amounted to half a crown or so,” said my friend, reverting to the stock defense of our breed.


“The amount makes no difference,” snapped the policeman. “It’s the principle of the thing, sir.”


And he turned the broad of his back upon us and walked off, leaving us with the feeling that we had connived at law-breaking; which, in a way of speaking, was exactly what we had done. From the onlookers arose a murmur of approbation – not for us, but for him.


Translate the same scene to almost any big American city. Can you picture a New York copper showing irritation be cause, through the soft-heartedness of a pair of visiting aliens, he had been saved the trouble of issuing summonses and going to court for the hearing of a case involving – from his viewpoint – a mere trifle? You cannot. Really, though, it wouldn’t be his fault. His sentiments take on color from environment and custom, just as the sentiments of all of us do, whether we be policemen or cabmen, or cab passengers, or bystanders.


And try to imagine a curbstone audience in America actually applauding a policeman for protesting because the intended victims of a small extortion refused to join with him in his efforts to have the extortioner properly punished. But try doing it sometime when your brain is rested and you’ve plenty of time to spare. I feel that the strain would be heavy for me.


•     •     •     •     •


We have a saying: “As free as the air you breathe.” But the saying requires amendment. We should say: “As rare as the air you frequently are not permitted to breathe.” Or, rounding out the simile, “As precious as the daylight of which so often you are unnecessarily and arbitrarily deprived.” In our great cities, where commercial requirements coupled with tremendous ground values, drive office buildings and hotels towering toward the heavens, one understands the practical reasons for it. But why, in smaller cities, where there is plenty of room for spreading out, should anybody erect unnecessarily tall structures, making dark canyons of adjacent streets and cutting off light and air from lesser buildings roundabout?


I have in mind a certain Southern city, perhaps the most beautiful city of its size that I have ever seen. Its founder had a civic vision two hundred and fifty years in advance of his times. He laid it out for wide streets, broken by small, open squares and blessed it with larger park spaces, all planned against the day when the town might grow beyond its original confines. Fifteen years ago I do not recall in all that city a single building, public or private, which did not harmonize with its surroundings. But the skyscraper madness descended upon the place. To-day, in its business center there stick up, like so many sore thumbs, six or eight spindly office buildings, which have irreparably injured the old-time grace which gave charm to the town. There was plenty of space for spreading out. Yet at the time when the desecration was undertaken, no resident, so far as I have been able to. learn, raised the point that light and air and existing beauty were heritages of the people and should be preserved to them.


Unless I am wrong, the prejudice against allowing the traveling public to breathe fresh air is growing in this country. Since the first of last January I have patronized almost all railroads that run east of the Rocky Mountains and at least two trunk lines west of the Rockies. I have traveled on the transcontinental flyer, the local train, the through train, the limited with its fancy name, and the accommodation train – which last is probably the most ironic phrase in our language.


I have traveled in Pullmans, tourist sleepers, clay coaches, smokers, and even once or twice in the caboose of a freight train. But in cold or coolish weather I have yet to board any car which a fair-minded person – not an ozone expert, mind you, but just an ordinary lay ozonist – would consider to be properly ventilated or properly heated. Invariably it either was underventilated or tremendously and oppressively overheated; or it was both.


If a sleeping-car had lately undergone the process of being disinfected at a terminal, its interior smelled like a scandal in a chemical warehouse. But if it had been in transit, with occupants, for any length of time, it smelled as though a large flock of woodpeckers had just moved out of it after using it for light-housekeeping purposes all winter. Stagnant, ropy, curdled second-hand air, steam-warmed almost to the combustion point, lay in layers thick enough to be drawn off and put up in cans for the export poison – gas trade.


One could understand why a Pullman in winter might be heated to hothouse temperature, since its lord and master, the porter, being of Ethiopian descent, would have a natural instinct for re-creating the atmospheric conditions of his ancestral equatorial Africa. A coal shortage, more or less, would mean nothing in his happy life. But on a day coach, if a single stray breath of air found its way inside, half a dozen travelers instantly complained of the draft and demanded that the window which was open, or the door which was ajar, or the ventilator which had been loosened, be hermetically scaled up again.


On the Western lines of the Canadian Pacific Railway most of the sleeping-cars are equipped with small shuttered slots set in the lower jambs of the windows so that a passenger may flip up the shutter and have for his own personal use a little cool air. Probably, though, the innovation would not be popular in this country, where, by some, breathing fresh air is no longer considered a suitable indoor sport.


•     •     •     •     •


Then there is the harmless desire for freedom from unnecessary noises. London, big and crowded as she is, rumbles, but she does not shriek; whereas New York is rumbling all the time and shrieking most of the time. In London the newspaper vender carries a printed sheet with lettering upon it to advertise the preeminent news of the moment. If he went tearing through the streets, hooting the English equivalent for the fine old American word “Wuxtry,” he would finish the trip at a police station; for the authorities over there hold that a citizen has as clear a right of protection for his ears as for his life and limbs.


In Europe a train draws out of a station with no frenzied bleating of whistles, clamor of engine bells, ear-splitting belchings of steam from the boiler exhausts. But over here we order these matters differently. Many an American engine driver, entering a sleeping town by night, comes tearing in with his bell clanging and his siren giving a correct imitation of a demoniac banshee calling to its mate.


These customs are by no means exclusively confined to the great centers of life; on the contrary, far from it. Go to the average American community of forty thousand and upward and register at the leading hotel. If you desire moderate-priced accommodations you may have the great good fortune to get an inside room opening, haply, upon an inner court, or upon the back of the building; and here, until the kitchen mechanics start their operations early in the morning, or until the garbage man comes to slam the garbage ware about, you rest the night through in comparative peace and quiet.


But let us assume that you are regarded as one who craves luxurious quarters. The clerk, seeking to show you the honor which is your due, and for which you subsequently will pay in the bill, assigns you to a superior suite at the front of the building and frequently at the corner of it. There are traction lines in the streets below; there is a curve or a switch handily near by; just over the way is a cheery illuminated sign directing its effulgent beams in at your window and shining full in your face; oftener than not there is a taxicab stand directly beneath your windows.


Through the long hours, Mike, the demon motorman, on approaching the turn, climbs with both his talented feet on top of the gong and practices to be a Swiss Bell Ringer. Every passing trolley car has at least one flat wheel to its credit and the flanges screech as the car takes the curve. No taxicab is regarded as being completely outfitted unless some of the links of its tire-chains are loose. Every other taxicab driver is an instrumentalist on the toot-horn, and improvises snappy new selections or rehearses favorite old ones. And you – you, the favored one – you lie there in your ten-a-day-and-everything-extra bedchamber and experience a neurasthenic’s notion of what hell is.


•     •     •     •     •


Perhaps you think you’re free in this country to wear such habiliments as appeal to your personal taste. Conceded that you think this, try a little experiment: Come to New York in the spring of the year on any date prior to the fifteenth of May, and undertake to wear a straw hat to any spot in Manhattan where the dwellers of this island are wont to congregate in numbers. Remember, it is your own straw hat. You bought it yourself with your own money. You are wearing it on your own head. But not for long will you continue to do so! Because of a popular dictum that no straw hat shall be worn in New York before May the fifteenth, the native populace, uttering a quaint jargon of tribal cries, will gather about you and just naturally jibe you to death. The more sportively inclined among them will probably go so far, in the excess of their innocent merriment, as to fling wadded-up newspapers and soda-pop bottles at the offending hat. It may be your hat, but it is their target.


Residents of the United States proper may not be quite so severe in regard to wearing a straw hat out of season as are their nearest foreign neighbors, the New Yorkers; but, even so, let us remember that it required a special act of legislation to enable the late Dr. Mary Walker to wear trousers instead of skirts; and, even then, in order to display her natural bent, she endured a popular martyrdom through all the days of a blameless life.


•     •     •     •     •


A reasonable amount of privacy is more than a boon; it is an inherent right. But it is a boon and a right which no man in America is permitted to enjoy and exercise, save and except on penalty of being pilloried either as an eccentric or a grouch.


The average American traveling on a train in company with the average Englishman is apt to regard the Englishman as a boor because the Englishman, instead of bursting out from behind his newspaper and leaping head first into a miscellaneous conversation, and telling the inquiring stranger his name and what line of goods he is selling, and where he came from and where he is going, and what he expects to do when he gets where he is going, and how he takes his eggs of a morning, and whether he thinks you really can get a kick to it by putting some raisins and a yeast-cake into it, insists on curling up in his corner and turns his thoughts – if any – inward, and for hours or days on end gives a tolerable imitation of the contemplative but inarticulate oyster.


The explanation for this inborn reticence on his part and for the corresponding lack of it on our part is, I assume, a simple enough one. For centuries the English man has been hived up on his own tight little island, living at elbow’s touch with millions of other Englishmen, until he has learned that the only hope of saving his nerves from being frayed to a nice fringy design is to isolate himself in a protective callus of seeming indifference. It has been his salvation, too. He may be a trifle lumpish in the liver, but his nerves are not all tasseled out like an epaulette. He has more things over which he might get hysterical, and gets hysterical over fewer of them, than any other creature on earth.


Now we, on the other hand, are the children of a pioneering breed. One generation back, or two or three, many of our ancestors were living on backwoods farms or in backwoods settlements. The casual wayfarer brought news of the world outside. Our grandsires plied him with questions, because in getting his views they might get a vision, through his eyes, of what was going on in the places upon which they had turned their backs. The consequence was that we became perhaps the most inquisitive race among all civilized peoples.


But the interior of our country no longer is made up of strung-out backwoods settlements. As the Tammany politician born and bred on the East Side and making his first journey into fresh-water North America as a delegate to a national convention, remarked when he woke up aboard the sleeper and looked from his car window into the outskirts of a place called Cleveland, Ohio, “Say, it seems like no matter where you go now there’s alluz human life!”


As I was saying, I’ve done a deal of traveling this year; and the fact has been impressed upon me that never is my countryman quite so disregardful of his fellow traveler’s possible desire for privacy as when he is going somewhere by rail. It is as though the clack-clack of the wheels on the rails served as an ever-present cue to him to let his tongue run wild and carefree. A moderately self-contained citizen, who would not dream of engaging the casual passer-by in public conversation on private topics upon the streets of his native city, will sit him down in a smoking-compartment and confess his innermost secrets to a stranger he never saw before and never expects to see again. In the old sinful days that now are gone, some of us gave our confidences to the barkeeper. Few among us can resist the opportunity to do this same thing in the congenial atmosphere of the smoking compartment. I do not know why this should be, but so it is. And now that the barkeep has become an extinct species or a soda-water jerker, now that the corner saloon with its businessmen’s lunch which no businessman ever ate, and its regular subscribers draped across the bar-rail and flapping in the breeze has vanished forever, one imagines the Pullman smoking-compartment will become to an even greater degree a repository for inter-changed intimacies.


Privacy, generally speaking, is not for the likes of us. It is denied to us in this life, and latterly denied to us even in the grave. For nowadays no sooner does one get comfortably bedded down in his nice quiet tomb than somebody starts paging him on the ouija board.


Taking it by and large it’s a tolerably faulty little old land, isn’t it? But can you think offhand of any other land you’d be willing to trade it for?


The American Magazine, Sep 1920

 as “Answering F. S. KEY” 



Kentucky




The State of Kentucky is shaped like a camel lying down. The straw that broke the camel’s back was the first time the state went Republican. That was in the nineties, and to the community at large the shock was so profound that several gentlemen of the old school for a time thought seriously of taking their letters out of the church. Since then the same thing has happened so frequently that the sight of a Kentucky Republican holding a state office no longer shakes a conservative’s belief in the existence of an All-Wise Power; and the camel’s back is getting used to the sensation of being broken. It underwent a severe strain no longer ago than last November.


The eastern end of the state is the mountainous or perpendicular end. Here, from the beginning of things, until comparatively recently, resided the congenital feudist and the incurable moonshinist. The latter still exercises his hereditary calling in a cave on a creek up a cove, with a measure of corn to feed his still and a mossy place under a tree for the customer to lie down on after ward; but the gentle bushwhacker has almost vanished. Either he is taking a post-graduate course in chair bottoms at the Frankfort penitentiary, or he has been fatally forty-foured and now sleeps in the family burying ground on the slant of the Cumberland hills, with his still-booted toes sticking up at the lower end of the mound to save cost of foot stones. In his place, that happy child of optimism, the Eastern capitalist, is boring for oil and delving for coal and hacking for hard wood, and meanwhile dreams sweet dreams of eighty per cent dividends.


Somewhat nor’ by nor’east of the geographical center of the commonwealth, about where the camel would wear his fourth stomach, is the Blue Grass country. While in the company of Kentuckians you may have heard the Blue Grass country mentioned. The native son has a little way of speaking of it casually in conversation. You gather that he is not exactly ashamed of having hailed from that particular locality. He may refer to it as God’s country. Undeniably, it is. Its conformation is heaven-sent; its politics come from the Other Place. From time to time this district produces a man who would rather be right than President. See published lives of Henry Clay and John C. Breckinridge.


Moving along farther westward, you come to the Beargrass, where Louisville, the metropolis of the state, proudly stands with a halo of soft coal smoke wreathing her brow and millions of silently dropped lower-case r’s piled about her high-arched insteps; then, in turn, to the Barrens, to the Pennyrile, and finally to the Purchase, laving its toes in the Father of Waters, and once in a while, when Father gets rampageous, climbing up on stilts to avoid having its Adam’s apple laved, too.


In the western portion of the state is to be found Mammoth Cave, the largest natural orifice on the continent, with one exception. However, the one out at Lincoln moves about considerably, filling Chautauqua dates, whereas Kentucky’s cavern is practically stationary, and has been doing business at the same stand ever since the original cave-in occurred. Every year thousands of Easterners who have never found time to look at Niagara Falls go to Kentucky to see the Mammoth Cave, passing on their way many Kentuckians who haven’t inspected the cave yet, but feel their education can never be complete until they have gazed upon the beauties of Niagara. This is a double tribute to the compelling eloquence of railroad passenger agents.


The western counties concede to the Blue Grass supremacy in stock breeding, out direct attention to their large acreage of full-sized men, and while on the subject mention, for example, Abraham Lincoln and Jefferson Davis, both born in the same half-decade, in the same section, of the same sturdy stock, and each seeing the light as it was given him to see it, according to his subsequent environment.


Topographically, politically and socially, Kentucky is very much like Tennessee, its nearest and dearest sister. A Tennesseean is merely a Kentuckian who was born away from home, and vice versa. It takes an expert to distinguish the difference between them; but the Tennesseean has two ancestors who hailed from North Carolina for every one who hailed from Virginia, whereas the Kentuckian has two from Virginia for every one from North Carolina. The Kentuckian maintains that Morgan was the greatest cavalryman that ever lived; the Tennesseean claims that honor for Forrest. At one time the controversy reached a point where the disputants were getting ready to take pot shots at one another across the boundary, but harmony was restored through the efforts of a sage who recalled in the nick of time that a great many Tennesseeans rode with Morgan and a great many Kentuckians with Forrest.


It has been alleged, and not without some color of plausibility, that Kentuckians are belligerent by nature. We do not deny it. The crest of our state shows two gentlemen in swallow-fork coats, holding each other firmly by the right hand. The intent of the picture is plain. So long as they both hold hands, neither can reach for his hardware. The motto which goes with this device is, “United We Stand, Divided We Fall To.” By an oversight, the designers left off the word “To” from the end of the phrase. It has been deemed advisable to add it here.


When the Civil War came along, Kentucky, following her own hallowed example, split squarely in twain. Kentucky gave more recruits to the Union than Ohio, and more to the Confederacy than Florida.


We point with pride to these figures. Nor do we have to prove them. We gainsay them.


After Lee had surrendered, after Richmond had fallen, after nine tenths of the soldiers of the Confederacy had furled their rent battle flags and laid down their arms, Kentucky still declined to knock off and call it a day.


At length, having been convinced by disinterested bystanders that the war was really over, the Kentucky Confederates and the Kentucky Unionists embraced across the Bloody Chasm, and then resumed pleasant and congenial hostilities in the politiical arena right where they had left off four years before. In order to be sure there would always be enough foemen to furnish entertainment, a considerable number of the Confederates became Radical Republicans and an equal proportion of the Union men joined the shattered Democratic Party. Again the situation became typical, traditional, and proper.


Politically, Kentucky of recent years has calmed down somewhat, although our campaigns are yet very far from being the milk-and-watery affairs observed elsewhere in the Union. To the true Kentuckian, politics is not a recreation merely. With him it is a calling, a profession, and a lifetime avocation. Hospitality is his religion, but politics is his habit. At this time of writing, the issues of prohibition and woman suffrage engage the voter’s mind. Suffrage gains ground steadily, but it has not yet enlisted so strong a following as in certain nearby states. Having for so long regarded woman as his superior, the Kentuckian is reluctant to make her his equal.


Of the seven original jokes in the world – there are eight now, since a gentleman at Detroit, Michigan, popularized the jitney-bile – but of the original seven the first and foremost dealt with the Kentucky Colonel and his toddy. This being so, it will come as a shock to many to learn that local option prevails over most of Kentucky. Four out of every five counties are so dry that often a stranger must travel nearly half a block to get a drink.


Kentucky offers more contradictions than any other state in the entire sisterhood. It is inseparably and forever of the Union, yet standing apart and insisting always upon the right to administer its own affairs in its own way. Within its boundaries are spots which breed more pizen Republicans to the square inch than Vermont does. Ten miles away, or twenty, are other spots which in thought, mood, custom and speech are as typically Southern as though they stretched along the Gulf, instead of being, as they sometimes are, within shooting distance of the Mason and Dixon line. You find towns where scarce a colored brother abides, and other towns where he constitutes thirty-five to forty per cent of the population and practically all of the leisure class. When Gabriel’s trumpet blows, some of the dark-complexioned Kentuckians are not going to answer, unless they think it’s a dinner horn, Marse Gabriel will have to blow her again.


Of late, Kentucky has gone in less for pistol toting and more for better schools; for fewer homicides and a greater number of good roads. Yet in her essentials she is what she always has been. She leads the planet and the subdivisions thereof in the production of chewing tobacco and Bourbon distillations, which age in the wood, or would do so were it not for the demands of the New York clubs. Likewise, she leads in fine, fast horses; in hemp, although not so much hemp since the electric chair came into common use and the lynchings began to fall off; in corn bread, without any sugar in it; in hog jowl and turnip greens; in ancestors; in colonels who inherited the title or had it wished on them; in poets – not all of our poets write poetry, but all of them think it; in silver-tongued orators; in the proportionate number of latchstrings hanging on the outside; in the use of doormats with the word “Welcome” on them; in pretty girls with soft voices and tiny feet and flirtatious souls; in men who believe that Kentucky has the fairest skies, the softest landscapes, the deepest waterways, the clearest rills, the finest people and the greatest undeveloped possibilities in natural wealth, and are willing to fight you to prove it.


Within her own borders she excels in the ritualistic mint julep and the high-church ham. It takes three years to cure a Kentucky ham properly. The trouble is, that so few persons who have ever tasted one can wait that long. The principal holidays are Christmas, Election Day, and the date of the County Trot. At Christmas a Kentuckian serves in his home an eggnog made according to a recipe dating back to the Revolution. Indeed, some people think it had a good deal to do with bringing on the Revolution. On Election Day he votes early and claims late. On County Trot Day he worships at the shrine of the Hoss.


And at all times, he swears by the state that gave him birth. After Kentucky, heaven is going to seem a mighty ordinary place to him. Maybe he has strayed afar and is now running for office in some other commonwealth. Maybe he will never go back home again on anything short of a requisition, but still his heart is where his state is. Maybe – mind you, I am not quite certain of this point – but maybe he will admit, if you pull the census figures on him, that Kentucky of late years has not increased in population so rapidly as some of her fellow states. But in answer he would bid you consider how much finer a thing it is to be born singly in Kentucky than to be born triplets anywhere else on earth.


Down our way we can never forgive Mrs. Harriet Beecher Stowe for writing “Uncle Tom’s Cabin,” not because she painted Southern slavery in such black colors but because she has Eliza crossing the Ohio River to get out of Kentucky. To this day, we hold that Eliza made the mistake of her life.


So there she is – my native state – with all her virtues and her faults, all her graces and her riches. By special request, the band will now render “My Old Kentucky Home.” Kindly stand and join in the chorus.


The American Magazine, May 1916



Holidays




Complaint is constantly being made that, as a nation, we do not celebrate our holidays in a rational manner. This is undoubtedly true. If we celebrated them rationally they would not be holidays. Things of a rational nature are rarely of a festive nature. Take common-sense shoes, now, or health foods, or sanitary underwear; take those reforms in woman’s dress that spring up from time to time and make some women look like men and some men look like thunder – all these things are rational in the extreme, but they do not partake of a holidaying aspect.


In regard to our holidays, also, some persons insist that we already have too many; they, as a rule, are the ones who pay out salaries. Others think we have not nearly enough, and they are frequently those who draw salaries. But to one standing at the end of the year, looking back on the holidays of the past twelve months or else looking forward to the holidays of the ensuing twelve, it seems as though we have just exactly enough holidays to suit every taste. To be sure, we haven’t so many as Robinson Crusoe had on his desert island. Except on Friday’s Thursdays out, I judge every day was Sunday to Crusoe. Nor do we have so many as our friends the Mexicans, to the south of us. According to what I hear, there’s hardly a day in the year that isn’t a saint’s day down there; and here lately all the vacant dates practically have been filled in with the other national pastime of revoluting, thus providing constant entertainment for the humble peon and his wife, the dusky peonola, and all his little peanutcitas. In parts of Mexico, so they tell me, almost the only thing a native won’t put off until tomorrow is a holiday. One gathers that among those people holy men have occurred almost as numerously as a certain other class among us – one being born every minute and sometimes twins, as the late P. T. Barnum once remarked.


•     •     •     •     •


Beginning at the beginning, we find in the way of holidays in our own country New Year’s to start with – New Year’s, the day of good resolutions. They are good resolutions too. Most of us do not keep them long enough for them to begin to spoil on us. The idea of keeping a resolution hanging round the home until it gets rancid and moldy is abhorrent to many of our best people.


In the smaller cities on New Year’s Eve, watch services are held in the churches. In the larger cities, too, notably in New York and Chicago, great numbers of people annually watch the old year out and the new year in, but they go to the cafés and restaurants to do so. It is necessary also to watch the waiters, who have a happy little way of adding the date into the sum total of one’s bill. The task of trying to watch the old year out and the waiter at the same time has been known to bring on attacks of a peculiar goggle-eyed complaint, causing thickness of speech, and followed the next morning by headaches and aversion to solid food.


In many places, so I hear, the old fashion of having New Year’s Day receptions still prevails. This was one of the quaint customs of our forefathers – not rational exactly, but exhilarating up to a certain point. In the best of health and spirits a man would start out to pay a round of New Year’s calls. At each stopping-point there would be a large bowl of punch brewed according to a family recipe and each visitor was supposed to sample the product. Unless he had the carrying capacity of a tank steamer this would eventually wear down his powers of resistance. He would leave his good resolutions at one house, his umbrella at another and a series of hiccups at another, and so on, until often he would lose the power of coherent utterance altogether. Then he would load himself into a hack, which immediately became a merry-go-round, and he would travel several hundred miles in a circular manner while going home.


I remember distinctly one brand of New Year’s Day punch that was famous all over our part of Kentucky, and had even been heard of favorably across the Tennessee line. The secret of its composition was held sacred by a gentleman belonging to an old Virginia family. It had been handed down from one generation to another since away back before the Revolutionary War; in fact, there was a belief that it had something to do with bringing on the Revolution. So far as I recall, it was never known by any other name than Colonel Corbett’s Punch; but it should have been called the Meadow Lark. One cup of it would make a strong man sit down on the damp ground and sing by the hour, and after the second cup a person has been known to climb upon a roof and try to fly off. The colonel only served this punch once a year – on New Year’s Day. So among us, January first was, as the saying goes, a red-letter day; but January second frequently had a mourning border round it.


Skipping over Saint Valentine’s Day – a movement in which the postman would gladly join us but, owing to the postal regulations, can’t – we come to Washington’s Birthday, which is generally observed by the banks closing, so that if you have a note coming due February twenty-second you pay it February twenty-third. I presume we will always celebrate Washington’s Birthday, because Washington was the Father of His Country – and that is certainly something worthy to be remembered, even though fathers do not stand quite so high in the community as they did before woman’s suffrage began to get such a hold. Sometimes it seems to me that fathers are rapidly going out of style in this country. The thought is very discouraging to one whose sex is against his being anything else.


Easter, originally a movable religious feast, is now shared in extensively by the dressmakers, the milliners and the florists. The Easter parade on Fifth Avenue is a very notable event. For many years the New York papers have been trying to think up something new to print about the Fifth Avenue Easter parade, but a hasty perusal of the back files will show that they have had very poor luck along this line.


Spring is expected to come along about Easter, but in this climate it is frequently delayed by ice on the rails. Poets used to welcome spring, but among us that job is now intrusted to the official weather bureau, whose outburst on this subject, beginning, “Hail, gentle spring – and also rain and snow!” is well known to all.


Thus by easy stages we come to May Day, in connection with which one of Lord Tennyson’s most touching and tiresome poems was written, but which is not otherwise conspicuous; and after that the next holiday is the glorious Fourth!


Thanks to recent crusades, the celebration of the Fourth has been put on a safe and sane basis; but, like most of the things that become safe and sane, it is not so exciting as it once was. Until very lately the youth of our nation was encouraged to believe that the Fourth could be properly celebrated only through the medium of loud sounds, the original Fourth having made considerable noise in the world at the time. It was customary for small boys to sacrifice as much of their cuticles as could be spared conveniently in commemoration of the nation’s natal day, and even grown men were accustomed to fire off cannon crackers and a few casual fingers and thumbs and things, to celebrate the fact that all of us have been freed from the British yoke with the exception of the misguided persons who insist on wearing London-made clothes. And in the evening – oh, say, you could see by the rocket’s red glare that only a few of little William’s eyelashes were still there! You could also see this by the light of somebody’s house burning up.


Except in certain isolated cases, all this has been reformed. On the Fourth we have patriotic parades and picnics and the thermometer generally registers up to about one hundred and one in the shade. It is also customary for the people to gather in public places and listen to the reading of the Declaration of Independence by a candidate for county attorney. This I regard as a good thing. If kept up long enough the annual reading of that immortal document will serve to correct the impression, so prevalent among a lot of people who are learning to use the typewriter, that the opening line of the Declaration of Independence is: “Now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of the party!”


Fireworks displays on the evening of the Fourth now follow a given program and are intrusted to the hands of experts. This plan, which was also inaugurated lately, has been found conducive to a larger juvenile population, but does not appeal particularly to the very young among us. The prospect of becoming one of the set pieces himself is what makes a fireworks show particularly attractive to a small boy. He doesn’t seem to care so much for seeing a skyrocket touched off unless there is a chance of his accompanying it part of the way. But in other respects the revised Fourth appears to be giving general satisfaction, except possibly among the manufacturers of artificial limbs and those persons who make a specialty of training terriers to lead blind persons round.


•     •     •     •     •


Some of the leading authorities on this subject would not, I know, list vacation among our national holidays, but personally I think that is where it belongs. Vacation is undoubtedly the most nationally observed holiday we have. The great majority of us spend weeks in the early part of the summer getting ready for vacation and weeks in the latter part of the summer getting over it. It generally happens, also, that if we go to the seashore we long for the mountains; and if we go to sojourn a season among the purling brooks and bosky dells we get tired of paying out our good money for mountain scenery – each purl a dime, each bosk two bits, as the poet says – and wish that we had pitched our figurative tents within harkening distance of the sounding sea. Taking a vacation is the act of going to a place you do not like and then getting yourself all tired out while resting up.


Nevertheless, speaking personally, I wish to say that vacation has been worth a great deal to me. Merely going about from one summer hotel to another has taught me things about human nature I never knew before. I’m very fond of studying types. Studying types amounts to a fad with me, and there are certain types that my experience has taught me are to be found only at summer hotels. I don’t know where they keep them the rest of the year – perhaps at the Smithsonian Institution, among the private collection of curios. But, beginning early in July and continuing on through August, I am reasonably sure of finding excellent specimens at almost any properly conducted summer resort.


There is the romantically inclined lady of, one would say, about thirty-eight summers and about half that many shampoos, who has the high-water mark of 1884 on her front teeth and does up her back hair with an eggbeater, and who craves to find a soul sympathetically attuned to her own, when what she really needs most is a trip to the dentist’s. There is the lady enjoying poor health, who brings her latest symptom downstairs with her in the morning and sits on the veranda all day with it. There is the wealthy family group, consisting of one prematurely old father, one prematurely young mother, one daughter who knows how to play the piano and does so, one daughter who knows how to flirt and does so, and one son who doesn’t know anything and is also working at the trade. Finally there is the inspired idiot who gets up the charade parties, and when he isn’t getting up charade parties, he gets up the straw rides for the hot and dusty evenings. No hotel in the summer-time would be complete without him. There is another place that would not be complete without him either – which also begins with an H and ends with an L. The remaining two letters will be furnished to any subscriber on application to the writer.


Vacation for some of us lasts until Labor Day, which falls on the first Monday in September, when the honest toiler has his day and celebrates it by marching nine miles in a parade while wearing a nice new pair of shoes. When at dusk of this date you see the honest toiler returning homeward, walking on his ankles to favor his feet, and rubbing the tender place where the butt end of a large flagpole has been pressing from 10:30 a.m. to 3:45 p.m. against the pit of his stomach, you may know by these signs that he has thoroughly enjoyed his day of rest.


Election Day, which comes along about two months later, might be classified as a holiday for some but not for others. Here of late it has been more generally celebrated by Democrats than was the case formerly. There was a time when the Democrats always held their big ratification meeting on the night before the election and the Republicans held theirs on the night after; but during the last year or two this process was reversed. As a race we are gradually learning to remain more or less calm during the campaign preceding an election. The old-time campaign parade torch and the old-time campaign cigar, both of which smoked much the same way and smelt very similarly also, have largely gone into the discard. The straw vote, the freak election bet and other popular forms of idiocy still persist, though not so numerously as at a former period of our national development. The straw vote in particular suffered several severe setbacks during our recent presidential campaign. There was the instance of the Northern traveling man who took a straw vote of the passengers in one coach of a train running out of Vicksburg and immediately wired in to the national headquarters that the result of his poll showed Mississippi would go unanimously Republican. It came out later that he was color-blind and stopped after he had gone through the Jim Crow car. These things are misleading. However, they add somewhat to the gayety of one of our chief national holidays and make some people happier for the time being.


•     •     •     •     •


A little farther along toward the shank of the waning year comes Thanksgiving Day. The institution of Thanksgiving Day is one of three products of New England that have lingered longest in the human breast – the other two being the New England conscience and the New England boiled dinner. It comes straight down to us from that ever-to-be remembered date, which I forget, when the Mayflower, loaded to the water’s edge with ancestors and antiques, came creeping along the coast, and those aboard, smelling doughnuts frying while still some miles offshore, knew they had reached their ordained destination. So then, as every schoolchild in the land knows, they landed upon the historic rock that has since been further distinguished by having a hen and a brand of pants named for it. To many the outlook would have seemed sufficiently discouraging. The principal products of the soil at that writing appeared to be hostile natives of a dark roan aspect, with snow on the ground eight months a year. But the Pilgrim Fathers were a hardy race. They observed that the Indians looked like ready money when it came to trading, and they realized that among these surroundings they would be free to practice their own religion in their own way and to prevent anybody else from enjoying the same blessing; both of these were very cheering thoughts. So they brought the last of the genuine antique spinning-wheels and brass doorknockers ashore and ordained a season of thanksgiving and prayer.


They were great hands for prayers in those early Massachusetts days. Their Thanksgiving Day programs were extensively interlarded with prayers, the schedule running somewhat as follows: On rising, prayers; for breakfast, family prayers and three kinds of pie; prayer services in the forenoon; in the afternoon, congenial outdoor sports and pastimes such as burning a witch and possibly an informal five-o’clock Indian massacre, all interspersed with prayers from time to time; supper of cold baked beans, crullers and prayer; prayer at intervals throughout the evening until bedtime. Up that way they still keep up the custom of prayers on Thanksgiving Day – only now they pray for the Harvard team to win.


Thanksgiving comes at just exactly the right time of the year. In November the harvest season is over. The crops are garnered. The corn is all in, the wheat is all in and most of the gentlemen who speculate in those commodities are likewise all in. The raw oyster has ceased to wear that pale, apologetic air which seems to haunt him during a warm Indian summer, and appears more at home in society. The buckwheat cakes of commerce fit well into the scheme of human events, and the man who put on his fuzzy winter flannels too early has at last finished scratching the words and music of the latest popular song hit on himself and can spare one hand, anyhow, for other duties.


So the president issues a proclamation ordaining that all of us have something to be thankful for, whether we have or not; and so, on the last Thursday in the month a few people go to church and everybody else goes to a football game, the day concluding with a large, solid dinner of the variety generally common to the continent of North America.


•     •     •     •     •


And that brings us up to the final festival of the year – it brings us up to Christmas. I am ardently and enthusiastically for Christmas, but I am not bigoted on the subject. I am glad, as the poem says, that Christmas comes but once a year. Once is enough! Many of us would regard with disfavor any movement looking to a mid-summer revival of Christmas. In this regard I am in accord with a friend of mine who says he can always tell when next Christmas is coming by the fact that he is almost through paying last Christmas’ bills. He is heartily fond of Santa Claus, he says, but he dislikes the male chorus of bill collectors who travel just behind him.


This, of course, is the grown-up attitude – and, after all, the grown-up attitude has no place in the real Christmas spirit, I guess. The true Christmas spirit belongs only to the child who still believes in Santa Claus. I can remember with some vividness the person who first undeceived me in this matter. I couldn’t have been over six years old at the time, but I remember him as though it were yesterday –  He was one of those persons who are able to combine religion and business in such a way as not to interfere with the business. I think he had taken an oath never to be happy until Neal Dow was elected president. I was greatly reminded of him not long ago when in a magazine I came across a group picture of twenty trust magnates who had been indicted for violating the pure-food law. No two of them looked alike, but they all looked like him somehow. He deemed it a sin that parents should deceive their children regarding the identity of Santa Claus, and he also deemed it his sacred duty to spread the truth wherever possible. So he took advantage of the first opportunity that came along to give me the correct facts. This party has been dead a good while now, and I expect at some future date to hear that he is spending his eternity climbing up and down red-hot chimneys, with nothing on except a celluloid collar, and – with his bare hands – stuffing live coals into the asbestos stockings of little sleeping devils.


Of course I don’t expect to see this person doing it myself – I only expect to hear of his doing it.


Sometimes I think nobody over the age of fourteen should be allowed to celebrate Christmas – it seems so utterly illogical when Christmas approaches that I should be bankrupting myself buying unsuitable gifts for people I don’t care for merely because they are going to do the same for me. And Christmas to a grown person is so disappointing – you may have noticed that! You long for a set of rare old editions and you get a purple plush bookmark. You figure on a fur overcoat and your second cousin out in Kansas sends you a card showing a view of a snowstorm in a churchyard cemetery at night, with Compliments of the Season printed on it. Cousins seem to run very much to seconds, anyhow, these times. For months past, your mind has been set on a mahogany humidor. Do you get it? You do not. some elderly female of your acquaintance knits you a pair of woolen monstrosities that would do for bedroom slippers if they were a little bit larger, or for earmuffs if they were a little smaller. Yet, Christmas morning, when there is murder seething and boiling in your heart, you are expected to go forth with a smile on your face and wish everybody you meet a Merry Christmas! Or maybe you are induced to celebrate Christmas after the quaint old fashion that has come down to us from the Danes or the Siwashes or somebody, which consists of drinking eggnog until both your Plimsolls are awash and the earth becomes void and without form and darkness covers the earth. Or else you eat too much!


But this applies to grown people; with . the children it is different. To them Santa Claus isn’t a fanciful conception of Mr. Andrew Carnegie in automobile togs. He’s a real saint and he behaves as such. And I guess maybe the worldwide chorus of childish joy that goes up and up on Christmas morning, until it sets the joy bells at Heaven’s gate ringing in harmony with it, is compensation enough for what the adult population suffers. It squares the whole account. What was it Tiny Tim said?


Before closing this article I wish to speak of the wager the questions-and-answers department of every newspaper is called upon to answer every few days – the one where A bets B there are no legal holidays in this country.


I am glad to be able to state that there are not. What, I ask you, has the legal profession ever done to entitle it to a holiday of its own? When the writing profession is properly recognized with a holiday it will be time then to do something for the legal profession – and not before.


The Saturday Evening Post, 21 Dec 1912 



Xmas




As we go along, probably it will be noted by the careful reader that I am writing this in the first person mostly, and a good part of the time in the present tense. It is for convenience that I do this. Though it is of myself that I speak, I speak also for the world of men at large, or ostensibly so – that is to say, some of them are at large and the others are married.


Particularly would I address myself to the married ones. For you, my brethren, you know, you understand, you have that fellow feeling. I do not have to tell you that to a happily married man the proper exercise of the true Christian spirit consists largely in giving your wife for Christmas the things she wants most and having her give you the things she wants next to most. With scarcely a break the arrangement has come down to us married men from the Garden of Eden. Maybe Christmas wasn’t organized then, but woman was; and once a woman always a woman. I am indulging in no cheap punnery when I refer to the mother of our race as the First Christmas Eve; the three words just seem to fit in, that’s all.


I picture the scene: it is nightfall of December the twenty-fourth in the year One, B. C. The lion and the lamb lie down to rest together. The time is about to come when should these two lie down together only the lion will get up in the morning, the lamb remaining down until thoroughly digested. But now the first vegetarianism epidemic is in vogue and there are no meat-eaters. Our original grandparents also seek repose upon the grassy lea. It is by deliberate intent that the lady in the case has lured her guileless helpmate to a spot where the heaviest-laden apple tree in the orchard – and the only one in the entire collection bearing a sign reading “All Persons are Prohibited From Picking Fruit Off This Tree” – spreads its sheltering boughs. There is a purpose in the woman’s seeming fancy. She knows exactly what she is about. But Adam, the poor slob, suspects nothing. This is the first woman he has ever met. He is, as the saying goes, easy. He prepares to stretch himself beneath the leafy canopy. He aims to drift right off to sleep. He has put in a hard day, loafing round and killing time. Work hasn’t been created into the world yet, and the poor, bored wretch is all fagged out from doing nothing. Eve speaks.


“Adam,” she says, “to-morrow will be Christmas in the Garden. Let us hang up our fig leaves – Santa Claus might bring us something.”


“Where do you get that Santa Claus stuff?” responds Adam, not unkindly, mind you, but in a spirit of gentle raillery. “I’m a grown man,” says Adam.


“Are you, really?” she asks. There is a hidden meaning in her bantering reply, but it goes over his head.“Anyhow, dearie, let’s hang up our fig leaves – there can’t be any harm in it. Just to humor me, now – please!”


“Oh, very well,” he says, just as every subsequent husband has said under similar conditions a thousand times. “Oh, very well, have your own way. But I’m willing to risk a couple of the best city lots in this restricted residential district I can put my hand on the party who’s been handing you that Santa Claus yarn, and not have to travel more than a quarter of a mile to do it either. I saw him talking with you yesterday while I was trying to teach the two Potomac shad how to swim. Eve, thank goodness I’m not jealous, and far be it from me to interfere with your friendships round the neighborhood – I guess things do get pretty lonely for you, hanging about the place all day – but if I were you I wouldn’t waste much time in the company of that Snake. He’s the worst he-gossip in Eden County. I don’t like his eye either. He’d make trouble for anybody in a holy minute if he got the chance, or I miss my guess.” Husband-like, though, he follows her example and hangs up his figleaf alongside of hers, upon the face of a near-by rock where a cleft in the cliff suggests a fireplace. Two minutes later he is snoring to beat the walrus, asleep in the next glade. But does the lady drop right off too? She does not. She lies down all right, after looking under the edge of the mossy bank for burglars, but she doesn’t stay there.


As soon as everything is nice and quiet, up she gets. Stealthily she plucks an apple from that forbidden tree and stealthily she slips it down inside of Adam’s fig leaf. After that she can hardly wait through the night for daylight to appear. When the first pink rays of the sunlight come stealing athwart the sward she is sitting up and poking Adam in the ribs.


“Oh, dearie,” she cries in well-simulated surprise,“see what Santa has brought us – a lovely red apple.”


And Adam falls for the deception. It is the original fall of man. Personally he doesn’t care much for apples. Offhand he can think of a dozen things he likes better for breakfast. But, man-like, he humors her. He takes one bite, and then she snatches the apple away from him and eats all of it – slowly and distinctly.


You see it now, don’t you – the true inwardness of the Christmas gift-giving habit as between married couples? She has gone through the form of giving him for Christmas the very thing that she has been wanting for herself all along. Her daughters have been playing the same game ever since. They are still playing it. They are playing it this Christmas.


In my own experience I have known but one married man who rebelled against this precedent which dates back so far and has been found to work out so well and so satisfactorily. He knew – he found it out some way – that as a Christmas gift his wife was going to give him the Chippendale sewing table which she had been wishful for during so many months. And he for some perverse reason preferred that it should be a humidor full of imported cigars. In the then state of his finances he could ill afford to pay for the Chippendale sewing table or the humidor and its contents; but since, in either event, the bill for his wife’s present to him would reach his desk on or about January the accursed first, just as always it had in previous years, he thought on the whole the cigars would mean more in his young life than the sewing table would. To him Chippendale was only a highly expensive name anyhow. It seemed to him that every time he heard the word mentioned it had cost him money. Personally he hoped Chippendale had choked to death on one of his own chair legs. And he did revel in a good cigar.


So he began to hint round and in a low, crafty, insinuating way to drop suggestions here and there. But the seed, so far as he could tell, fell on barren ground. So then, being desperate, he came right out into the open. He said if anybody gave him anything for Christmas he hoped it would be cigars – in a humidor. He described the humidor minutely; it was one he had seen downtown and he had priced it, and he knew the price and knew exactly how it looked, and said so. And he mentioned the brand of cigars with which he wished to have the humidor stocked – good, high-priced cigars they were. He was tired, he said, of smoking a cigar which blew up on him when it was burned halfway down and made him look as though he had been cleaning the ashes out of an anthracite stove, and left a taste in his mouth like a tintype gallery. He looked hard at the lady as he named the brand, and then he spelled it out.


In other words he made an issue of it, and that naturally made of it what is called a scene. She cried, saying repeatedly, between sobs, she knew now what he was driving at, and it was perfectly evident he didn’t care for her as he once had, else he would never question her taste and her judgment in selecting for him a suitable Christmas remembrance, but would accept it in the same spirit of thoughtfulness and affection in which it was tendered. Under the circumstances what could he do? He hauled down his flag and surrendered. But it came mightily near to spoiling his wife’s whole Christmas for her. If my memory serves me aright he not only had to greet the Chippendale sewing table with a broad smile of seeming surprise and joy on Christmas morning and go round all day babbling deliriously that it was just exactly what he had been wanting and how did she ever come to think of it, and how perfectly splendid it would look standing in his wife’s bedroom, but he had to go further still. To square him completely and restore him to his former place in her estimation required an evening cape trimmed with genuine chinchilla, and a jeweled hair ornament, and a Chow dog that was beginning to ravel badly, thus making it more costly, and one of those oblong rings such as women wore a few years back – you know the kind – it was set with different-colored stones and looked a good deal like a memorial window – whereas originally he had contemplated investing only in the evening cape. It taught him a lesson, though.


Thus far I have dealt with married man. When a man, in addition to being married, is the head of a family, the force of the observation goes double. To get the full value of my meaning you have but to consider in its entirety the list of suitable gifts for the various members of any given household which is printed each December in the holiday number of every properly conducted home-and-fireside periodical along with an informative article entitled Christmas in Other Lands and an editorial containing a quotation attributed to the late Tiny Tim. You remember – don’t you? – how runs the long and serried column of suitable gifts: For Daughter: A selection of thirty-five separate items, leading off with a set of ermine or an electric runabout and tapering gradually down to a dressing-table outfit in solid silver; for Son: A racing car, or an English fowling piece, or a few polo ponies, or any one of twenty other timely little remembrances; for Mother: This and that; for Baby: Thus and so. Finally, away down at the foot of the line we come to him who is expected to pay for all these things. And what is he to have for his Christmas? What does the inspired author of the compilation regard as befitting his deserts at this merry Yuletide season? I quote: For Father; A necktie, a book, a set of dominoes, a razor strop.


•     •     •     •     •


Just the other day I had a conversation with a man who is well-to-do and generous and a good provider. He was telling me that year before last his Christmas gifts to others totaled up to close on three thousand dollars, and what he received in return was a burned-wood waste-paper basket. What he chiefly regretted was that because of its shape and size and general aspect he mistook it for something new in the line of cuspidors and used it as such, and by the time he discovered his error it was no longer fitted to be a waste-paper basket and had proved its utter unfitness as a cuspidor.


Please observe, however, that I do not speak these words in a carping spirit. Out of all the animal kingdom the carp next to the malaria microbe is the creature that appeals to me least. Especially here of late have I developed an aversion for the imported European carp, which wears a hyphen where its rear fin should be and does most of its carping in the direction of the President of the United States. So I would not have you think I am carping against Christmas, the same being an institution which I have ever revered most highly, although I will confess that now, perhaps, one does not enthuse over it with the same abandon which one displayed when one was, let us say, twelve years old, going on thirteen. Besides, in this matter of his Christmas bestowals I take it that man is but fulfilling the destinies of his sex. As one looks rearward through the years that stretch behind one in an ever-growing procession it would seem that the public mind with regard to the masculine share in Christmas has ever been so. Why then should it not continue to be so?


Think back upon your own youth, Mister Male Reader. Wasn’t it so in your own experience that the girls in the family got for Christmas what they yearned for, and that the boys got the benefit of what small change was left over, if any? And women are but girls grown up, and the boy, as someone else has remarked, is father to the man. Sometimes he must feel justifiably ashamed of his own offspring too. But that is neither here nor there. The point I seek to make is that when a man at Christmastime gives and gives and gives until he is broke as flat as fillet of sole, and receives in return an artwork design in hammered brass that is too large for a breast-pin and too homely for a wall ornament, he is but complying with the hallowed precedents of the centuries, but living up to the imperishable traditions of the season. On the other hand, when the girls, which of course includes the grown-up girls – God bless ’em and keep ’em and curb ’em! – are vouchsafed at Christmas time all that their hearts may desire, they likewise are in accord with the common laws of species, custom and civilization. From this classification I would except only the confirmed yet hopeful bachelor maid, formerly known as the old maid. To me a most melancholy spectacle is the middle-aged bachelor maid who hangs up her stocking on Christmas Eve, knowing deep down in her soul that a stocking will never hold what she really wants for Christmas, but that a pair of socks would.


Even as I pen these lines I, as the head of a family with a large and constantly widening circle of relatives and acquaintances, am deeply engrossed in my own Christmas-gift schedules. I shall invest to the limit of my resources. I expect but little back. I only trust that I shall not get for my Christmas a rejected manuscript. If I should, though, and if perchance that rejected manuscript should be this manuscript, the loss, dear reader, will be not only mine but thine. For you will not be reading these remarks and I shall not be enjoying the use of the money customarily paid by editors for such remarks when properly typewritten on one side of the paper and accompanied by a self-addressed envelope with stamps to cover return postage affixed. And then, won’t it be a gloomy Christmas for both of us!


•     •     •     •     •


Sometimes I think a man – a married man with extensive domestic obligations – is not to be blamed for thinking of Santa Claus as an elderly porch climber with many aliases and a bad record, a corrupt old offender speaking with a Low-Dutch accent and wearing an Andrew Carnegie make-up of white whiskers, who comes forth on Christmas Eve with his sleigh empty and goes back home again on Christmas morning laden with loot wrested from weak-minded male adults. Sometimes I think I am not to be blamed for wishing for the enactment of a Federal law requiring that all the children in the land shall have a full share in Christmas joys, and that all persons over sixteen years of age shall take their Christmas out in the interchange of good wishes and inexpensive Christmas cards. It must have been a man of family who first wrote Christmas as Xmas, with the X prominently displayed as in ten-dollar bills.


After all, though, why complain even indirectly? Christmas helps business – it helps everybody’s business seemingly, except one’s own business. And if to the kids the Star of Bethlehem is not a threat but a promise, and if on Christmas morning the kids are happier for its coming, and the poor, whom we have with us always, are having some reason to be grateful to somebody, isn’t that reward enough?


The answer, my countrymen, is “Yes.”


The Saturday Evening Post, 11 Dec 1915

 as “Christmas Presents — Those We Give and Those We Get” 



Duds




There seem to be a lot of things in regard to the clothes we wear that are puzzling and cannot be solved by the lay mind. When our remote ancestors were scouting round in the blue mud of Ancient Britain, wearing their own hair and their own teeth and nothing else worthy of mention – when the original Harp That Once dressed up for company by tattooing his broad, furry chest and picking out the largest warclub in stock – they were a carefree and gallus race of people; but they were barbarians.


With the passing of the centuries these forebears of ours began paying more attention to personal attire. Ready-made clothing of cast iron came into fashion. Every village blacksmith was a gent’s tailor. A gentleman out to pay social calls looked something like a nickel watch and something like a can of imported sardines, but most of all like one of those old-fashioned baseburner anthracite ranges. It was with the utmost difficulty that he removed his hat, it being riveted on to his collar-button; and if he sat down suddenly it sounded like somebody slamming a stove door. He dressed himself with the help of the armorer, who appears to have been a cross between a horse-shoer and a gentleman’s valet, and he undressed with a burglar’s jimmy and a screwdriver. This mode of attire had other drawbacks. A person caught out in a hard rain was apt to come home all rusted. If his ear got to itching he couldn’t scratch it-he had to let it itch on and suffer in silence. No doubt inquisitive flies crawled in through cracks in his costume and gave deep annoyance; and in the picnic season the common red ant must have made life a misery to him. Nevertheless, in the opinion of historians, he was then regarded as being considerably advanced from a stage of savagery.


Time passed on. Gunpowder was introduced. And on the heels of gunpowder came the made-tie, the three dollar pants, the dress vest and other boons to mankind. That brings us down to the present time, when no man feels he is properly habited for the pleasures of life unless he wears a hat two sizes too large and a shoe two sizes too small, and unless he has on a collar that is trying to cut his head off, and a frock coat with long tails to it which dangle down between his legs and make him feel like a frightened terrier, and a pair of suspenders that saw into his better nature and divide it into two jagged fragments. Everything he wears is either too tight or too loose, and all of it is highly uncomfortable and very unhygienic, and most expensive. Nevertheless, he is regarded as the crowning product of civilization. He realizes it, too, and feels his responsibility to society; and if his trousers aren’t just the right shade and his tie isn’t tied the way it is being tied during the present week by the king of England – the queen concurring – he feels humiliated and distraught.


It never occurred to those early ancestors of his to blush for their absence of clothes any more than it occurs to an oyster on the half shell to blush – I have an idea that blushes weren’t invented, anyhow, until after clothes were – but the modern man crimsons with a red and burning shame if his new waistcoat has but five buttons on it when the mode of the moment distinctly calls for six. He is a slave to a set of padded shoulders and a collection of tailor’s findings. He is in thrall to a pair of pants. Pants may be the highwater mark of our modern civilization, because civilized man is popularly presumed always to have a pair of them on, except when in bed or taking a bath; but I contend that they are likewise the sign and symbol of his complete domestication.


Bear with me one moment while we scan history for proof of this statement. The Roman vanquished the world, wearing a toga. The Teuton barbarians whom he conquered wore pants – pretty sad-looking pants as pants go in this day, having no hip or side pockets and no buttons for the suspenders to be fastened to – but, nevertheless, pants. It was when the Roman began wearing pants himself that the rest of the world was able to get his number – thirty-four inches round the waist, twenty-eight scant in the leg. Our own American Indian offers a similar example. Full of oratory and fiery ardor as he was, the great Tecumseh was, nevertheless, as pantsless as a rabbit. When taking the warpath Red Jacket and Sitting Bull took along no pants with them. We tried to humanize and soften the Indian by stealing his land and shooting him full of holes and pickling him with New England rum. We sought to appeal to his better nature by starving him to death and beating him at draw poker; but for three centuries and more he resisted us – until we backed him into a corner and hung a pair of pants on him. Then we had him licked; he has been tame and city-broke ever since. Pants did it and we can prove it.


Thus far I have been speaking with reference to men’s clothes solely. No man ever has solved and no man ever will solve the mysteries of women’s clothes. It is not given to us to know why a woman who needs thirty pockets has only one – and hides that one where she can’t find it! Nor why she insists for four or five years on having frocks that button up the back; and then, at the end of this long and painful period, when her husband has finally mastered the art of buttoning her up the back, switches without warning to frocks that button elsewhere, thus leaving him with a good trade and no place to practice it. We cannot hope to fathom the power which enables her to fasten on an entire costume with three strings and twenty pins, and then go forth in a high gale of wind and yet remain intact. If a man tried that he’d begin to come undone before he’d gone fifty yards, and at the end of two blocks he would look like a week’s wash – and probably the police would arrest him; but a woman can.


Why, one year every woman, regardless of her ground-plans, is wearing one of those straight-up-and-down frocks and a scuttle bonnet, so that she reminds you of a brick flue with a flower-pot turned upside down on it; and why, the next year she is so extensively feathered at the top and so severely skimpy elsewhere that she makes you think of a cassowary standing on its head in a strong breeze – these are not matters for us to inquire into. It will keep us busy paying the bills, anyhow, without wasting any time in asking useless questions. Earth and the waters below the earth, and the heavens above, have few secrets from us any more. Science has made plain to us the answers of creation. We have read the puzzles of the heavenly bodies and in time we may even get into communication with Mars; but never shall we be able to figure out why woman herself goes low-necked in the dead of winter and high-necked in the middle of summer!


From the heights of our vanity we speak of them as the weaker sex – or, at least, we used to do so before they began to insist on having the ballot and taking our jobs away from us; but they’re not the weaker sex – the clothes they wear prove it. Take it in January, when the snow, say, is two feet deep on the level and much more so in the newspaper accounts. Let a north wind direct from Manitoba be whistling round the corner and stabbing people in the small of the back. No man, if he is sane, dares venture forth unless he be wrapped in the thickest and wooliest overcoat he can afford. Even so, his feet inside his galoshes get so cold he walks with a gait like a pair of buttonhole scissors, and his large, brittle ears turn chill and translucent and resemble the isinglass portholes of a hot stove.


A frail, weak little one-hundred-and-ten-pound woman comes tripping debonairly forth in a pair of low shoes, with paper-thin soles on them, and thin, lace silk stockings; she is wearing a gown that doesn’t weigh much more than his muffler does, and it is all hollowed out at the throat and all carved away on the arms until in several places there is really nothing between her and the rigors of the climate except some filmy lace fixings! He is freezing to death by inches; he has a feeling that if he yanked off his glove too briskly he’d probably bring a valuable thumb and a couple of useful fingers along with it; but she – she looks perfectly cozy and snug and comfortable! And if you, in your simplicity, ask her how such a thing can be she tells you she is warm because she has on her fur neckpiece and brought her fur muff along.


Everybody accepts this explanation as a perfectly proper and rational one. Nobody thinks of referring to her as Hazel the Nut; yet if a man were caught roaming round in his shirtsleeves in a roaring blizzard and sought to explain that he was comfortable because he had on such a nice, warm pair of red suspenders, the bystanders would undoubtedly restrain him by force until an ambulance could come and remove him to a place of safety.


On the other hand, in summer the situation is exactly reversed. When the mercury goes up to the top of the tube a man climbs into the lightest suit of clothes that the dictates of fashion and the police will permit him to wear: and his shirt is the thinnest and his collar the lowest that money can buy; but, with all that, he perspires like Niagara Falls and is as sticky and miserable and wilted-looking as the day is long. A large, stout woman backs herself into a set of hermetically sealed, airtight stays; she covers her arms with gloves and encases her neck in a tight collar, with whalebone ribs in it which come right up under her ears; and on her head she skewers nine pounds of warm hair belonging originally to some other lady, topping off the whole with one of those Barnum & Bailey hats – you know the kind I mean – three rings. an elevated stage and a hippodrome track on a vacant lot. Thus adorned, she speeds lightly over melting asphalt and blistering pavements – and never turns a hair! She looks cool and she is cool, and she stays cool; and the only thing calculated to make her unhappy and hot will be the realization that some other woman has two more aigret center poles in her hat than she has in hers. Weaker sex? They’re the hardiest sex we have.


It is, however, an error to say that, as a sex, they love the bright colors and the striking effects more than we do. We love them just as much: but they have more courage – they wear ’em. Somebody has said it is conscience that makes cowards of us all. This is an untruth. So far as men are concerned. it’s not conscience – it’s clothes. Down in his innermost soul every man has a secret longing for spectacular habiliments. He proves this by the enthusiasm with which he dons them when the occasion offers. That is why we patronize the theatrical costumer with such liberality and abandon on the occasion of a fancy-dress ball. When a man joins the National Guard or gets appointed on a governor’s staff, what is the first thing he does? Goes and gets himself measured for a full-dress uniform, with as much gold lace on it and as many brass buttons and gilded hair-brushes called epaulets as the regulations will stand – that’s what he does. And the next thing he does is to make an appointment down at the photographer’s.


You may have noticed that the lodge which provides the gaudiest regalia, with the longest sword and the biggest purple plume in the hat, invariably has the largest list of members. Do you think so many of us would turn out on a hot day to parade to the graveyard behind a strange brother’s mortal remains if we were wearing our ordinary clothes? Do you think the little man who always totes he large, heavy Bible, resting upon the pit of his stomach and marches three miles over a hot, dusty road to the cemetery, arriving there in such a state that it’s a question whether he shouldn’t be buried first – do you think he would endure all this and murmur not were it not that he is grand, glittering and gorgeous in a purple sash and a green apron, and a style of helmet such as worn by rear admirals of the Brazilian navy? I wot not.


We love the fine feathers, we male bipeds, but we lack the courage to sport them except when we have plenty of company. Personally, I may say, I abhor the sartorial law that forces me into funereal black on occasions which are presumed to be festive in character. Here am I – due to feel like a band wagon; and in my costume I am imitating a Black Maria! Inwardly I rebel against the conventions that doom me to dress up either as a pallbearer or as a waiter, depending on whether the gladsome event is coming off in the daytime or after dark. I rage inwardly, but outwardly I obey, be cause everybody else in my crowd does.


Once in a while, though, I succumb – in a measure I do succumb. In a window of the haberdashery I see a waistcoat that seems to appeal to my sense of color and design. To me it seems an appropriate outside advertisement for a happy heart within. It probably represents some such quaint and novel conceit of the tailor’s art as pockets put in sideways, or flaps of a material startlingly different from the rest of the goods. It draws me to it, even as the coiled serpent lures and draws the fluttering fledgling. I make excuses to myself for passing that shop and looking in the window yearningly, longingly, wistfully. I am afraid somebody else will buy that delectable garment and also afraid somebody else won’t.


Finally I fall. I enter in and purchase it, and have it wrapped up securely in order to stifle its outcries; and I take it under my arm and hurry forth, filled with conflicting emotions of pleasure and pain; but that is as far as I go. I have enough hardihood to own it, but not enough to wear it. I regard it lovingly, and perhaps in the privacy of my bedchamber I even go so far as to try it on and admire the result in the mirror; but the exhibition is strictly private. I take it off again and put it back in the bureau drawer and close the drawer tightly so as to muffle the sound, because I am a light sleeper and those loud noises disturb me. Nearly every man has secrets such as this in his life.


Those among us who do not set the styles, but merely follow after them, little realize what a debt of gratitude we owe to a certain class of brave young men, mainly residents of our larger cities. We see one of these youths going about wearing the fashionable absence of expression that is so common among sons of the very rich. We see him in a size-five-and-three-quarters hat, which is so much too large for him that he is in danger of losing it every time he sneezes. We see him sitting on the back of his neck in a club window; and possibly we are moved with a contempt for his attainments in life.


These youths, however, in reality possess courage of the very highest order. They wear the clothes this season that the rest of us will be wearing next season. They are the pioneers of fashion – the sartorial pathfinders who blaze the trail. They can tell at a glance Who’s Who Among the Fur Overcoats and are fully acquainted with those other works of Nature reference – How to Know the Persian Lamb Lapels and Wild Ulsters I Have Met. ’Tis they who lately popularized the English walking-coat, with sleeves so short the wearer seemed to need a pair of sixteen-button gloves in order to be fully clothed for so changeable a climate as is ours. When loosely hanging garments are proper they are lost, each of them, in an impenetrable jungle of English tweeds; when tight clothes are the vogue you might be pardoned for believing their tailor was a paper hanger.


When trousers are being turned up at the bottoms, our hero’s are turned up so far he might almost as well take them off and carry them over his arm. He first introduced among us the wooly felt hat, with the little curled-up feather in its brim, as devised originally for persons in the Tyrolese yodeling line of business; and he stood sponsor for the trained wooly overcoat answering to the name of Ponto, and the London overcoat shaped like a pagoda. Last spring he familiarized us with the one-button cutaway which made a thin man look as though he were sitting in a coal hod and a fat man look as though he were just bursting out of the pod. Next fall undoubtedly it will be something else. He wears these things first, and after a while the rest of us wear them; or else we are worn by them, as frequently seems to be the case.


Likewise this type of hardy adventurer is responsible in a large degree for the fact that we need more clothes than we used to need. There was a time in this country when a man’s costume was staple and enduring, and yet suitable for all occasions of ceremony. Indeed, for all I know to the contrary, there may be favored and isolated communities, out of reach of the mail-order houses and the male fashion journals, where such a condition yet haply prevails; but at the time I speak of, a few years ago, there was one garment in general demand by our sex for state purposes throughout the length and breadth of our country. I refer to the black Prince Albert. I will not say that this was a particularly fetching garment for all styles and all shapes of men. It looked better on persons of a willowy and lithesome style of conformation than on those who were built squatty and close to the ground. In other words, it was fine for the string bean, but hard on the Hubbard squash. It was particularly becoming to Vice-President Fairbanks, who is really almost the only Gibson Girl statesman we have left, but when worn by certain others it left much to be desired. Nevertheless it served all those who were before the public eye. A black Prince Albert, with a white lawn tie and a bone shirtstud – that was a local pastor; same, with a diamond stud instead of a bone one – that was a gambler; same, with the tie unfastened and a marbled design of tobacco juice on the shirtfront – that was a member of the legislature or a statesman with a job; same, with no tie, no stud and a gangrened, frayed hole in the shirt where the stud had been once – that was an ex-member of the legislature or a statesman out of a job. And so on.


The old-fashioned turndown collar, such as is still furnished by the sheriff for the use of the condemned man in certain states, and the hard-surfaced bowtie, fastening on with a latch, gave general satisfaction – they went along with the Prince Albert coat; but such is no longer the case. Thanks to the example set by those young men of whom I just now made mention, aided and abetted by the tailors of our land, we, as a nation and as a sex, are being educated to the necessity of having for every occasion a suitable and a separate costume. One is given to understand that one must have one costume for afternoon calls and another costume for morning calls; a costume for yachting; a costume for golfing and a costume for looking on when others golf – one positively must. That is what I glean from reading the available current literature on the subject.


Only here the other week I heard of a gentleman – not in my own set as it happens-who gives careful attention to the details of dress, and he was thinking some of going up to New England for the summer and spending a couple of months on an abandoned farm; so he was inquiring round to ascertain the proper costume for an abandoned farmer.


Also I was lately reading an article printed on a theater program, where it distinctly said that this season the well-dressed man would strive for original and winsome effects in neckwear – “winsome” was the word-instead of being content with the conventional and commonplace creations offered by the average dealer; and it said that not only should his suitings and his vestings be in harmony with his shirtings, but also his sockings and his undergarmentings as well.


No mention was made of his porous plasterings, in case such were being worn; but I took it from the tone of the article that certainly they ought to be in harmony too. I admit I was impressed, and so would you have been if you had read the article. I may have been careless in regard to some of these matters, but in future I expect to be guided by the proper authorities; and no one shall hereafter be able to point the finger of scorn at any porous plaster of mine.


The article went on to say that a gentleman’s scarf-pins and his walking-sticks should invariably match the rest of his outfit – those who have difficulty in matching up their scarfpins and their walking-sticks can no doubt write in and get the proper directions; and the writer intimated pretty strongly that no really careful dresser would think of using the same scarfpin and the same walking-stick two days in succession. I gathered that if one called, say, on Tuesday night upon a young woman of taste, and he was using the same scarfpin and the same walking-stick that he used when he called on-Monday night, she would probably sweep from the room in a high dudgeon – in one of those old-fashioned, high-wheeled sulky dudgeons such as we so rarely see any more.


Thus, by precept and example and by the printed word of authority, are our crude sartorial instincts being guided into proper channels, and I for one am very glad and very happy; we’ve been groping blindly in the dark long enough. However, I can see that dressing is going to be more expensive than it used to be. What with the high cost of living and our old friend Schedule K being still in active operation, and the absolute demand for uniformity in scarfpins and walking-sticks, I foresee a long period of financial stringency ahead of those of us who expect to maintain a place in well-dressed society from now on. It will be hard enough on the unmarried ones; but how much harder on the married ones!


•     •     •     •     •


According to the most generous and lavish computations, it takes only nine tailors to make a man, and sometimes nine collection agencies to collect the bills; but when a woman gets through with her nine tailors she – if one may judge by the outward and visible signs – is only just started.


To make a woman also requires – if I’m one to judge – a taxidermist, an ostrich farm, a powder mill, a paint mixer, a jewelry establishment, a furrier, a diamond mine, a bird-and-animal store, a smelting works, an upholsterer, a dermatologist, an enamel finisher – oh, yes, and a button factory. I was almost forgetting about the buttons. Early in the spring it was given out from Paris or Matteawan, or wherever it is that women’s fashions originate in the first place, that buttons would be much worn the coming summer; but, for one, I did not realize how true a prophecy this was until I went out on a tour of observation. Half the women I met on the street had spangled themselves over with those big cut-glass buttons until the small ones looked like glass showers and the large ones like crystal wedding celebrations. However, only half of them had decorated themselves thus. The other half had put their investments in those big, round ivory buttons that look like pool balls. It was indeed fascinating to a pool player to watch a young woman going down the street with good combination shots scattered all over her and the cue ball tottering on the edge of the side pocket. I’m glad, though, that the fashion authorities were satisfied with pool balls for buttons. Suppose they had said cannonballs!


I have a theory of my own – and you can take it for what it may be worth or leave it alone, just as you please – that fashions in women’s clothes have always followed the architectural school of any given period. The ancient Greeks built white marble palaces and their women wore flowing white draperies. In the Middle Ages the Renaissance school seemed to prevail both in domiciles and in women’s costumes. Coming down to our own times, we find the rule still holding good. Some thirty years ago this unhappy country was swept by the brand of architectural madness in home building known as the Queen Anne. No home was felt to be a real home unless it was plastered over with insane towers and frenzied little cupolas and weird inventions in porches and in windows; and the women of the land promptly dressed to match the houses. They wore bustles and bangs, and those polonaise notions such as would naturally fit in with that kind of a house. Still more recently, bungalows and mission furniture have become popular among us. And what do we find the women doing? Wearing Dutch necks and elbow sleeves, cut off square and straight, the same as the mission chairs are; and their skirts are chopped off to match the bungalow porch; while at this very moment—


Well, you yourself know how people are going in for the fresh-air fad, and for living outdoors and getting back to Nature – and all that sort of thing. And you must remember what sort of evening gowns the women are wearing now!


The Saturday Evening Post, 17 Aug 1912



Language




In speaking of language I refer particularly to the so-called English language; and for purposes of convenience I would subdivide it into three main classes – namely:



a – The kind of English spoken by the English.


b – The kind of English spoken by Americans.


c – The kind of English spoken by a few Americans upon returning from their first visits to England.




To be sure, there are minor variations or subclassifications, including the kind of English spoken by American actors when playing typical English parts; the kind of English spoken by English actors when playing typical American parts; the kind of English spoken by a Northern-born actress when playing the ingénue part in a Southern war drama; and the kind of English spoken by an after-dinner speaker who has learned his art in a correspondence school, when he is telling a dialect story involving a Swede, an Irishman, a Chinaman and a negro – which is positively the worst kind there is, and should be prohibited wherever found, by legislative enactment.


Speaking, however, of the main divisions, we come first to the kind of English spoken by the English, which is a fearful and wonderful thing, any way you take it. To begin with, it is largely a collection of languages formerly belonging to other races, which the English appropriated and altered to suit. They acquired their empire the same way they acquired their language. When they saw a word they wanted they just went and took it; and it was the same with a country – especially if it happened to be a small country without any standing army or any regular navy, or any influential friends anywhere. In our crude, provincial American way we used to hang people out West who acquired their riding-horses in this manner.


Having gathered in a desirable assortment of words, the English then proceeded to change the spelling and the pronunciation – particularly the pronunciation – their aim being to make the pronunciation as different as possible from the spelling. The rule was to eliminate most of the vowel sounds and as many of the consonants as the word could stand to lose without coming apart; and then to speak it as though it were some other word altogether. They would take over one of those gosh-awful compound German words that was long enough to run as a moving-picture film and shorten it up until it could not wag its tail any more without pulling both hind legs off the ground; and then they would calmly incorporate it into the English language, and pronounce it Chumley and go right ahead, scouting round for fresh stock.


The result, after all these centuries, is a language which gives the modern Englishman a vehicle for expressing his thoughts without reminding him too much of the races from which he swiped the original material. It satisfies him so well that he rarely uses any other, having a natural British contempt for any people who are so benighted as to prefer a separate language of their own when they might be talking English; but he certainly does take liberties with it! It is one of the inalienable rights guaranteed him in the Magna Charta; and, as someone has previously remarked, Britons never will be slaves, and especially they never will be slaves to pronouncing a proper name as it is spelled.


Passing over the well-known examples of Beauchamp, which – as you are doubtless aware – is pronounced Sin Jin, and Cholmondeley, which is pronounced Maudlin, let us consider, for instance, the seaside resort of Brighton. From what I have been able to gather, the real name of Brighton is Brighthelmstone. You would think that, after an Englishman had taken Brighthelmstone and dehorned it and cut off its tail and removed most of its vital organs, and carved it down to Brighton, he would rest content. But no. In conversation he has a way about him of sloughing off a few more of its remaining contents and calling it B’r’g’t’n, the h being also silent, as in a cockney picnic. This is not exactly as he pronounces it, but it is as near as I can get in print. It is very difficult to imitate in print the way an Englishman pronounces such a word as Brighton – in fact, impossible; but I’m doing the best I can.


What with one thing and another, we’ve taken a good many things from the English. We took this country from them after they, following their custom, had taken it from somebody else; and we took our language – or the rudiments of it – from them, and some of our laws and many of our customs; but we’ve never taken their pronunciation – and we never will. I know, because I’ve seen it tried. Time and time again I’ve seen it tried by Americans who had spent as many as four weeks on British soil, and had returned home members in good standing of the When-I-Was-on-the-Other-Side Club, bringing their credentials with them. Invariably these efforts result in failure. In pronouncing words we follow the score, while they, as it were, improvise and interpolate. We talk by note, they by ear. But Boston people can come nearer to doing it than anybody else in this country.


•     •     •     •     •


Boston is the one city that has produced the perfect female who can say “limb” without thinking “leg.” and in Boston they use the broad a naturally, instinctively – nay, trippingly; whereas the rest of us – no matter how hard we try – are apt to forget sometimes and flat badly. One time, taking a careful rest, we’ll call a bath a barth, which is what an Englishman says he takes every morning and then brags about it the rest of the day; but the next time, speaking with a wabbling sight, we’ll call it a bath, which is what our forefathers used to take every Saturday night, just as regularly as Saturday night came.


Boston people do not commit these slips. I knew a Boston lady once who always spoke with the broad a, no matter what the conditions were – she was even seasick with the broad a, which I would regard as the ultimate test; but even she could not call a clerk a clark with out appearing self-conscious and ill at ease, as though she had been caught in the act of going out without her glasses on or in some other unmaidenly indiscretion. She betrayed her nationality when it came to calling a clerk a clark. Right there was where she blew up with a low, muffled report. She had once been one of a party of lady tourists seeing Great Britain in thirty days for forty dollars, and she never forgot it; and neither did any of her friends.


She would speak familiarly, in the most offhand way, of trams and lifts; and, for the life of her, she could not understand why New York would insist on having an East Side when it might have an East End, the same as London. And if you mentioned in her presence such a thing as a baggage check she would knit her brows in a puzzled sort of way a moment, and then say: “Oh, yars – brasses for one’s luggage, you mean!” – only she pronounced brasses with one extra r and two extra a’s in it. You may have seen them like that? And you might have supposed that this lady would have been able to make the riffle easily when it came to calling a clerk a clark – but always she had to stop and take careful aim before she tackled it; and then, likely as not, she would foozle her approach. Yet an Englishman does it without batting an eye. I reckon it must be in the blood; and probably it is a good thing for Americans that this is the case, because there is such a thing as carrying it too far.


For example, the English have a city of Birmingham and we Americans have a city of Birmingham. The English call their Birmingham Brummagem sometimes, and sometimes they call it B’m’gh’m – or sounds to that effect; and if they keep on running those popular-price excursions to the other side we here in the eastern part of this country may in time get to calling our Birmingham that too. Boston will be almost certain to do it. But it will be well to stop there, because the people of the imperial commonwealth of Alabama are a proud people and full of this hot Southern blood you read about; and any loyal son of that great state would no doubt feel perfectly justified in taking something sharp out of his pocket and nicking you severely with it in case you asked him if he hailed from Brummagem, Alum. If he were of a violent disposition he would probably cut your head off first, and after that he would start in to be right rough with you.


Nor can I say that I would altogether blame him. Personally I prefer the brand of American who can go abroad and sample the peculiar institutions of England, such as the Tower of London and Shakspere’s Birthplace. and the kind of cocktail they sell in the American bar of the Savoy Hotel – and still return home with the true Americanism of his speech unimpaired. English may be the mother tongue; but when you get to where you were a hundred and thirty-six years old your last birthday – the same being July fourth last past – you are supposed to be at an age where you don’t have to depend altogether on mother. This spirit, I am pleased to note, appears to animate the swelling American bosoms of quite a few of our returned compatriots, and especially those who hail from the glorious Middle West, where the nose is much used in conversation and the pronunciation of words has a pleasing flatness, as though to match the prevalent scenery. Also a word out there is sounded as it is spelled and in no other way whatsoever.


Only here just the other night, seated in a New York hotel lobby, I got a taste of it in its full vigor and unimpaired by foreign travel. The person speaking was one of those large, broad-beamed, middle-aged ladies who always have several chins and look as though they ought to be wearing tuck-combs and black basques – the kind who can acquire prosperity and still not be uncomfortable – good and motherly. She was sitting right behind me and I could not help overhearing what she said. Everybody in the vicinity heard it. She could not have had the place where she belonged written on her any more plainly if she had been an Illinois Central box car. It was evident she had just got back from over the salted seas, and it was also evident that she longed with a great, vast, yearning, homesick longing for the white picket fences and the cast-iron lawn dogs of some town south by west of the shores of Lake Michigan. She was talking to a friend – telling her about it.


“Yes, Mrs. Witherbee,” she was saying,“we went over on the Maurie Tanner, but we came back on the Lucy Tanner. Seasick? Honest, Mrs. Witherbee, I like to died! And as for Hennery – well, you know yourself how a grown man can take on when his stomach is upset. I told him I says to him, ‘Hennery Gore,’I says,‘I wouldn’t go to You Rupp again with you on the same ocean – let alone the same ship!’


“But, really, I don’t know as I ever want to go to You Rupp again under any circumstances. Seems like I’ve seen enough cathedrals and art galleries to last me a lifetime – and tombs! Mrs. Witherbee, the number of art galleries I walked through on my poor sore feet – , you wouldn’t believe it if I told you! And if I saw one church I reckon I saw a thousand! I saw one down there in Cay Dizz or See Villy, or somewhere down that way – I do get the names of those different places all mixed up in my head so! – that they said was six hundred years old! and it must ’a’ been all of that – no church could get that dirty in less’n six hundred years.


“But, looking back on it now, it seems to me like we spent most of the time visiting round among burying places – Mussy Leums and Catty Combs – and such things as them. Hennery, he seemed just dead set some way on tombs. I told him – I says: ‘Hennery, instead of traipsing round all over You Rupp, like you’re doing, you could ’a’ saved money by staying at home and spending a month or six weeks in Ellum Grove Cemetery!’ But he wouldn’t listen – he acted like he was possessed on the subject of Mussy Leums and tombs. I can’t begin to remember them all – but there was Charley Mange’s and Bony Part’s, and this young couple that died so sad – oh, yes, Abie Lard and Hell Loisy – and a million others, I reckon, more or less. Mrs. Witherbee, I certainly am glad to be back from You Rupp!”


She was still going – two hundred licks to the minute – when I came away, and I was sorry I had to leave; but I have a mental picture of her plowing a relentless furrow across the continent of Europe, pronouncing things the way they were spelled and leaving in her wake a trail of slaughtered French nouns and massacred Latin idioms piled hip-deep. I hope they suffered a lot before they died. They’ve made Americans suffer enough – trying to pronounce them the way their owners do it.


I know, also, about two chaps who went once to a French restaurant in New York for dinner and were waited on by a scholarly old French waiter, a dignified old chap with sidewhiskers and a love for his native tongue amounting to idolatry. The menu was printed in French, of course – restaurant French – and the man who was doing the ordering knew the French names of the thing she wanted; but he spoke them according to his own private system, the same being typically American – for he, I should tell you, was a freeborn American citizen, and never more so than when he gave battle to the French language. The waiter bent over the table solicitously and the host of the occasion spoke.


“Let’s see!” he said, scanning the menu. “I guess, gass-song, we’ll start off with a few of the horse-doovers.”


The waiter gave a violent start, but he had been trained by years of experience in New York restaurants and he restrained himself.


“A few horse-doovers,” repeated the customer,“and then I guess you’d better bring us some of that pott-tage aw few. Will one pott-tage aw few be enough to serve two?”


Choking, the helpless Frenchman uttered an inarticulate sound which might have been an assent.


“Trees beans,” continued the torturer airily – “trees beans. And after that – umm – let’s see – here ’tis. We’ll take a nice fill-lets migg-non with pommies dee terry, and a side order of pet-tit poises. Or would you prefer the harry-cots virts, old man?”


“Let’s have some of the harry-cots virts,” said his friend.


“Harry-cots virts it is,” said the first man. “And then, gass-song, we’re going to have some of that N. Dive salad and a couple of demmer tassies. And along with the demmer tassies suppose you fetch us a bite of the Rocky Ford cheese, or else the Comma Bert – whichever is the best. Did you get all that down right, gass?”


But the waiter was spared that final onslaught upon his venerated language. Mercifully the waiter had swooned. And it was just as well he had, too, because the man was getting ready to wrestle with the wine list; and the wine list had not only French names on it – it had also Hungarian names on it; and when a man who was born in this country undertakes to order a Hungarian wine it sounds as if he were trying to push his front teeth out with the tip of his tongue.


There are several languages besides our own that I expect to devote considerable attention to some of these days when I get round to them. Some of them are live languages and some of them are dead languages, and some are just poorly. For one thing, the use to which scientists are permitted to put the dead languages is worthy of any man’s study, I think, because, according to the way I look at it, the system calls loudly for reform. These scientific persons certainly are reckless with Latin and Greek. They lack a sense of proportion. They’ll tack a little short Latin name of two syllables on a creature as big as a sperm whale, and then they’ll pick out some microbe so small that nobody ever saw him and endow him with a name long enough to run as a serial. There’s no balance about it – no realization of the fitness of things.


In regard to the living languages, I feel that I am pretty well grounded, thanks to my readings of the dialect pathos and humor of the hour. I know, for example, that all Irishmen begin every sentence with “Be jabers!” – or, in moments of excitement, with “Faith and bejabers!” And the way to write Chinese dialect is to change all the r’s tol’s; while in handling the Scandinavian you merely make y’s out of all the j’s. I wonder if this is true! Someday I’m going to Norway for two purposes: I wish to visit a fjord – pronounced by the English, Ferguson – and I want to find out what prejudice a Scandinavian has against a j.
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Humor




To the Editor:


Esteemed Sir:


I am in receipt of your favor of recent date asking for the recipe for making people laugh, and in reply to same would beg to state as follows:


It can not be done.


To be sure, there are a few persons among the population who are ready to laugh, anyhow. You don’t have to make them. It is a vice to which they are incurably addicted. They laugh for the same reason that a conch-shell makes a murmuring sound when you hold it up to your ear, being, like the shell, mostly hollow inside, and full of convolutions. They throw off laughter like a cave throwing off echoes. Their intentions are good, but their execution is bad.


This class includes the kind of person who, when you try to tell a funny story in company, starts laughing at the wrong place and spoils the point for you, because the others become so intent on looking down inside of him and wondering how a head that seems so shy on interior furnishings can possess such splendid acoustic qualities, that they forget to listen to you.


And, similarly, when he has read your little printed effusion, he goes around gurgling like the last pint of suds in a sink, buttonholing casual acquaintances and saying to them, “Say, old man, did you read the funny piece that this fellow What’s-his-name wrote the other day? Let’s see now – it went something like this, near as I can recall.” And he strikes out and tries to tell it and gets all balled up and goes lame and remarks that, well, anyhow, it was funny as thunder the way that fellow put it, and staggers off, still overcome with maniac mirth. Whereupon the casual acquaintance gives a low, deep grunt of disgust and departs, convinced in his own mind that the man who tried to tell him the story must be the biggest idiot in the known world, with the exception of the one who wrote it.


Even so, the man who stands prepared to laugh with you, with or without the proper provocation, is far, far outnumbered by the man who’d see you cold and laid out first. He defies you to make him laugh. He practically warns you in advance that if you get a laugh out of him it will be over his dead body. He doesn’t know you, but he’s your enemy for life.


Basing their calculations on the figures of the recent census, conservative judges have estimated that of this class there are upward of thirty-five millions in the United States, excluding Alaska and Porto Rico.


There remains still a third grand division; and to those kindly souls who compose it, in all loving respect and heartfelt gratitude I take off my new Spring hat – or will take it off when I get it – and say to them that they are the salt of the earth and the candy kids and the water on the wheel of every hard-working journeyman who holds a card in the Funny Union and is blithesome to order, by the day, week, or job. These are the ones who pick up the paper or the magazine and find your contribution, read it through, lay it down, and say to themselves:


“Well, on the whole, that seems to me a pretty tolerably sad affair. But this same chap handed me one good laugh, I remember, back in the spring of the year that Coxey’s Army came through, and another in the fall of nineteen-three, I think it was, and I guess he’s doing the best he can. Maybe if I wrote him a little letter and told him to keep right on plugging along, because you never can tell when things are going to take a change for the better, it might brighten him up and make him more cheerful.”


Sometimes they write the letter, too, and the sad-faced, despondent humorist takes it home, shows it to his wife, and pastes it in the scrap-book. I’ve known of good, durable wheezes that bore these dividends quarterly or oftener for years and years.


You may have noted that in making this classification, I have used the masculine gender exclusively. I have done so advisedly and after due thought, because all the best authorities on the subject agree that it is not in the nature of a woman to take a joke, for better or for worse, the first time she meets it face to face. In the matter of being shown, the average woman, so far as humor is concerned, is from so far out in Missouri that she’s practically from Kansas. She is up on the tallest peak of the Ozark Mountains, very skeptical, not to say skittish. She wants to hear a thing that’s funny several times and let it soak into her and mingle with her other ingredients; then after a suitable period of time she begins to care for it and forever after bears it a deep and lasting affection. At least, so the authorities affirm.


Once there was a woman who could see a joke the first time she came across it and who could carry the point in her mind and keep it in its proper relation and proportions to the rest of the joke. But she is no more. She lived a great while ago, back in the Middle Ages, I think it was, and she was put to death as a witch. The police authorities of that period didn’t exactly know what it was that was wrong with her and peculiar about her, but they could tell there was something very, very uncanny and unusual in her mental make-up somewhere, so they followed the customary procedure in vogue at the time and burned her at the stake. At least, so I have been told. Personally speaking, I can only judge the sex by my own wife. I think Finley Peter Dunne is the funniest man in the world, but my wife reads his stuff only because she has seen his picture and thinks he has a nice face. She prefers the funny things that were printed in a red-bound book called “Gems of American Wit and Humor,” which she has been acquainted with from childhood and knows off by heart.


Of course, there are things which are naturally and inevitably funny, and which carry their appeal to all the grades of society. But these, alas! mainly be long to the humor of the stage and not to the humor of the printed page. Still I never yet met a comedian who didn’t think he would be infinitely funnier than he was if he could only take his pen in hand and write his fun instead of acting it. If he only knew!


When a comedian hasn’t any funny written lines to speak, he can fall back on the funny physical lines which a kindly nature gave him, and still keep his audience roaring. I have seen this done myself, often. Give your comedian an educated ear that he can fan himself with, or a gifted pair of legs that bow outward and look like a Gates Ajar design when he walks up-stage, or a pair of talented eyebrows and an automatic Adam’s apple, and it is enough. The ushers will be coming down and warning stout persons to laugh with less abandon or else kindly stop by the box-office on their way out and get their money back.


But the writing person does not look funny while in the act of dashing off those quaint conceits that are copied in all the papers and credited to somebody else. Believe me, on the contrary.


I know a man who is one of the funniest writers in the business – at least, his admirers say he is funny. Of course, none of his fellow funny writers would say so. That would be highly unprofessional and contrary to all the ethics. But among a considerable number of outsiders he has the reputation of being genuinely funny. And when he sits down at his typewriter and slips a clean, unsullied sheet of paper into the machine, his associates glance inquiringly at him; and if a look of intense pain comes stealing over his face; and if his brows knit together in deep corrugations, and his gills begin to pant up and down with slow, convulsive movements, and he emits low, groaning sounds, then those who cannot bear the sight of suffering arise and tiptoe off, saying to one another as they go:


“Come, let us go away from here. Our poor friend is getting ready to write something funny.”


•     •     •     •     •


Now with the stage humorist, as I have already said, the conditions are vastly different. A comedian can do the same things and say the same things over and over again, night after night. If a writer uses his own best quip oftener than twice per annum, some unpleasant busybody with a scrapbook or a good memory will draw the deadly parallel on him and shoot him down as he wings. For better purposes of comparison I have gone to the trouble of compiling a list of the funniest things on the stage. The list is as follows:



1. When a performer starts to move and the trap drummer in the orchestra scrapes a resined piece of cord so that the comedian thinks his clothes are splitting.


2. When an Irish monologist speaks a sentence in German.


3. When a clown acrobat poises himself to jump a tremendous distance and then suddenly changes his mind and walks off.


4. When a comedian starts to sing and the trombone player sounds a discord, causing the comedian to stop and look at him threateningly .


5. When a low comedian, in leaving the stage, walks up against something solid and hits his nose.


6. When a monologist, contemplating the street scene on the back drop behind him, says, “Ah, Philadelphia on a busy day!”


7. When he looks in the window of a house painted on the scenery and pretends to see something funny going on.


8. When the black-face half of a musical team takes off eight or nine waistcoats of different colors in rapid succession.


9. When a dancing comedian trips on something, and then stoops down and picks up an ordinary pin.


10. When a character comedian turns around and shows a red bandanna handkerchief pinned in the tails of his frock coat.


11. When a comedy character wears white spats fastened with large pearl buttons, and a high hat.


12. When a comic countryman runs his fingers through his chin whiskers and makes a whistling sound between his teeth, suggestive of the night wind soughing through a weeping-willow tree.




Personally, I think white spats are almost the funniest things one sees on the stage. Whenever the family doctor or the family lawyer comes on, wearing a pair of white spats, I am certain to guffaw right out. But one can not write humorously to any extent about a pair of white spats. The human interest is so soon exhausted.


Now with whiskers, it is different. Many of the best authorities regard whiskers as the funniest thing we have, on the stage or off. There are so many things to which whiskers can be compared. All varieties of whiskers are highly humorous, but some varieties are funnier than the others. I would grade them in the following order:


Side-whiskers, especially white side-whiskers – subtle and refined humor; plain whiskers, including Vandykes and scrubby growths – tolerably funny; chin whiskers, particularly red ones, worn long and droopy – uproariously funny, mirth-provoking in the extreme, side-splitting.


Humorous writers derive a good deal of nourishment from whiskers. Calling a set of Vandykes a Lombardy poplar or a lignum-vitae rarely fails to evoke laughter. Side-whiskers are mud-guards or biplanes or white wings or jib sails, depending upon their cut and color. Chin whiskers are feather dusters or Japanese air-plants or paint brushes or impenetrable forests or No. 1 red winter wheat, or what you will. By any other name a chin whisker would be as funny. It never fails. Used in connection with a plug hat, it is absolutely irresistible.


I do not know why whiskers should be so humorous. From Adam down they have been the heritage of our sex. We should be used to them by this time. Yet a face, be it ever so funny to look at in its shaven state, becomes funnier still to the public at large if left unshaven. I’ll venture that there were several thousand voters in the state of New York who didn’t vote for Governor Hughes, the first time he ran, because his pictures made him look so much like a man climbing out of a fern dish. When the last Democratic National Convention nominated the Honorable John Kern of Indiana for Vice-President, several million humorists, amateur and professional, simultaneously went “Ba-a-a!” like a goat, and the whole continent, from shore to shore, rocked with laughter; for Mr. Kern, although a worthy gentleman, had one of those full-rigged faces.


There are certain other things which both writers and comedians have found by testing to be almost as funny for general purposes as whiskers. Take eggs, now. All eggs are funny, but a fried egg is the most so. Scrambled eggs are only moderately funny, and there are persons who can control themselves at mention of a poached egg; but a hard-boiled egg is unfailing in its appeal to the risibilities, and a fried egg is a scream from start to finish, and from pit to dome. A cheese is always funny, whether written about, described, or exhibited. Limburger is the funniest brand, with Camembert next. Right along-side of cheese, and running it a close race in the popular favor as a humor asset, I would rate the onion. The lemon, which has attained a sort of transient hold on the public fancy here of late years, can never, in my humble opinion, hope to rival the onion as a permanent favorite. It lacks the drawing and holding qualities of the onion. After all, a lemon isn’t near as funny, really, as a banana. But the onion is immortal; it is an epic; it is elemental humor. And so is cheese. Semper Edam, as the Latins say, signifying, I take it, “Always the cheese.”


From the stern, red, elderly onion of commerce, which dates back to the Old Red Sandstone Period of Onions, on down to the young and comely spring onion, called in the North the scallion and in the South the shallot, all the known varieties of this succulent leek – the Bermuda onion, the Spanish onion, the mother of onion, the fried onion, the Little Neck onion on the half shell, the onion set, and the onion sprout – all hold high places in our national gallery of things that are innately humorous. To call a man an onion is very much funnier than calling him a radish, say, or a rutabaga, even though his resemblance to the last-named vegetable may be much greater than to an onion. I do not know why this should be so. The point remains that it is. And on the stage, well——


“Poor fellow, he leads a lonely life – nobody ever has anything to do with him.”


“Why – is he a hermit?”


“No, he eats onions.” (Gales of laughter.)


I always laugh at that one myself. And so it goes. A squash is moderately funny, and a stringbean is very funny indeed; but a green pea for some reason is not funny at all. A ham is funny, a sausage is positively uproarious, and fish-balls are sort of laughable; but a veal stew is regarded as possessing few, if any, of the true elements of humor. Soup is still funny, but not as funny as it was a few years back. Hash is immensely humorous, but a croquette is not. Yet, what is a croquette but hash that has come to a head? A cow is funny, especially when represented as having been mistaken for a bull; but a bull, considered merely as a bull, we do not laugh at.


Pie is simply excruciating in its powers of humor. Custard pie is generally conceded to be the funniest pie we have, with huckleberry pie coming second. Mince and apple follow in the order named. Other varieties of pie make up the field. One of the funniest books that was ever written took on added fun because its hero had the same first name that a huckleberry pie has.


Of the human features, the nose is the funniest, always excluding a head when it is bald, a bald head being one of the funniest things that there are anywhere. The Chinese, in their dramatic conceptions, show a perverted idea of humor by painting their comedians’ noses white, whereas all the civilized races know a nose is at its funniest when it is red. A nose is ever so much funnier than an eye, even a black eye with a patch over it; just as a leg is so much funnier than an arm that it is hardly worth while to put an arm in the same category of humor with a leg. In the degrees of humorous relationship, old maids rank first, then mothers-in-law, and then elderly unmarried uncles. I do not undertake to explain why these things are. I only follow the rules as laid down by the masters of the craft and followed ever since by all their disciples. A beginner who follows them can hardly fail to write funny stuff.


Certain words, like certain names, are exceedingly humorous. Perigee is a particularly funny word, and so is apogee, and so, in fact, is almost every word which sounds as if it had been put up on a curling-iron. Nothing helps along a whimsical story about an animal or an insect, such as a housefly or a pollywog or a catfish, like calling it by its Latin name, especially if it happens to be long and double-jointed. Names of towns in which the letter K occurs are al most invariably funny. Take, for example, Kankakee, which is the funniest of them all, because the K is found three times, and Keokuk and Kalamazoo. Poughkeepsie, on the other hand, is only moderately funny – the K comes so far back that it is practically smothered under a load of other consonants which lack the true humor touch.


From time to time attempts have been made to put Paducah prominently forward into the list of towns with funny names. These efforts have uniformly failed because Paducah suffers from the fatal defect of having no K in it. Spell it Paduky and the results might be different. The same may be said of Cohoes, which has also been entered several times, but without real success. It would seem, at a casual glance, that Q or Z ought to be a much funnier letter than K; but such is not the case. There are some things about our national humor that are past finding out.


Names of individuals are funnier when they suggest things. A long name like Archibald Claveringhouse De Montmorency Potts is naturally funny. It makes you think of getting on the Twentieth Century Limited and being put off at a flag station. Similarly, one of those through-vestibuled names, such as J. Mozart Chatterton-Chatterton Hamiltonian-Wilkes Jones, is funny because it is long enough to let the last half run as a second section and still have enough name left over to satisfy the wants of almost any ordinary person. But why should Cadwallader be a funnier name than Vanderbilt or Montgomery? It is, and I’m sure I don’t know why, and I’ve given the subject considerable study.


•     •     •     •     •


These things are mostly the humor of inanimate objects – what you might call still-life humor. When we come to the humor of action, of life, and of motion, undoubtedly the one funniest thing that is offered to the consideration of mankind is a fat man falling down on his own high hat and crushing it beyond repair. Thin people are still quite funny, especially very thin people who look as though they might be suffering from slow, wasting diseases, although not as funny as they were back in the days of the Early Victorian School of Humor, when Dickens wrote about them and Cruikshank drew them; but even in that period fat people undoubtedly held the first place.


Personally, I used to think fat men were funnier than I do now. It has been my experience that when a writer begins to fleshen up a trifle himself; when he begins to wear his figure at half mast and people who pass him on the street in warm weather look at his double chins and stop and tell him he’s melting and running down on his clothes; I say, when he reaches the stage of what you might call – oh, no, not obesity; nothing like that, I assure you – but merely what you might term pleasantly plump – when he hesitates about renting a New York flat for fear he might be taken with some inflammatory disease while residing therein, which would necessitate the removal of a side wall in order to get him to the hospital; when he puts on the dress suit which fitted him so perfectly two winters ago only to discover that there is a hiatus between trousers band and waistcoat, and that he can’t get his arms down to his sides or take a long step, but must move about like one of those low-necked effect, black-and-white birds which sit on a rock and eat fish – yes, thank you – like a penguin; I repeat once again that when he reaches this period he no longer regards jokes about fat people with the same glee which filled him on similar occasions in the days of his willowy, sylphlike youth.


But everybody else does. Everybody else is prepared to laugh at the sufferings of the man whose features have merged into the background until his face has the appearance of having refused to jell, and who is trying to find a hat that will be becoming to him. Everybody else – that is, everybody who weighs less than two hundred – fairly gloats over the spectacle of a fat man wedging himself into one of those closet shelves denominated by the Pullman family “upper berths.”


A fat man is certainly a funny guy, as Henry James says in his “Life of the James Boys In Missouri.”


A fat man falling down, just plain so, is funny. A fat man falling down on his hat is funnier still. A fat man falling down on his hat and breaking his umbrella, or a leg or something, is absolutely too funny for words. This is easy to understand when you come to think it over, because, in the final analysis, nearly all humor is founded on the idea of embarrassment or ridicule or suffering for somebody else. We don’t laugh and grow fat; we laugh because other people grow fat. Seasickness is a remarkably humorous thing – when somebody else has it – and so is the cramp, colic, or an abscessed tooth.


•     •     •     •     •


All of these things, though, are funnier on the stage, where you can see them, than they are in print, where you can only read about them – which brings me back to the point that the illustration is nearly always funnier than the text. Take comic artists, now. – On second thought, don’t take comic artists. But consider the ridiculous ease of their calling as compared with that of their fellow-laborers who write. A comic artist draws an upright line crossed by several horizontal lines; that is a tree. Putting two candles and a few dewflickers on it makes it a Christmas tree. Putting a bulldog under it with the seat of a pair of small boy’s trousers in its mouth makes an apple-tree – always a humorous study. The artist draws a jagged line across the paper like a first lesson in freehand writing, and inserts in the middle a fat man in a bathing suit, holding up one foot, with a crab dangling from the big toe. Result – a highly humorous picture of the Atlantic Ocean.


To suggest late at night, he has only to draw a skyline – two chimneys, one gable roof, and a steeple, with a tom-cat on the gable, and behind the steeple either a new moon or a full moon – depending on whether it is easier for him to draw his moons while full, or otherwise – and there you have an awful funny picture of half-past two o’clock in the morning. He thinks up a series showing, each Sunday, how the humorous Hausenpfeffer Twins commit mayhem, manslaughter, and other childish diversions on their aged and decrepit grandfather, in four colors, and it runs on for years and years, growing funnier all the time. If I couldn’t be a high-salaried comedian, I should like to be a high-salaried comic artist – all the writing persons whom I have interviewed feel the same way about it that I do.


•     •     •     •     •


A really funny idea has a long, long life and a merry one. I’ve known funny ideas that had grown sixteen rattles and a button, and were still wagging along steadily. The joke lasts; it’s the poor fellow who first thought it up that wears out. A humorist working by the day at Denver, Colorado, we will say, has a funny idea. It’s a bully funny idea. It comes to him like a bolt from the blue. He’s mooning along without a cloud in the sky, or a leaf stirring, and all of a sudden – bang! there is the idea sloshing around in his brain, making trouble for the old settler ideas that have been there all along. It is a noble and a precious and a priceless thing, and he figures he ought to get as much as seventy-five cents for it. So he clutches the new-born treasure to his bosom and runs to the office and commits it to paper while it’s still pink and palpitating. An editor lances it in a vital spot with a pencil and drains a little of the life-blood out of it. A printer intersperses a typographical error here and there, where it will do the most harm. A proof-reader has his little fling at it, and finally, in a crippled but still attractive state, it sees the garish light of day, and takes its foot in its hand and starts on its travels.


A paragrapher in Houston packs it down into a line. A versifier in Duluth stretches it into a jingle and sells it to a comic weekly with a large tonsorial parlor and day coach circulation. The man who writes the syndicate theatrical letter for the Sunday papers turns it into a bit of repartee and says Willie Collier said it at The Lambs’ Club to Wilton Lackaye in the presence of John Drew, William Gillette, and Al H. Wood, all of whom laughed heartily. By turns, it is an anecdote, a bon mot, an after-dinner speech, an end-man’s means of visible support, a popular song, an apt retort, a catch line, a space filler, a set of verses, a slogan, and a parody.


Thus, in easy stages, it reaches New York. At first New York receives it dubiously, on the principle that anything worth happening at all would naturally have happened in New York in the first place. But, after due thought, Klaw & Erlanger or the Shuberts decide that it is susceptible of a Broadway and Forty-second Street setting and would therefore make a good musical comedy. No sooner said than done; in fact, sometimes even sooner than that. They hire Harry B. Smith to write a book around it, which he does some morning right after breakfast. The Words and Music Brothers do the songs, and it runs for nine months in one theater and then goes on the road for two seasons, paying in royalties eighteen thousand dollars, which is exactly seventeen thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine dollars and twenty-five cents more than the fellow out in Denver got.


But the end is not yet. In the meanwhile it has crossed the seas to the Mother Country, where, after being carefully sterilized, deodorized, searched for concealed deadly points, disinfected, and furnished with footnotes, a chart, a glossary, and a set of plans and specifications, it becomes a regular English joke and appears in Punch. It is then copied back on this side by the Evening Post. Nine years later the Boston Transcript prints it with a credit to Harper’s Weekly. And then some hoary-headed old doodle-bug of an antiquarian crawls out from under a log in the woods and produces the proof to show that it was stolen from Charles Lamb, who got it from Aristophanes, who copied it from one of the Pyramids, but that its real origin is lost in the mists of prehistoric times.


For, when all is said and done, real humor is even as bread cast upon the waters – it returns to you after many days with somebody else’s name signed to it.


Everybody’s Magazine, Apr 1911

 as “The Trail of the Lonesome Laugh” 



Trade




One pleasant afternoon not very long ago I was sitting on our front porch enjoying the beauties of the sunset. We live in a highly restricted suburban community and our sunsets are particularly fine. If you had never made a scientific study of sunsets you would say that it was about a five-minute walk from our house to the place where the sun sets. In reality it is farther. It is a nine-minute walk to the station – a nine-minute walk if you run some – and the sun sinks to rest at a point considerably beyond the station. I am speaking now of the superficial aspect of the thing.


I wish to repeat, though, that our sunsets are excellent. When the agent for the real-estate company that owns the suburb where we live is selling a lot to anybody he always calls the attention of the buyer to the desirable sunsets. He somehow manages to convey the impression that these sunsets are practically an exclusive feature with us.


I recall how it was in my own case. When we were buying out here, the agent, on one pretext or another, kept me hanging round until the sun was in the act of sinking to rest in the golden west, and then he took me by the hand and led me to a spot where we should have an uninterrupted view of it, and talked so entertainingly about the superiority of their sunsets that I forgot entirely to inquire regarding the train service and signed the papers on the spot. Sometimes now we feel that we would like to exchange a few high-grade sunsets for a train leaving the city at five-thirty. Under the present schedule we have to wait for the six-ten, which leaves at six-fifteen or six-eighteen. I am passionately fond of the beauties of Nature, but there have been times in my life when it seemed to me that even Nature was a trifle overdone.


Be that as it may, on the afternoon in question I was sitting on our front porch, at peace with the world, enjoying the beauties of the sunset, when I saw approaching a person-whom I instinctively recognized as a book canvasser or agent. A subtle, intangible, indescribable something about his manner warned me that he had marked me for his prey.


Now I distinctly did not want to buy any more books. We have plenty of books. We had to move nearly everything out of the library, which is in weathered oak and opens off the living room, to make room for an encyclopedia in thirty volumes that I purchased some time back. This is a very handsome encyclopedia. It is impressively heavy too. The gentleman who sold it to me dwelt upon this attractive feature at the time. He said, as I recall, that each volume would weigh seven pounds and a half if bound in the half-morocco binding, or eight pounds in full calf.


However, the weight was not the main consideration that actuated me in making the deal. It was more what the man told me. He started out by explaining that he was not a regular book agent in the vulgar acceptation of the term. He was a high officer of the publishing company – the president, I think, or something of that general nature – and he was really not trying to sell the books. He was engaged in introducing them amongst a few prominent and widely known persons residing in homes of undoubted refinement and culture, in order to advertise the work and give it the right prestige. In this connection my name had been handed him, but before he had called on me he had made diligent inquiries to assure himself that I was entitled to share in this important and beneficial movement. Unless a person were really prominent in the community he would have absolutely no use for him – he told me so.


This argument appealed to me naturally. It was gratifying to think that in the leading publishing centers of the metropolis true worth was finally being recognized and that a desire had grown up to introduce this great work in thirty volumes amongst me; so I called my wife into conference and after some talk back and forth we took the entire set. We bought the full calf, which seemed to be more appropriate, buying it on the installment plan – so much down and so much a month until entirely paid for. If nothing happens that encyclopedia will be ours a year from this coming April.


So we signed up and I made the first payment; the president of the publishing company asked me who lived next door and went upon his way. In about ten days a van drove up to our house and two brawny men got out and unloaded our encyclopedias. They have caused the living room to sag down a little at one end, but that is more than compensated for by the highly refined tone they impart to the whole place. As soon as I can get round to it I expect to read the entire work, starting with volume one, which is entitled Ab to Byz. I figure this will keep me engaged in my leisure hours for some time to come, and I have felt that I did not need any more books – at least not for quite a spell.


Therefore when I became aware that this man, with the marks of the book agent about him, was stalking me, I made up my mind that no matter how attractive his proposition might be I would not allow myself to become interested. I said to myself that under no consideration would I be tempted. I had already established my position in the literary field through buying my encyclopedia, and I could afford to sit back and let others, who were equally deserving, perhaps, but less known, have their chance. How often, though, one makes those high resolutions only to have them crumble into an impalpable dust before the arguments of a superior and highly trained mentality.


This person came up on the porch and shook hands with me warmly and took a chair and made some remarks of a complimentary nature in reference to the weather. His tone for the weather and that personally he wished to thank me for it and compliment me. Of course he did not come right out and say this in so many words, but I could gather from his general attitude what his feelings in the matter were. He had beautiful manners. He said he was engaged in presenting to the favorable attention of the discriminating reading public a work that belonged in every well-run household. No library, he said, however vast, could be called complete without it. I broke in on him there.


“We have a library,” I said; “we have thirty volumes weighing on an average eight pounds a volume and——”


“But,” he demanded,” have you a copy of the invaluable work entitled Ten Thousand Priceless Facts and Secrets?”


He had me there. I had to confess that we did not. This statement seemed to give him mingled pleasure and pain. He reached back somewhere into the remote recesses of his person and produced the book in question. It was in one volume – dark red with green lettering. He hitched his chair up close, where he could put his arm round me without straining himself. I repeat that he had beautiful manners, but he was addicted to the raw-onion habit.


“In that case,” he said, “you will want this book without delay – won’t you? You need it in your every day life – don’t you?”


I saw I must be firm with this man. I began to fear his powers, began to realize that he had winning and persuasive ways about him, and that to win his point he would go far indeed. I saw I must be very firm.


“Perhaps so,” I said; “but I do not wish to buy it at this time.”


I do not know yet why I stuck that last part on – “at this time.” I did not wish to buy it at this time or any other time, yet something in the searching and impelling look of his eye made me add those words.


“Conceded,” he said – “conceded; but it cannot possibly do you any harm to look at it, can it now?”


That seemed fair enough and I felt impelled to agree with him that it could not do me any harm to look at it. Besides, the sun had finished sinking by now and it would be some little time yet before the boy got round with the morning papers. We get the morning papers in the evening out where I live, and the evening papers in the morning; so as I had nothing to do for the time being I thought I might as well employ it in looking at his book.


“This work” – he began spreading it open across my knees, so I could not move my legs without seeming impolite, and at the same time holding me down with a firm yet friendly pressure of his freehand – “this work, as its name implies, contains ten thousand priceless facts and secrets. I will briefly enumerate some of its contents. It tells how to charm those whom you meet and make them love you. It tells how to make people at a distance think of you. It tells how to perform the Davenport Brothers’ famous mysteries; how to make an egg stand on end; how to communicate with the spirit world; how to make a cheap galvanic battery; how to make writing appear upon the human arm in blood characters; how to make a candle burn all night; how to remove warts and superfluous hair; how to cure drunkenness; how to cure stammering; how to cure hams; how to cure diseases of the common barnyard or domestic fowl; also eight hundred other cures alphabetically arranged.


“It tells how to make butter yellow in the winter; how to make love powders; how to make the famous eggs of Pharaoh’s serpent, from one of which when lighted, though but the size of a pea, there issues forth a coiling, hissing, writhing reptile similar to a genuine snake, affording excitement and pleasure to young and old alike.”


He inhaled deeply and continued:


“It tells how to make sympathetic or secret writing ink; how to conduct flirtations with cards, postage stamps and the pocket handkerchief. It tells how to train bloodhounds to track criminals. It tells how to make a horse appear as though badly foundered when he is in reality quite unfoundered – how to make him appear lame; how to make him stand by his food without eating; how to put a young countenance on an old horse; how to cover up the heaves; how to make a true-pulling horse appear lame. It tells how——”


I think it was just at this point that I made up my mind to invest in the, book. Looking back on the transaction, I do not seem to be able to recall how it all came about. Mentally I appear to have been in a dazed state for the moment. Naturally it is worth while to have ten thousand priceless facts and secrets in one’s possession – one then has subjects of conversation ready for almost any company. Yet really many of the topics touched on in this book were things that never vitally concerned me before; they are interesting, I concede you, but they have not entered into my life to any noticeable extent.


For example, take butter. I have never even thought about making butter yellow in the winter. Both winter and summer we buy our butter readymade from a person who is in that line of business, and if we could only keep it from smelling yellow I would not care what its color might be. The complexion of butter is a thing that does not appeal to me particularly, one way or the other.


I would like, of course, to make those who meet me love me and to be able to charm persons at a distance, though when you are already married I imagine even this may be embarrassing at times. But we have never owned a horse and if we did own one I could imagine nothing more distasteful to me than spending any considerable period of time trying to put a young countenance on a horse of mine. If the horse had a naturally youthful face very well and good; if not he would have to look elsewhere for his cosmetics. I realize I never would be a success as a beauty doctor to a horse. I lack the requisite sympathy that makes for success in any skilled calling. And why should I cover up his heaves? Let him cover up his own heaves or leave them out. A horse’s heaves are no affair of mine.


My feelings have always been much the same in regard to training bloodhounds to run down criminals. I know something about bloodhounds. I was reared in a section where the authorities at one time put much dependence upon bloodhounds, and therefore I say never again will a bloodhound be able to impose upon me by his air of profound wisdom and his long, drooping ears.


It has been my experience that one is forever reading of the wonderful feats in tracking accomplished by bloodhounds; but those feats always take place at some remote point that one never heard of before and will probably never hear of again. You read in the paper a dispatch stating that an estimable lady, the wife of a presiding elder in the Southern Methodist Church, inadvertently took a drink out of a wayside spring in the dark and, after suffering severely for months, was discovered during the following summer to be full of sprightly green lizards. You read a reprinted clipping purporting to describe how the champion eater of Ossibawhaw County, while attending a street fair and carnival, ate three dozen raw eggs on a wager and immediately afterward, while riding on a steam merry-go-round, was scrambled to death in a distressing manner before medical assistance could reach him. And, still again, you read a spirited account telling how a pair of bloodhounds belonging to a sheriff trailed a fugitive four days and nights back and forth across land and water, crossing one creek so often they wore a path in it, and finally treed their exhausted quarry two hundred miles from the starting-point. But these startling things never seem to occur at places mentioned in the Postal Guide. You cannot find them on the map. If you desire confirmation of such reports you do not know to whom to write.


On the other hand, I have frequently seen bloodhounds engaging in their favorite pastime of tracking somebody and except once in a while, at an Uncle Tom’s Cabin show, their work was invariably disappointing in the extreme. I never saw a bloodhound that I thought could track a Brie cheese across a pool table, without getting hopelessly lost in one of the side pockets. Even at that exciting moment when Eliza is crossing the ice I have an idea that, instead of a baby, she is really carrying a sirloin steak or an aniseed bag dressed up in a cap and long clothes. There must be some stage secret to account for the relentless way in which those baying bloodhounds pursue her; otherwise they would be morally sure to wind up in the orchestra or the box-office or somewhere. If I had lost a criminal I would let the bloodhounds start and then I would go in the opposite direction.


All these reflections came to me later; but at the time that the agent was sitting there on our porch I did not stop to reason them out. There was a kind of mental numbness that came stealing over me, and the faculty of argument had fled, leaving me in a helpless and unresisting state. I have a vague recollection of having a fountain pen pressed into my nerveless grasp, of signing along a dotted line, and of paying something on account – and the deed was done. I emerged from my trance, if you could call it that, to find our little home enriched with still another literary treasure of inestimable value; yet at the same time our library now undeniably has a lopsided and uneven appearance, due to the Ten Thousand Priceless Facts and Secrets not matching our thirty other volumes, they being larger and the color of a full calf.


•     •     •     •     •


The point I have been trying to bring out by reciting these incidents is that I personally have not that instinct which makes so many persons succeed in trade. To me the intricacies of this profession are a source of constant amazement. In me they rouse not only wonder but admiration and vain longings.


The power to sell people things they do not want, and at the same time make them think you are conferring a favor upon them by so doing, is indeed a wonderful power. I know I will never have it, and it is a cause of great sorrow to me. I am a natural-born buyer, but I am no seller. Daily I realize the truth of this more and more and I envy those who have the gift. I would like to be a promoter and interest investors in attractive mining propositions located in the states of the Far West. It seems such an easy way of earning a living. I notice after a few years the average promoter is able to retire to a handsome country estate near some large city and take things easy. To be sure, a few of them from time to time have retired to a couple of large estates maintained by the Federal Government in the suburbs of Atlanta, Georgia, and Leavenworth, Kansas, but those are sporting risks that must befigured on as a part of the game in certain lines of commercial endeavor.


I would like to be the Floorwalker Beautiful in a great department store and direct persons looking for bargains to the counters where the most expensive commodities are sold. I would like to be a real estate agent with that power of persuasion which enables any good real-estate agent to take a homeseeker to one of those sea-level additions down along the Jersey coast and unload on him a bungalow that is guaranteed to have running water in every room – whenever the tide is up. I would like to be an auctioneer and make strangers fight with one another to buy articles they do not need and will have no use for; but with my weakness I could never be an auctioneer. I should bid in everything that I put up.


A person with the knack can sell me whatever he chooses whether I have the money to pay for it or not. Just as soon as the proposition is set forth I pass off into a state of coma during which it is possible to unload almost anything on me. At such a time you could sell me tickets of admission to an earthquake or reserved seats for an eclipse of the moon. Afterward, when it is too late, I am apt to regret it, but I am not cured. I believe I am one of a large class in this country. If there were not a great many of us our great captains of finance – our Carnegies and our Rockefellers, our Morgans and our Fricks – could never have done so well in business as they have done. They had to have the raw material on which to work. We are the raw material – we are very raw!


Only here the other day I went into a store with a view to buying a rolled-plate watch-chain that I had seen in the show window advertised at two-ninety-eight or some such sum. I told the salesman behind the counter what I wanted. He gave me one look and read my secret. Then he said to me firmly: “No, you do not want one of those watch-chains. They are meant to loop across the front of the waistcoat, and if a man is inclined to be – ahem! – stout, a watch-chain like that directs attention to his figure. What you want is one of those neat gold fobs at thirty-eight-fifty.”


Now that was a perfectly bogus argument. You might just as well advance the theory that a bowlegged man should not wear trousers because they will direct attention to his legs. Afterward I thought of this comparison, but at the moment I had no rejoinder handy. My brain got in a sort of fuzzy state, and before I got my reasoning faculties back he was affixing the fob to me and I was paying them the thirty eight-fifty. It’s always that way with me when I invade the crowded marts of trade. As I said before, I was not born to be a seller; I was born to be sold. And I am!


•     •     •     •     •


I had my chance once to embrace a commercial career with all its promise of substantial rewards, but my constitutional infirmity was against me. I lasted for a brief season only. The incident came up in this way: There was a man in our town who had made a success as a life-insurance agent. Persons who crossed his path were not plain persons to him – they were either good risks or else they were poor prospects. And he never asked a man how his family was – he would ask him how his loved ones were. He was constantly urging somebody to provide for his loved ones, using those words. He looked me over one day and told me he thought, with a little training, I ought to be able to sell life insurance on commission.


I was young and optimistic and, besides, I was out of a job; so, against the inner warnings of my better and truer self, I harkened to the voice of the tempter. I told him with a falsely assumed air of jaunty confidence that I thought so too.


He lent me a set of mortality statistics to study. They seemed to me to be gloomy, not to say morbid, reading matter, but I studied them until all I could think of was the dreadful uncertainty of existence. Then he let me have a lot of insurance literature and some tables of comparisons to read and by the time I was through with them my mind was a surging and uncharted sea of figures sloshing round; but my preceptor seemed amply satisfied with the results. He said I was now equipped to go forth and do business. However, as a beginner, my new boss would start me, he said, on an easy prospect.


“You go out and see old man Zogbottom, the brewer,” he said. “He wants some insurance. I’ve been working on him until he’s ripe enough to fall. All you’ve got to do is to go out to his house and pick him. I’ll wait here for you until you get back with his pelt.”


I went; but I was feeling more and more like a forlorn hope at every step and when I arrived at Mr. Zogbottom’s I knew I was the same as a lost cause. He was just going in to his supper and, being a hospitable soul, he invited me in too. I didn’t want any supper. I was so full of stage fright there wasn’t room anywhere inside for an appetite – but I went. After supper we sat round and smoked and talked. Once or twice the conversation threatened to drift round to life insurance, but by masterly efforts I steered it off again. Finally the blow fell. It was getting on toward bedtime and old Mr. Zogbottom, who was polite, had been inhaling his yawns for quite some time.


“I’ve enjoyed your visit,” he said, “and I don’t want to hurry you off or anything like that – but was there anything in particular that you wanted to see me about?”


I saw he had me cornered. I had to come out in the open now. I was desperate.


“Mr. Zogbottom,” I said, “you don’t want any life insurance – do you?”


He said “No.” If he had said “Yes” I don’t know what I would have done; but he merely looked at me somewhat curiously and said “No.”


It took a tremendous load off my mind. I thanked him and said good-night; and as I came away I was feeling almost lighthearted once more.


I went back and reported to my new employer that he was wrong about thinking old Mr. Zogbottom wanted insurance, because I had just had it direct from Zogbottom himself that he didn’t want any. He seemed surprised.


He wanted to know what I had said and what Zogbottom had said. As nearly as I could recall, I told him. He got up and put on his hat.


“You stay right here!” he said to me. “Don’t stir out, because the authorities might get you and lock you up someplace where I couldn’t see you without a permit. I’m sorry I haven’t anything to give you to play with while I’m gone, but you try to amuse yourself the best you can and I’ll be back in a little while. I’m now going out to sign up old Zogbottom for that insurance he’s been wanting.”


“He’s gone to bed,” I said.


Don’t worry,” he said; “I’ll get him up!”


He did too. He got him up and signed him up, and in twenty minutes he was back with an application for a ten-thousand-dollar policy in his pocket. Then he said to me:


“I was wrong and I wish to acknowledge it. I am not one of those persons who try to cover up their mistakes. You were not cut out to sell insurance. You may yet succeed in some other line of endeavor, but not in life insurance. Give up this dream of being a successful insurance agent and turn your mind in other directions. It ought not to be hard to turn a mind like yours.


“It is now getting late and you had better go. In crossing the street try to avoid being run over. The house where you live is two blocks up the street in the middle of the block. It is a white house and you should have no trouble finding it. If you do have any trouble ask a policeman. A policeman is a man in a blue coat with brass buttons on it. Do not confuse him with a motorman. A motorman rides on a streetcar, but a policeman wears a badge. Good night.”


That was practically my only experience in the world of trade. Had it turned out differently I might now be the kind of writer who makes a fortune by his writing – I refer to one who writes insurance.


The Saturday Evening Post, 18 Jan 1913 



Law




Speaking of the law, isn’t it a curious thing how one’s adolescent fancies shift and veer? How few of us in after life turn out to be the things that in childhood’s budding hours we thought we were going to be?


There was a time in my early youth when I wanted to be a lawyer; that, however, was not at the outset. As I look back on it all now, it seems to me that my earliest remembered ambition centered round being the drum-major of a brass band, with a baton to twirl and a bearskin busby the size of an old-fashioned beehive on my head, marching just ahead of the chaps who were doing the work. This craving persisted until I went to my first circus; and then for a while after that I couldn’t make up my mind whether I would become the ringmaster in high boots and a longhorn mustache, or the gentleman bareback rider with the pink rosettes on his bosom, or the talented artist who drove the band-wagon, or the funny old clown who always had another tin fife concealed about his person, no matter how many other tin fifes the ringmaster might take away from him. As I recall, I finally compromised with myself by deciding that I would be all four of them, and between-times would also do lion-taming.


In a period somewhat subsequent to this I made the acquaintance of five-cent libraries, such as could be perused during school hours if spread inside of a geography, and again my fancy began to waver. I was going to be a cowboy, or else a pirate – a Christian pirate, though, who would go to Heaven when he died – or a gallant fireman in a red shirt, with a large tin hat. About this time, however, I attended my first variety show; and at once I became convinced that the limit of human endeavor was summed up in being the champion club-swinger of the world, and wear a black velvet suit and own eighteen pairs of assorted Indian clubs, all with mother-of-pearl settings in them. In the sacred privacy of the stable loft I was putting in a good deal of time practicing Indian club-swinging, with a couple of mineral-water bottles for tools, when one momentous day I participated in a Democratic rally – and after that there was no longer any doubt in my mind. I knew that I was called to a nobler and higher sphere of action than any I had hitherto fancied.


I would be a lawyer. In a long-tailed coat and a white lawn tie, with a high, smooth forehead running up in a kind of peaked effect like the steeple on the baptist church, I would be a lawyer. I would stand upon a platform, with the American flag at my back and a white china pitcher full of lemonade at my right hand, and make speeches to enthrall the clamoring multitude. Also, between campaigns I would make a specialty of defending the innocently accused without charging him any fee for it, and by my talents I would free him; and then his beauteous daughter would implant the dewy kiss of gratitude upon my high and spire-shaped brow and offer me her hand in wedlock. There was a career for you – one with absolutely not a flaw in it anywhere!


As I figure it out now, this desire was but a natural one, seeing that I was raised in one of the favorite haunts of the silver-tongued school of orators. The town where we lived was in the dead center of the eloquence belt of this hemisphere. Among us a lawyer was no lawyer at all unless he was a combination of Demosthenes, Patrick Henry, Tecumseh the Prophet, and Rebekah at the Well – the first three on account of their well-known gifts of speech and the last-named on account of the water supply. In our country a lawyer, to be worthy of the name, must be able to siphon the salt moisture of emotion out of himself upon any and all public occasions. If the pump does not work properly he might as well quit. I’ve seen a lawyer of superior aquatic facilities go to court to defend a colored man accused of stealing a couple of shoats, and seen him cry so well himself that the judge would weep and the jury would too – and even the sheriff; and then the jurors would retire, sobbing as though their hearts would break, and come back with a verdict of not guilty, and the lawyer would issue forth from the courtroom, with the tears still rolling down his cheeks in streams, and take both the shoats for his fee.


We were a highstrung and sentimental people, and oratory moved us as nothing else would. There was once a brawny blacksmith out in the county who was elected a justice of the peace on the strength of his Confederate record and because his wife was distantly related to the Breckinridge family; and the first case he sat to hear was one growing out of the death of a cow at the hands of a freight train on the Louisville & Nashville Railroad. After the evidence was all in, the attorney for the plaintiff made a most effective argument. In vivid word pictures he sketched the abundant virtues of the late cow; he described her sweetness and her gentleness, and her capacity as to milk; he told of the great loss to her family, consisting of a young calf; and he dwelt upon the iron heartlessness of a railroad system that by its brutal carelessness had at one fell swoop, as it were, made hash of the deceased and an orphan of her offspring. His peroration is still remembered. The language of it was homely yet moving.


“And finally, squire,” he said in summing up, “if the train had been run as she should have been ran, and if the bell had been rung as she should have been rang, and if the whistle had been blowed as she should have been blew – both of which they done neither – this here cow would not have been injured at the time she was killed.”


As he sat down the new justice said in a voice husky with feeling,“That’s enough! Plaintiff wins!” and proceeded to enter judgment for the full amount of damages. But the lawyer for the other side protested. He insisted that he had a right to be heard; and, though the justice said he had already made up his mind, he admitted that it was no more than fair for the gentleman to make a speech, too, if he wanted to, and told him to go ahead.


So the lawyer for the railroad cut his moorings and went straight up. He was a genuine silver tongue, with an automatic tear-valve and a friction-proof jaw. He soared right into the clouds and continued to sail round up there for an hour or more. Among other things pertinent to the issue, he introduced the American Eagle, the Magna Charta, First and Second Manassas, Paul Revere’s Ride and the Bonny Blue Flag Which Bears but a Single Star, concluding the whole by giving the Rebel Yell and bursting into a violent fit of weeping. As he sank into his seat the justice, with a touch of the old, true Jeffersonian simplicity, wiped his streaming eyes upon his shirtsleeve, and in a voice quivering with sobs exclaimed: “Well, don’t that beat all! Defense wins!”


Reared as I was amid such influences as these, it was but natural that my juvenile aim should have inclined me to the practice of law. I cherished that ambition for years, but I finally gave it up and turned to other and less exciting pursuits. I did this after I discovered that Nature had not seen fit to endow me with what is known as the legal mind. This legal mind, which you hear so much about, is a very complex thing. It is not given to the average person to be able even to understand the legal mind, let alone to have one. Let me illustrate it if I can. If you or I – both of us assumed to be mere laymen – were asked to tell the difference between a poinsettia and an Irish setter we would probably be able to do so in a few words. We would simply say that though both were setters, even if spelled differently, and though both were red in color, yet by placing the two side by side any casual observer would at once be struck by certain strong dissimilarities between them; but the possessor of a legal mind would not go about the matter in that way at all. He would spend at least a week over the problem, meanwhile charging you up for the time spent. He would consult all the available authorities. He would prepare an opinion, citing the decisions bearing upon the subject and seasoned freely with suitable Latin quotations. Following this he would file a demurrer and move for a writ of habeas corpus and a subpoena duces tecum and a nunc pro tunc, and one thing and another. And then, unless he had inadvertently put a comma in the wrong place, thus permitting opportunity for a number of elderly gentlemen asleep on a bench, in silk nightgowns, to reverse him on error – he would, in the course of a year or so, be able to furnish you with a definite ruling, elucidating the principal points of difference, if any, between an Irish setter and a poinsettia. This is how the legal mind works.


•     •     •     •     •


I know a man who is of a most daring and adventurous nature. He would take almost any kind of forlorn chance. He impresses me as the kind of man who would undertake to argue the suffrage question with a woman while out skiff riding in a self-rocking boat. He is a natural-born gambler too. I’ve known him to make book on a steam carousel and he says that one of those old-fashioned revolving cruets, such as you find on the dining table of a country hotel, makes an excellent substitute for a wheel of fortune, by playing salt and pepper to win, vinegar and mustard to lose, and horseradish to split all bets. But he has always advised me strongly against going to law if it could possibly be avoided. He tells me that once he became involved in litigation over a piece of property and, after a determined and desperate fight in the courts, he won his case on all points; and then by selling the property in question had almost half enough money to pay his attorney’s fees.


I believe he would as soon blow down an unloaded gun-barrel as down one that was loaded, but he says he would never go to law again under any circumstances. I would say that he is probably right. So far as I am able to tell, hiring a lawyer is the only two-handed game in the world where you lose if you win and he wins if he loses. And, as I said before, not having the legal mind, I am content to sit back in the crowd and admire the workings of the laws. I admire the law deeply, too, without being able to fathom it; and, also, I admire those who execute it. But, if this impertinence on the part of a mere bystander may be excused, I wish to take this opportunity of saying it seems to me that the law doesn’t keep up to date – that it doesn’t adopt the modern improvements as other professions do.


Surgery is constantly taking short cuts and bridging gaps. Journalism is ever upon the advance. Science stands ready and eager to embrace the new, the true and the beautiful; and commerce expands her scope daily; but the law is all bound round with precedent and tradition and memories that smell like imported cheese. If you suggest that it ought to take less than nine weeks to et a jury for a prominent murderer, or less than ten years to litigate a dispute over the ownership of a horse that can’t reasonably be expected to live that long; or if you suggest cutting off some of the old seventeenth-century embroidery, you are warned that you are raising an unpious hand against the temple of jurisprudence, upon which the fabric of our civilization rests. If Rip Van Winkle had been an appellate judge instead of what he was, his absence of twenty years that time would have attracted no general comment, I’m quite sure. People would have figured that he was off, preparing a dissenting opinion. Parties whose cases happened to be a few pages farther along on the docket might have chafed a bit, but you would have heard of no complaints from the lawyers. They would have agreed that His Honor, Justice R. Van Winkle, was endowed with the very highest type of the judicial temperament.


I realize, of course, that in the matter of laws it is almost impossible to enact new ones that will give general satisfaction. We clamor for a uniform divorce law, but there the question comes up – who is going to design the uniform? One that would be becoming to Nat Goodwin would not suit Lillian Russell. An income-tax law that wouldn’t worry me for a minute would probably cause Mr. Rockefeller to spend many a sleepless night. The project to undertake a Government control of the corporations is naturally very distasteful to those who favor corporation control of the Government, as at present. But, eliminating from the discussion any projected changes in the civil code and reverting for the nonce to the criminal wing, there again are we confronted with conditions that are puzzling to the ordinary or lay mind.


We are told that the fundamental principles of the law are eternal and unchangeable; but we look abroad and we seem to discern radical differences between European methods of administering justice and our own methods. Take England now. In England a murder trial sometimes seems to tie up the court for as long as three quarters of an hour. We will spend weeks proving that the man who died is dead; but in England almost any little thing ever attached to the deceased in an intimate personal and private capacity serves to establish what the law calls, I believe, the corpus delicatessen. First they establish that. Then the judge asks the prisoner at the bar whether he is guilty or not guilty. The prisoner says he isn’t, and the judge begs to differ with him – and the jurors naturally agree with the judge. So, while the judge is fitting his head into a neat black cap, such as is worn by stout traveling men on day coaches in this country, a serious-looking party, with hemp lint on his clothes, taps the defendant on the shoulder and inquires of him what size collar he wears and whether he is as heavy as he looks. By this time His Worship has his cap adjusted properly, and he consults the calendar and says that, inasmuch as this is Tuesday, the hanging need not take place until next Friday morning – and they call the next case.


In France, again, the procedure is entirely dissimilar. No matter how a French murder trial turns out, it always appears to have the effect of reopening the Dreyfus case. In France it is also customary to have a woman for the defendant. An important witness takes the stand. “What facts have you to offer?” demands the presiding judge sternly. “I have no facts,” says the witness,“but I am filled with conflicting emotions!” “Spoken like a true Frenchman,” cries the judge,“come, kiss me.” This sort of thing excites the lawyer for the defendant and he takes the judge by the whiskers and they go to the floor together. The leading French journalists pen columns upon columns, describing their own feelings; and then, if they have any space left, insert a few brief passages touching on the proceedings of the trial. The verdict is returned, whereupon the Royalists start rioting; the cab-drivers, the milliners, the toe-dancers and allied industries declare a sympathetic strike; the national reserves run to the Pantheon to put on their baggy red-flannel pants, and issue forth in full uniform; the populace march up and down, shouting “Long live the Republic!” – and the Dreyfus case is reopened. I have compiled this general description of a French trial from the cable accounts, so you might call it hearsay; but I am positive about the Dreyfus case being reopened. It always is.


•     •     •     •     •


Now then, we come to our own way of conducting a murder trial. The general aim among us is to avoid hanging anybody who is anybody. This principle – applied in the days of the general use of the old-fashioned slip-noose under the left ear of our forefathers – with certain modifications, due to the introduction of the electric chair, still seems applicable. After having been put off for a few years the case comes up for trial. The lawyers upon opposing sides come to court arm in arm; but immediately upon entering they break apart and quarrel violently with each other all day, hurling defiances and insults until it is time to go out and have a friendly cocktail together before separating for the evening. For weeks the official ivory-hunters, known as deputy sheriffs, have been abroad in the highways and byways, finding suitable jury material. They now return from their expedition escorting a full panel. From this panel twelve tired businessmen are selected by the drawing of lots. Under our system of laws it is the prospective juror, rather than the defendant, who is apparently under suspicion of being a criminal. a foreigner sees a frightened man with a haunted, hunted look in his eye writhing upon a high chair, while a large, strong lawyer howls harsh language at him and the judge upon the bench eyes him severely; and naturally the foreigner assumes that he is looking at the prisoner. But not so; it is but a citizen being examined, touching on his qualifications for jury service.


A candidate for jury service advances. He is ordered to hold up his right hand, while a court attendant utters three hurried grunts in the Choctaw tongue. This impressive ceremonial is called administering the oath. He then takes the stand and, while the artists for the papers are drawing comic pictures of him and the spectators are wondering why any man should wear that kind of a mustache when there are so many other standard brands to choose from, the lawyers – assisted from time to time by the judge – ask him questions, with a view to making him admit that he is either a liar or a fool or preferably both, which he generally does. In regard to his private life they have an insatiable curiosity. They desire to know what clubs he belongs to, and whether he keeps a cow, and what newspapers he reads, and why he insists upon mumbling his answers instead of speaking out like a man. When one cross-examiner gets through with him he is turned over to another, who is even crosser; and if it is in the morning when the lawyers are feeling chipper and fresh they will challenge him, but if it is late in the afternoon and everybody is all tired out they will accept him. The judge then tells him that he has been chosen to perform one of the highest and noblest duties of citizenship, and, to show that he means this, orders the sheriff to lock him and the eleven other malefactors up together carefully somewhere and not permit them to read the papers or see any of their friends until the trial is over – which will be some time next spring if nothing happens.


The jury being chosen, the trial proper now begins and continues until the defendant’s cash reserve runs low. Then the big scene comes – the hypothetic question is brought in on a truck and is read to the alienists. In every murder trial where insanity is the defense, alienists are introduced. They should not be confused with the alienators who figure in divorce cases only.


An alienist is a family doctor who hated the nightwork. He mounts the stand and the hypothetic question is read to him. A hypothetic question is organized on the same principle as a certain train that used to run on a narrow-gauge road down in our country years ago. You could climb aboard anywhere, go as far as you pleased, enjoy a pleasant nap en route, and drop off at a point that looked exactly like the one where you got on. So it is with a hypothetic question. Outside of persons who were alienists by profession, I never knew but one man who ever tried to make out the true meaning of a hypothetic question. He came by this tendency honestly. It was in his blood. He was a cousin of the man who wrote the Lord’s Prayer on the back of a postage stamp; and his uncle was the person who spent two years figuring out the number of seeds in a prize pumpkin in order to win a cash prize of five dollars.


A good long hypothetic question, though, which reads the same backward or forward, will hold an alienist spellbound by the hour, and when it is finished he invariably has the right answer. I never knew of an instance where an alienist failed to make the answer . that was agreeable to the side for which he was working. This matter being disposed of, the lawyers sum up, and the judge charges the jurors – using gas for this process mainly, the same as in charging seltzer siphons – and the jurors retire to deliberate. If the defendant has a nice family, who would feel awfully put out about it if he were hanged, it is customary to acquit him. In rare instances juries have been known to convict a murderer, but generally an easier way out of it for all concerned is for the jury to disagree. The trial then becomes a mistrial and is repeated all over again in another year or so, unless the lawyer for the prisoner, by raising obstacles, succeeds in delaying it longer than that. When it comes to raising obstacles, the earthquake of 1851 had nothing absolutely on a good smart criminal lawyer whose client has a bank account that is holding out well.


No; the legal mind is not for the layman to understand. He can merely stand by and marvel at it, as I do. But it is a mistake, however, to assume, as so many people do, that the law is always a dry and a serious proposition. The law will have its little joke occasionally. It is subtle humor; but it is there and you can find it if you will only look for it. For example, there is a document known to the law as a brief. If you wish to see where the joke of calling this a brief comes in, read one.


The Saturday Evening Post, 07 Dec 1912 



Medicine




Contemplating the rapid strides made by the medical profession, one is filled with amazement! Just to think now – it has been but a comparatively short period of time since a surgeon always bled a patient the very first thing! In bleeding him he used a lancet, which was a painful thing, besides being mussy. Today the lancet is very little used for this purpose. Indeed, in a great majority of cases the patient does not realize that he has been bled at all – until the first of the month comes round and he gets a bill for professional services rendered. Thus it goes. The medical profession ever keeps its face to the front. Burying the mistakes of the past, it continues to push right on ahead.


Take the Middle Ages now. Frequently a barber and a surgeon were one and the same. If a man made a failure as a barber he turned his talents to surgery. Surgeons in those times were a husky race, too. I judge they worked by the day instead of by piecework; and the records certainly show they were very fond of experiments, where somebody else furnished the raw material. They broke into a patient the same way the Red Leary O’Brien gang used to break into a safe.


When there came a resounding knock at the tradesman’s entrance of the moated grange, the lord of the manor, looking over the portcullis and seeing a lusty wight standing down below, in a leather apron, with his sleeves rolled up and a kit of soldering tools under his arm, didn’t know until he made inquiry whether the varlet had come to fix the drain or take the cook’s leg off.


A little later along, when gunpowder had come into general use, surgeons treated a gunshot wound by pouring boiling lard into it, which I would say was calculated to take the victim’s mind off his gunshot wound and give him something else to think about – for the time being, anyhow. I assume that the notion of putting a mustard plaster on the outside of one’s stomach when one has a pain inside one’s stomach is based on the same principle.


However, you don’t have to go clear back to medieval times to note the radical differences in the plan of treating human ailments. A great many persons still living can remember when doctors were not nearly so numerous as they are now; or, reversing the sentence, you might say that, because doctors were not nearly so numerous, many of these persons are still living. Be that as it may, the fact remains that at a time not so very far distant there were fewer physicians to the square mile than at present; and in the spring of the year, when the sap flowed and the birds mated, the sturdy farmer felt that he was due to have something the matter with him too; so he would ride into the county-seat and get an almanac. Doubtless the reader has seen copies of this popular work. On the outside cover, which was dark blue in color, there was a picture of a person whose stomach was sliced four ways, like quartering a pie, and then folded back neatly, thus exposing his entire interior arrangements to the gaze of the casual observer. However, this party, judging by his picture, did not appear to be suffering. He did not even seem to fear that he might catch cold. He was standing there in an absent-minded kind of a way, apparently not aware that anything was wrong with him; and on all sides he was surrounded by interesting exhibits, such as a crab, and a scorpion, and a goat, and a chap with a bow and arrow – and one thing and another.


Such was the main design of the cover, while the contents were made up of recognized standard varieties along the line of jokes and diseases which alternated, with first a favorite joke and then a favorite disease. The author who wrote the descriptions of the diseases included in this almanac was one of the most convincing writers that ever lived anywhere. As a realist he had no superiors among those using our languages as a vehicle for the expression of thought. He was a wonder! If a person wasn’t particular about what ailed him he could read any page at random and have some specific disease. Or he could read the whole book through and have them all, in their most advanced stages. Then the only thing that would save him was a large dollar bottle of the sterling remedy mentioned from time to time in the text.


Again, in attacks of the old-fashioned breakbone ague it was customary to call in a local root-and-herb practitioner, generally an elderly lady of the neighborhood, who had none of these latter-day prejudices regarding the use of tobacco by the gentler sex. One whom I distantly recall, among childhood’s happy memories, carried this liberal-mindedness to a point where she not only dipped snuff and smoked a cob pipe, but sometimes chewed a little. This lady, on being called in, would brew up a large two-gallon caldron of medicinal roots and barks and herbs; and then she would deluge the interior department of the sufferer with a large gourdful of this pleasing mixture at regular intervals. It was efficacious too. The sick man either got well or else he drowned from the inside. Nowadays many persons are drowned by rocking the boat. Then you could frequently accomplish the same result by rocking the patient. This also helps to explain, I think, why so many of our forefathers had floating kidneys. What else could a kidney do?


By the time I had grown up to be a good-sized boy people had mainly outgrown the root-and-herb expert and were depending more upon the old-fashioned family doctor, who drove about in a gig, accompanied by a haunting odor of iodoform and carrying a crock of bulk calomel with him. He probably owned a secret calomel mine of his own – he must have, otherwise he could never have afforded to be so generous with it. He also had other medicines with him, all of them being selected on the old principle that unless a drug tasted like thunder it couldn’t possibly do you any good. At all hours of the day and night he was going about, distributing nuggets from his calomel mine and specimens from his private blue-mass lode. He went to bed with his pants and his hat on, I think, and there was a general belief that his horse slept between the shafts of the gig, with the bridle shoved up on the forehead.


It has been only a few years since the old time general practitioner was everywhere; yet just look round and see now how the system of practice has changed! If your liver begins to behave uppish the first thought of the modern operator is to cut it out and hide it some place where you can’t find it. The oldtimer would have bombarded it with a large brunette pill about the size and color of a damson plum; or he might put you on a diet of molasses seasoned to taste with sulphur and quinine and other suitable condiments. Also, in the spring of the year he frequently anointed the young of the species with a mixture of mutton suet and asafetida. This treatment had an effect that was distinctly depressing upon the growing boy. It militated against his popularity and forced him to seek his pleasures outdoors. It was very hard for a boy, however naturally attractive, to retain his popularity among the fireside circle when coated with mutton suet and asafetida and then taken into a warm room. He attracted attention he did not court and which was distasteful to him. Keeping quiet did not seem to help. Even if blindfolded, people would still have known he was there.


It seems that the old time general practitioner is dying out, except in the country. In the city one finds him occasionally, playing a limit game in an office up a side street – one dollar to come in, two to call; but the tendency of the day is toward specialists. The result is a doctor who treats you for just one particular thing. With a pain in your chest, say, you go to a chest specialist. So long as he can keep the trouble confined to your chest, all well and good. If it slips down or slides up he tries to coax it back to the reservation; then, if it refuses to do so, he bids it an affectionate adieu and makes a dotted mark on you to show where he left off, collects his bill and regretfully turns you over to a stomach specialist or a throat specialist, depending on the direction in which the trouble was headed when last seen.


•     •     •     •     •


At this time of writing, medical scientists appear to be divided into two classes. One class is composed of men who stay in their laboratories discovering those new and extremely fatal diseases that never seemed to do us any harm so long as we didn’t know about them. And the other class is composed of those who do nothing except study up new schools of treatment. Nothing that I can think of, except an automobile, gets old-fashioned so soon as a method of treatment. I note, by the medical journals, that a number of the new, advance 1913-model diseases and treatments are already on the market, and others are expected daily. This system provides pleasing variety and constant change for the doctor, but it keeps the lay mind in a vacillating and uncertain state. You hardly get used to one infallible and absolutely certain treatment of curing whatever ails you before a great savant comes along and proves to you that the present way is absolutely wrong, and makes you swap it for something exactly the opposite.


Perhaps, on the advice of your chosen specialist, you have been walking barefooted in the dew and living on one of those preparations of fermented milk that tastes as though it had already disagreed with you before you’ve even swallowed it. This in time palls upon you. Very few of us are so constituted that we can learn to care for a steady diet of this predigested food, especially as we have no way of ascertaining who it was that predigested it. So, assuming you to be even as the run of us, we will say that you became dissatisfied with the dew-and-milk treatment, and you call in another specialist of equal note. And he looks you over and says, as if to himself: “Merciful Heavens, how can such things be?” And he says, far be it from him to knock a fellow practitioner, because, in the first place, it is contrary to professional ethics; and, in the second place, it is unnecessary when results are speaking for themselves. And he says to you that you came to him just in time, because had you delayed a little longer it would have been too late; he says that now there is still hope for you, but that, whatever you do, you must never again, so long as you live, get your feet damp, especially in dew; or drink milk preparations in any form, they being just the same as so much rat poison to a person in your condition.


The doctor says all this in such a way that you are willing to pay him freely for saying it.


Or possibly he is an advocate of an immediate surgical operation for such cases as yours, and all others. I may be unduly sensitive on account of my size; but it seems to me there are an awful lot of doctors who will take a fleeting glance at a stout person and say to themselves that this is something that ought to be looked into right away – and will immediately open a kit and start picking out the proper utensils. You go into a doctor’s office and tell him you don’t feel the best in the world – and he gives you one look and excuses himself, and steps into the next room and begins greasing a saw. Speaking merely as an outsider, it strikes me that the younger the doctor the more inclined he is apt to be to the prospect of cutting curlicues and fretwork in the human frame.


I wonder if the young doctor can be inspired by the same ambitions that actuate a small boy who has just received his first tool chest for a Christmas gift; the boy is seized with a longing to hack the leg off the dining-room table; the young surgeon is instinctively drawn to the leg of some innocent bystander. So, as I say, the younger men in the profession appear to go in extensively for surgery, though the older men lean more and more to diets. As to diets, however, I feel that medical science has almost reached the limit. Under medical direction we are now eating about everything that wasn’t intended for eating purposes by human beings in the beginning. We long ago exhausted the possibilities of the livery stable, and the alfalfa patch has no secrets from us any more.


One strongly attractive feature about the number of the current schools of treatment is that they give you such a variety to pick and choose from. No matter what you want to do to yourself, you can, if you look hard enough, find a specialist who will feel the same way about it as you do. If you think you should starve a while there is certain to be a doctor who leans to strict vegetarianism, and very little of that. By persistent adherence to this policy you reach the point where you burst into tears every time you see a picture of a prize steer in a livestock journal, and you cannot pass a nice, clean little fat boy without being seized by an almost uncontrollable desire to bite him! So you pay a call to one of the carnivorous school of physicians. He agrees with you that your system seems to demand red blood and plenty of it; and he writes you out a prescription calling for a club steak and a couple of hams, and some few pounds of country sausage and a school of fried fish – and one thing and another – to be taken three times a day and also just before retiring at night.


If your nerves are off concert pitch, and you crave for travel, there is sure to be a doctor who has a brother in the passenger department of a railroad. Or, if you want to stay right where you are and take the rest cure, it’s the easiest thing in the world, through professional guidance, to get in touch with the magnificent sanitarium at Gloomville-by-the-Glum, rate sixty dollars a week – meals, lodging, attendance and incidentals extra. If you are only a trifle despondent and want something to cheer up your flagging spirits, almost anybody can direct you to a genial and affable doctor, who will treat you, and then stay right there, with his elbow on the rail, and let you treat him. Such, at least, has been my personal experience. There is just one thing, though, that you must not expect of the medical profession – you must not expect to find any physician who will agree that any other physician’s diagnosis is absolutely correct. As I understand it, that would also be a violation of professional ethics. Anyhow, it isn’t done.


Mind you, I am not seeking to attack the medical profession. I am strictly for the doctor. He is with us when we come into the world and with us when we go out of it, lending a helping hand on both occasions oftentimes. And, anyway, our sympathies should especially go out to the medical profession at this particular time when the antivivisectionists are railing so loudly against the doctors. The antivivisection crusade has enlisted widely different classes in the community, including many lovers of our dumb-animal pets – and aren’t some of them the dumbest things you ever met! – especially chow dogs and canaries? Ladies who regularly wear dead birds in their hats, and gentlemen who prefer their lobsters live-broiled, and others too numerous to mention, are lining up against vivisection.


I will admit there is something to be said on both sides of the argument. This dissecting of live subjects may have been carried to extremes on occasions. When I read in the medical journals that the eminent Doctor Diggs succeeded in transferring the interior departments of a pelican to a pointer pup, and vice versa, with such marvelous success that the pointer pup was drowned while diving for minnows in a washbowl, and the pelican went out in the back yard and barked himself to death baying at the moon, I am interested naturally; but, possibly because of my ignorance, I fail to see wherein the treatment of infantile paralysis has been materially advanced. On the other hand, I would rather the kind and gentle Belgian hare should be offered up as a sacrifice upon the operating table and leave behind him a large and dependent family of little Belgian heirs and heiresses – dependent upon the charity of a cruel world – than that I should have something painful which can be avoided through making him a martyr. Or, in other words, I would rather any white rabbit on earth should have the Asiatic choler a twice than that I should have it only once. These are my sincere convictions, and I will not attempt to disguise them.


Besides, we must all concede that it was through experimenting that medical science has been able to make such tremendous progress; that to these very things we owe the discoveries of so many new and expensive diseases, and so many new and expensive ways of curing them after the diseases are discovered and sorted out, and properly classified and branded. Besides, when we stop to think about it, what a boon all this has been to womankind! The stern dictates of fashion restrict a woman to certain modes in dress, no matter how unbecoming they may be; but, in the matter of being a confirmed invalid, any moderately well-to-do woman can enjoy a range of selections that is practically unbounded. When the conversation flags she can always fall back on her symptoms. And what is easier or more convenient than to fix the time of past events by the date of her last operation! Women in particular owe much to modern medical research; you can’t deny that, no matter whether you oppose vivisection or approve of it.


There is just one thing in connection with this interesting subject that I could never bring myself to understand, and I’ve given to it a good deal of study and reflection too. We know now that the perpetuation of our race depends upon a proper regard to the principles of sanitation and sterilization, hygiene and isolation, and the like. We know that the housefly goes round carrying on his feet a list of things calculated to take the strongest appetite, and we have organized against him. We know that only a trifle less deadly than the fly is his cousin, the malaria mosquito; and that his other cousin, the yellow-fever mosquito, is just as deadly as he is, or even more so. So we’ve put the mosquito on the black list too. We know that there are bacteria lurking in everything, from Bactrian camels to back files of the newspapers. We know all about the germ theory, realizing fully that unboiled drinking water is an aquarium, and unscreened food is a zoo, and unfiltered air is an aviary. We know that the only safe place to have an appendix is in a bottle. We know that without proper diet we can never have proper health. We know that fresh air is essential to our well-being. We know that never does the sun go down at night with out the discovery of at least one previously unsuspected malady, which all through the centuries has been garnering in its millions of victims.


•     •     •     •     •


We know all about these things and recognize their importance; but our forefathers didn’t know them. They were fogged in ignorance. They were unacquainted with the simplest rules of hygiene. They didn’t care whether the housefly wiped his feet before he came into the house or not. The gentleman with the drooping, cream-separator mustache was at perfect liberty to use the common drinking cup on the railroad train. The appendix lurked in its lair, undisturbed by the prying fingers of curiosity. The fever-bearing skeeter buzzed and flitted, stinging where he pleased. The germ theory was unknown. Suitable food for an invalid was anything that the invalid could afford to buy. Fresh air, and more especially fresh night air, was regarded as dangerous, and people hermetically sealed themselves in before retiring. Not daily was the world gladdened by the tidings that science had unearthed some fresh disease. It never occurred to a mother that she should sterilize the slipper before spanking her offspring. Babies were not reared antiseptically, but just so. Nobody was aware of microbes. If you had told a man the air he breathed was full of bugs he’d have taken you for one yourself. 


In short, our forebears lived in the midst of perils; they were surrounded on all sides by things that are immediately fatal to the human system. Not a single one of them had a right to pass his second birthday. In the light of what we know, we realize that by now this world should be but a barren waste, dotted at frequent intervals with large graveyards and populated only by a few dispossessed and hungry bacteria, hanging on the cemetery fence, singing: Driven From Home!


And yet, marvelous to say, some of our forefathers lived – indeed, some of them are still living. It has been but a few months since the man who, as a boy, saved Abraham Lincoln from drowning, was reported as being in excellent health, all over the Union. Henry Clay’s last surviving body-servant, eight in number, was mainly alive at last accounts; and, as soon as the new pension law goes into effect, it will undoubtedly be shown that the official and authentic Drummer Boy of Shiloh exists to the number of forty thousand, more or less. I cannot understand it. They should all have been dead long ago – along with everybody else.


In the conditions generally prevalent up to twenty years ago, most of us never had any license, really, to be born at all. Yet look how many of us are still here! In this age of research I hesitate to attempt to account for it, on the entirely unscientific theory that what you don’t know doesn’t hurt you. Doubtless a physician could give you a better explanation, but his explanation would cost you more than mine has.



In conclusion, I wish to state that I have penned these few lines while enjoying the best of health. At this writing I am feeling bully!


I have just read a prospectus of some of the new and improved diseases that will be featured by the medical profession during the coming year, without experiencing a single symptom – which I regard as the ultimate test.


If I should fall ill any time soon, however, these remarks will be liable to immediate and voluntary revision on my part. I may even withdraw them altogether. From past experience I know that when a man takes to his bed, uttering loud groans and feeling that possibly he should have ordered silver handles on his new overcoat instead of patch pockets, he begins – right that very minute – to develop a deep craving for the frequent society of one or more persons prominently connected with the medical profession.


No matter what we may say in our idler moments, there is a time when a doctor looks like an angel to us. It is when we are afraid we are about to break into the angel class ourselves!


The Saturday Evening Post, 30 Nov 1912 



Thin & Thick




After you reach a certain age it seems to you  about every second man of the same age that you meet is doing something for his hair or for his figure. He is trying to keep his hair or he is trying to lose his figure; sometimes both.


So far as my own experiences and powers of observation go, both of these are absolutely hopeless endeavors. In legend, Hercules typifies accomplishment. He is chiefly recalled as the demigod who, being assigned by a higher power to perform certain large contracts, straightway went and did them with dispatch and more or less neatness. When we think of Hercules we think of the Augean stables before and after treatment. But as I look at it, Hercules had comparatively an easy job. Suppose, for instance now, his hair had become a little thin on top and his figure a little thick in front, and he had been ordered, within a given space of time, to increase the one and decrease the other. Imagine the result, if you please. It is possible to do this with no great stretch of the imagination. In song and story Hercules would have come down to us as the most pronounced and prominent failure of the mythological period – the smooth-turreted, broad-beamed, official bust of the Olympian outfit.


For the nonce, dismissing Hercules from the equation, let us consider these two subjects of hair and flesh in the order in which they have been mentioned here. Let us first take up hair, its shortcomings and its outgoings. In the period of his youthful maturity, the average man pays small attention to his hair. He has it trimmed at intervals and shampooed about once in so often and two or three times a day he combs it; but otherwise he devotes no great amount of thought to it. Ever since he can remember his head has been covered with hair, and he assumes that such will always continue to be the case.


The consciousness that he is beginning to lose his hair comes usually with a jolt of sudden surprise. It comes, as someone else has remarked of something else, like a bolt from the blue. Startled, he observes some morning that his comb, after use, looks a good deal like one of those chow dogs which some women are so fond of carrying about under their arms. He consults the mirror. To his alarm he discovers that incipient baldness has stolen upon him, so to speak, in a single night. Above his eyebrows the animal is beginning to triumph over the vegetable. Day by day his brow lengthens. Or else, upon the exact top of his skull, a round, white spot, conspicuous as the bull’s-eye of a target, manifests itself. Frequently the two phenomena occur simultaneously. In that event the pained victim may mark with growing distress how the baldness in the front and the baldness at the top draw ever and ever nearer one to the other. Steadily, inexorably, the process continues until amalgamation is accomplished, and then there he is with a forehead running all the way back to where his collar buttons behind. Except when he has his hat on, no one can tell where his face properly ends. Even to a lazy man the situation presents few or no attractions. If there is less to comb, there is more to wash.


During a certain period of our national development – to wit, through a generation recently concluded –  – the man who was becoming bald might with propriety let his whiskers grow in luxuriant profusion, thus striking a happy facial balance by replacing upon the lower end of his countenance the masses of foliage that had already disappeared or were disappearing from the upper end. Historians aver that the Civil War was fought by boys; but the photographs that have survived show that a good many of the boys were densely enmeshed in whiskers. Anyhow the generals were. An unwhiskered general in those times must have been almost as rare as a whiskered one would be today. Our chief executives wore whiskers too. From James Buchanan to Grover Cleveland the line of whiskered presidents ran unbroken. Lincoln, Grant, Hayes, Garfield, Arthur, all of them were whiskered, although the last named showed the effects of a strengthening, countrywide influence against whiskers in high places by mowing his away in front and landscaping them on the sides. Then after an interval came Harrison, who also was plentifully whiskered. It seems strange that the emblem of the Republican party in the days of its ascendancy should not have been a set of whiskers flowing free.


Be that as it may, the fact remains that from the early sixties to the mid-eighties baldness could be, and often was, offset by hirsute ornamentation of the lower jaw and environs. But in the hurrying-forward movement of our present-day civilization, whiskers no longer hold the place that once they held. They would get into the wheels of progress and clog up the gears and cams and things. Besides, whiskers some twenty-odd years ago became one of the national jokes, which was fatal to their sustained popularity. So now, because of the altered sentiment of our country, the man who is threatened with baldness can no longer retreat inside of his whiskers without becoming a subject for the jests and japeries of the comic paper and the cartoonist. He must quit lying in ambush and step forth into the open. Society refuses to stand for any bushwhacking. “I see you hiding there,” says society. “Come on out of that, you!”


Therefore, upon finding that his hair has turned untrue to him, he sets himself to the task of wooing back the fickle tresses. And right there is where his troubles multiply. For all the available evidence proves that once a man’s hair starts to go away it is almost impossible for him to catch up with it. Yet at the outset the task promises no great difficulties, because nearly everybody he meets tells him exactly what he has to do and how to do it. Every barber has a
sovereign remedy for falling hair. Your barber may be as bald as a potato-masher himself, but invariably he has something in stock that is guaranteed to restore hair to the most arid scalp. Generally the decoction is blended according to an infallible private recipe of his own. He practically promises that if the first bottle fails of the desired result he’ll drink the second bottle himself. And most laymen also know how to make hair grow – other folks’ hair anyhow.


Thus do we find the man whose hair is on the wane devoting many of his spare hours and a great deal of his thought to the outside of his skull. By turns he is determined, persevering, hopeful, then desperate, then hopeless; and finally he is resigned. During the first stages of this prolonged period of transition his acquired aromas betray his progress. Every week his head smells differently from the way it smelled the week before. Generally he starts his campaign by singeing the outer ends of his hair. But the base of the trouble lies at the other end. He speedily discovers that. Accordingly he undertakes to revive and stimulate the roots. He seeks to awaken the sluggish follicles to a sense of their own duty. But next to a practical politician, a follicle appears to be about the most ungrateful thing there is. The more you do for a follicle the less it is willing to do for you. It takes all and gives nothing in return. A follicle sitting up on its haunches, begging for just one more drop of pink hair lotion, is one of the most entrancing spectacles in nature; but you forget its natural cuteness and remember only its innate depravity when, having been fed at your expense, it retires to its lair and stays there indefinitely. Dern a follicle anyway!


On one day you meet the man who is fighting a losing fight for his hair, and when he takes off his hat you sniff and look about you inquiringly to see whether they haven’t been oiling the street again. That is a sign that he has reached the period when he asphalts his scalp with tar products. The next time you meet him, pomade has him in its sticky grip, and he makes you think of a fashionable wedding in colored society. He tries quinine products and the powdered remains of a certain Spanish insect put up in alcohol. He anoints his dome with raw eggs until he suggests an underdone omelet with spinach. He seeks for aid in greases and salves. All that happens is that the band inside his hat could qualify for a lamp wick without any rehearsals, and he dare not put his head too close to a gas jet for fear of an extensive conflagration resulting from spontaneous combustion.


The stuff, soaking through, may make his intellect soggy, but his hair keeps right on getting thinner. Naught will avail to save it now. For the human hair might be likened, in a sense, to the orb of day. In the morning of life it comes up glorious and effulgent, but sooner or later, and in some cases much sooner than later, it fades away: and then only the pinkish afterglow, shining through the scalp upon the sunset slope of the skull, remains to remind the late owner of the radiance of the dawning. Science and the arts stand helpless. Baldness has claimed another victim for its own, and there is nothing for the poor man except to wear a skullcap when traveling, and stay out of the first row of the pit when patronizing musical shows. The hairs of his head are numbered; and he, alas! is reduced to a few of the minor fractions, and before he can comb his hair he has to find the least common divisor. He might buy a wig – and sometimes he does. But a wig never fooled anybody yet except the man who wore it.


•     •     •     •     •


As with hair which is departing, so with a figure that is increasing. There is this to be said for a stomach – it makes conversation. The Germans talk about their own stomachs. the Americans about other people’s stomachs. People are never driven to the necessity of discussing the weather or the neighbors if there is a stomach handy – they will converse freely about that and tell its proprietor what he should do to get rid of it. For conversational purposes a stomach is anybody’s property. Folks never go behind a stomach’s back to talk about it. What they have to say they say right out before its face, speaking just as freely and frankly as though the man to whom it belonged wasn’t present at all. You might think, to hear them carrying on. that the man who owned the stomach had gone far away and left it behind, instead of his being right there, with his lap full of stomach, gently rocking it to sleep on his knee and trying to avoid appearing self-conscious.


Fleshiness is not the protection which some persons imagine it to be: quite the contrary. Excess flesh pads a man’s bones, but at the same time it exposes him to the comment, the criticism, and the gratuitous advice of the casual acquaintance and the passing stranger alike. If you want to hear all there is to be said, pro and con, upon the subject of stomachs you have but to get one. From the hour when a man begins to stouten up noticeably, it seems to him that about every other person he meets wants to lean up against his front porch and tell him about a relative who lost eight pounds or eighty or eight hundred, as the case may be, by drinking a quart of lemon juice before breakfast, or walking on all fours for fifteen minutes twice a day, or something. This informant gives you all the particulars, holding back nothing. In detail he describes to you how his Uncle Thomas or his Cousin Horace changed from squash-shape to string-bean after thirty easy lessons of home treatment by mail; and he gives you the address of the correspondence school and urges you to go and do likewise. His tone carries with it the intimation that if you wait much longer you will pop, and then it will be too late.


It may be that the man who has fleshened up is well satisfied with things as they are. If it is his destiny to be plump, who is he that he should meddle with destiny? After all, fate is but fat with an extra letter added. That is the way in which he looks at it. Yet even as the constant drip of water wears down the hardest lump of sugar, resulting in sirup, so in time his resolution to let well enough alone dribbles away under the weight and pressure of all this outside argument. Besides, even a stout person may have his vanities, just as the person who is getting bald has his. It is very galling for a single man to be mistaken at a short distance for a couple, and he gets frightfully tired of having amateur humorists ask him whom he is carrying in his arms, and why he doesn’t put the little fellow down and make him walk. He begins to hanker after thinness again. For a while he takes it out in hankering; then at length, seeing that this course is productive of no material results, he seeks out active measures to achieve thinness.


To him two courses are open – dieting and exercise. Some fat men try one and some try the other, and some – heroic but deluded souls – try both at once. And oh, how those poor wretches do suffer! I tackled the diet proposition once myself. I began it at breakfast and faithfully continued it through luncheon, or perhaps I should say through the hour which all natural laws intend should be devoted to luncheon; but along toward dinnertime I saw the whole scheme of the thing was predicated on the wrong basis, and I called in a waiter and advised with him over the dinner card, and together we took the proper steps to abate the rigors of the system. Better a figure like two figures than the constant gnawings of a mistreated digestive apparatus; and what – as I said to myself – what is the use of having gastric juices unless you occasionally give them something to do? Presumably they are not ornamental; therefore they should be useful. Thus I reasoned it out.


Never shall I forget the unhappy experiences of that day. At the outset there was a breakfast consisting, as I recall now through a mist of distressful memories, of a drink of water and a dry and crumbly cracker. It was rather too much breakfast for a goldfish, but hardly enough for a poll parrot.


A creature that was half goldfish and half parrot would probably have been amply satisfied with it. But to think of a full-grown man, with an appetite and a hard day’s work ahead of him, sitting down to such a repast, while all about him other mortals were stoking up for the stress and strains of this modern industrial conflict on corned-beef hash with poached eggs spangled over the top, and country sausages and griddle cakes, and veal kidneys and three cups of coffee and suchlike morsels!


Really, though, the straw that broke the camel’s back was the plate of soup that formed the principal part of the midday meal, conceding that the simile is not misplaced and that you might rightly compare a thing so weak as that soup was to a thing so robust as a straw is. I have forgotten the dietetic and scientific names of this decoction, but in my own mind I shall always think of it as Honeymoon Soup and associate it with the hour when a young couple go away upon their wedding tour, for it was sprinkled with raw rice and it tasted like old shoes.


So, as I remarked just now, along toward the dusk of the evening I realized the faultiness of the system, and by making a suitable selection from the menu I succeeded in relaxing its barbarities to such an extent that by the next morning the period of my strict dieting lingered in my mind only as a disagreeable but fleeting dream.


You see, I knew when to quit a thing. I quit before starvation had become a confirmed habit with me. I had a friend once though who hung on too long. It was a very sad case. He was taking the milk cure for what ailed him – living exclusively on milk, you know, at the sanitarium of Saint Cowes; and in the third week he made the mistake of venturing out in showery weather. Being in that delicate condition he should have known enough to stay close to a refrigerator or an ice pack; but, no, he would go. The result was he got caught out in a severe thunderstorm and it clabbered him. He never got over it. To the day of his death he was a human cheese.


•     •     •     •     •


Then there is the matter of systematic exercise. I have but recently completed an exhaustive personal test along this line and am in position to speak understandingly of this subject also – understandingly and likewise feelingly. For a time I considered taking up golf; but in good season I put the temptation aside. It seems to me that being stung in a vulnerable spot, such as the head, by the caddies’ worm is one of the very worst things that can happen to the average man. It may help his figure, but it certainly does impair his intellect and unfits him for any company except the company of others who are similarly afflicted. In a little while he gets so he cannot think or talk about anything except the score he made yesterday, or the score he is going to make tomorrow, or his magnificent drive for the ninth hole, or the faultless manner in which he addressed the ball at the thirteenth. I know I never addressed the ball excepting once, and then my language was totally unfit for publication. Every time I tried to knock it off the little pile of sand upon which it was perched it dodged down so that I merely winnowed the atmosphere with infuriated strokes and almost put my right shoulder blade out of joint. Finally I caught it in the act of dodging, and then in an effort to circumvent the blamed thing I aimed just under it; whereupon it leaped nimbly in to the air for a distance of perhaps eight inches and the butt end of my club dug clear down through the top soil to the solid flint below, so the spot looked as though a geologist had been round there collecting specimens. It was after this happened that I addressed the ball in the manner intimated.


This served to discourage me with golf, seeing that the ball used in playing it was so treacherous. Nevertheless, in spite of all that I might have gone ahead had it not been for fear of the mental consequences. Indeed, even at this late day I might still take up golf if only some of my friends would consent to lay it down once in a while. But they won’t. A confirmed golfer is fit to associate only with confirmed golfers. Golf, to a man, appears to be what a new symptom is to a woman. It is all-engrossing, all-absorbing. A man who is interested in golf ceases to be interested in the lesser topics of the day, such as the tariff and the high cost of living and the trouble in Europe. It may be he finds no time to read the papers, or it may be he fears that worrying over these incidental issues may affect his score. Frequently I have observed that in order to perfect his golf it is necessary for him to give up business.


In view of these things I did not start in to overtake this young man Ouimet. I am satisfied with being able to pronounce him; I have no desire to beat him – and he so young and promising too. But, misled by the specious suggestions of certain friends who had nothing to lose, I did sign up for a course at a gymnasium.


I was specially influenced by the enthusiastic statements of one man. I should have known better than to take his advice. He is professionally optimistic about everything that partakes of the nature of a sporting proposition, he being what is known as a born rooter. If he knew the deceased he would root at a funeral. It was he who impressed upon me the benefits, in a physical and symmetrical way, to be derived from gym work.


So I enrolled. And now I am qualified to say that the main point of difference between a gymnasium and the Spanish Inquisition is that a gymnasium is designed to inflict tortures upon the excessively thin and the inordinately stout, whereas the Inquisition, playing no favorites, took ’em on at all weights. For you must know that, according to the theories followed in most gymnasiums, the same plan that is supposed to take weight off of fat men is supposed to put weight on thin men. Every time the fat man loses a pound the thin man next to him is presumed to take on a pound. It is as though the flesh were being grafted from one to the other. In this connection I use the word graft advisedly.


I imagine that my own experience upon entering the gymnasium was the common experience of those who have gone over the same route. After the preliminaries of being mustered in for ninety days or till the end of the war are concluded, you are assigned a locker where you keep your street clothes while romping about the gym; then you visit the medical director. At our gym the medical director is a small man of a determined and critical aspect, and evidently curious about the personal affairs of others. Assuming that you are a stout person in supposed need of reducing, he tells you to rally round him, and when you have gathered about his vicinity he tests your lungs and heart and asks you a lot of intimate personal questions, meanwhile peevishly punching you with a very sharp forefinger. Leaving him to fill out a chart with many of your most private particulars you go upstairs to call upon the athletic director. This is a large, square-jawed person with about five times as much biceps displacement as any one man needs, and he is very lumpy in spots, as though his upholstering had bunched up on him. He examines you some more, making little disparaging sounds between his lips, and then tells you that the main thing is to take things easy at first. He doesn’t mean that, though, which you ascertain as soon as you undertake to go through the course of sprouts he outlines for your use. He doesn’t look it, but this person is at heart a practical jester.


I fear, though, that I did not listen to his instructions as closely as I should, because my attention was distracted. Through an open door I was viewing with ill-disguised horror the scene of suffering presented in the gymnasium proper. The late Mr. Dante of Italy had a tolerably morbid mind, but he never imagined a more harrowing spectacle. At least he never depicted a more harrowing one in his justly celebrated guide book to the infernal regions. It seemed to me that all the middle-aged, middle-figured men on earth had assembled together within the confines of that one room for the express purpose of mistreating themselves. There was a sound as of a school of porpoises all spouting together and all suffering from the heaves. There was a confusion of stout bare legs, twinkling about laboriously, and mottled over, most of them, with large red and blue veins like colored soap. here was a great intermingling of bolster arms and feather-bed backs and pillowy, billowy breasts heaving convulsively.


An elderly gentleman, exhausting heavily from his diaphragms – he appeared to have about four of them arranged in tiers or layers, with a kind of mezzanine effect stuck on at the top, well  under his chin –  was trotting resolutely about the running track, twenty laps to the mile, not counting his own lap, which was equal to at least two of the others. His feet pounded its padded leather surface with the smacking sound of someone spanking an air-filled mattress with a clapboard. I judged he had somewhere heard the story of the race between the tortoise and the hare and was qualifying to understudy the winner of that historic event. I think he would have won by an even greater margin than the tortoise won by; he had the system down so well. He was trying to keep his stomach up out of the way by hitting it violently, first with one knee and then with the other; but the stomach was stubborn. Whenever the knee came up, the stomach was right there to meet it. Upon his face was a grim look – a kind of Joe Grim look. To understand better what I mean by this reference, kindly consult the published ring record of Mr. Grim. His eyes bulged out to quite a perceptible extent and his cheeks were violently distended. Probably lights danced before his eyes and he was endeavoring to blow them out; such fancies do come to one under certain conditions. He was the color of an Italian sunset – all except his face, which suggested ripe eggplants. And he was having a perfectly corking time – I could tell that by his expression.


In a corner near by another corpulent gentleman was taking a boxing lesson from an assistant instructor. I assume he was paying for it. If so he was getting his money’s worth beyond doubt. The instructor would tell him to guard his jaw, and when the stout gentleman had done so, then the instructor would strike him with great violence amidships. At this the pupil would lower his guard to protect his body, and the instructor would take advantage of the opportunity to biff him genially in the face. Mainly, though, the instructor confined his attentions to the student’s face, because, owing to the latter’s prevalent style of architecture, the only way, really, to avoid striking him below the belt was to aim for his face. The old gentleman’s intentions were good, but his system of protection was faulty, it seemed to me. He never seemed to have his gloves where a blow was about to land, although he always had them there the instant after it had landed. He, too, as was plainly to be seen, was enjoying himself tremendously. Every time the instructor hit him you could hear his short, glad cries or gasps of joy.


At the far end of the hall a group of gentlemen were tossing the medicine ball from one to another, sometimes catching it in their hands, sometimes between the eyes or in the pit of the stomach or on the point of the jaw. They were almost beside themselves with enthusiasm over this pleasant sport. Indeed, considering any one of them in a profile view, you would have said he was beside himself to the extent of from one-half, in some instances, to two-thirds in others. Still others were working at the pulley lifts and the rowing machines and the stationary bicycles – no, not working, playing. But if you didn’t know it was play you might have been pardoned for thinking it was work. Presently a signal sounded and a number of those present left off whatever they were doing and, trooping to the center of the floor, formed a class and went through what are called setting-up exercises. But I think this is a misnomer, because I noticed that as soon as they were through most of them manifested an inclination to lie down. They weren’t particular where they lay down either. Any spot where some fellow member of the class was not lying down seemed to suit. They went through the exercise to piano music, keeping time with the air, which was a lively little thing. It occurred to me that a stately, sonorous, measured air – say the Dead March from Saul – would have given better satisfaction among the members of the class; but of course, being the merest novice, I did not suggest it.


For the moment I was chiefly concemed with mapping out my own course of conduct. Right off I decided to seek, as it were, the point of least resistance, and to do the easiest things. Running looked easy. I remembered that when a small boy I used to run about freely. It wasn’t possible that I had forgotten how. Moreover, running was one of the things the physical instructor had just recommended to me. He said it would improve my wind. As a person who occasionally indulges in an after-dinner speech I felt that I should lose no opportunity of improving my wind. So I began circling the running track, my intention being to reel off some thirty or forty laps. Pretty soon I saw that forty laps, or even thirty, would be too many for a beginner – oh, far too many! So I decided to cut the distance down to ten or fifteen laps for the first day or so. Soon after that I saw my way clear to reducing the total to five laps. But undoubtedly I improved my wind. I improved it to a degree where it was plainly audible all over the place. Many of my fellow athletes quit what they were doing and gathered along the track. I thought at first they had come to watch me run, but I ascertained later that they were interested in hearing me pant. I do not wish to boast of my own accomplishments, but I will bet any reasonable amount that I am the best panter in the state. There may be better runners than I am, but as a panter I acknowledge no superiors. One old gentleman came right up and openly congratulated me. He said I was the only person he ever saw who panted with an echo. He said I ought to give panting lessons.


After finishing the fourth or fifth lap I sat down, still expertly panting, to give my breath, which I had left some distance behind me, an opportunity to catch up. Then I tried tossing the medicine ball jauntily about. At least the first toss was accomplished in a jaunty manner. The main trouble with a medicine ball is that it starts out by weighing six or eight or ten pounds or some such matter, and doubles in weight after every toss, until at the end of five minutes it weighs at a conservative estimate three-quarters of a ton. I was afraid I might drop it and that it would go through the floor and dash out the brains of some perfectly innocent person downstairs. And, besides, it had grown too heavy to be lifted by any power short of a block and tackle.


Next I experimented with the pulley weight. The pulley weight is indeed a wonderful contrivance. By its use you speedily develop muscles you didn’t dream you possessed. The only drawback is that they are such painful muscles. Personally I see but little benefit to be derived from developing muscles if they are going to hurt so.


From the pulley weights I progressed to the stationary bicycle, but almost immediately a darting sensation in the calves of the legs warned me that I was overdoing it. I recalled what the instructor had said about taking things easy, so I found a padded mat in a corner and took things easy. Then followed the trip to the steam room and the swimming pool, both of these conveniences being located in the basement. The steam room was one of the facilities which the Spanish Inquisitioners overlooked. To that extent their torture chambers were incomplete. Briefly, a steam room is a glass-walled chamber lined on two sides with steam pipes and full of hot air and stout gentlemen in the act of kettle-rendering themselves. Its main purpose is to open your pores. And it does. It opens your pores until you feel like a statue of a Greek god modeled out of honeycomb tripe. This maybe fine for the pores, but it is very wearing upon the man behind the pores. After spending some twenty minutes in the steam room I was able for the first time in my life to sympathize with smothered chicken, Southern style. A smothered chicken may taste pretty good, but it feels like the devil.


From the steam room I repaired to the shower bath, where by applications of streams of cold water I closed up sufficient pores to keep me from feeling drafty all over. Then I entered the section set apart for the swimming pool. Here was plainly the favorite gathering place of the younger men who patronized the gymnasium. Even undressed as they were, I recognized their type instantly. They were the kind of young men who are so numerously encountered at summer hotels and on board ocean liners. In your own travels you must have met many such. The typical specimen likes to wear white trousers and bulldog shoes, and when walking round a deck or a hotel porch he makes a noise like a runaway horse, and when two or more of his sort are gathered together they delight to congregate at night beneath the bedroom windows of people who are trying to fall asleep, there to sing their college glees and roundelays without number. And from Aunt Dinah’s Quilting Party they are Seeing Nellie H-o-o-o-m-e until 1:30 A.M.


The philosophic party meant well who first figured out that Wine, Woman and Song had wrecked the happiness of so many; but he arranged his combination in the wrong order. He should have mentioned Song first. And he would have done it too – I’m quite satisfied of that – if he had ever crossed the trail of any of these boys.


Surely you have met them. If it were not for them and the mosquitoes, more people would patronize summer resorts.


Quite a representative number of these young men were assembled in the swimming pool at the moment I entered.


I was maneuvering along the edge of the pool, reflecting that the water looked very chilly, when one accidentally bumped into me – at least I suppose it was done accidentally. Tottering upon the verge I lost my balance and went over. From the confused recollection of the next few moments two things, which occurred in almost instantaneous succession, stand out in my mind: I went glug and I went down! The pool, as it happened, was quite deep at this point, and owing to a confusion on my part as to the direction which one should take in returning to the surface, it was perhaps half a minute before I got back there. Incidentally I swallowed a considerable quantity of water. It appears that my mouth must have been open at the moment of my entering the pool, and owing to my neglect in failing to close it promptly I shipped much water. I find that the water of a bathing pool is not especially well adapted for drinking. Upon emerging from the pool an assistant, who had evidently been lying in wait with that very intent, intercepted me and lured me into a side room on the pretext that I ought to have a rubdown.


The process of being rubbed down proved so very unusual that I feel I may be pardoned for describing it here in some detail. A sturdy and determined youth who should have been moving pianos instead of wasting his strength upon mere human beings seized me and stretched me upon a simple and undraped divan done in the natural wood, where, owing to my state of undress, I felt a good deal like an oyster on the half shell. However, I had but little time for indulging in such quaint introspections as this, because the operator, after anointing me all over with alcohol, suddenly began slapping me in a vindictive and unwarranted manner. When I was just about to ignite from friction he, abruptly changing his tactics, shut his eyes, held his breath and dived headfirst into my stomach up to his hips. After a time he came up to breathe, clutching fast in his sinewy grasp several of my most important vital organs, including, I think, my liver, my lungs, my lights and a considerable portion of the lining of my abdomen. For a moment I feared, as he backed off from me, that he was going to run away with these things and hide them somewhere; but no, such was not his purpose. Holding them up at arm’s length he let them snap back into place, repeating this operation several times until I was entirely rearranged inside. Nothing was where it had been before, I was sure of that. The process may have been healthful and stimulating, but it must have been highly confusing to the organs themselves. Having greased me with cacao butter the youth finally released me and I tottered away to find my clothes and escape


To make a long story short, this first day’s experience was, with variations, the experience of succeeding days. None may say I did not give the system a thorough test. I persisted in it for upward of a whole week before I reached the deliberate conclusion that it was a failure. I may safely say that this was one of the longest weeks in the history of this planet. By Saturday I had reduced nearly a quarter of an inch. It was on Saturday that I arrived at the conviction that the system was unsuited to my needs. I took counsel with myself.


“Here! Let us arbitrate this matter,” I said to myself. “By carefully ignoring all the rules of health, as set down in the books; by eating and smoking inordinately; by keeping all sorts of hours; by never taking any exercise, except occasionally to knock wood, I have ever enjoyed the most magnificent and unbridled health. In fact, if I may say it myself, I have been vulgarly healthful. But not content to let well enough alone, I go and embark upon this hazardous enterprise of gymnasium work. I devote to it many precious, golden hours which otherwise might be given over to social relaxation or gainful pursuits in the marts of trade. And what, I ask you, is the result? The result is that I am sore as a boil from head to foot. I cannot sit down or stand up or roll over without the most intense suffering. I have found a lot of muscles I didn’t know I had, and the regret on this score is now mutual. The muscles are sore at being disturbed and I am sore at having disturbed them. After years of peaceful inactivity they resent this intrusion upon their privacy, and I can hardly blame them.


“If I keep this thing up for a month I shall be one inch smaller in the waist – and I shall also be a nervous wreck. If I keep it up six months I shall be six inches smaller in the waist, but the only person who will derive any real satisfaction from that will be the undertaker, because I shall then be dead. And all this I am enduring to gratify a group of persons who, at best, have but an outside interest in the matter. With them it is a platonic, an altruistic sentiment; but with me it is acutely personal. I am the one who is undergoing the suffering. Shall I be intimidated by their opinions? No, a thousand times no! Let Nature take its course.”


And from that moment Nature did.


Hercules? Huh! Hercules should have tried putting on a little hair and taking off a little stomach. Personally I regard Hercules as a piker.


The Saturday Evening Post, 12 Sep 1914

 as “That Piker, Hercules”



Forty




It is not my intention to bear heavily upon a sequence of historical events in which I may be said to have a more or less personal interest, because that might sound as though I were lacking in a due and proper amount of modesty, which heaven forbid; but did it ever occur to you that our country seems to move forward in cycles, as it were?


For example:


The Declaration of Independence was signed in the summer of 1776. Precisely a hundred years later, almost to the week, in the summer of 1876, I was born.


I am not dwelling upon this point with particular emphasis. I merely state the facts and leave it to the reader to draw his own conclusions. Anyhow, from time to time a great deal has been said upon the subject of the Declaration of Independence, and we may safely entrust to posterity the task of doing justice to all concerned. But I do wish to point out to future historians the importance of watching closely the summer of 1976, with a view to ascertaining whether the recurrence of such things, spaced an even century apart, is to be regarded simply as a phenomenon or as a national habit. Up to now I would say it has been a striking coincidence, only; but the summer of 1976 should tell the story.


Having been born in 1876, I am now forty years old, which reminds me of a number of things and brings me round to a consideration of my main topic. Somebody once called forty the youth of old age and the old age of youth. I have been thinking it over, and I have decided the person who said this was wrong and also was right. A man at forty is getting well along when viewed from the standpoint of the adolescent of the species; but then, to a babe in arms a Boy Scout probably seems venerable and buffed with antiquity.


I take it that the matter of computing age is predicated upon a sliding scale, and every individual provides his own gauge for measuring it. A birthday is a fixed event, but age is a movable feast.


When we reach twelve we think of twenty as ushering in a period of ripened maturity. At twenty, fifty appears a suitable time for preparing for the oncoming of middle age. At fifty, one should feel as young as ever he did, the main difference being that he has quit calling a man of his own age “old man” and has taken to hailing him as “my boy.” At seventy, with life really beginning to open out in front of him, we find Grandpa having himself fitted with a new set of teeth at the dentist’s and a new set of clubs at the sporting-goods furnisher’s, and bragging to everybody that his driving is improving all the time; while at ninety, Great-grandpa is calculating that a well-preserved chap who always has taken care of himself might be able to give the record hung up by the late Methuselah an awfully close run for first money.


I have no doubt that the Pyramids of Egypt look upon themselves as being both young and chipper when the Grand Canyon is figured in the comparison. And can’t you imagine the Chaldean brick in the museum nudging the Babylonian tablet in the ribs and saying:


“Old? Did you get that, partner – that poor simp out there speaking of us as being old? Say, if we are old, where does the Stone Age get off?”


And at that, the cave-dweller’s flint battle-ax stands up on edge and remarks to the mound-builder’s obsidian arrowhead that those slanderous kids in the next cabinet are shooting off their heads again, and Darwin’s Theory of Evolution gets into a violent argument with the Book of Genesis as to which one should sit at the head of the table, each desiring to waive in favor of the other.


And so it goes. In my own case I realize that my views on this important subject of age have undergone a considerable change of recent years. Since I reached forty, age has become to me, more than ever before, purely a relative proposition.


•     •     •     •     •


I remember once, when I was a small boy, a man came to our town and immediately attracted attention by reason of the opulence of his attire. Right now I can close my eyes and see him, just as he looked.


The legs of his trousers were so tight that the veins in his calves showed through the materials, but at the ankles they belled out like two French horns over shoes that were long and narrow and with pointed toes that turned up at the ends like sleigh runners. He had a little yoke-shaped steel contrivance which slipped under his coat collar and came down under the lapels to hold them flat and close to his chest. You must remember those little lapel dinguses? There was a time when all our careful dressers affected them.


On his head was a low, black, rakish derby hat, and he wore half of a high collar. It was the rear half, the front breadth being shorn away in order to give the Adam’s apple a chance to get out in the open and add to the natty effect. A silk handkerchief hung halfway out of his breast pocket, and on the little finger of the left hand he had a seal ring big enough almost for a flatiron; and he was all perfumed up like one of those pink blotters that they used to give away at the drug store; so that the warmer he got as he moved about the sweeter he was. Colored citizens followed him at a respectful distance, dripping with envy and sniffing the air until their nostrils smacked.


At sight, I yielded him my heartfelt and sincere admiration; that was only natural. But when I learned, somehow, that he, actually, was past forty, I gave him some thing more than my admiration. I gave him my reverence, too, for I had been raised to respect antiquity wheresoever found. I recall saying to myself, in substance:


“Well, naturally, at his advanced stage of life, this strange gentleman has time now to think about these dainty adornments. His being forty explains every thing. His life practically is behind him. He has done with the fitful fevers of youth and the struggles of middle age. Why, as he pauses amid the gathering shadows before going down the slope into the valley, should he strain his enfeebled energies with the cares of the day? He can afford to let those who are yet in the prime of life sweat and fret in the arena of events whilst he sits back and takes a well-merited rest and makes himself all lovely and aromatic. Anyhow, he has attained his success in the world – financial success anyhow. That is proved by his wardrobe. Why, those shoes he has on his feet right this minute never cost a cent less than five dollars and a half a pair – and maybe six dollars; but, anyway, a great sum for the item of shoes, let alone the jewelry and the necktie and all that splendid strong cologne and the rest of it.”


I do not claim that these were the exact words in which I did my thinking on this occasion, for I was but a mere child, but I do claim the thoughts for my own. Then another and a deeper reflection came to me.


“But after all,” I said, still addressing myself, silently; “after all, you might think that at his age he would be done with the fripperies of fashion. You might reasonably suppose that, standing where he does, on the edge of senility and second childhood, his mind would mount upward to the higher things, and that he would be making his peace with his Maker. I don’t mean his tailor; for, after all, the tailor didn’t make him; the tailor merely finished him. I mean his original Creator.”


•     •     •     •     •


Thus did I commune within my inner consciousness regarding that splendid stranger, for he was all of forty. And now I myself am forty, going on forty-one, and if that man is still alive he must be getting close along toward seventy. And if he is still alive and in good health, I have no doubt that, did I cross his trail, I should find him wearing plaid stockings and a Buster Brown jacket with an Oliver Twist belt fastened around him high up under his armpits, and that he would be paying an expert two dollars an hour to try to cure him of slicing.


For, as I stated just now, age is purely relative. Others may advance toward old age, but we ourselves merely progress into a seasoned maturity. They get old; we merely get on.


And now, when I pause at half past forty and look both ways, —this way backward and that way forward,— it seems to me that I have witnessed a great number of important changes and that I am due to witness a great many more.


Take, for example, the farmer. Once upon a time, down our way, the farmer was a haired-over person who quit bathing when the horse pond chilled up in September, as counter-distinguished from those derned town dudes who inserted themselves almost to the knees in a tin tub of soapsuds on Saturday night, just as regularly as Saturday night rolled around. He drove into town in a springless wagon behind a pair of breachy mules. The frayed fringes of his garments were pendent with cockleburs. He slept that night on some hay in a back stall of the wagon yard under an old quilt that he had brought along with him. Next morning, after he had sold off his load of provender, he bought a jug of corn-licker, and some quinine pills and a plug of store, or eating, tobacco and some number six chilled shot, and a couple of pounds of black powder, the store-keeper throwing in two or three old numbers of the Courier-Journal to be used for wadding; and then, having procured the actual necessities of existence, if he had anything left over, he invested in a bale of gingham for the women-folks, and started to the country. Usually he started early, because it might be all of ten or eleven miles to his place and he liked to get home before dark. For eight months of the year the only distinguishing mark between the back road and the plowed lands lying adjacent to it were that the mud was deeper and the furrows rougher in the road than in the field alongside.


And so, then, with his fall holidaying all over, he would rise in the chill dawn of the following day to resume his job of wrestling with the mortgage and the sassafras sprouts. And if he was lucky he had fried rabbit for his dinner the next Sunday. For his lot was hard, and full of gullies along the edges. It is true that being a farmer kept him out in the open air a good deal of the time, but the same may be said of a penguin. And who in thunder wants to be a penguin?


Now, according to the popular conception, when the typical farmer has business at the county seat he pours a gallon of gas into the tank and climbs up on the conning tower and takes the steering wheel in his hands and steps on her once; and in thirty-five minutes he pulls up at the new Civic Center, with the Woman’s Club on one side and the Carnegie Library on the other, after having stopped twice on his way down-town at that  –  at the pressing club to leave his new mail-order dress suit to be pressed, and at the plumber’s to leave word for somebody to run out to his place with a kit of tools and mend the shower in the guest-room.


Those olden times we had feuds raging in the back districts, and cottage organs were to be found at far intervals only. Now auto-slaughter is the only form of homicide which prevails to any noticeable extent, and the agriculturist’s talented young daughter, Miss Heloise, is up North studying at the conservatory of music to fit her for her proper sphere of life.


As the farmer has been transformed, so has nearly everything else, the physical and the metaphysical, too. Only yesterday, so it seems to me, John L. Sullivan was my ideal of manly perfection. To-day I find my dreams realized in the beautiful youths who pose for the union suit ads that make glorious the back pages of this and every other magazine.


•     •     •     •     •


The James Boys were busy while I was growing into short pants. I recall distinctly the day Jesse was shot in the back while re-hanging a picture entitled “Twilight’s Peaceful Hour,” and when Frank announced his reformation. Also I have witnessed the up-coming of the third member of the same family – Algernon Hilary James. Alongside of Algernon, Jesse and Frank were but mere dilettantes, amateurs, really, in the line of predatory pursuits; but Algy never attracted the newspaper comment that was accorded them, by reason of his having changed his name to John Doe and turning out side whiskers and moving East in the early eighties. He settled in New York and became prominent in the financial community. He was the first person to form a food combine in this country and the first to hit upon the happy idea of working little children in cotton mills down South and in silk works up North. At an advanced age Algy is still with us and doing well, although hampered somewhat these later years by the pernicious activities of industrial reformers and law-giving bodies. It was he who gave out that long interview the other day denouncing Congress for interfering with legitimate business in this country.


I personally experienced the passing of the vogue of the five-cent library, read in the security of the stable loft, and I have witnessed the rise of the Boy Scout movement and I have seen General Leonard Wood usurp the place in the youthful imagination which formerly was held by Old Cap Collier.


It seems no longer ago than last week when old Johnny Lolo, the Shakespearean talking clown, sat on the ring back-sassing the ringmaster and thinking up funny sayings about prominent local citizens, right out of his own head, on the spur of the moment. Once every so often, Colonel W. F. Cody dashed out into the arena, wearing his own hair then, to rescue the Deadwood Coach, practically single-handed; and little Johnny Baker was breaking the glass balls in mid-air; and Nate Salisbury was introducing Buck Taylor, champion broncho-buster of the world. These were the chief popular amusements vouchsafed us, barring the annual engagement at the opera house of Nellie Free’s repertoire company and the times when Price’s Floating Palace came down the river, with flags flying and the calliope tooting, and tied up at the wharf for one night only. But there are movie places on every block now, and in the far places of the world the five-reel Mary Pickford fillum blazes the pathways of civilization to the idolater and to the heathen.


Only forty am I – with the accent on the only, please – but I have seen the frontiers of the United States move westward from the Nebraska line to the remote suburbs of the Philippine Islands. I remember when Geronimo massacred the settlers of Arizona, and I saw him live to be a side-show freak, selling his autographs at a dollar a copy and wearing a pair of two-dollar overalls which cramped his style considerably.


How politics have changed within the span of my observations. For, know ye, that I was one of that happy childish group who prattled the lines:



Black Jack is the wagon,

And Jim Elaine is the hoss;

Thurman is the driver,

And Cleveland is the boss!




Standing on the sidewalk in the harvest time of that year I remember the torch-light procession going by with the flambeaux blazing and the marchers halting at every corner to chant in solemn chorus: “Burn, burn, burn this letter!” To which argument the opposition made suitable rejoinder by digging into our candidate’s private life.


•     •     •     •     •


And surely it cannot be twenty years ago and better? – although the calendar proves it is – since the first Free Silver Campaign? A citizen would drop into a life-saving station on a Saturday night, and there find an old friend curing his falling arches by alternately pressing them against the brass foot rail, and would say to him in a pleasant and inviting tone of voice:


“Well, Hank, what do you think about it now?”


And the second man would say: “I think Willyum Jennings Bryan is the noblest leader and the greatest statesman and the most peerless patriot the world ever saw – that’s what I think. What do you think?”


And the first man would say: “I think you’re a liar and a scoundrel and an idiot and the truth is not in you.”


And one of them would club his umbrella and the other would reach down after a handy cuspidor for a weapon, and there would be a free and open discussion of the issues of the day until the barkeeper got between them or the police arrived.


Ah, those were the days! Now they are the yesterdays, and the to-morrows all lie in front of us, full and fecund with promise. The mud-slinger has lost his throwing arm and Blocks of Five are a dimming memory. The Bloody Shirt has been laid to its everlasting rest. Religious bigotry doesn’t elect quite so many candidates, or defeat quite as many, as once it did. The slush funds aren’t quite so slushy as they were. It is a question, largely, of whether you prefer a smooth-faced President to the other sort.


I think back to the day when word spread through the land that there was a barber shop in a hotel in Chicago where silver dollars – real genuine silver dollars – were set in the floor; yes, sir, actually bedded in the floor-paving where you might step on them! It created a sensation at first. People couldn’t believe it was true; it was too impossible – the figment of a hectic imagination, the vaporings of an overwrought mind. But somebody went up there to Chicago and saw the wonder with his own eyes, and on the sly tried to pry one of the dollars out of the cement with his toe – and failed  – and came back and confirmed the tale. To-day, glory be! a dollar isn’t an ornament in a barber shop any more. It’s a tip. That’s just one more evidence to show how we have progressed within the space of our own personal recollections.


I’ve seen the Kansas cyclone find a worthy successor in Billy Sunday. I was present on the spot, so to speak, when the audible celluloid cuff, E. P. Roe, the pug dog, the Congress gaiter, the hammer-gun, the safety bicycle, the mustache cup, parchesi, the catcher who took ’em off the bat with his bare hands, the peach-kernel watch charm, the pousse café, the operation for dehorning the human appendix, and the Dowie movement gave way, inch by inch, to the spit-ball, the automatic ejector, the rest cure, the cold-storage egg, Henry Ford, the cabaret, Orville and Wilbur Wright, Eat-and-Grow-Thin, Pay-and-grow-thinner, rural free delivery, the imported Scotch niblick, Eleanor Glyn, middling-meat at forty-two cents a pound and stewed prunes at four bits a portion in any first-class restaurant. And if I have luck I shall no doubt be an eye witness to the fading away of these things into the background of the past and the oncoming of yet more timely evidences of the onward and upward march of progress, following along, one behind the other, in a mighty procession.


In one regard I have been especially favored during the past decade. I have been in the theater of the most acute transformations – to wit, New York City. I came to New York eleven years ago, before it fell. Then, in most outward regards, it was a furnished and completed city. To-day every street in her has been torn wide open so that a couple of hundred thousand laborers can hunt for a gas pipe or something that got mislaid during the administration of Fernando Wood as mayor. I hope they find it and then put her back where she was, but I’m afraid I’m expecting too much. I wonder sometimes if we’ll ever get New York out of the trenches!


It hasn’t been a very great while since the populace’s mental picture of the typical advocate of equal rights was modeled along the general lines of the iron-jawed lady in the circus; a rambunctious female demon, she was, half-freak and half-pest, wearing her hair and her skirts short and her tongue and her feet long. This person never really existed at all. A cartoonist drew her and other cartoonists took his design for a model, and in our ignorance a good many of us believed her to be an actuality. We have done a little advancing along this line also; our education has been broadened. We have seen some of the best-looking, best-groomed, smartest women in the land getting behind the Cause and shoving it until to-day we all know, whether or not we are willing yet to acknowledge it, that before many years pretty much all over this country the suffrage is going to be enlarged at one end and narrowed at the other – enlarged to take in a lot of worthy and intelligent women as voters and narrowed to exclude a host of unworthy and ignorant men.


•     •     •     •     •


Nor, as I look backward upon it, does it seem such a very great while ago that the Prohibition crusade was a cloud no larger than a man’s hand, visible only on the horizons of the state of Maine. But down in our country nobody worried much about anything that might happen away up yonder among the Yankees, unless it was the failure of the maple sirup crop; and, anyhow, all true Southerners believed that New Orleans molasses went better with corn batter cakes than maple sirup did. When the movement spread to Kansas it didn’t pester us either, because Kansas always went Republican in those days. We said it served her right and was fit punishment for her political sins, if she went dry too.


But it kept on a-spreading and a-spreading, and still it spreads. Barring a few damp spots, the Sunny South is the Dry South, and they are plowing up the mint beds to plant alfalfa there. The West has caught the fever, too, and does the main part of its irrigating with a steam shovel instead of a corkscrew. Even in the East, all hands, with the exception of a couple of the brewers and one or two of the distillers – who are the parties largely responsible, in the first place, seeing that they never were satisfied to help enforce the old laws governing the liquor traffic – realize that it is only a question of time until, excluding a streak along the Atlantic Seaboard, Prohibition will cover the whole continent, and this despite the fact that Prohibition does not actually prohibit either.


On the other side of the salted seas, I have seen something else happen. It was given to me to be a spectator of the first stages and, in some respects, the most pitiable and the most heartbreaking stages, of the greatest tragedy, save one, that this planet has ever known. With my own eyes I beheld the conquest of Belgium and the invasion of France, and I was in the mud trenches along the Aisne, and in front of Rheims while the big Krupp guns boomed. I saw the flight of a whole nation turned refugee. On the field I saw the slaughtered manhood of four countries piled in heaps to be burned, and in the field hospitals for days on end I smelled the dead flesh rotting on the living bone.


Back again on this side of the deep water, I have, in common with all the rest of America, seen more than that: Looking across the sea, we have seen Britain transformed from the fat and flabby and slothful old grandmother of the nations, feeding on the pap of her colonies, into the Britain of old; have seen the splendid revivification of France; have seen Belgium wearing the scars of her heroic sacrifice as the Redeemer wore the nail marks of His crucifixion; have seen the mightiest fighting machine that efficiency ever contrived splintering its front against the human breastworks of a nation at bay.


I believe I shall live, too, to see Europe purged by gunpowder of the fetish of militarism which beset it; and to see justice done to the Jews, and the Poles, and the Serbians, and all the rest of the Little Peoples; and to see a lasting peace built on the bones and cemented with the blood of those who have died in this war – a peace which our own country will have a share in enacting and perpetuating. I believe, even now, I see my own country curing, itself of some of the faults which are apt to afflict any young, lusty, overgrown, cocksure nation, and taking on more and more each day the stable virtues of a nation that has arrived at its man’s estate; ceasing to brag, in season and out, of its ability to lick the rest of the earth and, instead, strengthening its arm – not to make war but to prevent war; preparing to become in truth and in deed a Big Brother to all the World.


I’ve seen the starting of this great national impulse. I trust I shall be here to witness its complete enactment. In fact, I’ve laid all my plans with that aim in view. For I am only forty – not all of forty, but only just forty. And what, after all, dearly beloved, is forty?


Why, brethren, it’s the planting time! When a man gets to be forty he should have seen a great deal if he has kept his eyes open, and heard a good deal if he has kept his ears open, and learned a good deal if he has kept his mind open. At forty he should begin to make use of what he has seen and has heard and has learned.


All the springtime isn’t behind him yet – by no means. The sun is right over head. Summer lies all about him and autumn is far on beyond. He stands on the crest of the rise. The hallelujah side of the hill is before him, and the hour has come for him to raise his Ebenezer.


Dearly beloved, I’m raising mine!
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 as “Looking Both Ways from Forty”



Generations




It is in the mind of the writer to deal more or less at length with the oncoming generation. One approaches the undertaking with grave doubts and conflicting emotions – there is so much which might be said, there is so little which with the definiteness of absolute certainty can be said upon the subject by one who in years and in methods of thought and action is out of direct contact with modern youth. It is as though one squinted through a telescope the lenses of which had been made blurry by age and scratchy by usage, endeavoring to solve the puzzles of luminous newly discovered comets a-flash across the firmament. On reflection the simile seems not so good. For an orthodox astronomer has here the advantage: If in his deductions he should err regarding the life which exists on some far-distant but brightly visible star there is none competent to contradict him; the infinities of space save him from the consequences of his own mistakes. Whereas in this instance our own faulty conclusions will immediately be subject to correction.


As regards the female just emerging or just emerged from the flapper stage it is the part of prudence for a medium-aged observer to confess himself at the outset stumped. I may study her; may try to appraise and analyze her; may fondly hope to divine the inwardnesses of some of her moods and modes and manners. But in the main she baffles me. I feel toward her as I feel toward one of George Bernard Shaw’s later plays. I go to see it and patiently I sit through it to the bitter end – 11:55 p.m., usually – confused by a maze of brilliant but futile dialogue, dazed by the intricacies of a seemingly meaningless plot which starts without beginning and promises, along toward midnight, to stop without finishing. But the point is that I do sit through it. Once entice me to the theater, once get me settled in the midst of rapt-faced Shavians, who are trying to look as though they knew what it was all about, and perplexed non-Shavians, who by their expressions betray their complete bewilderment, and I hang on for the final curtain. Always I am like that at a George Bernard Shaw play. I know there’s a catch in it somewhere!


And some of these days I hope to guess it for myself. My attitude toward Miss Florabel Debutante – 1921 model, with low streamlines – is very similar. As a study in human complexities she interests me most even when she perplexes me most. Now the male of like age is much less complicated and much less complex than she is. Comparatively he is easy to decode. He is more elemental, more primitive than she is. He is not so highly lacquered; in spots the original surface and fabric of him show through the shellacking. At that, he carries a gloss of superficial worldliness which his father and even less his grandfather had not in their youth, nor desired to have. My observation has been that usually he begins to take on this sheen at the prep school. In my time – not so far distant a time either – the average boy of fifteen spent most of his time asking questions. Now he spends most of his time answering them.


If you wish to observe the height of boredness, the very essence of disillusionment, you no longer will find it in a club on Fifth Avenue, New York, which is frequented by elderly, crabbed men of affairs, who long ago exchanged most of their emotions for symptoms. This once was the case, but it is not so now. You will find it among those cynical ancients who compose the upper form of the average expensive boys’ school in the East. Only yesterday their voices were changing and they interfered with their feet when they walked and they did not know what to do with their hands. To-day, except when their jaded fancies are stirred by sporting events or by a Follies show or by the prospect of owning a new high-powered car, it is their pose to display an almost complete indifference to the trivial occurrences of this trivial planet For all I know to the contrary, it may not be altogether a pose with them. For some of them it may be a quite natural attitude. They were raised that way, perhaps. Remember, in some of our older families they’ve learned to say it with yawns.


When I was twenty or thereabouts practically everything that happened had a thrill in it for my generation. But that was a quarter of a century ago, when mankind moved at six miles an hour instead of sixty. Nowadays, unless I am woefully unjust in my estimate, mainly what happens only acquires importance in the estimation of the ultra-sophisticated youth of our land through the circumstance that he personally was present when it did happen. It isn’t the event which counts so much as the fact that he observed it.


Just the other day I heard of a certain man who had been disappointed in an affair of the heart. His sweetheart, it seemed, had transferred her affections to a rival. He admitted – this blasé man of the world admitted – that he really was all broken up by the thing. He said he meant to give up everything and take a complete rest of at least a year in the hope of getting over it. I chanced to know this misanthrope. From a somewhat extended study of his ways and walks I should say that for him to rest more thoroughly during the next year than he has rested through the months and years during which I have observed him, it will be necessary for him to spend the time on the flat of his back and be fed by a nurse through a tube.


But that is really neither here nor there. To me the outstanding circumstance in this deplorable affair centers about the age of the unhappy gentleman in question. Naturally, at his age these blows land heavily upon the victim. It isn’t as though he had boyish resiliency, juvenile enthusiasms. For he has lived his life. He is nearly twenty-two years old.


It is only fair I should confess that of late my opportunities for studying the members of the younger generation have largely been circumscribed to certain areas in or near some of our larger cities, and notably in or near certain larger cities of the North Atlantic Seaboard, In the cruder midlands of America, I believe, there are still to be found a few girls, daughters of well-to-do but old-fashioned parents, who did not attend a polishing-off school at all – girls who have, as one might say, the dull domestic finish. Also I am told that in some of the more remote interior parts of the continent, where a father and a son bear the same name, there yet prevails the quaint old custom of calling the father John Jones Senior, and the son John Jones Junior. Here in the East we know better than that; here the son is John Jones II – you may have noted how very often he is just that too; a second – or if the bearer of a name which his grandfather likewise bore he is John Jones III. It has rather a regal sound to it and conveys a special and added distinction.


Let us, for a space, consider John Jones III as he presents himself before the eyes of a bystander who is twenty-odd years his senior. I do not choose for the purpose any John Jones III in particular; I am trying to fashion a composite likeness made up of features and details borrowed from what I regard as typical cases. If the portrait seems rather overdrawn and extreme, remember that in real life, as on the stage, it is by means of deliberate exaggerations of the verities that we get a proper character drawing. The predominant traits must be stressed and emphasized, sometimes almost to the point of burlesque, in order that we may arrive at a proper estimate of the type we mean to depict.


To begin with, I would say that in John Jones III the bump of reverence has turned into a dent. Maturity and the achievements of maturity do not daunt him; the judgments of maturity backed by the experience of maturity mean mighty little to him. He has more of surface culture than his sire before him had, but inside of him, I believe, very much less of respect for the opinions of his elders. He tolerates them because it is a rule of polite society so to do, but at the same time he rather patronizes them. They bore him – they, and their ancient ways and their mossy prejudices. They lack very often in the same social graces which he so assiduously has developed and cultivated. His manner of springing to his feet when a woman enters a company where he is seated is a lesson in deportment. Whether he would give up his seat in a crowded lifeboat to a woman or child with as much readiness as his father would show under like circumstances is a moot question.


As a man approaches middle age, he finds, provided he has definitely established himself in some estate or position, that the world generally is in a pleasant conspiracy to give him a good conceit of himself. If he has not allowed his sense of personal dignity to collapse his sense of humor – or vice versa – he may, without fooling himself too far, be fairly well content with the image presented in the mirror which creation at large holds up before his eyes. On every side is manifest a disposition on the part of those with whom he comes in contact to fill him with an agreeable self-contentfulness.


For an example I beg to take a sample day out of my own life. I shall take one particular day because it abounded in illustrations of the point I seek to make.


•     •     •     •     •


In the morning I went to the tailor’s. Prices had been marked down and I meant to take advantage of the reduction while clothing, for the first time in years, had been cut to so ridiculously low a figure that if only it were cut about 50 per cent more, a suit then would cost only about three times as much as a suit used to cost before the war.


I went to the tailor’s, feeling that whether I needed new clothing or not I should be sadly lacking in ordinary forethought did I fail to avail myself of an opportunity which in our lifetime may never come again. It had been quite a long time since I had ordered any suits, and the tailor was of the opinion that in the interim my outlines had altered somewhat. So he called in two members of the staff to take my dimensions. One of them, the head cutter, went over me and up and down me and around and around and around me with a tape measure and a T square, {missing text}rting and platting and taking soundings, while the other stood by to record the metes and bounds in a book. It was rather like a civil-engineering proposition except that instead of saying “Thence in a general westerly direction, following dips, angles, curves and bulges to a brass suspender button marked ‘Blank Button Co. Inc.’; thence due north along a back center seam to a rear collar stud; thence east, following shoulder blade,” and so on, the {missing} surveyor chose to chant his notations in a mixture of Yiddish and what he evidently believed to be English, studding this jargon with code numbers rather in the fashion of a football captain signaling his team.


That is to say, he did this after he had reached a certain stage in the undertaking. Until he had reached this stage he did not feel called upon to resort to ciphers and cryptic calculations. For so long as he was working on me longitudinally his language was quite frank and almost, if not quite, entirely intelligible to me. It was when he got among the latitudes that I first noticed he was withholding certain details from me although at the same time making his disclosures entirely understandable so far as his aide was concerned.


For instance, when he came to tape my torso he called out quite loudly: “Shest, normal, forty-four; shest expoundet, forty-six and sree-tents.” Then in a stage whisper he said: “Left shoulter gemultlichenschlosser! At least it sounded like that. I believe my left shoulder is somewhat lower than my right. Plainly he figured I was not aware of the discrepancy and so meant to save me from the pain of knowing the distressing truth.


When he had worked gradually southward to my midriff his language became ever guarded and intricate.


He snugged the tape about me, first here, then there, and rattled off in rapid succession two sets of dimensions, and then with a husky and significant emphasis added mysteriously under his breath: “Hips slidely yanzergedimmischen; vaist ulso yanzergedimmischen but nod so slidely.”


See how careful was he to withhold from me any disclosures which might lead me to suspect that I lacked in absolute perfection of symmetry and proportion. The man was a born diplomat; indeed the world of trade is peopled with born diplomats.


Upon leaving the tailor’s I had occasion to visit a friend who is an official in a bank where occasionally I transact divers financial businesses. Passing through the bank to my friend’s office in the rear I was struck by certain physical details which although commonplace and customary features of such an establishment had never especially impressed themselves upon me before. Now I discerned in them a most admirable subtlety of thoughtfulness, devised in the customer’s behalf. I think probably it was my experience of a little while before at the tailor’s which made me now view these tactful touches in the banking fixtures in a more understanding light.


Then I repaired to a shop to purchase a tobacco pouch as a gift for a pipe-smoking friend. A personable young woman waited upon me. Usually when I am being served by a woman clerk I take the first thing she offers – that is, I take it if she looks as though she expected me to take it. All women and some men love to shop, but I do not. When shopping I am easily embarrassed, easily led by a will stronger than my own. But on this occasion I had the courage to reject the black leather pouch which she first exhibited to me in favor of one in a display case which had caught my eye and my fancy – a somewhat more ornate pouch, costing, as it turned out, almost twice as much as the other would have cost. I said I would take the second pouch; whereupon the young lady spoke words of a most flattering nature as regards my powers of discrimination.


Outside on the sidewalk I took stock of the outstanding impressions of that forenoon, and to myself I said: “What a kindly, courteous universe it is, to be sure! How civilization has wrought to soothe me and to make me feel comfortable in my mind! Take what happened to-day: That head cutter must have known that I knew that in the neighborhood of my hips I was whatever he said I was and that at the belt line I was even more so; or at the very least, he must have suspected that I suspected the presence of these physical idiosyncrasies. But did he crudely and crassly blare out the embarrassing facts in my presence? He did not. By virtue of his linguistic facility he managed to convey his exact meaning to his assistant without wounding my sensibilities or causing me any personal annoyance.


“And then at the bank – how about what I saw there? Over the wicketed opening where my money and the money of others is accepted for deposit was a legend on a brass plate reading ‘Receiving Teller’ and over the adjacent opening, where we are discouraged from trying to get any of the bank’s money out, was another legend reading ‘Loans.’ How considerate this is; how deftly contrived to comfort the public! Suppose they had labeled these windows by their shorter, uglier proper names. Suppose they had called them respectively the Yes Window and the No Window. Tact, I call it; tact and graciousness. And then finally there was that agreeable young woman at the tobacconist’s shop. How charmingly she referred to my good taste!


“Yes sir,” I went on, “there’s no doubt about it – the cosmic plan is organized to make an adult American feel pretty well pleased with himself.”


•     •     •     •     •


When I reached home in the evening of this pleasant day, I found on my desk no less than three tributes to my justly famous sagacity in business affairs. These tributes were guised in the shape of letters from a certain class of so-called stockbrokers downtown.


Scarce a day passes when at least one such letter fails to reach me at my regular address. But here were three of them, and all in one mail. Indeed, some of these gentlemen cannot abide the thought of the delay which may arise through the tardiness of the postman. They use the wires. They send me long day letters, prepaid. And every one of these communications, whether telegraphic or typewritten, compliments me upon my native shrewdness and my ability to discover the splendid possibilities of this or that new investment proposition at a glance. Confident of the outcome, each writer appeals to the quality of discernment which has made me almost nationally famous as a wizard of finance. Yet personally I do not know a single one of these gentlemen who write to me so regularly; to the best of my recollection I have in my whole lifetime seen but one of them. That was some years ago when I was a reporter for a New York evening newspaper and he was on trial in the Federal courts for using the mails with intent to defraud. Yet my repute for masterly business acquirements has somehow come to their ears.


With experience I have reached the point where, just from the appearance of the outer casings, I can at a glance recognize one of these letters. As I run the tip of the paper knife under the flap of the envelope I seem to hear the bulbul, which is the national bird of Wall Street, singing his courting song. “Bul-bul,” he sings, “bul-bul, bulbul-l-l, BULL!”


It makes no difference that, to date, I have not taken advantage of a single one of the unparalleled speculative opportunities which as a mark of special attention are offered for my favorable consideration. The fact is that daily these busy stockbrokers spend their own money on postage stamps and stenographers and telegraph tolls in order that they may express their unbounded admiration for my superior judgment and my wide and comprehensive grasp upon business matters and my astuteness in the marts of trade. As I was saying, rarely does a day pass without some such heartfelt meed of praise coming to me. And on this day there were three of them. It was a flattering thing.


As again I harked back upon the principal events of the day just finished I was constrained once more to admit that mankind at large did appraise me as being altogether a worthy individual – one whose small likes and dislikes should be reckoned with, whose opinion was deserving of respect, whose feelings should be protected, whose whims should be accorded deference, whose petty faults should be excused. But presently something occurred to put me in my proper and greatly diminished place. Before the evening was over I came in contact with a group of youths newly loosed from one of our larger universities. I spent an hour or two in a place convenient for studying them and for overhearing their conversation, they being unaware that a spy lurked within earshot.


For the fruitage of my eavesdropping I gathered these concrete impressions of their joint views: That any philosophy not based upon cynicism is a bogus philosophy. That any enthusiasm displayed over the simpler pleasures of life distinctly is bad form. That the chief end of a father is to provide funds for his son to spend. That a fellow should not be in too great a hurry about picking out a career and going to work to earn his own living; he might make a serious error should he choose too hastily the business or profession he intends to follow; the thing to do is to take it easy and look around a while. That the main faults with parents, considered as a group, are that they are so old-fogyish and out-of-date. That the chief hero among these young people is not the one who has won the highest scholastic honors nor the one who has most conspicuously distinguished himself at athletics; it is the one who has been expelled from every prep school and college in which he has been enrolled. That for the sake of his own standing a fellow cannot afford to be seen in public places with a girl who is not dressed according to the smartest mode. That a fellow makes a mistake if he favors any particular girl with too much of his time and attentions; it is the job really of the girl to show attention to the fellows. That an ability to dance well is worth more than any number of college degrees. That reverence for traditions and precedent, veneration for old ideals and tolerance for the code of organized society where that code comes in conflict with a fellow’s own inclinations and desires are all distinctly poor taste. That clothes do make the man. That earnestness exerted in any given direction is a rather stupid form of misapplied energy. That the plodder is an ass, the student a drudge and the ambitious a bounder. That there is no reason why a fellow should try to be interested in current politics or national events. That the wisdom of the ages is as naught when opposed to the native and inherent intelligence of modern youth. And finally that though the members of the preceding generation meant well enough, no doubt, and though allowances must be made for them still, taking them by and large, they were a pretty dull and inconsequential lot.


In the week preceding the week when this article was written I was witness to a small occurrence which I think should here be described for illustration of the type I am trying in my feeble way to sum up on paper. The thing occurred on the golf course of a country club near New York. On the tee of the tenth hole was a man who is distinguished in one of the professions, a man of about fifty-five, I should say off-hand, whose name is famous in the lines along which he has specialized. He has been a busy man all his life; only lately did he find the time to take up golf. He was taking a lesson now in driving. His son, a smug, self-sufficient-looking youth of about nineteen or possibly twenty, was acting as instructor.


The father awkwardly teed up the ball while the son stood back to watch him. It was evident that the novice was flustered; also that the teacher was out of patience with the pupil’s performances. The situation, physically and otherwise, was one where a green hand and an inexpert might very well be flustered. In front streamed the fairway, a narrow green river of turf flanked by perils and pitfalls. On the right was a deep ravine which we who are inept at the sport have christened Death Valley. On the left was a stretch of rough meadowland which at best abounds in difficult lies and which now was all torn up and harried about and dotted with loose clods. Probably our professional had lost a ball there. Our professional comes from Aberdeen and is not one who would abandon the search for a golf ball valued at one dollar and ten cents without a desperate struggle. I don’t think he ever found it either. It has seemed to me that lately our professional has worn a distracted and melancholy aspect. But he certainly had looked for it thoroughly. The condition of the terrain proved that.


The beginner addressed the ball and swung – and missed. He swung again. I would not go so far as to say that this time the ball actually rolled from its place, but it flinched slightly. It flinched forward about three inches. The son stepped forward. Literally he wrested the driver out of his parent’s grasp.


“Stand aside,” he commanded brusquely, “and watch me!”


“What was wrong with my swing?” faltered the parent humbly.


“Everything was wrong!” snapped the youth. “You didn’t keep your head down. You didn’t keep your eye on the ball. You dropped your shoulders. You shifted your feet. You didn’t go back slowly. You jumped at the ball. You didn’t follow through. Everything you did was wrong. Now keep your eyes on me and you’ll see how it should be done.”


One might almost have forgiven the boy for all his self-assurance and his impertinence, for his cocksureness and his arrogance if haply he, too, had made a failure of it. He could have been pardoned his rudeness if only he had not been so infernally competent, so criminally perfect. There was a swishing through the air. There was a sharp, hard, clean click as club head smacked against corrugated rubber, and straight and true and fast the ball sailed down the fairway; then striking, bounced and rolled and finally stopped a good two hundred and ten yards distant. To my way of thinking, the beauty of the execution of the stroke was the last straw. Had I been that father I know I should have been tempted beyond my strength; I should have turned violent. But not so with this father. He merely stood and stared at the tiny white pellet on its grassy cushion. And now, to top all, the smirking young scoundrel chose to pile insult upon injury.


“There,” said this bumptious youngling; “that is the way it should be done.” He smiled a smile half of pity, half of contempt. “But I guess you’ll never learn it. I’ve about given up hope of teaching you anything about this game – you’re such a frightful dub at it. And you don’t seem to be able to remember the things I keep telling you either.”


By rights the older man should have plucked a brassy from his bag and sunk it deep in his presumptuous offspring’s bean. By rights that boy should have been borne from the spot, dented in like a Parker House roll. That is what would have happened, too, had the father been a Pilgrim Father. He was not a Pilgrim Father, though, but merely the descendant of one; a descendant made flabby and submissive by the spirit of these modern times. Silently he accepted the stinging reproof, and with shoulders bent followed the son down the fairway as a particularly meek-spirited lamb might follow after the butcher.


•     •     •     •     •


Next to his lack of a bump of reverence it seems to me that the most predominant characteristic of John Jones III is his ever-lasting and gnawing restlessness. Devices for amusement and occupation which were ample and more than ample for my generation he rejects as puerile and childish. Not for him the hay ride; for him the joy-ride. Anchored in one spot for an hour he rebels against the inaction, no matter how agreeable the surroundings may be. Into a day he crowds more of entertainment – usually entertainment which is expensive and frequently dangerous and sometimes injurious – than his father knew in a month. He is impatient of restraint; he appears to have within himself no resources upon which he may draw for his own pleasure and his own employment. He must have resort to artificial expedients – to high-powered cars, to an ornate and widely diversified wardrobe, to girl shows, to alcoholic stimulant – when he can get it, and he generally can – to dances which begin at midnight and last until broad day: elsewise he counts his time as so much time practically wasted.


I am not speaking now of professional lounge lizards or of unhealthy-minded wasters, but of the sons of well-to-do and well-bred parents – normal youngsters, or rather youngsters who would be normal if only the times were – as they offer themselves to the observation of an older person in or near a big Eastern city. It isn’t altogether their fault, either, that they are as they are. They have been overindulged, overpampered, overpetted. They have taken pattern of their elders, who, for their part, have fallen into false and strained and unnatural modes of living and thinking. They have not been encouraged to develop a sense of responsibility, nor trained to show consideration for older people. Their good manners appear mainly to be on the top like a coat of varnish; the veneer of their courtesy seems to be no more than skin deep. If all work and no play make Jack a dull boy, then it must be equally true that all play and no work – or any mental preparation for work thereafter – makes Jack a conceited, intolerant, thoughtless young pest. One is given to wondering what, at thirty or forty or fifty, they might find of agreeable employment for their minds and their hands, when at twenty they already have lived so fast and so furiously. And one finds it difficult to imagine John Jones III in the years to come writing a Gettysburg Address or digging a Panama Canal or inventing an Edison lamp, or building a Great Northern Railroad. Probably he’ll do it though. He’ll do it not because of his earlier environment and the false standards of values which he began to acquire almost before he put on long trousers, but in spite of the present handicaps. And if he fails when the hour of his test comes, no doubt the job will be competently attended to by another boy who was reared among simpler surroundings and disciplined by a surer parental control and hardened by the experience of doing without expensive and luxurious things until he had earned them for himself. There should be several millions of this other sort of boy coming along.


Judging by the visible signs and available evidences it would appear that John Jones III drinks a good deal of hard liquor and makes no secret of his drinking. We may blame this upon national prohibition if we choose. It is rather the custom in these dry times, which are not dry, to ascribe every good thing and every bad thing, depending upon the ascriber’s point of view, to prohibition. Of this much though, I am sure – that the youth of oncoming generation indulge their appetite for alcoholic stimulation after a fashion which twenty years ago would have earned for them social ostracism; yet generally they go unchecked, and usually are not denied the entrée to dances and college proms and even to private homes where they come with liquor pouched on their hip and the smell of it on their breaths, I can bear testimony that this sort of behavior on the part of grown boys and full-grown men was not tolerated in the community in which I lived until I was nearing my thirtieth birthday. Yet I came from a mid-section of the republic where in the olden days Bourbon whiskey was regarded as the proper staff of life. The town where I was born was one of the last towns below Mason & Dixon’s Line to stand out against the local option wave which had swept the smaller interior communities of America; and my native state of Kentucky was one of the two remaining states of the South, Louisiana being the other, which had not officially gone dry by legislative action up to the time when Br’er Volstead’s pleasant little act went over nationally


While I was growing up, through boyhood, through my youth and on into manhood, I had the example of whiskey-drinking all about me. Many of our oldest and most respected families owned and operated distilleries. Some of them had been distillers for generations past; they were proud of the purity of their product. Men of all stations in life drank freely and with no sense of shame in their drinking. Mainly they took their’n straight or in toddies; in those parts, twenty years ago, the high-ball was looked upon with suspicion as a foreign error which had been imported by misguided individuals up North who didn’t know any better than to drown good liquor in charged water. There were decanters on the sideboard; there were jimmy-johns in the cellar; and down at the place on the corner twenty standard varieties of bottled Bourbons and Ryes were to be had at an exceedingly moderate price. Bar-rail instep, which is a fallen arch reversed, was a common complaint among us.


Even elderly ladies who looked with abhorrence upon the drinking habit were not denied their wee bit nippy. They got it, never knowing that they got it. Some of them stayed pleasantly corned year in and year out and supposed all the time they merely were enjoying good health. For them, stimulating tonics containing not in excess of sixty per cent of pure grain alcohol were provided by pious patent-medicine manufacturers in Chattanooga and Atlanta and Louisville – earnest-minded, philanthropic patriots these were, who strongly advocated the closing-up of the Rum Hole, which was their commonest pet name for the corner saloon, but who viewed with a natural repugnance those provisions of the Pure Food Act requiring printed confession as to fluid contents upon the labels of their own goods.


Distinctly I recall the occasion when a stalwart lady starting off to attend a wedding and feeling the need of a little special toning-up beforehand, took three wineglassfuls of her favorite nerve balm instead of the customary one which she took before a meal; and, as a consequence, on her arrival at the scene of festivities was with difficulty dissuaded from snatching down the Southern smilax and other decorations that she might twine with them a wreath to crown herself. She somehow had got the idea that she was the Queen Emeritus of the day. It was reported about town afterward that she tried to do the giant swing on the parlor chandelier. But this was a gross exaggeration; she only tried to hang by her legs from it.


{missing text}, constant and unabashed drinkers many among us were, there was a hard-and-fast rule regarding the use of liquor; and which the boys themselves enforced on boys who might feel inclined to break it. This rule was that no male should go into the company of girls when he had been drinking or should bring liquor along with him. After he had left the girl’s home or after he had escorted her back to her home from the dance or what not, then, and not until then, did he feel himself free to indulge in stimulant. These times, from what I can gather and from what I have with my own eyes observed, youths who are presumed to be well-bred carry bottled potations in their pockets to proms and parties, and swig the stuff, openly perhaps, or with some pretense of concealment while imbibing, until they are glassy eyed and thick tongued, and oftentimes incoherent of speech and wabbly of gait. The elders may disapprove, but for the most part, so far as I can learn, they keep silent, making no attempt publicly to discipline the offenders.


As a matter of fact we might as well be frank about it and confess that a vast proportion of the older generation are conniving and colleaguing to break the same law which their sons violate. As I diagnose the situation which has arisen since the Eighteenth Amendment went into effect, we nearly all are actuated now by much the same instinct which causes a small boy to loot a jam closet. He doesn’t particularly want all that jam, but he takes the jam because it is summarily denied him and because he’s afraid he may never again get a whack at unlimited jam.


•     •     •     •     •


So much for this roughed-in likeness of John Jones III. The conception is general, not specific, and the writer has no particular individual in mind as he signs the rough portrait he has tried to draw. Approaching the task of endeavoring to limn, even after the most sketchy fashion, a suggestion of a hint of a trace of a bare outline of little Miss Florabel Debutante – 1921 model – he finds himself daunted by the prospect. For, as has been stated some distance back in these pages, she is infinitely more complex and more elusive than the male youth of the generation that’s next.


Assuredly little Miss Florabel is next too. She has a precocious wisdom beyond her years.


Gone from our ken is the sweet girl graduate of twenty or even ten years ago, in white with flowing ribands, coyly demure, sweetly shy, almost a woman in age yet still a child in knowledge of worldly things, a creature secluded, cloistered almost, knowing not cosmetics nor the permanent wave, peering with timorous, curious eyes across the line which separates girlhood from wifehood and motherhood. That is to say, she is gone from our ken in these Eastern parts. Elsewhere in our land she still may exist. But not noticeably hereabouts.


In her stead we have a poised, self-confident, self-possessed, self-willed little person, imperious, worldly-wise and altogether adorable, who knows exactly what she wants and exactly how to go about getting it. She is extravagant; suitably to outfit her requires as much of ready cash as in another day would have wardrobed a score of damsels in a state proper to their station. At twenty, and unwed, her speech on subjects formerly taboo to married women of forty is singularly free and frank, and yet one dares venture the assertion that she is probably as clean-minded and wholesome as her mother was, or her grandmother. She is alive and alert mentally and bodily; she is athletic; she is quick to shift her viewpoint to match the current opinion of her set as it veers with the season. For example, she knows that this year the juvenile vampire is passé; the proper pose is to be the natural, unaffected, almost indifferent, almost entirely unromantic, tomboyish type. And she is. She is less of a professing cynic and more of a real skeptic than is the lad who squires her. She is infinitely deeper in her mental processes than he is, but on the surface tremendously more candid and more sincere and more genuine than he. She has all the restlessness, all the constant craving for new forms of diversions and for fresh excitements which mark him, and in addition is more rebellious of discipline and more irked by what she regards as the stupid restraints of convention. Simple things to her are more than simple; they’re foolish. She desires the thrill of what is bizarre, unusual, exotic and expensive.


She is startlingly irreverent, and gloriously slangy. To her an uninteresting youth is a flat tire, an attractive girl is a sweet dish, and a bore of either sex is a vacuum sweeper. She has apt pet names for her hats, her rings, her headdresses and her frocks. Indeed, in this last regard I believe she is encouraged by the dressmaker. It would appear that if a Fifth Avenue costumer can conjure up a catchy title for a gown she may with propriety add many dollars to the selling price of it. Only the other day a small maiden trigged out for a party told me that her frock – an abbreviated, filmy thing – was called Mist of the Maytime and cost – well, I forget the figures, but the total was startling. But had I had the naming of it I should have named it Authority. You remember the line – “drest in a little brief authority”?


In short and in fine, she is the feminized spirit of the times, epitomizing all the sense of disquiet, all the craze for new sensation, all the madness for reckless expenditure of energy and money and nerve-force reserve which have marked mankind these last few crowded, tragic years.


One evening not long ago I sat in the company of a very wise and very wonderful old woman, watching a ballroom full of fit representatives of the newer generation dancing one of the dances which they have borrowed from the natives of the Congo.


“Look at them,” I said. “In a month they have more pleasure provided for them than their mothers and fathers had in a year or their grandparents had in a decade. And yet what, more than any other qualities, do they seem to radiate – disillusionment and dissatisfaction and discontent. I am sure, too, despite all that is done for them, that they don’t have nearly so good a time as boys and girls of their age had in my time. And I wonder what sort of men and women they’re going to make – say, ten years from now?”


“You are saying exactly what all men and women say as they approach middle age,” she answered. “Young folks to-day have just as much fun as young folks had when you were twenty – but they aren’t telling you about it. Why should they? And I shouldn’t worry, if I were you, about the future of the race. Have you forgotten what happened only four years ago when this country got into the war? Did the younger generation fail in its duty then? It did not. Isn’t it a fact that the seemingly frivolous-minded society girls answered the call for ambulance drivers, for nurses, for welfare service, for Red Cross work, with just as much alacrity as girls who worked for their living showed? Isn’t it a fact that there were as few slackers among the sons of rich men – among pampered, indulged, spoiled college boys – as there were among the sons of poorer men? It is a fact, and you know it and the statistics prove it. Don’t you be lying awake nights concerning yourself about the future of America. America will be safe so long as the majority of those who live in America are genuine Americans. When the emergency arises real Americans always will arise to meet it. And they’ll come from every walk of life too.”


I hope she was right – and I rather guess she was.


 The Saturday Evening Post, 17 Sep 1921

 as “The Generation That’s Next” 



Thrills




The greatest thrill I ever had, and beyond peradventure the greatest I ever expect to have, came to me when I was in that impressionable period intervening between my tenth birthday and my earlier teens.


There were two of us who shared it. The other, my partner and confederate, being a boy slightly younger than I was. Offhand, I should say I was between eleven and twelve and that he was my junior by a few months. His parents and mine were neighbors on the same street in the same town. Concurrent strokes of good fortune, descending jointly upon us, had sent us on a visit to a household in another town a few miles from the one where we lived. There promptly we made the acquaintance of a pair of gay and adventurous spirits whose ages roughly corresponded to our own. They were brothers. For convenience, I shall call them the Hemming boys, which was not their real name although somewhat resembling it.


One Saturday morning there came to us, through strictly private and confidential sources, an invitation to join the Hemming boys in an undertaking which promised to provide excitement for all concerned. It seemed, the evening be fore they had rounded up a stray dog, and now held him closely incarcerated in a disused cow barn behind their stable out on the edge of the town. It was their intention to give a dog-canning, and we were bidden to assist in the ceremony and to share in the sport ensuing.


I do not know whether the American small boy of this generation still keeps up the ancient rite of dog-canning. Among us it was practiced clandestinely, because it was among those things parentally forbidden as cruel and mischievous, by reason of this very fact becoming to our youthful fancies all the more alluring and fascinating a pastime. The procedure was simplicity itself: First, you caught your dog. Any friendless, homeless dog would do, although experts favored a large rangy dog. Having a dog at hand, you securely fastened to his tail, by a short length of rope or stout twine, a tin can or an abandoned saucepan, or any vessel of metal which could be depended upon to give off loud clattering sounds when dragged rapidly from place to place.


You then released our dog; he and the can did the rest. His first movement upon being freed – a drawing in of his hindquarters preparatory to his departure, or even a gratified wag of his tail – was sure to bring the can with a bang and a rattle against his legs. Naturally, he would undertake to get away from the immediate vicinity of the annoying object, and then, to his surprise and horror, would discover that the thing insisted on accompanying him. The faster he moved, the faster, also, did it move. In this instant, panic inevitably would envelop that dog’s whole being, and he would set out to run away from that which first had disturbed and now sorely affrighted him.


Ensued then the spectacle, so gratifying to thoughtless youth, of a dog trying to out-travel a can which for the time being had become as definitely a part of him as though it had grown on him. One of two things resulted: Either the connecting cord frayed in two before the dog collapsed utterly, or the dog collapsed utterly before the cord frayed in two. I don’t suppose any dog ever succeeded in running entirely out of his own skin, but as an actual eye-witness to numerous attempts on the part of dogs to accomplish this enterprise while attached to cans, I bear witness that they always appeared to be trying hard to do it.


Having reached the Hemming boys’ home, we were taken by them to the cow shed and allowed to inspect the uneasy captive and the paraphernalia forethoughtedly prepared by them for the purposes contemplated. The dog was a long-bodied, loose-limbed animal, part cur and part hound, of the type commonly known among us as “just one of those old country dogs.” He eyed us apprehensively, as though instinct warned him that our intentions toward him might be fraught with unpleasant possibilities.


Nor were his apprehensions ill-founded, for the Hemming boys, both adepts at dog – canning operations, had gone to unusual pains to make sure this particular dog should be thoroughly canned. For fashioning the torture instrument they had taken a discarded metal coffee pot and, to the end that the resultant clamor might be enhanced when once the dog stampeded, they had placed within the pot several pebbles of a suitable size, and then with stones had hammered the opening shut. Also, with scraps of a stout clothesline, surreptitiously borrowed from a neighbor’s drying yard, they had prepared a rather elaborate harness, with one loop to be drawn about the dog s neck and another loop to be fastened about his middle, and, finally, a length of cord designed to pass over his withers, and to be knotted hard and fast at the base of his tail, so that his main adornment would abide with him permanently and might not be shaken loose by any convulsive contortions on the part of the victim Heartily did we, the guests of honor, approve of the ingenious perfection of these plans. So far as we could note, no essential detail had been overlooked by the original promoters.


But suddenly a discordant factor threatened seriously to interfere with the successful launching of the project. The factor to which I have reference was the father of the Hemming boys who, instead of remaining at his place of business, had for some reason elected to return home in the middle of the forenoon. None of us was aware, however, of this upsetting and disturbing equation until we had far advanced with the preliminaries. One youthful conspirator held the flinching dog by the scruff of the neck, and a second stroked his ears and sought to soothe him with falsely friendly words as the remaining two wove him into his sacrificial housings.


At this point, discovery was made that Mr. Hemming was on the premises. We waited and waited, hoping the business which had brought him back to his house might shortly be concluded, and that he would betake himself away again. It was wearisome and vexatious to the spirit, this phase. It became necessary for the chief plotter to simulate a Judas-like affection for the dog the while he embraced him, and for another carefully to nurse upon his knees the appended coffee pot, thereby guarding against an untoward movement which might set the imprisoned pebbles to jangling, and prematurely alarm the prisoner.


Even after this lapse of time I distinctly and circumstantially recall, also, the incidental detail of fleas. Indeed, the mere recollection sets up a sort of reminiscent itching which only may be allayed by a vigorous mental scratching. The fleas undoubtedly came along with the dog. If fleas may be said to have any settled habitat or residence, undoubtedly they regarded the dog as their regular domicile. He may have been the only home some of them ever had had, yet they showed no reluctance about transferring themselves from him to us, exhibiting in this manner a broad catholicity of taste, and by their activities adding a fresh element of annoyance through the dragging hours of a long summer forenoon so impatiently endured by us.


Eventually we heard the sounding of the noon whistle on a planing-mill some distance away. To my fellow guest and me this was a warning that we straightway must depart in order to arrive at the house where we were staying in time for the midday meal. Indeed, there was a probability, amounting almost to a certainty, that, no matter how hurried our footsteps might be, we would be late, since a distance of fully a mile stretched between us and the furbished dinner table. Reluctantly, then, we departed, first extorting a promise from the Hemming boys that they would postpone the actual climax of the canning until we could return. With briskened gait we set out along the dusty gravel turnpike.


Now, in order to make clear what thereafter eventuated, it devolves upon me to offer a somewhat detailed description of the adjacent terrain. East of the slight elevation whereon the Hemming domicile stood, and marking the boundaries of the town proper, a brown and muddy creek, which now was shrunken to a puny runlet, pursued its somewhat tortuous course. The road, crossing the creek bed at right angles, had been built up across the hollow through which it ran. This road was narrow – almost too narrow for two broad vehicles to pass at any given point – and the steep and precipitous sides of the fill were marked at left and right by stout wooden railings. Where it spanned the creek was an arched brick lined culvert.


Moving eastward, we had advanced between the twin guard railings almost as far as the culvert when, coming toward us from the opposite direction, we beheld a slowly moving column of dust, and simultaneously there came to our ears the melodic sounds of a mournful measure. Almost immediately, through the dust screen we made out the forms of marchers afoot and of white horses, and behind these the suggestions, in glinting wheels and nodding horses’ heads, of an extensive cavalcade.


At once, then, understanding came to us, for the daily paper of the town had for two days past been printing long columns regarding that which now, plainly, was transpiring. Likewise, there had been much discussion by word of mouth touching on the impending event.


Some forty-eight hours earlier, a local notable, affectionately and familiarly known as Old Doc Wheeler, had been called to his reward as the tragic outcome of a kick by a mule. For many years this person had been the leading veterinarian of the district. In a county where practically every male adult, excluding ministers of the gospel, school-teachers, and paupers not taxed, either owned horses, bred horses, or was interested in horses, being the leading veterinarian meant distinction, both social and professional.


Moreover, the late lamented had enjoyed other claims to fame: he had been the most persistent, the most consistent joiner of fraternal organizations and secret societies and civic bodies and communal organizations in that end of the state. He had been an exempt fireman and a Democratic committeeman. He had been a war veteran. He had been a Mason and an Odd Fellow and a Knight of Pythias and a member of the Junior Order of American Mechanics. He had been active in the affairs of the Stockbreeders’ Association and the County Fair Association.


Since all the bodies to which he belonged at the time of his death had turned out, along with many citizens not officially attached, to do him honor at his burial, it may be figured that the funeral cortège now approaching, with Doc Wheeler as its central figure, was, indeed, a thing of pomp and circumstance.


Beholding its approach, we were filled with anticipation of witnessing a pageant of rare impressiveness – of witnessing it, too, from a position of vantage, since the cemetery lay over the hill behind us, on past the Hemming home, and to reach it the procession must traverse the road along the causeway above the creek. Moving slowly and majestically to the notes of a brass band playing “The Dead March,” with muffled drums it came on nearer and nearer. In front marched the musicians; behind them bulked the glass-walled hearse, drawn by two white horses and driven by no less a personage than the principal undertaker, he wearing his official high hat of state. At either side of the hearse plodded the active pallbearers and the honorary pallbearers and, back of them, we could make out banners and uniforms and mysterious devices, where the Masons and the Odd Fellows in full regalia, and the Confederate Veterans and the Mayor and the Common Council and all the rest of the foot passengers, uniformed and otherwise, advanced in solid ranks. We knew that the largest Mason would hold in one hand a slender staff bound about with crape, and that the smallest Mason would be carrying, poised upon his abdominal muscles, a ponderous book of Holy Writ, for before now we both had seen lodge funerals, and our experience in the matter told us that in obedience to some secret law, the largest Mason would bear the lightest burden and the smallest Mason would bear the heaviest one. At the rear, trailing away into the distance, followed closed carriages bearing the relatives and close friends of the deceased, and public and private equipages of all the varieties known to livery stable and family barn.


The head of the procession was almost upon us. At that precise instant, directly behind us we heard a hideous uproar – a compound of metallic clatterings and frenzied ki-yies. As we spun about on our heels, the unhappy cur whom we had last seen immured in the Hemming cow barn clamorously passed us by at a rate of speed exceeding any rate of speed ever developed by any other dog coming under my personal observation. His belly seemed to be not five inches above the road, so desperately fast he traveled. His tail stood out behind him stiffly, like a ramrod, and at the farther end of it there jounced and bounced and crashed and rattled and rattled again, a battered tin coffee pot containing immured pebbles. The Hemming boys had broken their plighted word to us, but surely the dog was living up to every expectation.


I am certain that neither of us cried out to voice the suggestion upon which we acted. Simultaneously and instantaneously, and moved by the same impulse, we darted through the fence and down the sloped embankment, he on the one side of it and I on the other, and dived into hiding at the opposite mouths of the culvert. We felt that it were well for us to be concealed in that moment of direful portent, for we, alas, had been accessories before the fact to the canning of that dog, and intuition warned us of what inevitably must now result, since the funeral procession could not turn aside, and the dog, most plainly, did not mean to turn aside.


But we didn’t stay there. Impelled by a frightful presentiment, we poked two small heads out of the culvert, and with eyes stretched and popped by pressure of dreadful emotion from within, we saw the dog, bearing his distracting decoration, flash right between the hearse horses and under their dancing hooves. One frightened horse shied to the right, the other to the left. The hearse, roughly, was skewed about upon its wheels. The traces snapped, and the hearse, jerked backward, slipped off the gravel footing and its rear end struck with a shivering impact against a stout wooden post of the guard rail. Under the jar the hearse doors flew open, and out of the opening slid the long black box, balanced upright, with its silver handles and its silver nameplate gleaming in the sun.


It struck with tremendous emphasis upon one end. And then – oh, crowning dire and gruesome stroke! – the whole top of it came off, and in his funeral habiliments, wearing a large white tie and with his long side-whiskers neatly combed back, Old Doc Wheeler emerged full view before us, wearing upon his face an expression – or so it seemed to us – of chagrin not un-mixed with surprise.


For what appeared to us an eternity of awfulness, but what in reality could have been no more than a second or two, he stood there stiffly upon his feet, and then he toppled over forward upon his face, betraying the fact that the undertaker had seen fit to encase him in one of those half-shell shrouds. By reason of horror, most of my subsequent impressions were, as one might say, scrambled. But from the confused mass stood out one picture of a swerving hearse horse butting the bass drummer right over the embankment, and another picture of two of the pallbearers, with commendable presence of mind, running to turn Doc Wheeler over and dust him off, and yet a third picture of a portly Knight Templar being flopped flat in the road, as a tin coffee pot, proceeding meteor-wise as the tail of a canine comet, caught him squarely upon the ankles. And after that the dog passed from our view, but for a brief time after he had vanished his progress might be marked by runaways starting far down the line as he sped through that wrecked and distracted funeral cortège from end to end.


We saw no more. We felt that we could bear to see no more. In a stricken silence, filled with most daunting thoughts, we fled away through the creek bed and up across the hollow and by a circuitous route arrived at the home where we were guests. We did not enter by the front way. We realized that there would be something about our demeanor and bearing calculated to cause comment and invite embarrassing inquiries. Normally we were of excellent appetite, both of us, but now we did not care to eat. Indeed, we felt that never again would we care to eat. Above all things, we desired completely to sever active contact with the world. We craved to have no share whatsoever in the excitement which by now must be filling the whole town. We yearned to withdraw from organized society, from all contact with our fellow beings.


So, as I said, we did not enter the house by the front door. We did not enter it by any door. In an unostentatious manner we climbed over the back fence and we crawled in at a rear window of the stable, and we immured ourselves deep in the hay mow, and there we remained, shaken and miserable; for hours and hours. It was hot there in the hay – stiflingly hot – but we were not hot; we were not even warm. We were chilled clear down to our toes. and at times our teeth chattered. We said but little; there was but little that could be said. It was long after nightfall before reawakening pangs of hunger drove us forth. Prudence bade us stay where we were, even at the peril of starvation; but not even remorse can, for too long a time. numb a growing small boy’s gastric juices.


When we crept out, public indignation was somewhat abated. Undeniably though, Doc Wheeler’s funeral practically had been spoiled for all concerned, including the remains. It had started forth with every prospect of being a glittering success. It had turned Out a disheveled and disorganized failure. But for what had occurred during the period of our retirement we had no visible concern – or at least we sought, by dissembling, not to betray any secret concern we might feel. Our main desire was that our visit might be cut short and that we might return to our own homes. This we accomplished. We said we didn’t feel well, that something had disagreed with us, which was the truth – we didn’t, and something had.


We left without again seeing either of the Hemming boys. Years and years elapsed before I saw either of them. Then, by chance, down in New Orleans, I ran into the elder of the brothers. He told me that up to the outbreak of the Spanish War, when he and his brother enlisted, his father had whipped them every time he saw them. It had not been necessary, he said, for his father to explain why he whipped them.


In my own case, I know that fully ten years elapsed before I quit dreaming dreams of a grievously interrupted funeral; and I was nearing my thirtieth birthday before I began to perceive any humor in the event which I have just narrated. And now, when I look back on various outstanding experiences of my life, some of them startling to me even in retrospect, and nearly all of them interesting, I know that the greatest thrill I ever had was not when I rode in a military balloon above the Battle of the Aisne, and not when I walked with that British sergeant out upon the bridge over the River Oise, but that it was when for the first, last, and only time in my life I met Old Doc Wheeler face to face.


The American Magazine, Dec 1920
 
 as “The Greatest Thrill I Ever Had” 



Travel




It was the late lord Bacon, I believe, who said travel broadened a man. I guess he meant flattened him; because travel, when one is paying one’s own way round, is certainly one of the most expensive things one does, and frequently one of the most laborious also. The way the thing is now organized,it takes a strong and hardy nature to endure even a short pleasure trip; and a man of family, bringing his loved ones back from almost any kind of extensive tour by rail, has a wallet that looks as though an elephant had been sitting on it while holding a hippopotamus in his arms.


To be sure, there are exceptions; but they are rare. During the past fall I had a taste of what the pleasures of travel are when expense is no object. Several of us were taking a little trip up Long Island Sound, aboard a private yacht belonging to a wealthy friend of ours who is in trade. She was a sassy little eighty-foot yacht, run by two large feverish dynamos and mostly composed of rosewood and mahogany, and brass fittings and silver mountings, and what-not. I think the buffet in the saloon was the most complete buffet I ever saw. There was enough silver and glass and truck on top of that buffet to keep a troupe of those Swiss bellringers busy hour after hour.


I was so impressed with this yacht that as soon as I boarded her I made up my mind I would save up and buy one exactly like her; so I inquired regarding the cost of such a yacht and the expense of running her – after which I did a little figuring and decided to forego the pleasure. Styles in yachts change so that undoubtedly this model would be old-fashioned by the time I had enough saved up. Besides, I should be getting on in life myself eighty-seven years from now.


To return to our trip! We had come to anchor for the night in a harbor that was all turquoise water and amethyst hills; and somebody happened to mention that at a point eighteen miles away they were digging some very superior soft clams. Our host spoke up promptly. “Soft clams,” he said, “would be fine and nutritious for dinner. We will go and get a mess.”


He gave a quick order, and the crew put their reefers back on again, pulled up the anchor and hoisted the flag signifying “Owner aboard and very thirsty,” and they fired the sunset or dry Martini gun; and away we went, twelve to thirteen knots an hour, through the purple evening mists. That is my idea of the height of luxury in travel – taking a sixty-thousand-dollar yacht eighteen miles up the coast to get twenty cents’ worth of soft clams in a tin bucket. It was like turning out the Grand Lodge to bury a cat; but it was a very pleasing experience.


•     •     •     •     •


However, to one in my walk of life such things as this do not often occur. When I feel the need of a change of scene stealing over me the first thing I do is to invest in a timetable. The trouble is that I am not content to stop there. If only I were, all would be well. To me a time-table is an absorbing study. In all literature I know of nothing more fascinating. Ever since the proud day years ago when I figured out that problem in regard to the mental strain put upon a hen and a half to lay an egg and a half in a day and a half, I have been filled with an unappeasable ambition to find out what a railroad timecard means. As a spur to a flagging intellect, ascertaining the age of the girl Ann is nothing compared with studying a timecard. Personally I have never met a layman yet who could tell what a timetable meant merely by reading it, though I once knew a talented German who could play on his clarinet one of the condensed folders issued by a Western line.


I have a notion of my own that the arrangement is Chinese in origin. Every time I see a Chinese laundryman figuring out how much I owe him, with the aid of a lot of red and black shoebuttons mounted on a wire frame, I am instinctively reminded somehow of a timetable. Under the Chinese plan of calculating you start, you know, from the bottom and work up. To a Chinaman, the Brooklyn team is generally leading the National League. It is much the same with a timecard. The system, I believe, comes down from the great scholar, Confucius; hence the verb “confuse.”


However, if the schedules are baffling to the human intellect the map that always occupies the middle panel of a timecard is simplicity itself. I know of no better way to spend a passing hour than to open up one of those railroad folders, which any child can undo, but Thomas A. Edison can’t put back again, and spread it out on the center table under the reading lamp and from it glean interesting and timely knowledge concerning the geography of our country. You are surprised to note that a heavy, thick black line drawn across this continent from New York in the East to San Francisco in the West passes directly through Philadelphia, Boston, Chicago, Baltimore, Cincinnati, Duluth, St. Louis, Denver and Los Angeles, with New Orleans, Louisville, Detroit and Portland only a few miles away. You need pay no attention to those crooked, narrow, broken, almost invisible hairlines that go snarling about over the outlying districts in a scrambled kind of effect, without ever seeming to get anywhere except obscure flag stations and unknown watertanks. They are of no consequence whatsoever, being opposition lines. I’ll venture some of the greatest imaginative painters in this country are engaged right now in drawing the new 1913 maps to go in railroad folders. What I cannot understand, however, is how any locomotive engineer employed by a trunk line in this country can have the nerve to steer his train round a curve and then come back and look the map of his road in the face. One or the other of them is bound to be a liar – that’s certain.


Travel, when conducted in the fireside circle by the aid of a set of folders, is indeed a wonderfully attractive pursuit. Sitting right there in your easy-chair with your feet cocked up on a cushion, you can have all the excitement of moving rapidly from place to place, with none of the inconveniences and attendant expenses; but so few of us are willing to enjoy the exhilaration and pleasure of traveling while remaining at home. We insist on doing it the other way, and right there the trouble begins.


I have an idea that at no period of the world’s progress were the joys of travel really what they have subsequently been cracked up to be. It is the atmosphere of romance and sentiment that has invested the notable excursions and expeditions of history with all this pleasing glamor. When we read about the first extended sea voyage on record – I refer to Noah and the Ark – we think only of how the Noah family had the laugh on the rest of the population who came to scoff and remained to drown, and how all the animals marched up the gangplank two by two in such a neat and orderly manner. We do not pause to ponder on what the situation must have been after they had been out a few days, when the thunder lizard was taking up all the available room, and the sacred ox was feeling squeamish in all five or six of his stomachs at once, and the civet cat, the laughing hyena and the Angora goat were flocking together in the smoking room with the musk ox; when the rabbits were multiplying rapidly and the red ants even more rapidly – red ants being the regular lightning calculators of the insect world in the matter of multiplying rapidly, as any naturalist will tell you. We do not stop to consider these things at all.


That journey of the Children of Israel out of bondage used to impress us as a wonderful trip when we were studying it at Sunday-school, what with Pharaoh’s army drowning in the Red Sea and the manna being miraculously provided, and everything. But we have no available standards for computing how many separate times Moses was held up by elderly maiden ladies demanding to why they were not informed in advance regarding what was about to happen to the pursuing Egyptians, in order that they might have secured comfortable seats in the grandstand. We can only judge by the experiences of persons in charge of personally conducted tours what Moses must have endured during that forty-year journey across a desert that was almost as big as the state of Rhode Island.


Nor does one need to go so far back into antiquity to find illustrations. For example, there was Charles Dickens. Dickens could write about stagecoaches in such a way as to make one yearn with a deep, vast yearning for those marvelous old English inns and those cold game pies and the hot milk punches, and the jolly old coachmen and the top-booted hostlers who were so wonderfully gifted at repartee. Dickens did not mention what the roads must have been sometimes in muddy weather – twelve feet wide, say, and twice that deep. He didn’t intimate that while traveling on top of a stagecoach one ran the same chance of picking an undesirable seatmate that one runs today when riding on a railroad train. I know how it is in my own case when I am going somewhere alone. If I pine for company I am sure to make a grievous mistake and pick out some lineal descendant of General Grouchy, a morose person with blue gums and a disposition that has fourteen rattles and a button on it. If, upon the other hand, I pine to be left severely to myself I am certain to be infested all the way across the state by a neat traveling man with a fancy vest and low quarter button shoes, and a pair of large pink ears like memorial windows. He takes the seat alongside, sitting partly by me and partly on me, and opens the conversation by borrowing a light; and inside of five minutes he has told me in strict confidence how much he made last year in commissions, and is showing me the photograph of a prominent banker’s daughter in Terre Haute who is one swell little queen and is just crazy about him.


I guess Dickens suffered on top of those stagecoaches of his, too, if the truth were but known, only we do not stop to think about those things; in fact, when we get ready to go traveling we do not stop to think at all. Past experiences are forgotten; time has healed the once-gaping wounds. We forget the expensive and exclusive hotel of last summer where all the guests were either very expensive or very exclusive and sometimes both; where the expensive ones would come down to breakfast wearing all their jewels, and then gather in groups on the piazza and hold confidential conversations in a loud, piercing tone of voice, endeavoring to decide whether they would buy any more imported cars right away or try to struggle through the fall with the seven or eight already on hand. But the exclusive ones would sit in pairs and be very exclusive. We forget the summer before last when, having ideas of economy, we were lured to the old-fashioned farmhouse advertising bed and board for six dollars a week, only to realize, after spending one night on the springless slats and eating one breakfast consisting largely of desiccated excelsior, that they were feeding us on the bed and sleeping us on the board. We forget that the plumbing fixtures in this place were patterned after the favorite designs of the Mohawk Indians who never had any plumbing, and that for our water supply we had to depend upon the old oaken bucket that hung in the well. Hanging seemed none too good for it, either, after we had hauled it up a few times. We forget about the sea trip we took when the weather was so rough and the passenger list so mixed that we abhorred the idea of even being drowned in such company. We forget the time when we took a railroad journey to see some far-famed scenery and struck the worst dry spell on record, so that we couldn’t see the scenery, but had to be satisfied with figuring how it looked by the way it tasted. We forget all these things when the lure of insidious timecards begins to steal away our reasoning faculties – or, anyway, I know that I forget them.


About once in so often I can feel creeping over me an unconquerable morbid longing to go somewhere. I may struggle against it; I may summon my better nature to help me fight off the craving, but sooner or later I succumb. I acquire one of those mileage books that a traveler buys by the precious inch and a conductor snatches out by the running yard. I lay out an itinerary subject to such changes as the railroad company – following its pleasing habit – may inaugurate without saying anything to me about it. And upon an eventful day I pack my valise, merely omitting nearly all the most important things – as is the custom among the male sex when going somewhere – and I start. I reckon that about the time he begins packing every man wants to change his mind and stay at home and be comfortable; but he is committed to the venture now.


He has told his friends he is going away and if he doesn’t go they will be disappointed; so, like the poor worm of a moral coward that he is, he stifles the voice of his better judgment and departs.


Nearly always with me it happens that the train is crowded and I draw an upper berth – or at least I used to until the upper berths became cheaper than the lower. I think they used to save them for me. The man at the ticket window would look me over and remark to himself that here was just the kind of person who would be particularly unhappy in an upper berth, and then he would sell me one. You may have noticed that ticket agents as a race bear a grudge against the world. If a ticket agent were to act light-hearted and sunny they would suspect him of disloyalty to the road and fire him. The ideal ticket agent is a human hangnail whose looks and manner convince you that just as soon as he gets time to poison a few of the traveling public by biting them he is going to call it a day and go home and commit suicide – and it is the ideal ticket agent who is always lying in wait for me behind his little wicket. I’ll bet I’ve had words with a hundred ticket agents in my time and I have never won an argument yet. Sometimes I think I’ve won until I examine the accommodations they have sold me. Then I know I’ve lost.


Even under the most favorable circumstances, the interior of a Pullman will pall upon one. In every dwelling house that a woman has a hand in designing there is a small, uncomfortable, crowded room, decorated with hangings and sporting pictures and an ashtray, which is known officially as the den and in which the husband of the house, it is fondly presumed, will spend his evenings. Nearly every modern house has one of these dens and no husband in his right mind ever goes into it. This attitude on the part of her husband has grieved and puzzled many a loving wife; but I know the reason for it. The first den that was ever constructed was patterned after a drawing room on a sleeping car, and all the rest of them have followed the same general design; and so, to any man who has ever traveled so far as two hundred miles in his life, the mere sight of a den is abhorrent and distressing. It brings back to him the thronging memories of trips he has taken on sleepers – of the washroom at dewy morn when the train is tacking round curves like a chimney swallow, and the traveler rises late, to find that his ears are hanging gardens and his eyes are cinder pits, and the back of his neck would make a fine place to grow grapes on, the soil being light and sandy, with a southern exposure. So he puts on some of his clothes and takes the rest of them in his arms and staggers down the aisle which, if he can judge by he writhing bulges in the green curtains, is populated on both sides by male and female contortionists.


Upon reaching the washroom he observes that it is already densely inhabited by twice as many persons as it will hold, all trying to use the Old Red Sandstone toilet soap and the slippery-elm towels at the same time.


When I enter the dining car of a train I am confronted by some dark and deep mysteries. Where does a railroad company get the kind of food it serves on a diner, and what does it do to it after it gets it? Those are questions I should like to have answered by some one qualified to speak with authority. Why does the rare roast beef always taste as though the gallant engineer had carried it clutched close to his bosom for about two hundred miles? My experience has been that it is only aboard a train that you find clams which are apparently suffering from dandruff. The cigars served here are also of the nature of mysteries. Some that I have bought on diners while traveling, and then tried to smoke, struck me as being the most deleterious cigars I ever met anywhere. They would have been excellent to keep the moths out of a fur overcoat, but for smoking purposes they were open to the same criticism that a rag carpet is. There is a variety of cocktail sold on dining cars, also, which is full of fiery red and green balls the same as a Roman candle. You may not see the red and green balls, but you have no trouble in tasting them. They explode going down.


It seems to me nearly always, just as soon as I have settled myself in the dining car and have brushed off the seafood and separated the clinkers from the soup, that the train runs through the longest tunnel in the world, and the rest of the meal tastes like cleaning the ashes out of a soft-coal furnace. But I’m game! I usually stick it out. I work my way through to the rolling-stock cheese and the road-bed coffee; and then often, as I lean back and light up my cigar and begin to pull away like a brave lifesaver, we flitter by some obscure way station and, looking out of the window, I can see a native standing on the platform, and from his expression I can tell that he is envying me. I envy him, too, if the truth were only known. He envies me because I am sitting there, traveling in plush upholstered state, with one of Booker T. Washington’s favorite pupils to wait on me; and I envy him because he is staying at home – lucky creature that he is! When he retires that night he will do so without undue strain or superhuman exertion. He won’t have to stand on his hands to take his shoes off, or stand on the back of his neck to take his pants off. And when he gets up in the morning, should he feel like washing his face, he can just go and do it and not have to split it maybe with a total stranger. He is a fortunate person, only he does not properly appreciate his many blessings.


Presuming that the trip lasts several days, I emerge at my destination looking like one of the Christy minstrels. Car dust seems to have an affinity for me. It comes wherever I am and settles. It gives me a guilty feeling sometimes to be carrying so much of the right-of-way off with me, and I do not feel my usual self until after I have taken seven or eight hot baths in rapid succession. Even then days will pass before I can get used to eating food with no cinders in it. And no matter where I go, I am sorry that I went, and I would hurry right back, only I dread the return trip so.


My fate, I take it, is but the common fate of all; and yet just look how many of us persist in traveling on the slightest provocation. They say we Americans are the greatest travelers on earth, and I suppose we are. Europe long ago exhausted its possibilities as a place for Americans to travel over, and as soon as we can work round to it a good many of us hope to see something of our own country also. A person living in New York is being constantly impressed by the fact that nearly everybody he knows is just going to Europe or is just getting back from Europe, and once in a while he also meets some New Yorker who has been as far inland as Trenton, New Jersey.


As I say, Europe is entirely familiar to our tourist classes. Most of us are abundantly satiated with Continental travel. Except in the matter of superior souvenir postcards, the European countries no longer offer anything that is likely to attract the confirmed traveler. People who have seen both of them tell me that their Blue Danube has little, if anything, on our Big Sandy.


I likewise gather that our chiggers are in every respect equal to their fleas. If they excel in glaciers we excel in geysers, and anyhow the glaciers and the geysers are always too far apart to be of any real service to the highball industry of either hemisphere.


So it is not so much Europe as the far ends of the earth that draw our traveling fellow countrymen to them. Practically all the hidden corners of the world have been opened up. Hardy explorers have pushed their way to the heart of the Dark Continent to discover the sources of the White Nile and all our Pullman porters. Even now they are cutting their paths through the jungles of Peru, bound for the lost cities of the Incas; and who doubts we shall soon know old Mrs. Inca’s favorite recipe for cooking a captive! Year by year the Polar regions unfold to us their frozen secrets. It isn’t at all now as it was in the old days when every few months a Pole seeker would be starting off toward those trackless Arctic wastes. After a wait of a year or two the rescue expedition would get underway, but without, however, creating anything like the same amount of popular interest. A wrecking crew rarely attracts so much attention as a wreck. Personally I was never able to understand why they didn’t send the rescue expeditions on ahead, so they could have the relief station fitted up, all snug and cozy, with a light in the window and an order of blubber pancakes on the iron when the dauntless explorer came staggering in, gnawing at the heel of his last overshoe or the wishbone of his second mate. This, however, did not appear to be according to the rules of the game.


In those not-so-far-distant days we had two separate classes of Polar explorers. One class was composed of those who really got north of One Hundred and Forty-fifth Street sometimes, and who suffered terribly from frost-bitten feet and indigestion brought on by eating sledge dogs and old gum boots. These were the ones the rescue expeditions used to trail out after. Then there was the other class, comprising what you might call the Hearth and Home Society of Indoor Polar Explorers, who began to suffer from cold feet before they started, and so found it safer to remain within easy reach of their magazine connections, with nothing worse to fear during the long Northern winter than writer’s cramp.


Between them they opened the way to the Far North and likewise to the Far South, and now almost anybody who can afford it may cross the once-untraversed Arctic and Antarctic Circles. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least next summer to receive a souvenir postcard from some friend showing a sprightly view of the North Pole House, with some such familiar message as this inscribed thereon: “Awfully jolly crowd here. The X mark shows our room only seven dollars a week. Sleep under blankets every night. Wish you were here with us. Regards to all the fellows.” It wouldn’t – really!


For every day the avenues of travel broaden, and we Americans push farther and farther toward the ends of the earth – but I still contend that the only person who really enjoys travel is a man in jail with nothing to read except a guidebook.
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Lecturing




Again, as in a dream, do I behold, stretching before me, the sea of upturned faces – only sometimes, when the attendance fell off, it wasn’t a sea, but a small lake or pond; and once in a while was but a tiny puddle entirely surrounded by wide shorelines of empty red plush seats, with the upturned faces scattered here and there on its surface, like infrequent lily pads.


Again and again, in my mind’s eye, I see the audience streaming in, pausing on their way past the ticket window to gaze in a rapt, almost a stupefied manner at the posters of myself on display in the lobby; then turning to one another and murmuring:“Is it possible?” During the course of the tour I gave away a good many of those posters to persons who came and asked for copies. I believe in doing my mite for the Home Beautiful Movement in this country; for too long have the walls of our houses been adorned with examples of effete Old World portrait gravure. The crying need is for our more rugged native American art.


Abraham Lincoln was not pretty to look at, but his likeness is popular. In the matter of personal beauty Benjamin Franklin sinned and came short. Andrew Jackson, with that long head of his and that unroached forelock, looked a good deal like a neglected horse in the face. and I am proud to think that I have done my unselfish share too. So I gave away a good many of my posters. Their intrinsic value was not great, I grant you; it was the association, the unusualness of the subject, and all that. And the only drawback to their artistic success was that they looked a good deal like me. Otherwise I cannot think of a thing to be said against those pictures.


Again do I behold the yawning stage as set for the entertainment, with one lone table and one lone chair; on the table a pitcher of icewater, perspiring profusely with stage fright; and, hovering in the wings, me, obeying a similar law of Nature. Again I hear the last words of the graceful concluding paragraph of the introductory remarks of the official announcer. Again I see myself setting forth on that eternally long journey from my shelter behind the scenes to the center of the stage. Sometimes it seemed two miles; sometimes no more than a mile and a quarter.


Again, when the affair is over, I catch a glimpse of myself running to catch a train for our next one-night stand. We spent so many nights aboard sleeping cars during those crowded months that when, by any chance, we laid over for twenty-four hours in one town, I couldn’t sleep unless I put a cinder in my eye before retiring, and arranged with a bell hop to come in from time to time and shake the bed violently. If only we could have hit upon some attachable device whereby my skull could be jammed against the headboard with great abruptness about once in so often, I am certain I might have enjoyed perfect rest.


Again, after six or seven hours on the Pullman, I see our train rolling into our destination. We flitter past the most outlying real-estate development, a wide expanse of what was recently a cornfield, but gridironed now with new streets leading to nowhere in particular, and dotted over with model homes, which look as though they had been put together according to cut-out patterns published in the Sunday paper, and marked by a pair of large and impressive gateposts, with no gates and no fence; and set off with a nifty sales office, designed something like a lodgehouse for a lunatic asylum and something like a debauched Japanese bungalow, and decorated, for a hundred feet along the side nearest the tracks, with a mighty blue billboard bearing in red letters nine feet tall the modest legend: Touchwood Manor – Do You Notice the Air of Undoubted Refinement About This Suburb? But if the outfit happened to be down in a deep hollow it would be called Something-or-Other Heights.


We pass next the serried rows of domiciles inhabited by those who are too rich or too poor to go out half a mile beyond where the trolley tracks end and own their own homes. We catch a whiff from the stockyards by the right of way and the soap factory on beyond; and so, informed and warned by these unfailing signs, we arise and collect our belongings, leaving behind us in our berth only our pajamas, our toothbrush, our watch, and a few other small articles, and presently are disembarking in a smoke-filled station shed, to be cordially greeted by the warm – hearted and hospitable bus driver, who meets all the trains, even though the trains don’t always meet him. And so begins – in memory – another day.


Always, though, my mind reverts to the momentous afternoon when the whole thing started. On the street I met a friend who was and is in the theatrical business – at least he was still in the theatrical business at last accounts. I haven’t seen the bankruptcy column of this morning’s paper yet. The theatrical business was always very uncertain, but since the movies came in it is practically certain, sooner or later.


“Well,” he said – taking my hand in his and holding it firmly to prevent my escape – “well, everything is as good as settled.”


“I beg your pardon,” I said. “I don’t quite get you.”


“Don’t be startled,” he said. “I’m trying to break the news gently. You are going out lecturing and my firm is going to manage you.”


I was startled, though. Who wouldn’t have been? If a man met you on the street and, in an offhand kind of way, said that you were going into the lion-taming business, and that he had already arranged for a cageful of Nubian lions direct from the jungle, I figure it that you would be startled into betraying some passing surprise. So it was with me.


“Who was telling you?” I said when I had in part rallied from the shock.


“Nobody’s telling me,” he said. “I’m telling you. It’s all settled, I tell you.”


So saying, he fixed a hypnotic eye upon me. Now it is a constitutional shortcoming of mine that I just naturally hate to say “No” to anybody. In my heart I may think it, but my tongue refuses to take hold of the word.


“But what am I going to lecture about?” I inquired almost timidly.


“About the war, of course,” he said briskly; “the war and anything else that you can think of.”


“And who,” I inquired,“is coming to hear me lecture?”


“Anybody who has the price. We play no favorites beforehand and assume no liabilities afterward.”


Yet still I demurred: “But I don’t know anything about lecturing!”


“And we,” he retorted,“don’t know a thing in the world about handling a lecturer. So it’s as fair for one as it is for the other. Besides, who’s taking all the risks and doing all the work? We are – that’s who! Where does your kick come in? All you’ve got to do is put on your cute little head-waiter’s suit and your granite-ware shirt, and get out there and lecture.”


“But the public——”


“As for the public,” he said,“Caveat emptor! That’s Latin. A lawyer handed it out to me the other day. That and some more dead language cost me seventy-five bucks. It means C. O. D., without privilege of examination – the Caveat part does; and emptor is Latin for ‘I should worry!’ Call it a dead language if you want to – it looks to me like those Latinites were the live boys when it came to putting a whole lot of meaning into just two or three words. Better drop by the office this afternoon or to-morrow and we’ll fix up a contract – I suppose you’ll want some money for yourself; you writing guys are sure a grasping lot – and we’ll lay out the billing and go over the route as far as it’s made up. Well, I’m in a hurry. So long!”


Then, after he had moved off a few paces, he halted, taken with a new idea.


“Say, you know how a lecture goes, don’t you? How you get it started and how you get it stopped, and everything like that?”


I shook my head. I hadn’t attended a lecture since I was a small boy; the only one I could recall offhand was given in the basement of the Sunday school and dealt with the Holy Land, and was illustrated with colored magic-lantern slides. I said so. He shook his head.


“Magic lanterns is absolutely nix. We’ve got to be up to date to get the money. You’d better stop in at Carnegie Hall the next night or two and pick up a few pointers from one of those travelhog boys. And if it’s absolutely necessary we can arrange it probably so it won’t cost you much to take a few quick lessons from a teacher of elocution – get you a special rate, you know.”


He left me in a daze. My days of daze were merely starting. They followed for a while, one right behind the other. As one under the influence of subtle drugs I signed contracts, O.K.’d designs for posters and three-sheets, and conferred with the impressive gentleman who, it seemed, had contracted to do my advance press work.


He was attired as a real advance agent should be – in a glossy and pampered high hat answering to the name of Ponto, and an overcoat with four separate varieties of dead animals sewed on it; and a great glittering in his necktie showed where he had been kicked in the chest by a jeweler’s mule. He guarded his jewelry and his overcoat very zealously, but especially his overcoat. I guess he was afraid somebody might leave the door open and it would go back to the Zoo.


Fondling his horseshoe pin the while, he dismissed from consideration all thought of possible difficulties arising in connection with our venture. It seemed he had been out ahead of a trained-animal act during the past season, and the season before that had managed a Polish dancer who, starting life at the back of a Tenth Avenue tenement, three flights up-ring Finnigan’s bell – had eventually acquired a foreign accent, a stage name that had seven syllables and a sneeze in it, and a new husband every little while. He said that as a genuine imported Polish dancer, his star had been historically and traditionally correct in every respect.


And as for the true artistic temperament – well, he said she couldn’t have had more of that if she had been born and brought up at the Pole, right among the best families of the Polar regions. Every time the present incumbent – meaning by that her then husband – season of 1913-14– came hurtling out of a door of the lady’s apartments – or out of a window, if handier – with a flight of gold-mounted hairbrushes and scrapbooks of clippings and things circling about his head, he said to himself – the manager did – that as a finished artiste she certainly was there or thereabouts.


So, with all this valuable experience behind him, he didn’t feel the least hesitancy about undertaking the advance work for a simple little thing such as a course of lectures. An earthquake, really, or a comet to manage during its cross-country engagement, would have been more in his line. If somebody had engaged him to go out ahead of the fabled Dinosaur, or the resurrected thunder Lizard, say, he would have been referring to his attraction as Dinah or Big Liz before the end of the second week. He had reverence only for box-office receipts and his fur overcoat.


To aid him in preparing his press matter for the papers, I suggested that I give him a few salient details of my career. But it appeared they were not exciting enough for his purposes; they lacked thrill and the emotional quality. He waved aside my offer of collaboration and furnished me with a really interesting life history right out of his own head. So that part of it was all settled without any trouble or any prolonged mental strain for either of us.


•     •     •     •     •


I took a hint from my manager and attended a travelogue. The speaker came out, rippling gracefully inside his form-fitting evening clothes, and spoke at length, with beautiful modulations and appropriate gestures. I was envious of his easiness of manner and his perfect stage presence as each succeeding view was flashed upon the screen and he, standing alongside of it, said, “And now we find ourselves in Edinburgh”; or, “So this is the Nevskii Prospekt” – as the case might be and was if you stayed long enough. Later I caught him sitting in one of my audiences – it was, as I recall, at Baltimore; but I could tell from his expression that he was not greatly alarmed at seeing what the opposition had to offer. I was envious of him, bu this jealousy wouldn’t jell.


I decided not to patronize the gentleman who taught elocution by note and ear. I did, however, purchase a handbook on the subject of this justly revered art. But after glancing through its pages I dropped it, without a regret, over the side of the boat. Among other things it contained charts of a little figure engaged in different gesticulations, variously labeled Rage, Hate, Regret, Despair, Murderous Frenzy, Resignation, and so on. As I said to myself at the time:


“It will be all very well for those who pay out money for my lecture to express these emotions physically; but I’m no gymnast. If I undertake to mix up my remarks with a lot of difficult and complicated bodily evolutions, I might as well buy me a set of pink silk fleshings [tights] and rig up a horizontal bar to start with. No; one who is naturally simple should strive, I take it, to be simply natural. I shall endeavor to be sartorially correct without being Delsartorial.”


It was in a city which we chose purposely, on account of a reputation for forbearance and Christian virtues on the part of its inhabitants, that I made my timorous début. I shall not describe my personal sensations on that occasion. I am not of a morbid nature, I trust, and I likewise assume that the reader is not of a morbid disposition, either; so why should I harrow up the feelings of both of us with the horrible details?


I shall merely state briefly, in passing, that when the curtain rolled up before an assemblage of hardy adventurers, who had gathered in out of the night, I was crouched back behind the protecting shadows of the proscenium arch. and I was perfectly calm and collected, except that I had already swallowed nine miles of Adam’s apples, and was still swallowing them at the rate of thirty or forty a minute. And my tongue knocked together and my knees clove to the roof of my mouth, and my hands and feet were giving me a great deal of annoyance on their account – no matter where I put them, they kept getting in my way.


And every time the gentleman who was introducing me mentioned my name I quivered from head to foot like a stricken doe-only my sex prevented me from being more of a stricken doe than I was. But somehow I lived through it; and, what was even more important, the audience lived through it – at least, all of them were able to leave the building unaided, at the conclusion of the entertainment. Indeed, some of them, after getting out, almost ran.


After that first plunge things went easier and easier. I lost some of that frightened-fawn look out of my eye complexion became, as it were, less spotty and more stable. and at each appearance I learned things. For one thing I learned the difference that exists in the minds of the auditors between a crowd listening to an after-dinner speaker who is working for nothing, and a crowd listening to a platform performer who is getting paid for his performance.


•     •     •     •     •


Sometime ago I happened on the great lesson that the less an after-dinner speaker has to say and the shorter the time he takes to say it, the more grateful to him is the audience. Haven’t you ever heard the outburst of hearty and prolonged applause that goes ringing out on the smoke-laden air of the banquet hall when the toastmaster reads a telegram of regret from a distinguished orator who was asked to be present and found at the last minute he couldn’t come?


Any after-dinner speaker who made a habit of just sending a signed photograph of himself, and never appeared in person, would be in enormous demand for public dinners. Evening after evening he could remain quietly at home, enjoying the company of his wife, with his little ones prattling at his knee. By the way, why do little little ones always pick out a knee as a suitable place about which do their prattlings? And meanwhile, at a point perhaps miles away, the gratified company that had invited him to address them would be bursting into cheers, and between cheers exclaiming in terms of the warmest admiration regarding his kindness, his charity and his consideration for his fellowman. I throw out this suggestion for what it may be worth.


But with the audience that gives up its money to hear somebody speak, the situation is exactly the opposite. This audience always is made up of sturdy souls who are beggars for punishment. It possesses incredible powers of endurance. It is prepared to stay with you to the bitter end; it is fortified and resolute. Or possibly those who compose it aren’t expected home until ten-forty-five and find it more comfortable to be indoors than outside. Anyhow, it hangs on until the finish, and has even been known to applaud, in an exhausted sort of way, the concluding words.


I learned that in the opening periods of my wanderings; and I learned, too, that, in a way of speaking, the platform performer has an advantage over an actor in a play. Between the actor and his audience a wall of radiance is interposed; the footlights make it. All beyond the curtain of hard white brilliance is, to him, a blur. He hears it, of course, and he feels it; but he cannot see it. But the lecturer, if he knows the first rudiments of his trade, has the footlights shut off altogether: and he looks his audience in the eye, so to speak.


From the mass certain faces always stand out. He may focus his attention upon them, and, bridging the gap between by the powers of mental telepathy, or whatever it is, make friends with the owners of those particular faces. by thought transference he says to them even as he utters the patter of his memorized discourse:


“You can see for yourselves, dear ones, that I am out here doing my feeble best; and you down there – you are plainly a kindly and a forgiving and an understanding lot. Therefore, let us forget for the moment all these strangers who have somehow managed to get inside this place, and as kindred beings, having something in common, just commune together in the spirit for an hour.


Scattered over this continent I have a large number of soulmates whose names and residence addresses I do not know.


I picked up a considerable knowledge of acoustics and the necessity of pitching the voice at varying angles to accommodate itself to the surroundings; for, you see, we played theaters, halls, skating rinks, opera houses, academies, armories, concert places, converted gymnasiums, auditoriums, colisseums – we played nearly everything except vacant lots and circus tents


I remember one place, a big barn-like arena, with galleries, which through some freak of construction, was an exercise ground for echoes. If you spoke above a whisper there, your voice would go away and, after rambling about among distant crannies for a spell, return to you and repeat your own words in your own ear – which was disconcerting. I know, in my own case, it made me feel like an anthem, whereas I had started off with the intention of being a solo.


I might have endured appearing as a duet – I have that kind of figure and am often spoken of in reports of social events as being one of the most prominent couples present – but I do not care to be a whole choral society all by myself. The proprietors of that building could draw off half of the acoustics and put it – or them-up in bottles for the export trade to the silent spots on the world’s surface, and still have left a plenteous supply for all their purposes.


A small cyclone was raging – outside – on the night when I made my modest appearance in this arena – and the tin roof overhead was rippling and snapping like a stage sea; and every now and then somebody’s factory chimney in the vicinity came down with a fierce clattering. Despite the opposition from the elements, I was going along at a pretty fair clip when, looking upward toward the top balcony, I saw a large, carelessly dressed gentleman in the act of entering by a rear door.


He was having some difficulty with his legs – in handling them, I mean. Either there were too many of them or not enough; at that distance I couldn’t tell which. But I could see plainly enough that he was intoxicated in a reserved, dignified and gentlemanly sort of fashion. Fascinated, I watched him. Something told me that unwittingly he was going to create a diversion. He did. At the head of a steeply slanting aisle he tripped over one of his feet. He started falling down the steps. He never exactly lost his balance; he never exactly kept it, either. Not a word did he utter – he was too busily engaged in falling to waste any of his energies in idle conversation; but if he had worn sleigh bells on his ankles, and had been carrying a bass drum and a kitchen range in his arms, he couldn’t have made more noise and more different kinds of noises than he did make. The wall at the front of the gallery alone prevented him from coming on down and joining me informally on the stage. He struck that barrier with a crash, spread-eagled himself across it, half on one side and half on the other, and hung there, flapping gently, like a loose-furled sheet in a fair breeze.


Everybody stood up then-everybody except him. The audience already was disturbed by the sound of the storm; I suppose they figured that Sousa’s Band had Just come through a skylight. A policeman came hurrying down the aisle; another policeman joined the first policeman. Between them they heaved the intoxicated one upright. It seemed to me he would feel more natural if decanted; but they thought differently. So they upended him and, leading him back over the perilous route he had just traversed, he meantime explaining to them in dumb show exactly how the accident had occurred, they all three vanished through the doorway.


Things were just quieting down again to normal, when our over-laden friend appeared, wavering and wabbly, at the extreme back of the main floor. Evidently, having been ejected from the balcony, he had come quietly round to the principal entrance and purchased a downstairs seat. I was bound to admire his determination to enjoy a treat of intellect and eloquence, though at the same time intermally deploring the possible consequences.


He made fair headway toward the front rows of seats, creating no more confusion than a medium-sized switch engine could be expected to create under similar circumstances, until he came to where a black shadow fell across the aisle. He eyed it doubtfully for a long, pregnant half minute. Then he stooped, turned up his trousers at the bottoms and, measuring the distance, undertook to step over it. But he miscalculated and landed right in the middle. With a mighty effort he flung himself across-I presume he was a poor swimmer at best – and the lunge carried him clear to the orchestra railing, where he repeated, with tremendous success, his previous imitation of a sail at half-mast.


Again the two policemen removed him and his parcel from our view, he continuing, to he last glimpse of him, to maintain his air of apologetic rectitude. But when the lecture was over and I, on the heels of the departing audience, went forth to catch a train, he was propped against the closed window of the box office, with a crumpled bill clutched in one hand, dumbly entreating somebody to sell him admission for the third time. Probably he wanted to witness the janitor in his specialty of turning out the lights. Or maybe he wished to enjoy the echoes, which were still arguing with the acoustics.


At the outset we arranged in each city with some person of prominence to introduce me. It is a rule that a lecturer must always be introduced by somebody. But we encountered frequent snags here. We found often that, between the local introducer and myself, we were giving too much for the money. He became the star and I merely the supporting company. He would start off by speaking of me, and then, finding the subject uncongenial, would turn to speaking of himself; and so doing would be reminded first of one thing and then of another, until presently he would be flying down the main line forty miles an hour, passing all the way stations and dodging all the terminals, leaving me backed far up a siding, twenty minutes behind time and my right of way gone glimmering.


So, after the second week, we carried along a regular introducer – one willing to work by the week instead of by the piece – who introduced me in a few sentences of suitable and well-merited encomiums. I know his encomiums were suitable and well-merited because I wrote them myself with great care, and he memorized them. But that is a trade secret, and perhaps I should not be divulging it here.


In every town – big, medium-sized or small – the official pest invariably awaited me. He was in the hotel lobby when I arrived, or he was lurking behind the scenes of the theater that night; sometimes he even came down to the station to be on hand when our train got in. I do not mean that he was a newspaperman, or a representative of some civic organization, kindly anxious to offer small hospitalities to the visiting fireman or a personal friend.


He was the official human plague of the community, and invariably he opened the conversation by saying that he wished to get my private views on some phase of the war. What he meant was that he wanted to give me his private views on all phases of this war and a number of other wars, and then wear me down into agreeing with him.


It’s hard enough, in the present divided state of the public mind, to stay at home and be a neutral. Take it from one who has tried both systems, it is a blamed sight harder to be a traveling neutral.


If Major P. P. Pest chanced to lean toward the German side of the present joint debate in Europe – and it has been my experience that those who lean that way lean very heavily indeed – he would drop round right after breakfast, and invite me to join him in his morning hate. If he happened to be one of the rampant pro-Teutons I found it easier not to disagree with him than to take issue on any point, but just to humor him along until he had talked himself out. So you might say we were pro and con – that is, he was the pro and I peddled the con.


On the other hand, if he believed from the bottom of his tiresome soul that all the sweetness and light abides on the side of the Allies, and that the central Powers ought completely to be abolished just as soon as their enemies can get round to that detail of the program, I for one would be the last to say him nay. After all, life is very short on this planet.


The champion pest of all the pests I encountered held fast to this view of the situation. He was one of those walking afflictions who can hold you helpless for half an hour on a stretch without putting a finger on you. He was the most successful bore with his bare hands that ever I saw. He might have done better with a kit of boring tools, but I doubt it. The man had natural gifts.


He caught me unawares. He out-generaled me, out-flanked me; took me fore and aft, and finally completely surrounded me. When I was backed into a far corner of the last ditch, the forlorn hope of a lost cause, fighting for breath, he cruelly impaled me on the lance tips of his steely, relentless glance, and, while I wriggled in feeble agony, demanded of me, as one intrepid Anglo-Saxon to another, whether I agreed with him that the Anglo-Saxon was waging a magnificent struggle for the liberties and civilization of the world. And if not, why not? Hearing him one got a mental picture of a small determined Anglo-Saxon licking, single-handed, practically all the rest of creation.


I might, I suppose, have told him that my Anglo-Saxon strain wouldn’t bear the acid test, some of my ancestors having been the kind of Anglo-Saxons who came from the North of Scotland and spoke Gaelic; and others were the kind of Anglo-Saxons who hailed from the south of Ireland and disliked any mention of the late Oliver Cromwell coming up in the course of social conversation.


I might have added that, after a cursory view of the situation, I was rather of the opinion that, in his struggle against the embattled foeman, the Anglo-Saxon, from time to time, was receiving some slight assistance from Frenchmen and Italians and Russians and Poles and Belgians and Japanese and Hindus and Sikhs and Ghurkas and Turcos and Canadians and Serbians and Australians and New Zealanders and Montenegrins and Algerians and Boers and South Africans and Americans – yes, quite a few Americans – and Celts and Slavs and Walloons, and various other allied branches of the Anglo-Saxon breed. But I didn’t.


I waited until he lowered his guard for a precious moment, and then I wrested myself free and fled, leaving him still rendering a favorite selection of airs on his Anglo-Saxophone.


Aside from the fact that I didn’t have a single trick of the trained lecturer in my toolchest, we offered to the public only one small departure from the regulation lecture. When I and the ice-water pitcher had arrived simultaneously at a state of practical emptiness I would invite questions from the house touching on any angle of the war that I might or might not have mentioned in the mutual endurance trial then drawing to its close; provided, however, that I should answer only if I knew something of the subject, and that the reply must not make me violate my own neutrality. And, finally, that thereafter the affair should not eventuate in a joint debate between the speaker and the gentleman or the lady who had asked the question.


In one populous New England city I had concluded, as usual, with a short plea for national preparedness on the part of our own country, and then I invited questions. On the instant up there rose, from where he sat in the front row of the first balcony, an elderly, excited, whiskered gentleman of an exclusively Hibernian aspect; and, before he spoke, he shook in my direction a large, freckled fist, with what looked like hostile intent.


The house manager, who sat in a stage box, leaned forward.


“Now you’ll catch it!” he said in a half whisper.“That’s the official Fenian of this town.”


The whiskered party opened his lips then and spoke in a rich voice:


“If so be it wasn’t fur th’ Atlantic Ocean bechune us an him, Jawnny Bull – blank-blank him! – would be comin’ over here wid his blanketty-blanked sojers in red chutes an’ killin’ us in our beds; an’ thot’s no lie, ayther!”


And he blanketty-blanked J. Bull some more.


Nobody hissed and a good many laughed. I guess they all knew the speaker by past experiences. Besides, what he said was not said with curses – if you get what I mean. He used profanity, but he was not profane. He didn’t swear – it was merely his way of expressing a sincere conviction.


“But you haven’t asked me a question,” I said when the laughter had died down.


“Question!” he roared back at me, “I’ve no question to ast you, me boy. I’m wid you!”


And as I retired into the wings he was addressing all those present upon the subject of the Little Grane Isle in the Say and her wrongs.


When there had been an overabundance of questions and answers, or when it was time to go and catch a train, I would give a signal-this is another trade secret. I am divulging now – and a confederate in the audience, who was usually a friend planted there for that purpose, or it might be an usher, would ask any of half a dozen set questions. Having answered it I would bow myself off and be on my way.


In a city on the Pacific Coast – the city of Los Angeles, to be exact – a certain fiend in human form – no, I take that back; it would be too great a compliment to him to call him a fiend in human form – a certain mammal – that’s it, mammal – who professed to be my friend volunteered to fire the tag line at me.


“Fine and dandy!” I said. “When I lift my left hand to my coat lapel you stand up and say: ‘Mr. Cobb, do you expect to return to the front?’”


“I get you!” he said.


But I took no chances with a creature of a feeble and halting mentality. I drilled him until he appeared to be letter-perfect in rehearsal.


At a suitable hour that evening, before a crowd of nearly eighteen hundred kindly Californians, I gave him the cue. And at that the low wretch rose in the middle of the parquet, where he sat with a crew of his debased fellow conspirators, and in a clarion voice hurled at me this:


“Say, where do you go from here?”


The name of this depraved scoundrel is Charles E. Van Loan.


At a somewhat earlier date, in a city near the Eastern seaboard, I saw in an afternoon audience an individual who had all the earmarks of being a trouble-hunter. In almost the same moment that I came out and made my little bow I discovered him, where he sat in a seat almost directly beneath me. He had a long neck, a long face, a long nose and long hair,


He fixed a baleful, glittering eye on me and held it focused there.


I could see that he didn’t like me or my statements or the fit of my clothes or anything about me. And his unwinking glare held me as the eye of the cobra holds the helpless guinea pig.


In the afternoon séance he asked no questions; but when that night, at eight-fifteen, I found him back in his old place, I knew he was primed and aimed and loaded, and that I was his meat.


I got through with what I had to say and invited questions. Up he straightened – he was well over six feet in height – and pointed an accusing finger that was like one section of a jointed fishing pole at me; and he demanded to know something or other – I forget now just what it was.


His words were not particularly offensive, but his manner was – distinctly so; and so was the rasping tone of his voice. I didn’t answer him; I didn’t need to. The audience answered for me. They hissed and they booed him into silence; and some impetuous partisans of mine even went so far as to yell “Throw him out!”


And right there I found out something I never knew before; and that something was this:


The sympathy of an American audience – ninety-nine times out of a hundred – is with the paid performer, no matter how poor or how feeble his efforts to entertain or instruct may be, provided only the audience believes he is doing his best to earn the money he gets.


The person who tries to embarrass or annoy him may be the most popular individual and the most powerful and the most respected and the most feared in the community; the interruption may be crafty and pertinent; the retort from the speaker may be lame and halting and ineffectual – but, just the same, the sentiments of the crowd will be with the stranger and against their fellow townsman.


To my own satisfaction I have analyzed the psychology of this. I believe it is based on the realization that the lecturer, or whatever he may be, is all alone on the stage, a plain and easy target for chance shots, with nothing to hide behind from sudden attacks except his own shirt front; whereas his opponent takes advantage of the fact that he is on home ground, among home people.


In other words, I believe it is based on the American spirit of fair play, of tolerance for the underdog so long as the underdog shows an inclination to bite back. I like the kindliness of the average American audience for an amateur lecturer. There are a lot of other things about being an amateur lecturer that I like. I may try it again sometime.


For further announcements, see daily papers and small bills. Posters of the lecturer given to deserving and appreciative persons upon application. Accept no substitutes – but then there isn’t much danger of that after you’ve seen the original.
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 as “Unaccustomed as I Am—” 



Restaurants




They are now building several new restaurants in New York. When these are done there will then be restaurants for all. At this writing there is only one restaurant to each three of the regular  inhabitants, and in New York strangers are almost constantly dropping in.


In connection with  the New York restaurants there are certain curious facts that give the scientists pause. There are always too many of them and there  never are enough. A new restaurant will jam its way into a block on Broadway or Fifth Avenue or Forty-second Street, where there  are already seven or eight restaurants exactly like it, and  the pessimists will shake their heads and predict shipwreck and disaster; whereas inside of three months there will be a breadline of the famishing well-to-do stretching out along the sidewalk, all pleading piteously  for a chance to come inside and  order a lot of expensive things – that is, there will be if the new restaurant conforms to the accepted New York standard, which it will.


The New York standard requires that all its restaurants and all its hotels and all its apartment houses shall be constructed upon certain established models. It seems almost a criminal oversight that none of the Sunday papers ever gave away a cut-out pattern for a New York restaurant – cut along dotted line “A,” insert slit “B” in slot “C,” fold back on “D” and “E,” get a good live boy for the hat-check privilege and  open on a Saturday night.


To insure further success the interior must follow the standard pattern, and it does. The owner calls in the inspired victim of decorative dementia who seemingly  designs the furnishings and  finishings of all the New York restaurants, and turns him  loose and tells him to go as far as he likes. When he is through people come and  gaze raptly  upon the result, and say to themselves that surely  the human mind can go no further than this without splitting up the sides. They inquire whether the creator  has been conveyed to Matteawan [mental hospital] yet, and then speak to the head waiter touching on table reservations, because any New York person can tell that here is an institution equipped with  everything calculated to make it instantly  popular. All under one and the same roof it  has Corinthian pillars and Greek porticoes and  Babylonian winged lions and Roman eagles – they look like extra size soft-shell crabs, fried first and then gilded, but they are Roman eagles all right – and North German Lloyd draperies and  Pullman palace car hangings and Mississippi River steam boat chandeliers and  double lines of palms – both kinds, artificial and  waiters’ – gently waving in air.


It has a dainty wooden pergola excellently placed in the very center of the main floor, with great clumps of artificial purple hysteria blooms hanging down – oh, very well, have it your own way,  but hysteria sounds more appropriate. It has a Ratskeller on the top floor and an Adirondack Mountain hunting cabin downstairs in the basement. It has a Japanese sunken garden, containing a Japanese sinking pool full of Japanese sinker fish, and in close proximity thereto a cast-iron arbor decorated with  wrought iron grapes and  sheet-iron leaves, all brightly painted and  looking exceedingly lifelike – you’d know it was iron a mile away. Hard by, one observes a Roman villa, as complete in every detail as any Roman villa nine feet tall could be expected to be, except that the customary Latin word Salve is omitted from over the front entrance. That would look like stealing  the headwaiter’s stuff.


Adding to these an infuriated orchestra of eight pieces, a heroic Swiss Guard of waiters-they will die, but never surrender a tip – and a genuine East Indian chef named Roscoe Sherman Jones, from Tuscaloosa, Alabama, in native costume, making his typical East Indian curried dishes in a chafing dish in full view of the audience, you have a combination that positively cannot lose.


Thereafter the constant aim must be to keep jacking up  the prices and cutting down the size of  the portions. There are no more half portions to be had in really smart New York restaurants. Some have abolished them altogether, and the others have reduced them to one-sixteenth portions and are studying higher fractions with  a view to making still further improvements. Those who have been seeking to find the Greatest Common Divisor will find him in the pantry of almost any  swagger New York restaurant, dishing out the orders. Nowhere else in the habitable globe does there flourish in  such luxuriance the person who can place upon a large platter two hangnails culled from the frayed portions of a beef critter, immerse the same in a brimming half-pint of the standard mucilaginous sauce, garnish freely with parsley and  send it forth under the name of Filet Mignon Lucretia Borgia, or Cow à la Jesse Pomeroy, or something of that sort, and get ninety cents for it. Nowhere else have they the art so developed of arranging three small kiln-dried mushrooms in a row on the flat, desolate expanse of a slice of toast like a set of smoked pearl studs on a dress-shirt bosom and, after placing the whole under a glass lid to keep the mushrooms from blowing away if the waiter hurries, selling it for one dollar. Viewed in comparison with  what a chef in an expensive New York restaurant can do with one slab of meat, a bosky dell of parsley and  a vat of the well-known liquid glue sauce,  the miracle of  the loaves and fishes seems almost commonplace.


Anyhow, when you  come right down to cases, the food itself is of no consequence; the main point is that the price should be sufficiently up and uppish. A New Yorker’s idea of a good time is to go somewhere and  eat something, eating it expensively in public, with music playing about a foot and a half away from him. But unless he pays more for it than he can afford, he feels that his whole evening  has been practically spoiled. National and  state holidays exist for the purpose of permitting him  to perform this quaint tribal rite. Go along Broadway on New Year’s Eve or election night and observe the police reserves out in force in front of every large restaurant, in their impulsive way clubbing the heads off of New Yorkers desirous of  paying fifty dollars for a table, three dollars a head for the table d’hôte meal provided on such occasions, and considerably more if they feel hungry and want something to eat. There’s nothing like it anywhere.


There is record of but one known failure of a New York restaurant modeled along the accepted lines, and its failure was only temporary at that. This restaurant was to be the last word in New York restaurants and  it was –  likewise the loudest and  the most agonized. It was conceded that in this instance mortal art had run its string clear out. Viewing the front façade the friends of its designer openly admitted that he had achieved his crowning life-work, and canvassed removing him  to a place of safety without waiting for the report of the lunacy commission.


This establishment saw all its competitors and  raised them the limit. It had more hangings and  more draperies than any of them; more pergolas plaintively  perging and more grottoes that  grot aloud; it had an imported manager and  a paid publicity department; it had a menu printed in all the languages that  nobody understands and a wine list that was a lesson in the higher finance. It also had  three hat-check boys to handle each hat, which, in itself, was looked upon as a stroke of great business sagacity and  a certain sign of tumultuous success.


For you should know one thing the writer carelessly failed to mention before, and that  is, that the standing of a New York restaurant may  be accurately measured by its hat-check system. There are a few places to eat in New York where they do not  have hat-check boys at the door,  such places being located for the most part on side streets and the food that they serve is liable to be good and – for New York – reasonable as to price. The surest sign that a restaurant of this character is emerging from comfortable obscurity into uncomfortable prominence and  prosperity is the appearance at its portals of one of those abandon hats-all-ye-who-enter-here devices accompanied by a small greedy flunky in buttons. There is one largely patronized restaurant in  New York where you  can’t get in under any  pretext – to speak to a friend or kill a waiter or any perfectly legitimate errand – without surrendering your hat. And if you  can get it back again without paying a tariff on it, J . P. Morgan will be glad to recognize your  abilities by making a place for you in his banking house.


You may  have intended to tarry but a moment. You may be attached to your hat and wish to keep it by you. It may be one of those pet woolly Alpine hats that purr when the fur is stroked the right way. Nevertheless, you give it up or you stay out. That is the rule. However, up until this time none of the restaurants had  had more than two boys to relay one hat. But this new restaurant had  three boys to pass it back and forth between you  and the hook, which, by a deft division of  the labor involved-such as one boy handling the check and  another boy wielding the whisk-broom and  a third boy getting under your feet and rubbing up against your  leg and mewing – meant three separate tips. In the case of a hat that was somewhat worn it was cheaper, really, just to leave it there  and slip out bareheaded and buy yourself a new one somewhere.


As before stated, none gainsaid the success of the new place. But it failed and it failed fast. The reason was  that the new manager insisted that  patrons coming in for dinner should wear full dress. New York resented this as an invasion of its rights. Many  have contended that  a New Yorker has no rights and doesn’t want any, because he wouldn’t know what to do with them unless he moved; this shows how wrong that  contention is. A New Yorker  has  the right to come to dinner without having on a dinner coat. It is an inalienable and  constitutional right, and if necessary he will die in its defense or even eat dinner at home without any music. In this instance he defended it by staying away from the new restaurant, and shortly thereafter it went down with  a low, gurgling glug. Its doors remained closed for a period of time and  then a restaurant keeper who knew his New York came along and  applied artificial respiration. He spread broadcast the gladsome tidings that though no hostile discrimination would be practiced against a man who came fully evening-dressed or evening-dressed and  full – the waiters would wear a distinctive regalia, anyhow, so that there could be no confusion – still the main effort would be to please those attired in neat business suits or in snappy clothes for varsity men or in just plain clothes. His slogan was  “Come just as you are.” Business, by all accounts, has been on a most gratifying scale ever since.


And with all the others the scale of business is equally gratifying, if one may judge by the visible signs and portents. But  there is a feature to it that is  not so gratifying, by any manner of means. The New York restaurant idea is spreading inland into hitherto favored and fortunate districts, spreading in fact to such an extent that in certain pretentious cafés in certain pretentious cities and  towns it is no longer possible to get regular food to eat. Instead of food they insist upon giving you New York dishes – a vastly different thing – named for New York chefs and  New York cafés.


Possibly these things go in waves, like the Asiatic cholera and other visitations upon the pleasant land. Perhaps you’ll remember a few years back when the fad for new and weird kinds of cereals was  at its hay-crested height. No self-respecting hotelkeeper then would think of opening his dining-room doors of a morning without at least nine separate and  distinct varieties of specially processed grain and produce on the menu; and the song of the hour was Wild Roved a Breakfast Food, Sweet Alfalfaretta.


That era has passed, or at least it doesn’t rage in a violent and epidemic form any longer, and here of late it has been succeeded by the mad craze to  have something typically New Yorky on the bill-of-fare. A man goes to New York from somewhere else – which is how most people, transients and chronic sufferers alike, go there to begin with. He goes in to one of the newest and niftiest of those glittering, sun-bright caravansaries and  partakes, let us say, of the newest brand of salad. This is a mad, delirious mixture compounded of the flora and fauna of Europe, Asia and Africa, superimposed upon certain of the fruits, flowers, vegetables, nuts, flesh-meats and  medicinal herbs of our own hemisphere. To tell the honest truth, that salad isn’t so very good when prepared at extraordinary expense by a continental expert who has spent years of his life learning to put fancy dress clothes on food so as to completely disguise it.


But at the moment the preparation referred to makes a hit with the visitor. It seems to him that it must be much better than it tastes. The glamor of the time, the place and  the cost has him  in its thrall. A Hungarian orchestra is playing that  salad down him, a haughty foreign nobleman of a waiter is watching him  to see that  he uses the right tool in consuming it, and if it is any satisfaction to him he may well reflect that it is setting him back at the rate of about twenty cents a bite, or in the case of a hurried eater, who prosecutes food as the ancient Goths prosecuted war – to the knife and the knife to the hilt – about forty cents a bite.


So he begs, borrows or steals the recipe, or as much of it as he can remember, and carries it back with him to the place whence he came and  introduces it to his friends and  neighbors as the latest metropolitan conceit, the identical thing that  the Vanderbilt boys and the Ogden Goelets are now eating three times a day and in between meals. Thenceforth a long, a last, a sad adieu to the succulent lettuce, the lusty red-heart tomato, the virile and invigorating spring onion, served in the simple yet attractive style of the continent of North America. The adjacent populace will be found devouring a home-made and  amateurish imitation of what was but a bogus New York counterfeit to start with. They eat it though. A horse might eat it too. But he would never again be the same horse that  he was.


From  some restaurant tables, according to direct information, the old-fashioned fried chicken of our forefathers, replete with brown gravy and abounding in crisp flour-dough fritters, has practically vanished. Its noble place has been taken, we hear, by something called Chicken à la Marengo, prepared in such a way as to take away the taste of the original chicken and  not substitute anything therefor. The à la Marengo thing may be all  very well for a city chicken. Marengo was  a desperate battle, and city chickens are born tough. They pip the shell with a burglar’s jimmy and join the Paul Kelly gang the second day out. They require something to soften their natures. But the country-raised  chicken deserves better treatment.


One may give thanks, humbly yet gratefully, that in certain of the main divisions of the United States the fashion of treating a brook trout or a pan perch according to his just deserts and  qualifications still happily obtains – namely, to wit, as follows: frying him gently on a skillet with salt pork and serving him thus without vain adornment or sinful and frivolous elaboration. You cannot successfully paint the lily nor yet gild refined gold, and the brook fish travels on his own merits. Suitably fried, he has been known to rear right up off the dish and swim down a hungry man’s guzzle, fanning the inside of  the throat with soothing motions of his fins as he went. Likewise,  there  are still in our midst divers divinely gifted black mammys, who can take a crockful of ordinary yellow batter and  with rare skill and a hot stove convert it into a dream poem known by the vernacular and trade-name of waffle. You take about nine or ten of these crisp golden-oak waffles, pile them into a structural formation with  a butter corner-stone and  a maple syrup mansard, drive back the women and children and eat the whole stack yourself. But what of the day when the waffle shall be replaced by the inflamed and dropsical French pancake, mussily anointed with  sticky currant jelly, and the brook trout becomes Something Sauté Meunière or Something Else au Vin Blanc aux Shucks, and is listed on the bill under the head of Poisson? To get the right conception, pronounce Poisson as spelled.


Those traveling to and fro report that honest old corned-beef hash,  the provender of patriots, is likewise showing  the effects of . this insidious attack upon our cherished national institution and often now comes to one masquerading and mussy as goulash, I which is derivedfrom the two Hungarian words “goo” and “lash” – the goo predominating. Cockered up in a chafing dish with strange juices and bedecked with  much foreign suspended matter, the frog leg is no longer his erstwhile self. The oyster becomes another thing altogether when, instead of parading in nude but conscious rectitude in his own shell, or his own can, if far inland, or swimming, swollen but majestic, in his own milk stew, he comes tricked forth in a suit of foreign-made clothes that  neither fit him nor become him. Even that citadel of our liberty, the cross-kivered pie, has been threatened. One desiring pie is invited to partake of pallid, spiritless things known as French pastries, which look as though they might  have been turned out, twenty thousand at a clip, on a press by the three-color process – regular comic supplements of real pie. Think of that and bust out crying!


Worse things impend. In some quarters, nameless here but shameless forevermore, they have begun to advertise not alone New York dishes, but actually New York service. You would as soon expect a summer resort to advertise that  it was malarial, or a girl’s boarding school to buy space to inform the public that  there was an epidemic of scarlet fever round the place every term.


For New York service means, if it means anything, homeopath portions and allopath tips, and waiters that   can look right through and beyond the man who only wants to spend about a dollar and a half, but can hear the rustle of a yellow-back treasury certificate turning over in its sleep clear across the state of Iowa; means that should  the thing spread, the man who craves the simple homely grub of his childhood may  yet be forced to go out and eat the grass off the front lawn in order to get something that still has the taste of the soil to it.


The devastating à la is no longer segregated in its natural habitat. Its trail is beginning to lie all over the country. So, allons, patriots, allons! Allons yourselves up and allons round freely and abas the à la before it abasses us. Else——



We’ll know not where its waiters lift their fronded palms in air


We’ll only know we cannot stray beyond its bill-of-fare.




The Saturday Evening Post, 14 Oct 1911

 as “In the Heart of the Deadly à La”



Literature




When you start to consider it from all sides, literature turns out to be considerable of a proposition, what with first one thing and then another; and a presidential year is an excellent time for taking up the subject. In a presidential year Nature as well as man becomes literary. There is always the peculiar spotted spider mentioned in the special dispatch from North Colebrook, Connecticut, which weaves into its web the name of the Republican candidate, all written out so plainly that it can be readily read by anybody except a confirmed and unpleasant Democrat. And there is, belonging to an old Southern family in Alabama, the common but patriotic Dominique hen, that lays a double-yolk egg with the initials of the Democratic nominee on the lower end of it. Likewise the customary output of light fiction is greatly enhanced and enriched by the statements of the opposing campaign managers. Within the last couple of years, also, a newer note has crept into our periodical literature.


Every few minutes – seems like-you pick up a magazine and find in it a short story entitled, let us say, Everybody’s Doin’ It, and beginning substantially as follows:



Speaking of Leander naturally suggests Hellespont – and speaking of either one or both naturally suggests the hero of this tale. His first name was Leander and he came from Hellespont, South Carolina.


Oh, reader, seek not for Hellespont in the list of American municipalities large enough to have a Carnegie library and a graft investigation. The Postal Guide mentions it with ill-feigned reluctance, in small type; and in the railroad timetable it is indicated by a cipher – meaning stops on signal only. Approaching it, the locomotive of the Through Limited utters a loud and apprehensive shriek as though fearing it might breakdown and have to spend an hour there. Yet several bright people have come from Hellespont-the brighter they were the quicker they came; and our hero, Leander, was one of the first.


Our hero, I say; but on first blush there was nothing about his appearance to suggest the hero – absolutely nothing! His face consisted of the customary number of comparatively unimportant features arranged in the conventional manner, and he spoke in a way of speaking. His hair was cut like a retail shoe dealer’s from the central part of Ohio; but, on the other hand, he wore the necktie of a collector for an installment house, while his hat was similar to that of a traveling canvasser selling the Life of Lincoln in nine volumes. His name was such as you would hear paged in a hotel lobby at Wilkes Barre, Pennsylvania, or Little Rock, Arkansas. It was L. A. Blipp – the L. standing for Leander and the A. standing for Absalom, and Blipp standing for both of them.




Such, in short, is my hero – a man with a plain eye and an ear such as no stranger would pick in a crowd; and up until a few minutes ago, when I started this story, nothing had ever happened to him except being born, et cetera. He was a composite photograph of Jack Robinson, John Doe and the late Solomon Grundy. He was one in a thousand-the last one. His life, from A to Z, was an open book – only you would not have opened it. I started to say from Alpha to Omega instead of A to Z, as sounding classier and classical, but desisted from so doing for fear the editor might accuse me of trying to slip in a free reading notice for family foodstuffs and household urgents.


N.B. – If the preceding paragraph is omitted upon publication the reader may know that I was accused anyhow!


Enter now the other or female half of the sketch. She is of the elect of the universe. She has done things. She is the sole author of two successful problem novels and a salad dressing, and collaborator in a popular divorce. Suit yourself – she is either a ravishing blonde or a soulful brunette with sloe eyes – s-l-o-e, not s-l-o-w. Tastes differ in these matters, and last year’s blonde is this year’s brunette. Speaking calmly and dispassionately, I will merely state that she is a strong combination of Desdemona, the original smothered chicken, Helen of Troy – New York or Greece – and the kind of girl drawn by Mr. C. D. Gibson, author of the noted shirtwaist.


She, too, came from elsewhere. She came from Dowagiac – if you cannot pronounce Dowagiac make it Ypsilanti, or any of those other Michigan towns that have fishing tackle named for them. But when the action of this story starts—



she is seated in a Broadway restaurant at 6:15 p.m. of a summer day, just as the well-known sun is sinking, according to custom and the almanac, in the esteemed West. And she is engaged in consuming a light repast of the fruits of the season, consisting of one olive out of a Bronx and one cherry out of a dry Manhattan. Students of civic conditions may draw a lesson from the fact that Chicago has a fire named after it, while the provinces of New York are perpetuated in cocktails. Making two sips of the cherry, she raises her light or dark eyes, as the case may be; and approaching her she sees——




But why should I continue to quote further along this strain? If you are a regular reader of the fiction of the hour you must know, ere you have got this far, that you have encountered the latest brainchild of someone or another of the forty thousand bright, observant young men – and women – in this country upon whom the mantle of O. Henry descended. As mantles go, this is one of the roomiest and most commodious mantles we have. There are forty thousand of them under it now and there is room for forty thousand more. Ever since O. Henry died the crop of O.-Henryized stories is the one crop that has never failed us. Were I a critic of literature, I would say O. Henry himself was a solitary leviathan of the vasty deeps, while the subsequent sharers of the mantle run in schools and spawn close to shore. And before changing the subject I might also say that it seemed to me that too strong an admixture of the O. H. essence was likely to result in a decided preponderance of H2O which, as any chemist will tell you, means something decidedly thin and waterish.


But who am I that I should say these things? I am no critic of literature. That is a vocation for other and weightier intellects than mine. There are several things that I know about, but literature is not one of them. I know, for +example, that the civil War was partly brought on by slavery, and partly by secession and partly by a Yankee who came South in the julep season of 1860 and insisted on crushing the mint. I know why a hen lays one egg and cackles an hour, and a shad lays a couple of hundred thousand and never says a word about it! I know why the robins go South in the fall and the ballplayers in the spring, and why it used to be that a boy with a John Henry face and a Plain Bub figure was always christened a fancy name and condemned to wear those Little Short Pantsleroy clothes. These are – all of them – puzzles of natural and profane history, to the solving of which I have given years of study; but I am not so well up on literature.


I judge this is the result of my early training – or the lack of it. Yet in the days of my youth every effort was made to give me a correct taste in reading and to ballast my mind with the right kind of books. I guess, though, the foundations were too heavy for the top structure – they were beginning to pull it out of plumb and make it sag down at one end, like a fireman’s hat. As soon as I had outgrown the Sunday-school style of books, kind adult friends took me in hand and undertook to start me upon the proper course in these matters. They recommended to me a course of reading that not one of them would have waded through himself-not if you paid him day wages, he wouldn’t! But they were willing that I, who had never done them any harm, should sweat and suffer over Gibbon’s Rome, while in my secret soul I fairly ached to know whether Long John Silver got the treasure and what became of Ben Gunn, and how the fight at the stockade turned out. There are some books that are meant to be read and others that are meant to be recommended to others to read; I had a long line of the last named goods wished on me. I reckon nearly every growing boy passes through this heartrending experience.


I recall distinctly how it was in my own case. As I was saying just now, I had outgrown the Sunday-school style of juvenile reading. There was a Sunday-school superintendent – a tall, pale, willowy, earnest young man, with a voice that was about three fathoms too deep for a person of his dimensions, and an infuriated Adam’s apple that was forever trying to beat his brains out; and this Sunday school superintendent had a way of patting you on the head and then conferring upon you little books of a dark blue and dismal aspect – books that had woodcut illustrations in them, which were apparently put there to divert attention from the other contents and keep people from saying the story was the worst thing in the book.


He likewise was much given to conversation. When he started talking he didn’t know when to stop and nobody else knew when he would either. He had one of those mouths that you could start running and go away for an hour or two hours and come back and find it still going. I always considered the story of David and Goliath a middling good, exciting story until once when he told it to my class with interpolations of his own, which took him – and us – all over Asia Minor on a hot day. The Roman augurs, we are told, used to laugh in each other’s face when they met in the forum, but this Sunday-school superintendent of ours never laughed – thus, I take it, illustrating one of the main differences between an augur and a bore. He was serious until it was painful. It was an open question with me which I hated most – his pats upon the head or his little blue books or his Sunday morning talks to the young, all of them being cursed with a sameness which was maddening.


Finally, though, I emancipated myself from these afflictions; and then, just about the time I began white-washing fences with Tom Sawyer and being castaway on desert islands with R. Crusoe, a flinty-hearted grown person came along and saddened my young life with a list of the books I ought to read right off, unless I wanted to be a literary ignoramus and have the finger of scorn pointed at me.


I believed it too. Probably you believed it when the same thing happened to you. You were callow and trusting; and you took the list he gave you and you went to the public library, and the librarian unlocked the morgue department and toted out a lot of moldering remains, and you tottered homeward under a load of classical corpses that no really humane man would have asked a mule to haul. And then, full of enthusiasm and the ardor of youth, you tackled them; but you weren’t equal to the strain – or, anyhow, I wasn’t. I had been told that Chaucer and Spenser would sharpen my literary palate, but they only seemed to affect my spelling adversely. I had on hand a large number of volumes, any one of which was excellently adapted for pressing wild flowers or holding a balky door open; but to me they did not seem to be meant for reading purposes. Here I was loading myself to the gunwales with Lord Bacon, when what I really desired to ascertain was whether Huck and Jim got back to the raft that time.


The proverbs of Uncle Remus seemed to appeal to me where the moralizings of an old gentleman named Epictetus fell upon barren soil. Take Sir Izaak Walton now: I was interested in fishing; and I thought maybe, in addition to helping my literary taste, Sir Izaak might give me a few ideas touching on bait; but I never got very far beyond his preface. Right at the outset of his preface I found this remark: “As no man is born an artist, so no man is born an angler”; and I remarked to myself that this seemed to be pretty good doctrine. But only a little farther along – mind you, in the very first chapter – I struck this one: “Angling is something like poetry – men are to be born so.” And to myself I said: “This is no proper authority for me to follow – this person changes his mind too often. He’s liable to tell me in one line that chicken liver is the correct thing for channel cats, and in the next line say that a catfish wouldn’t take liver if you threw in trading stamps! I will now slip Sir Izaak into the discard.” and I did it and fell back on Old Cap Collier, and in the very first chapter I ran into a situation that thrilled me clear down to the taproot of my being.


Oh, gosh! – those Sunday afternoons in the summertime, when the dusty street drowsed in the heat and the only sounds that came in at the window were the remarks of a katydid correcting gossip in regard to herself, and the creak-creak-cre-e-e-ak of warped hickory as my little sister sat in a wooden swing letting the cat die. Swinging in a swing was the only form of play permitted to the children of a strict Presbyterian household on a Sunday afternoon in those times; but if you swung too hard it became sinful and somebody made you stop it.


On our street the families were mainly of Scotch descent; not the Highland Scotch – those fascinating persons who dressed up like plaid pen-wipers with their knees outdoors, and played The Campbells Are Coming on a hot-water bag with fishing canes stuck in it, and followed the fortune of Bonnie Prince Charley until he ran out of that commodity – but the genuine blue-stockinged Lowlander type; and we were reared to believe that The Other Place was located due south and was a red-hot place full of flames and smells like somebody cooking ham, where the first deputy devil came in at breakfast-time wearing hoofs and horns and a napkin over his arm and leaned upon the chair of Old Nick and remarked pleasantly: “Good morning, boss; how’re you going to have your lost souls this morning – fried on one side or turned over?” And it was impressed upon us that if we were bad we were going there, and more especially if we were bad on a Sunday, which made it look like a mighty slim chance, because no matter what you did on a Sunday it was wrong and you should stop it right away. Even now, every time I hear one of those old-fashioned swings creaking I think of those dear, peaceful Sunday afternoons that were each from two to three weeks long.


I see myself lying on a haircloth sofa that was specially designed for the purpose of stabbing a small boy through a pair of linen pants in four thousand separate and distinct places at once; and I have Locke on the Human Understanding, in one volume, balanced upon my stomach; and I am trying to keep awake and am being assisted in doing so by an argus-eyed female relative who believed the young of the race should remain quiet of a Sunday afternoon and improve the mind by substantial reading. She was more than argus-eyed merely – when it came to having that kind of an eye she had old Argus the First looking like a cross between a mine mule and a Mammoth Cave fish. And just about the time the lines upon the printed page began to run together and the horsehairs in the sofa began to lose their edge she would come and stir me up briskly before I had quite forgotten my troubles.


•     •     •     •     •


It was then and there I made up my mind that no person should be required to read the works of the great masterminds of the English-speaking races until he was full grown and his own boss, by which time he would know better – and personally I wish to say that I am still adhering to that resolution.


Perhaps that is why I am not qualified to be a critic of literature, but I know what I want in reading matter. I merely ask that the authors shall stick to the original prescriptions; and in justice to them I would state that thus far very few of them have disappointed me. There is the Southern war-time novel now – a pronounced favorite of mine when done according to the regular formula. There must be an old plantation, preferably located in Virginia and now laid waste by the iron hands and feet of war; and the divisional arrangement of heroes and villains must be as follows:



HEROES:


Southern – 1

Northern – 1


VILLAINS:


Northern – 1

Southern – 1




With this ground plan to start on, the working out of the plot is comparatively easy to the point where peace descends upon a distracted country, and a Southern girl, whose last name is generally Byrd, though sometimes Peyton or Calvert, is married to a Northern hero. Frequently also a Northern girl is married to a Southern hero – though this last is not demanded absolutely, but may be regarded as optional with the author. Also, there must be an old family servant, called Uncle Claiborne, who declines to accept his freedom and run away with the rest of the slaves, but continues to stick to the old place and furnish a touch of comedy relief for the sad chapters.


To round out the work properly and give it the correct historical finish, there should be an eccentric old maiden aunt specializing in family trees; and an Irish sergeant of the Union forces who is a diamond in the rough; and, as a foil to him, a Confederate corporal who refers to everybody as “you-all” and has a sallow complexion; and of course there must be a distant cousin of the family named Lieutenant Cary Somebody, who has black hair and eyes and seems to be sort of low in his mind; and it is customary for him to be wounded about the middle of the book and die after lingering painfully for about two chapters and a half.


If, instead of Virginia, the scene is laid in Kentucky, at least two Breckinridges and one Clay, or two Clays and one Breckinridge, are required to provide the right local color; and if it is South Carolina a few Huguenot names should be sprinkled in here and there, while if it is Louisiana there must be some Creole types.


To afford me the greatest amount of satisfaction, a typical Western story should be written by a young gentleman who has resided all his life in Brooklyn, New York. I have noticed that the Westem fiction writers of the Brooklyn school seem to endow their cowboy heroes with a more fascinating gift of persiflage, and make them quicker at drawing their forty-fours, and cause them to show a much deeper contempt for Eastern people and Eastern things than is the case when a Western-born or Western-reared author is writing the story.


Similarly I prefer that my stories of New York newspaper life should be written by invalid maiden ladies residing in small towns in Northern Vermont, as indeed I judge most of them are; and I insist that they shall follow the correct and orthodox lines – to wit: That there shall be a crab of a city editor, nasty and mean, who hates all the rest of the world and lives only for the paper; and a supercilious, highly superior star reporter who rolls his own cigarettes and puts his legs up on his desk and despises beginners in the business; and finally a scared, shrinking, green but brilliant young cub reporter who goes forth at eventide and, single-handed, turns up the biggest scoop of the year – and then he comes staggering in, barely half an hour before press-time, when the city room is in an uproar and the star has fallen down on his talented face and the old bear of a city editor is storming in despair because the paper is about to be beaten, and the cub flings himself down at a typewriter and turns out the greatest story that ever was printed.


Experience in such matters and study of the prevalent customs have taught me, also, that an English novel should start off with a young and timid curate eating strawberries on a lawn with somebody; and at an early stage there should be introduced a maidservant answering to the name of Dawson or Meadows, and an elderly housekeeper in a rustling black silk gown. If the gown is not of black silk, and if it fails to rustle, this person is an impostor. However, to date, it always has rustled in the desired manner.


These old favorites have never failed me yet; but if they ever do I can always turn to a story by one of the forty thousand bright young people upon whom the mantle of O. Henry has smotheringly descended.


The Saturday Evening Post, 31 Aug 1912 



A Plea for
 Old Cap Collier




For a good many years now I have been carrying this idea round with me. It was more or less of a loose and unformed idea, and it wouldn’t jell. What brought it round to the solidification point was this: Here the other week, being half sick, I was laid up over Sunday in a small hotel in a small seacoast town. I had read all the newspapers and all the magazines I could get hold of. The local bookstore, of course, was closed. They won’t let the oysters stay open on Sunday in that town. The only literature my fellow guests seemed interested in was mail-order tabs and price currents.


Finally, when despair was about to claim me for her own, I ran across an ancient Fifth Reader, all tattered and stained and having that smell of age which is common to old books and old sheep. I took it up to bed with me, and I read it through from cover to cover. Long before I was through the very idea which for so long had been sloshing round inside of my head – this idea which, as one might say, had been aged in the wood – took shape. Then and there I decided that the very first chance I had I would sit me down and write a plea for Old Cap Collier.


In my youth I was spanked freely and frequently for doing many different things that were forbidden, and also for doing the same thing many different times and getting caught doing it. That, of course, was before the Boy Scout movement had come along to show how easily and how sanely a boy’s natural restlessness and a boy’s natural love for adventure may be directed into helpful channels; that was when nearly everything a normal, active boy craved to do was wrong and, therefore, held to be a spankable offense.


This was a general rule in our town. It did not especially apply to any particular household, but it applied practically to all the households with which I was in any way familiar. It was a community where an old-fashioned brand of applied theology was most strictly applied. Heaven was a place which went unanimously Democratic every fall, because all the Republicans had gone elsewhere. Hell was a place full of red-hot coals and clinkered sinners and unbaptized babies and a smell like somebody cooking ham, with a deputy devil coming in of a morning with an asbestos napkin draped over his arm and flicking a fireproof cockroach off the table cloth and leaning across the back of Satan’s chair and saying: “Good mornin’, boss. How’re you going to have your lost souls this mornin’ – fried on one side or turned over?” 


Sunday was three weeks long, and longer than that if it rained. About all a fellow could do after he’d come back from Sunday school was to sit round with his feet cramped into the shoes and stockings which he never wore on week days and with the rest of him encased in starchy, uncomfortable dress-up clothes – just sit round and sit round and itch. You couldn’t scratch hard either. It was sinful to scratch audibly and with good, broad, free strokes, which is the only satisfactory way to scratch. In our town they didn’t spend Sunday; they kept the Sabbath, which is a very different thing.


Looking back on my juvenile years it seems to me that, generally speaking, when spanked I deserved it. But always there were two punishable things against which – being disciplined – my youthful spirit revolted with a sort of inarticulate sense of injustice. One was for violation of the Sunday code, which struck me as wrong – the code, I mean, not the violation – without knowing exactly why it was wrong; and the other, repeated times without number, was when I had been caught reading nickul libruries, erroneously referred to by our elders as dime novels.


I read them at every chance; so did every normal boy of my acquaintance. We traded lesser treasures for them; we swapped them on the basis of two old volumes for one new one; we maintained a clandestine circulating-library system which had its branch offices in every stable loft in our part of town. The more daring among us read them in school behind the shelter of an open geography propped up on the desk.


Shall you ever forget the horror of the moment when, carried away on the wings of adventure with Nick Carter or Big-Foot Wallace or Frank Reade or bully Old Cap, you forgot to flash occasional glances of cautious inquiry forward in order to make sure the teacher was where she properly should be, at her desk up in front, and read on and on until that subtle sixth sense which comes to you when a lot of people begin staring at you warned you something was amiss, and you looked up and round you and found yourself all surrounded by a ring of cruel, gloating eyes?


I say cruel advisedly, because up to a certain age children are naturally more cruel than tigers. Civilization has provided them with tools, as it were, for practicing cruelty, whereas the tiger must rely only on his teeth and his bare claws. So you looked round, feeling that the shadow of an impending doom encompassed you, and then you realized that for no telling how long the teacher had been standing just behind you, reading over your shoulder.


And at home, were you caught in the act of reading them, or – what from the parental standpoint was almost as bad – in the act of harboring them? I was. Housecleaning times, when they found them hidden under furniture or tucked away on the back shelves of pantry closets, I was paddled until I had the feelings of a slice of hot, buttered toast somewhat scorched on the under side. And each time, having been paddled, I was admonished that boys who read dime novels – only they weren’t dime novels at all but cost uniformly five cents a copy – always came to a bad end, growing up to be criminals or Republicans or something equally abhorrent. And I was urged to read books which would help me to shape my career in a proper course. Such books were put into my hands, and I loathed them. I know now why when I grew up my gorge rose and my appetite turned against so-called classics. Their style was so much like the style of the books which older people wanted me to read when I was in my early teens.


Such were the specious statements advanced by the oldsters. And we had no reply for their argument, or if we had one could not find the language in which to couch it. Besides there was another and a deeper reason. A boy, being what he is, the most sensitive and the most secretive of living creatures regarding his innermost emotions, rarely does bare his real thoughts to his elders, for they, alas, are not young enough to have a fellow feeling, and they are too old and they know too much to be really wise.


What we might have answered, had we had the verbal facility and had we not feared further painful corporeal measures for talking back – or what was worse, ridicule – was that reading Old Cap Collier never yet sent a boy to a bad end. I never heard of a boy who ran away from home and really made a go of it who was actuated at the start by the nickul librury. Burning with a sense of injustice, filled up with the realization that we were not appreciated at home, we often talked of running away and going out West to fight Indians, but we never did. I remember once two of us started for the Far West, and got nearly as far as Oak Grove Cemetery, when – the dusk of evening impending – we decided to turn back and give our parents just one more chance to understand us.


What, also, we might have pointed out was that in a five-cent story the villain was absolutely sure of receiving suitable and adequate punishment for his misdeeds. Right then and there, on the spot, he got his. And the heroine was always so pluperfectly pure. And the hero always was a hero to his finger tips, never doing anything unmanly or wrong or cowardly, and always using the most respectful language in the presence of the opposite sex. There was never any sex problem in a nickul librury. There were never any smutty words or questionable phrases. If a villain said “Curse you!” he was going pretty far. Any one of us might whet up our natural instincts for cruelty on Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, or read of all manner of unmentionable horrors in the Old Testament, but except surreptitiously we couldn’t walk with Nick Carter, whose motives were ever pure and who never used the naughty word even in the passion of the death grapple with the top-booted forces of sinister evil.


We might have told our parents, had we had the words in which to state the case and they but the patience to listen, that in a nickul librury there was logic and the thrill of swift action and the sharp spice of adventure. There, invariably virtue was rewarded and villainy confounded; there, inevitably was the final triumph for law and for justice and for the right; there embalmed in one thin paper volume, was all that Sandford and Merton lacked; all that the Rollo books never had. We might have told them that though the Leatherstocking Tales and Robinson Crusoe and Two Years Before the Mast and Ivanhoe were all well enough in their way, the trouble with them was that they mainly were so long-winded. It took so much time to get to where the first punch was, whereas Ned Buntline or Col. Prentiss Ingraham would hand you an exciting jolt on the very first page, and sometimes in the very first paragraph.


You take J. Fenimore Cooper now. He meant well and he had ideas, but his Indians were so everlastingly slow about getting under way with their scalping operations! Chapter after chapter there was so much fashionable and difficult language that the plot was smothered. You couldn’t see the woods for the trees. 


But it was the accidental finding of an ancient and reminiscent volume one Sunday in a little hotel which gave me the cue to what really made us such confirmed rebels against constituted authority, in a literary way of speaking. The thing which inspired us with hatred for the so-called juvenile classic was a thing which struck deeper even than the sentiments I have been trying to describe.


The basic reason, the underlying motive, lay in the fact that in the schoolbooks of our adolescence, and notably in the school readers, our young mentalities were fed forcibly on a pap which affronted our intelligence at the same time that it cloyed our adolescent palates. It was not altogether the lack of action; it was more the lack of plain common sense in the literary spoon victuals which they ladled into us at school that caused our youthful souls to revolt. In the final analysis it was this more than any other cause which sent us up to the haymow for delicious, forbidden hours in the company of Calamity Jane and Wild Bill Hickok.


Midway of the old dog-eared reader which I picked up that day I came across a typical example of the sort of stuff I mean. I hadn’t seen it before in twenty-five years; but now, seeing it, I remembered it as clearly almost as though it had been the week before instead of a quarter of a century before when for the first time it had been brought to my attention. It was a piece entitled, The Shipwreck, and it began as follows:



In the winter of 1824 Lieutenant G———, of the United States Navy, with his beautiful wife and child, embarked in a packet at Norfolk bound to South Carolina.




So far so good. At least, here is a direct beginning. A family group is going somewhere. There is an implied promise that before they have traveled very far something of interest to the reader will happen to them. Sure enough, the packet runs into a storm and founders. As she is going down Lieutenant G——— puts his wife and baby into a lifeboat manned by sailors, and then – there being no room for him in the lifeboat – he remains behind upon the deck of the sinking vessel, while the lifeboat puts off for shore. A giant wave overturns the burdened cockleshell and he sees its passengers engulfed in the waters. Up to this point the chronicle has been what a chronicle should be. Perhaps the phraseology has been a trifle toploftical, and there are a few words in it long enough to run as serials, yet at any rate we are getting an effect in drama. But bear with me while I quote the next paragraph, just as I copied it down:



The wretched husband saw but too distinctly the destruction of all he held dear. But here alas and forever were shut off from him all sublunary prospects. He fell upon the deck – powerless, senseless, a corpse – the victim of a sublime sensibility!




There’s language for you! How different it is from that historic passage when the crack of Little Sure Shot’s rifle rang out and another Redskin bit the dust. Nothing is said there about anybody having his sublunary prospects shut off; nothing about the Redskin becoming the victim of a sublime sensibility. In fifteen graphic words and in one sentence Little Sure Shot croaked him, and then with bated breath you moved on to the next paragraph, sure of finding in it yet more attractive casualties snappily narrated.


No, sir! In the nickul librury the author did not waste his time and yours telling you that an individual on becoming a corpse would simultaneously become powerless and senseless. He credited your intelligence for something. For contrast, take the immortal work entitled Deadwood Dick of Deadwood; or, The Picked Party; by Edward L. Wheeler, a copy of which has just come to my attention again nearly thirty years after the time of my first reading of it. Consider the opening paragraph:



The sun was just kissing the mountain tops that frowned down upon Billy-Goat Gulch, and in the aforesaid mighty seam in the face of mighty Nature the shadows of a Warm June night were gathering rapidly.


The birds had mostly hushed their songs and flown to their nests in the dismal lonely pines, and only the tuneful twang of a well-played banjo aroused the brooding quiet, save it be the shrill, croaking screams of a crow, perched upon the top of a dead pine, which rose from the nearly perpendicular mountainside that retreated in the ascending from the gulch bottom.




That, as I recall, was a powerfully long bit of description for a nickul librury, and having got it out of his system Mr. Wheeler wasted no more valuable space on the scenery. From this point on he gave you action – action with reason behind it and logic to it and the guaranty of a proper climax and a satisfactory conclusion to follow. Deadwood Dick marched many a flower-strewn mile through my young life, but to the best of my recollection he never shut off anybody’s sublunary prospects. If a party deserved killing Deadwood just naturally up and killed him, and the historian told about it in graphic yet straightforward terms of speech; and that was all there was to it, and that was all there should have been to it.


At the risk of being termed an iconoclast and a smasher of the pure high ideals of the olden days, I propose to undertake to show that practically all of the preposterous asses and the impossible idiots of literature found their way into the school readers of my generation. With the passage of years there may have been some reform in this direction, but I dare affirm, without having positive knowledge of the facts, that a majority of these half-wits still are being featured in the grammar-grade literature of the present time. The authors of school readers, even modern school readers, surely are no smarter than the run of grown-ups even, say, as you and as I; and we blindly go on holding up as examples before the eyes of the young of the period the characters and the acts of certain popular figures of poetry and prose who – did but we give them the acid test of reason – would reveal themselves either as incurable idiots, or else as figures in scenes and incidents which physically could never have occurred.


You remember, don’t you, the schoolbook classic of the noble lad who by reason of his neat dress, and by his use in the most casual conversation of the sort of language which the late Mr. Henry James used when he was writing his very Jamesiest, secured a job as a trusted messenger in the large city store or in the city’s large store, if we are going to be purists about it, as the boy in question undoubtedly was?


It seems that he had supported his widowed mother and a large family of brothers and sisters by shoveling snow and, I think, laying brick or something of that technical nature. After this lapse of years I won’t be sure about the bricklaying, but at any rate, work was slack in his regular line, and so he went to the proprietor of this vast retail establishment and procured a responsible position on the strength of his easy and graceful personal address and his employment of some of the most stylish adjectives in the dictionary. At this time he was nearly seven years old – yes, sir, actually nearly seven. We have the word of the schoolbook for it. We should have had a second chapter on this boy. Probably at nine he was being considered for president of Yale – no, Harvard. He would know too much to be president of Yale.


Then there was the familiar instance of the Spartan youth who having stolen a fox and hidden it inside his robe calmly stood up and let the animal gnaw his vitals rather than be caught with it in his possession. But, why? I ask you, why? What was the good of it all? What object was served? To begin with, the boy had absconded with somebody else’s fox, or with somebody’s else fox, which is undoubtedly the way a compiler of school readers would phrase it. This, right at the beginning, makes the morality of the transaction highly dubious. In the second place, he showed poor taste. If he was going to swipe something, why should he not have swiped a chicken or something else of practical value?


We waive that point, though, and come to the lack of discretion shown by the fox. He starts eating his way out through the boy, a messy and difficult procedure, when merely by biting an aperture in the tunic he could have emerged by the front way with ease and dispatch. And what is the final upshot of it all? The boy falls dead, with a large unsightly gap in the middle of him. Probably, too, he was a boy whose parents were raising him for their own purposes. As it is, all gnawed up in this fashion and deceased besides, he loses his attractions for everyone except the undertaker. The fox presumably has an attack of acute indigestion. And there you are! Compare the moral of this with the moral of any one of the Old Cap Collier series, where virtue comes into its own and sanity is prevalent throughout and vice gets what it deserves, and all.


In McGuffey’s Third Reader, I think it was, occurred that story about the small boy who lived in Holland among the dikes and dams, and one evening he went across the country to carry a few illustrated post cards or some equally suitable gift to a poor blind man, and on his way back home in the twilight he discovered a leak in the sea wall. If he went for help the breach might widen while he was gone and the whole structure give way, and then the sea would come roaring in, carrying death and destruction and windmills and wooden shoes and pineapple cheeses on its crest. At least, this is the inference one gathers from reading Mr. McGuffey’s account of the affair.


So what does the quick-witted youngster do? He shoves his little arm in the crevice on the inner side, where already the water is trickling through, thus blocking the leak. All night long he stands there, one small, half-frozen Dutch boy holding back the entire North Atlantic. Not until centuries later, when Judge Alton B. Parker runs for president against Colonel Roosevelt and is defeated practically by acclamation is there to be presented so historic and so magnificent an example of a contest against tremendous odds. In the morning a peasant, going out to mow the tulip beds, finds the little fellow crouched at the foot of the dike and inquires what ails him. The lad, raising his weary head – but wait, I shall quote the exact language of the book:



“I am hindering the sea from running in,”  was the simple reply of the child.




Simple? I’ll say it is! Positively nothing could be simpler unless it be the stark simplicity of the mind of an author who figures that when the Atlantic Ocean starts boring its way through a crack in a sea wall you can stop it by plugging the hole on the inner side of the sea wall with a small boy’s arm. Ned Buntline may never have enjoyed the vogue among parents and teachers that Mr. McGuffey enjoyed, but I’ll say this for him – he knew more about the laws of hydraulics than McGuffey ever dreamed.


And there was Peter Hurdle, the ragged lad who engaged in a long but tiresome conversation with the philanthropic and inquisitive Mr. Lenox, during the course of which it developed that Peter didn’t want anything. When it came on to storm he got under a tree. When he was hungry he ate a raw turnip. Raw turnips, it would appear, grew all the year round in the fields of the favored land where Peter resided. If the chill winds of autumn blew in through one of the holes in Peter’s trousers, they blew right out again through another hole. And he didn’t care to accept the dime which Mr. Lenox in an excess of generosity offered him, because, it seemed, he already had a dime. When it came to being plumb contented there probably never was a soul on this earth that was the equal of Master Hurdle. He even was satisfied with his name which I would regard as the ultimate test.


Likewise, there was the case of Hugh Idle and Mr. Toil. Perhaps you recall that moving story? Hugh tries to dodge work; wherever he goes he finds Mr. Toil in one guise or another but always with the same harsh voice and the same frowning eyes, bossing some job in a manner which would cost him his boss-ship right off the reel in these times when union labor is so touchy. And what is the moral to be drawn from this narrative? I know that all my life I have been trying to get away from work, feeling that I was intended for leisure, though never finding time somehow to take it up seriously. But what was the use of trying to discourage me from this agreeable idea back yonder in the formulative period of my earlier years?


In Harper’s Fourth Reader, edition of 1888, I found an article entitled The Difference Between the Plants and Animals. It takes up several pages and includes some of the fanciest language the senior Mr. Harper could disinter from the Unabridged. In my own case – and I think I was no more observant than the average urchin of my age – I can scarcely remember a time when I could not readily determine certain basic distinctions between such plants and such animals as a child is likely to encounter in the temperate parts of North America.


While emerging from infancy some of my contemporaries may have fallen into the error of the little boy who came into the house with a haunted look in his eye and asked his mother if mulberries had six legs apiece and ran round in the dust of the road, and when she told him that such was not the case with mulberries he said: “Then, mother, I feel that I have made a mistake.”


To the best of my recollection, I never made this mistake, or at least if I did I am sure I made no inquiry afterward which might tend further to increase my doubts; and in any event I am sure that by the time I was old enough to stumble over Mr. Harper’s favorite big words I was old enough to tell the difference between an ordinary animal – say, a house cat – and any one of the commoner forms of plant life, such as, for example, the scaly-bark hickory tree, practically at a glance. I’ll add this too: Nick Carter never wasted any of the golden moments which he and I spent together in elucidating for me the radical points of difference between the plants and the animals.


In the range of poetry selected by the compilers of the readers for my especial benefit as I progressed onward from the primary class into the grammar grades, I find on examination of these earlier American authorities an even greater array of chuckleheads than appear in the prose divisions. I shall pass over the celebrated instance – as read by us in class in a loud tone of voice and without halt for inflection or the taking of breath – of the Turk who at midnight in his guarded tent was dreaming of the hour when Greece her knees in suppliance bent would tremble at his power. I remember how vaguely I used to wonder who it was that was going to grease her knees and why she should feel called upon to have them greased at all. Also, I shall pass over the instance of Abou Ben Adhem, whose name led all the rest in the golden book in which the angel was writing. Why shouldn’t it have led all the rest? A man whose front name begins with Ab, whose middle initial is B, and whose last name begins with Ad will be found leading all the rest in any city directory or any telephone list anywhere. Alphabetically organized as he was, Mr. Adhem just naturally had to lead; and yet for hours on end my teaches consumed her energies and mine in a more or less unsuccessful effort to cause me to memorize the details as set forth by Mr. Leigh Hunt.


In three separate schoolbooks, each the work of a different compilator, I discover Sir Walter Scott’s poetic contribution touching on Young Lochinvar – Young Lochinvar who came out of the West, the same as the Plumb plan subsequently came, and the Hiram Johnson presidential boom and the initiative and the referendum and the I. W. W. Even in those ancient times the West appears to have been a favorite place for upsetting things to come from; so I can’t take issue with Sir Walter there. But I do take issue with him where he says:



So light to the croupe the fair lady he swung,

So light to the saddle before her he sprung!




Even in childhood’s hour I am sure I must have questioned the ability of Young Lochinvar to perform this achievement, for I was born and brought up in a horseback-riding country. Now in the light of yet fuller experience I wish Sir Walter were alive to-day so I might argue the question out with him.


Let us consider the statement on its physical merits solely. Here we have Young Lochinvar swinging the lady to the croupe, and then he springs to the saddle in front of her. Now to do this he must either take a long running start and leapfrog clear over the lady’s head as she sits there, and land accurately in the saddle, which is scarcely a proper thing to do to any lady, aside from the difficulty of springing ten or fifteen feet into the air and coming down, crotched out, on a given spot, or else he must contribute a feat in contortion the like of which has never been duplicated since.


To be brutally frank about it, the thing just naturally is not possible. I don’t care if Young Lochinvar was as limber as a yard of fresh tripe – and he certainly did shake a lithesome calf in the measures of the dance if Sir Walter, in an earlier stanza, is to be credited with veracity. Even so, I deny that he could have done that croupe trick. There isn’t a croupier at Monte Carlo who could have done it. Buffalo Bill couldn’t have done it. Ned Buntline wouldn’t have had Buffalo Bill trying to do it. Doug Fairbanks couldn’t do it. I couldn’t do it myself.


Skipping over Robert Southey’s tiresome redundancy in spending so much of his time and mine, when I was in the Fifth Reader stage, in telling how the waters came down at Ladore when it was a petrified cinch that they, being waters, would have to come down, anyhow, I would next direct your attention to two of the foremost idiots in all the realm of poesy; one a young idiot and one an older idiot, probably with whiskers, but both embalmed in verse, and both, mind you, stuck into every orthodox reader to be glorified before the eyes of childhood. I refer to that juvenile champion among idiots, the boy who stood on the burning deck, and to the ship’s captain in the poem called The Tempest. Let us briefly consider the given facts as regards the latter: It was winter and it was midnight and a storm was on the deep, and the passengers were huddled in the cabin and not a soul would dare to sleep, and they were shuddering there in silence – one gathers the silence was so deep you could hear them shuddering – and the stoutest held his breath, which is considerable feat, as I can testify, because the stouter a fellow gets the harder it is for him to hold his breath for any considerable period of time. Very well, then, this is the condition of affairs. If ever there was a time when those in authority should avoid spreading alarm this was the time. By all the traditions of the maritime service it devolved upon the skipper to remain calm, cool and collected. But what does the poet reveal to a lot of trusting school children?



“We are lost!” the captain shouted,

As he staggered down the stair.




He didn’t whisper it; he didn’t tell it to a friend in confidence; he bellowed it out at the top of his voice so all the passengers could hear him. The only possible excuse which can be offered for that captain’s behavior is that his staggering was due not to the motion of the ship but to alcoholic stimulant. Could you imagine Little Sure Shot, the Terror of the Pawnees, drunk or sober, doing an asinine thing like that? Not in ten thousand years, you couldn’t. But then we must remember that Little Sure Shot, being a moral dime-novel hero, never indulged in alcoholic beverages under any circumstances.


The boy who stood on the burning deck has been played up as an example of youthful heroism for the benefit of the young of our race ever since Mrs. Felicia Dorothea Hemans set him down in black and white. I deny that he was heroic. I insist that he merely was feeble-minded. Let us give this youth the careful once-over: The scene is the Battle of the Nile. The time is August, 1798. When the action of the piece begins the boy stands on the burning deck whence all but him had fled. You see, everyone else aboard had had sense enough to beat it, but he stuck because his father had posted him there. There was no good purpose he might serve by sticking, except to furnish added material for the poetess, but like the leather-headed young imbecile that he was he stood there with his feet getting warmer all the time, while the flame that lit the battle’s wreck shone round him o’er the dead. After which:



There came a burst of thunder sound;

The boy – oh! where was he?

Ask of the winds, that far around

With fragments strewed the sea—




Ask the waves. Ask the fragments. Ask Mrs. Hemans. Or, to save time, inquire of me.


He has become totally extinct. He is no more and he never was very much. Still we need not worry. Mentally he must have been from the very outset a liability rather than an asset. Had he lived, undoubtedly he would have wound up in a home for the feeble-minded. It is better so, as it is – better that he should be spread about over the surface of the ocean in a broad general way, thus saving all the expense and trouble of gathering him up and burying him and putting a tombstone over him. He was one of the incurables.


Once upon a time, writing a little piece on another subject, I advanced the claim that the champion half-wit of all poetic anthology was Sweet Alice, who, as described by Mr. English, wept with delight when you gave her a smile, and trembled in fear at your frown. This of course was long before Prohibition came in. These times there are many ready to weep with delight when you offer to give them a smile; but in Mr. English’s time and Alice’s there were plenty of saloons handy. I remarked, what an awful kill-joy Alice must have been, weeping in a disconcerting manner when somebody smiled in her direction and trembling violently should anybody so much as merely knit his brow!


But when I gave Alice first place in the list I acted too hastily. Second thought should have informed me that undeniably the post of honor belonged to the central figure of Mr. Henry W. Longfellow’s poem, Excelsior. I ran across it – Excelsior, I mean – in three different readers the other day when I was compiling some of the data for this treatise. Naturally it would be featured in all three. It wouldn’t do to leave Mr. Longfellow’s hero out of a volume in which space was given to such lesser village idiots as Casabianca and the Spartan youth. Let us take up this sad case verse by verse:



The shades of night were falling fast,

As through an Alpine village passed

A youth, who bore, ’mid snow and ice,

A banner with the strange device,

Excelsior!




There we get an accurate pen picture of his young man’s deplorable state. He is climbing a mountain in the dead of winter. It is made plain later on that he is a stranger in the neighborhood, consequently it is fair to assume that the mountain in question is one he has never climbed before. Nobody hired him to climb any mountain; he isn’t climbing it on a bet or because somebody dared him to climb one. He is not dressed for mountain climbing. Apparently he is wearing the costume in which he escaped from the institution where he had been an inmate – a costume consisting simply of low stockings, sandals and a kind of flowing woolen nightshirt, cut short to begin with and badly shrunken in the wash. He has on no rubber boots, no sweater, not even a pair of ear muffs. He also is bare-headed. Well, any time the wearing of hats went out of fashion he could have had no use for his head, anyhow.


I grant you that in the poem Mr. Longfellow does not go into details regarding the patient’s garb. I am going by the illustration in the reader. The original Mr. McGuffey was very strong for illustrations. He stuck them in everywhere in his readers, whether they matched the themes or not. Being as fond of pictures as he undoubtedly was, it seems almost a pity he did not marry the tattooed lady in a circus and then when he got tired of studying her pictorially on one side he could ask her to turn around and let him see what she had to say on the other side. Perhaps he did. I never gleaned much regarding the family history of the McGuffeys.


Be that as it may, the wardrobe is entirely unsuited for the rigors of the climate in Switzerland in winter time. Symptomatically it marks the wearer as a person who is mentally lacking. He needs a keeper almost as badly as he needs some heavy underwear. But this isn’t the worst of it. Take the banner. It bears the single word “Excelsior.” The youth is going through a strange town late in the evening in his nightie, and it winter time, carrying a banner advertising a shredded wood-fiber commodity which won’t be invented until a hundred and fifty years after he is dead!


Can you beat it? You can’t even tie it.


Let us look further into the matter:



His brow was sad; his eyes beneath

Flashed like a falchion from its sheath,

And like a silver clarion rung

The accents of that unknown tongue,

Excelsior!




Get it, don’t you? Even his features fail to jibe. His brow is corrugated with grief, but the flashing of the eye denotes a lack of intellectual coherence which any alienist would diagnose at a glance as evidence of total dementia, even were not confirmatory proof offered by his action in huckstering for a product which doesn’t exist, in a language which no one present can understand. The most delirious typhoid fever patient you ever saw would know better than that.


To continue:



In happy homes he saw the light

Of household fires gleam warm and bright;

Above, the spectral glaciers shone,

And from his lips escaped a groan,

Excelsior!




The last line gives him away still more completely. He is groaning now, where a moment before he was clarioning. A bit later, with one of those shifts characteristic of the mentally unbalanced, his mood changes and again he is shouting. He’s worse than a cuckoo clock, that boy.



“Try not the Pass,” the old man said;

“Dark lowers the tempest overhead,

The roaring torrent is deep and wide!”

And loud that clarion voice replied,

Excelsior!





“Oh stay,” the maiden said, “and rest

Thy weary head upon this breast!”

A tear stood in his bright blue eye,

But still he answered, with a sigh,

Excelsior!





“Beware the pine-tree’s withered branch!

Beware the awful avalanche!”

This was the peasant’s last Good night;

A voice replied, far up the height,

Excelsior!




These three verses round out the picture. The venerable citizen warns him against the Pass; pass privileges up that mountain have all been suspended. A kind-hearted maiden tenders hospitalities of a most generous nature, considering that she never saw the young man before. Some people might even go so far as to say that she should have been ashamed of herself; others, that Mr. Longfellow, in giving her away, was guilty of an indelicacy, to say the least of it. Possibly she was practicing up to qualify for membership on the reception committee the next time the visiting firemen came to her town or when there was going to be an Elks’ reunion; so I for one shall not question her motives. She was hospitable – let it go at that. The peasant couples with his good-night message a reference to the danger of falling pine wood and also avalanches, which have never been pleasant things to meet up with when one is traveling on a mountain in an opposite direction.


All about him firelights are gleaming, happy families are gathered before the hearthstone, and through the windows the evening yodel may be heard percolating pleasantly. There is every inducement for the youth to drop in and rest his poor, tired, foolish face and hands and thaw out his knee joints and give the maiden a chance to make good on that proposition of hers. But no, high up above timber line he has an engagement with himself and Mr. Longfellow to be frozen as stiff as a dried herring; and so, now groaning, now with his eye flashing, now with a tear – undoubtedly a frozen tear – standing in the eye, now clarioning, now sighing, onward and upward he goes:



At break of day, as heavenward

The pious monks of Saint Bernard

Uttered the oft-repeated prayer,

A voice cried through the startled air,

Excelsior!




I’ll say this much for him: He certainly is hard to kill. He can stay out all night in those clothes, with the thermometer below zero, and at dawn still be able to chirp the only word that is left in his vocabulary. He can’t last forever though. There has to be a finish to this lamentable fiasco sometime. We get it:



A traveler, by the faithful hound,

Half buried in the snow was found,

Still grasping in his hand of ice

That banner with the strange device,

Excelsior!





There in the twilight cold and gray,

Lifeless, but beautiful, he lay,

And from the sky serene and far,

A voice fell, like a falling star,

Excelsior!




The meteoric voice said “Excelsior!” It should have said “Bonehead!” It would have said it, too, if Ned Buntline had been handling the subject, for he had a sense of verities, had Ned. Probably that was one of the reasons why they barred his works out of all the schoolbooks.


With the passage of years I rather imagine that Lieutenant G———, of the United States Navy, who went to so much trouble and took so many needless pains in order to become a corpse, may have vanished from the school readers. I admit I failed to find him in any of the modern editions through which I glanced, but I am able to report, as a result of my researches, that the well-known croupe specialist, Young Lochinvar, is still there and so likewise is Casabianca, the total loss; and as I said before, I ran across Excelsior three times.


Just here the other day, when I was preparing the material for this little book, I happened upon an advertisement in a New York paper of an auction sale of a collection of so-called dime novels, dating back to the old Beadle’s Boy’s Library in the early eighties and coming on down through the years into the generation when Nick and Old Cap were succeeding some of the earlier favorites. I read off a few of the leading titles upon the list:



Bronze Jack, the California Thoroughbred; or, The Lost City of the Basaltic Buttes. A strange story of a desperate adventure after fortune in the weird, wild Apache land. By Albert W. Aiken.


Tombstone Dick, the Train Pilot; or, The Traitor’s Trail. A story of the Arizona Wilds. By Ned Buntline.


The Tarantula of Taos; or, Giant George’s Revenge. A tale of Sardine-box City, Arizona. By Major Sam S. (Buckskin Sam) Hall.


Redtop Rube, the Vigilante Prince; or, The Black Regulators of Arizona. By Major E. L. St. Vrain.


Old Grizzly Adams, the Bear Tamer; or, The Monarch of the Mountains.


Deadly Eye and the Prairie Rover.


Arizona Joe, the Boy Pard of Texas Jack.


Pacific Pete, the Prince of the Revolver.


Kit Carson, King of the Guides.


Leadville Nick, the Boy Sport; or, The Mad Miner’s Revenge.


Lighthouse Lige; or, The Firebrand of the Everglades.


The Desperate Dozen; or, The Fair Fiend.


Nighthawk Kit; or, The Daughter of the Ranch.


Joaquin, the Saddle King.


Mustang Sam, the Wild Rider of the Plains.


Adventures of Wild Bill, the Pistol Prince, from Youth to his Death by Assassination. Deeds of Daring, Adventure and Thrilling Incidents in the Life of J. B. Hickok, known to the World as Wild Bill.




These titles and many another did I read, and reading them my mind slid back along a groove in my brain to a certain stable loft in a certain Kentucky town, and I said to myself that if I had a boy – say, about twelve or fourteen years old – I would go to this auction and bid in these books and I would back them up and reenforce them with some of the best of the collected works of Nick Carter and Cap Collier and Nick Carter, Jr., and Frank Reade, and I would buy, if I could find it anywhere, a certain paper-backed volume dealing with the life of the James boys – not Henry and William, but Jesse and Frank – which I read ever so long ago; and I would confer the whole lot of them upon that offspring of mine and I would say to him:


“Here, my son, is something for you; a rare and precious gift. Read these volumes openly. Never mind the crude style in which most of them are written. It can’t be any worse than the stilted and artificial style in which your school reader is written; and, anyhow, if you are ever going to be a writer, style is a thing which you laboriously must learn, and then having acquired added wisdom you will forget part of it and chuck the rest of it out of the window and acquire a style of your own, which merely is another way of saying that if you have good taste to start with you will have what is called style in writing, and if you haven’t that sense of good taste you won’t have a style and nothing can give it to you.


“Read them for the thrills that are in them. Read them, remembering that if this country had not had a pioneer breed of Buckskin Sams and Deadwood Dicks we should have had no native school of dime novelists. Read them for their brisk and stirring movement; for the spirit of outdoor adventure and life which crowds them; for their swift but logical processions of sequences; for the phases of pioneer Americanism they rawly but graphically portray, and for their moral values. Read them along with your Coopers and your Ivanhoe and your Mayne Reids. Read them through, and perhaps some day, if fortune is kinder to you than ever it was to your father, with a background behind you and a vision before you, you may be inspired to sit down and write a dime novel of your own almost good enough to be worthy of mention in the same breath with the two greatest adventure stories – dollar-sized dime novels is what they really are – that ever were written; written, both of them, by sure-enough writing men, who, I’m sure, must have based their moods and their modes upon the memories of the dime novels which they, they in their turn, read when they were boys of your age.


“I refer, my son, to a book called Huckleberry Finn, and to a book called Treasure Island.”


The Saturday Evening Post, 03 Jul 1920
 A Plea for Old Cap Collier (book), 1921



“Oh, Well, You Know
 How Women Are!”




She emerges from the shop. She is any woman, and the shop from which she emerges is any shop in any town. She has been shopping. This does not imply that she has been buying anything or that she has contemplated buying anything, but merely that she has been shopping – a very different pursuit from buying. Buying implies business for the shop; shopping merely implies business for the clerks.


As stated, she emerges. In the doorway she runs into a woman of her acquaintance. If she likes the other woman she is cordial. But if she does not like her she is very, very cordial. A woman’s aversion for another woman moving in the same social stratum in which she herself moves may readily be appraised. Invariably it is in inverse ratio to the apparent affection she displays upon encountering the object of her disfavor. Why should this be? I cannot answer. It is not given for us to know.


Very well, then, she meets the other woman at the door. They stop for conversation. Two men meeting under the same condition would mechanically draw away a few paces, out of the route of persons passing in or out of the shop. No particular play of the mental processes would actuate them in so doing; an instinctive impulse, operating mechanically and subconsciously, would impel them to remove themselves from the main path of foot travel. But this woman and her acquaintance take root right there. Persons dodge round them and glare at them. Other persons bump into them, and are glared at by the two traffic blockers. Where they stand they make a knot of confusion.


But does it occur to either of them to suggest that they might step aside, five feet or ten, and save themselves, and the pedestrian classes generally, a deal of delay and considerable annoyance? It does not. It never will. If the meeting took place in a narrow passageway or on a populous staircase or at the edge of the orbit of a set of swinging doors or on a fire escape landing upon the front of a burning building, while one was going up to aid in the rescue and the other was coming down to be saved – if it took place just outside the Pearly Gates on the Last Day  when the quick and the dead, called up for judgment, were streaming in through the portals – still would they behave thus. Where they met would be where they stopped to talk, regardless of the consequences to themselves, regardless of impediment to the movements of their fellow beings.


Having had her say with her dear friend or her dear enemy, as the case may be, our heroine proceeds to the corner and hails a passing street car. Because her heels are so high and her skirts are so snug, she takes about twice the time to climb aboard that a biped in trousers would take. Into the car she comes, teetering and swaying. The car is no more than comfortably filled. True, all the seats at the back where she has entered are occupied; but up at the front there still is room for another sittee or two. Does she look about her to ascertain whether there is any space left? I need not pause for reply. I know it already, and so do you. Midway of the aisle-length she stops and reaches for a strap. She makes an appealing picture, compounded of blindness, helplessness, and discomfort. She has clinging vine written all over her. She craves to cling, but there is no trellis. So she swings from her strap.


The passengers nearest her are all men. She stares at them, accusingly. One of them bends forward to touch her and tell her that there is room for her up forward; but now there aren’t any seats left. Male passengers, swinging aboard behind her, have already scrouged on by her and taken the vacant places.


In the mind of one of the men in her immediate vicinity chivalry triumphs over impatience. He gives a shrug of petulance, arises and begs her to have his seat. She is not entitled to it on any ground, save compassion upon his part. By refusing to use the eyes in her head she has forfeited all right to special consideration. But he surrenders his place to her and she takes it.


The car bumps along. The conductor, making his rounds, reaches her. She knows he is coming; at least she should know it. A visit from the conductor has been a feature of every one of the thousands of street-car rides that she has taken in her life. She might have been getting her fare ready for him. There are a dozen handy spots where she might have had a receptacle built for carrying small change – in a pocket in her skirt, in a fob at her belt, in her sleeve or under her cuff. Counting fob pockets and change pockets, a man has from nine to fifteen pockets in his everyday  garments. If also he is wearing an overcoat, add at least three more pockets to the total. It would seem that she might have had at least one dependable pocket. But she has none.


The conductor stops, facing her, and meanwhile wearing on his face that air of pained resignation which is common to the faces of conductors on transportation lines that are heavily patronized by women travelers. In mute demand he extends toward her a soiled palm. With hands encased in oversight gloves she fumbles at the catch of a hand bag. Having wrested the hand bag open, she paws about among its myriad and mysterious contents. A card of buttons, a sheaf of samples, a handkerchief, a powder puff for inducing low visibility of the human nose, a small parcel of something, a nail file, and other minor articles are disclosed before she disinters her purse from the bottom of her hand bag. Another struggle with the clasp of the purse ensues; finally, one by one, five coppers are fished up out of the depths and presented to the conductor. The lady has made a difficult, complicated rite of what might have been a simple and a swift formality.


The car proceeds upon its course. She sits in her seat, wearing that look of comfortable self-absorption  which a woman invariably wears when she is among strangers, and when she feels herself to be well dressed and making a satisfactory public appearance. She comes out of her trance with a start on discovering that the car has passed her corner or is about to pass it. All flurried, she arises and signals the conductor that she is alighting here. From her air and her expression, we may gather that, mentally, she holds him responsible for the fact that she has been carried on beyond her proper destination.


The car having stopped, she makes her way to the rear platform and gets off – gets off the wrong way. That is to say, she gets off with face toward the rear. Thus is achieved a twofold result: She blocks the way of anyone who may be desirous of getting aboard the car as she gets off of it, and if the car should start up suddenly, before her feet have touched the earth, or before her grip on the hand rail has been relaxed, she will be flung violently down upon the back of her head.


From the time he is a small boy until he is in his dotage, a man swings off a car, facing in the direction in which the car is headed. Then, a premature turn of a wheel pitches him forward with a good chance to alight upon his feet,  whereas the same thing happening when he was facing in the opposite direction would cause him to tumble over backward, with excellent prospects of cracking his skull. But in obedience to an immutable but inexplicable vagary of sex, a woman follows the patently wrong, the obviously dangerous, the plainly awkward system.


As the conductor rings the starting bell, he glances toward a man who is riding on the rear platform.


“Kin you beat ’um?” says the conductor. “I ast you – kin you beat ’um?”


The man to whom he has put the question is a married man. Being in this state of marriage he appreciates that the longer you live with them the less able are you to fathom the workings of their minds with regard to many of the simpler things of life. Speaking, therefore, from the heights of his superior understanding, he says in reply:


“Oh, well, you know how women are!”


We know how women are. But nobody knows why they are as they are.


Please let me make myself clear on one point: As an institution, and as individuals, I am for women. They constitute, and deservedly too, the most popular sex we have. Since away back  yonder I have been in favor of granting them suffrage. For years I have felt it as a profound conviction that the franchise should be expanded at one end and abridged at the other – made larger to admit some of the women, made smaller to bar out some of the men. I couldn’t think of very many reasons why the average woman should want to mix in politics, but if she did wish so to mix and mingle, I couldn’t think of a single valid reason why she should not have full permission, not as a privilege, not as a boon, but as a common right. Nor could I bring myself to share, in any degree, the apprehension of some of the anti-suffragists who held that giving women votes would take many of them entirely out of the state of motherhood. I cannot believe that all the children of the future are going to be born on the first Tuesday after the first Monday in November. Surely some of them will be born on other dates. Indeed the only valid argument against woman suffrage that I could think of was the conduct of some of the women who have been for it.


To myself I often said:


“Certainly I favor giving them the vote. Seeing what a mess the members of my own sex so often make of the job of trying to run the country,  I don’t anticipate that the Republic will go upon the shoals immediately after women begin voting and campaigning and running for office. At the helm of the ship of state we’ve put some pretty sad steersman from time to time. Better the hand that rocks the cradle than the hand that rocks the boat. We men have let slip nearly all of the personal liberties for which our fathers fought and bled – that is to say, fought the Britishers and bled the Injuns. Ever since the Civil War we have been so dummed busy telling the rest of the world how free we were that we failed to safeguard that freedom of which we boasted.


“We commiserate the Englishman because he chooses to live under an hereditary president called a king, while we are amply content to go on living under an elected king called a president. We cannot understand why he, a free citizen of the free-est country on earth, insists on calling himself a subject; but we are reconciled to the fiction of proclaiming ourselves citizens, while each day, more and more, we are becoming subjects – the subjects of sumptuary legislation, the subjects of statutes framed by bigoted or frightened lawgivers, the subjects of arbitrary mandates and of arbitrary decrees, the subjects, the abject, cringing subjects, of the servant classes,  the police classes, the labor classes, the capitalistic classes.”


Naturally, as a Democrat I have felt these things with enhanced bitterness when the Republicans were in office; nevertheless, I have felt them at other times, too. And, continuing along this line of thought, I have repeatedly said to myself:


“In view of these conditions, let us give ’em the vote – eventually, but not just yet. While still we have control of the machinery of the ballot let us put them on probation, as it were. They claim to be rational creatures; very well, then, make ’em prove it. Let us give ’em the vote just as soon as they have learned the right way in which to get off of a street car.”


In this, though, I have changed my mind. I realize now that the demand was impossible, that it was – oh, well, you know what women are!


We have given woman social superiority; rather she has acquired it through having earned it. Shortly she will have been put on a basis of political equality with men in all the states of the Union. Now she thinks she wants economic equality. But she doesn’t; she only thinks she does. If she should get it she would refuse to abide by its natural limitations on the one side  and its natural expansions for her sphere of economic development on the other. For, temperamentally, God so fashioned her that never can she altogether quit being the clinging vine and become the sturdy oak. She’ll insist on having all the prerogatives of the oak, but at the same time she will strive to retain the special considerations accorded to the vine which clings. If I know anything about her dear, wonderful, incomprehensible self, she belongs to the sex which would eat its cake and have it, too. Some men are constructed after this design. But nearly all women are.


Give her equal opportunities with men in business – put her on the same footing and pay to her the same salary that a man holding a similar job is paid. So far so good. But then, as her employer, undertake to hand out to her exactly the same treatment which the man holding a like position expects and accepts. There’s where Mr. Boss strikes a snag. The salary she will take – oh, yes – but she arrogates to herself the sweet boon of weeping when things distress her, and, when things harass her, of going off into tantrums of temper which no man in authority, however patient, would tolerate on the part of another man serving under him.


Grant to her equal powers, equal responsibilities, equal favors and a pay envelope on Saturday night containing as much money as her male co-worker receives. That is all very well; but seek, however gently, however tactfully, however diplomatically, to suggest to her that a simpler, more businesslike garb than the garb she favors would be the sane and the sensible thing for business wear in business hours. And then just see what happens.


A working woman who, through the working day, dresses in plain, neat frocks with no jangling bracelets upon her arms, no foolish furbelows at her wrists, no vain adornments about her throat, no exaggerated coiffure, is a delight to the eye and, better still, she fits the setting of her environment. Two of the most competent and dependable human beings I know are both of them women. One is the assistant editor of a weekly magazine. The other is the head of an important department in an important industry. In the evening you would never find a woman better groomed or, if the occasion demand, more ornately rigged-out than either one of these young women will be. But always, while on duty, they wear a correct and proper costume for the work they are doing, and they match the picture. These  two, though, are, I think, exceptions to the rule of their sex.


Trained nurses wear the most becoming uniforms, and the most suitable, considering their calling, that were ever devised. To the best of my knowledge and belief there is no record where a marriageable male patient on the road to recovery and in that impressionable mood which accompanies the convalescence of an ordinarily healthy man, failed to fall in love with his nurse. A competent, professional nurse who has the added advantage on her side of being comely – and it is powerfully hard for her to avoid being comely in her spotless blue and starchy white – stands more chances of getting the right sort of man for a husband than any billionaire’s daughter alive.


But I sometimes wonder what weird sartorial eccentricities some of them would indulge in did not convention and the standing laws of their profession require of them that they all dress after a given pattern. And if the owners and managers of big city shops once lifted the rule prescribing certain modes for their female working staffs – if they should give their women clerks a free hand in choosing their own wardrobes for store hours – well, you know how women are!


Nevertheless and to the contrary notwithstanding, I will admit while I am on this phase of my topic that there likewise is something to be said in dispraise of my own sex too. In the other – and better half of this literary double sketch-team act, my admired and talented friend, Mrs. Mary Roberts Rinehart, cites chapter and verse to prove the unaccountable vagaries of some men in the matter of dress. There she made but one mistake – a mistake of under-estimation. She mentioned specifically some men; she should have included all men.


The only imaginable reason why any rational he-biped of adult age clings to the habiliments ordained for him by the custom and the tailors of this generation, is because he is used to them. A man can stand anything once he gets used to it because getting used to a thing commonly means that the habitee has quit worrying about it. And yet since the dawn of time when Adam poked fun at Eve’s way of wearing her fig-leaf and on down through the centuries until the present day and date it has ever been the custom of men to gibe at the garments worn by women. Take our humorous publications, which I scarcely need point out are edited by men. Hardly could our comic weeklies manage to come out if the jokes about  the things which women wear were denied to them as fountain-sources of inspiration. To the vaudeville monologist his jokes about his wife and his mother-in-law and to the comic sketch artist his pictures setting forth the torments of the stock husband trying to button the stock gown of a stock wife up her stock back – these are dependable and inevitable stand-bys.


Women do wear maniacal garments sometimes; that there is no denying. But on the other hand styles for women change with such frequency that no quirk of fashion however foolish and disfiguring ever endures for long enough to work any permanent injury in the health of its temporarily deluded devotees. Nothing I can think of gets old-fashioned with such rapidity as a feminine fashion unless it is an egg.


If this season a woman’s skirt is so scantily fashioned that as she hobbles along she has the appearance of being leg-shackled, like the lady called Salammbo, it is as sure as shooting that, come next season, she will have leapt to the other extreme and her draperies will be more than amply voluminous. If this winter her sleeves are like unto sausage casings for tightness, be prepared when spring arrives to see her wearing practically all the sleeves there are. About once in  so often she is found wearing a mode which combines beauty with saneness but that often is not very often.


But even when they are at apogee of sartorial ridiculousness I maintain that the garments of women, from the comfort standpoint, anyhow, are not any more foolish than the garments to which the average man is incurably addicted. If women are vassals to fashion men are slaves to convention, and fashion has the merit that it alters overnight, whereas convention is a slow moving thing that stands still a long time before it does move. Convention is the wooden Indian of civilization; but fashion is a merry-go-round.


In the Temperate zone in summertime, Everywoman looks to be cooler than Everyman – and by the same token is cooler. In the winter she wears lighter garments than he would dream of wearing, and yet stays warmer than he does, can stand more exposure without outward evidence of suffering than he can stand, and is less susceptible than he to colds and grips and pneumonias. Compare the thinness of her heaviest outdoor wrap with the thickness of his lightest ulster, or the heft of her so-called winter suit with the weight of the outer garments which he wears to business,  and if you are yourself a man you will wonder why she doesn’t freeze stiff when the thermometer falls to the twenty-above mark. Observe her in a ballroom that is overheated in the corners and drafty near the windows, as all ballrooms are. Her neck and her throat, her bosom and arms are bare. Her frock is of the filmiest gossamer stuff; her slippers are paper thin, her stockings the sheerest of textures, yet she doesn’t sniff and her nose doesn’t turn red and the skin upon her exposed shoulders refuses to goose-flesh. She is the marvel of the ages. She is neither too warm nor too cold; she is just right. Consider now her male companion in his gala attire. One minute he is wringing wet with perspiration; that is when he is dancing. The next minute he is visibly congealing. That is because he has stopped to catch his breath.


Why this difference between the sexes? The man is supposed to be the hardier creature of the two, but he can’t prove it. Of course there may be something in the theory that when a woman feels herself to be smartly dressed, an exaltation of soul lifts her far above realization of bodily discomfort. But I make so bold as to declare that the real reason why she is comfortable and he is not, lies in the fact that despite all eccentricities of  costume in which she sometimes indulges, Everywoman goes about more rationally clad than Everyman does.


For the sake of comparing two horrible examples, let us take a woman esteemed to be over-dressed at all points and angles where she is not under-dressed, and, mentally, let us place alongside her a man who by the standards of his times and his contemporaries is conventionally garbed. To find the woman we want, we probably must travel to New York and seek her out in a smart restaurant at night. Occasionally she is found elsewhere but it is only in New York, that city where so many of the young women are prematurely old and so many of the old women are prematurely young, that she abounds in sufficient profusion to become a common type instead of an infrequent one. This woman is waging that battle against the mounting birthdays which nobody ever yet won. Her hair has been dyed in those rich autumnal tints which are so becoming to a tree in its Indian summer, but so unbecoming to a woman in hers. Richard K. Fox might have designed her jewelry; she glistens with diamonds until she makes you think of the ice coming out of the Hudson River in the early spring. But about her complexion there is no suggestion of a  March thaw. For it is a climate-proof shellac. Her eyebrows are the self-made kind, and her lips were done by hand. Her skirt is too short for looks and too tight for comfort; she is tightly prisoned at the waistline and not sufficiently confined in the bust. There is nothing natural or rational anywhere about her. She is as artificial as a tin minnow and she glitters like one.


Next your attention is invited to the male of the species. He is assumed to be dressed in accordance with the dictates of good taste and with due regard for all the ordinary proprieties. But is he? Before deciding whether he is or isn’t, let us look him over, starting from the feet and working upward. A matter of inches above his insteps brings us to the bottom of his trouser-legs. Now these trouser-legs of his are morally certain to be too long, in which event they billow down over his feet in slovenly and ungraceful folds, or they are too short, in which event there is an awkward, ugly cross-line just above his ankles. If he is a thin man, his dress waistcoat bulges away from his breastbone so the passerby can easily discover what brand of suspenders he fancies; but if he be stoutish, the waistcoat has a little way of hitching along up his mid-riff inch by inch until finally it has accordion-pleated itself  in overlapping folds thwartwise of his tummy, coyly exposing an inch or so of clandestine shirt-front.


It requires great will-power on the part of the owner and constant watchfulness as well to keep a fat man’s dress waistcoat from behaving like a railroad folder. His dinner coat or his tail coat, if he wears a tail coat, is invariably too tight in the sleeves; nine times out of ten it binds across the back between the shoulders, and bulges out in a pouch effect at the collar. His shirt front, if hard-boiled, is as cold and clammy as a morgue slab when first he puts it on; but as hot and sticky as a priming of fresh glue after he has worn it for half an hour in an overheated room – and all public rooms in America are overheated. Should it be of the pleated or medium well-done variety, no power on earth can keep it from appearing rumply and untidy; that is, no power can if the wearer be a normal man. I am not speaking of professional he-beauties or models for the illustrations of haberdashers’ advertisements in the magazines. His collar, which is a torturer’s device of stiff linen and yielding starch, is not a comparatively modern product as some have imagined. It really dates back to the Spanish Inquisition where it enjoyed a great vogue.


Faring abroad, he encloses his head, let us say in a derby hat. Some people think the homeliest thing ever devised by man is Grant’s Tomb. Others favor the St. Louis Union Depot. But I am pledged to the derby hat. And the high or two-quart hat runs second.


This being the case for and against the parties concerned, I submit to the reader’s impartial judgment the following question for a decision: Taking everything into consideration, which of these two really deserves the booby prize for unbecoming apparel – the woman who plainly is dressed in bad form or the man who is supposed to be dressed in good form? But this I will say for him as being in his favor. He has sense enough to wear plenty of pockets. And in his most infatuated moments he never wears nether garments so tight that he can’t step in ’em. Can I say as much for woman? I cannot.


A few pages back I set up the claim that woman, considered as a sex and not as an exceptional type, cannot divorce the social relation from the economic. I think of an illustration to prove my point: In business two men may be closely associated. They may be room-mates besides; chums, perhaps, at the same club; may borrow money from each other and wear each other’s  clothes; and yet, so far as any purely confidential relation touching on the private sides of their lives is concerned, may remain as far apart as the poles.


It is hard to imagine two women, similarly placed, behaving after the same common-sense standards. Each insists upon making a confidante of her partner. Their intimacy becomes a thing complicated with extraneous issues, with jointly shared secrets, with disclosures as to personal likes and dislikes, which should have no part in it if there is to be continued harmony, free from heart-burnings or lacerated feelings, or fancied slights or blighted affections. Sooner or later, too, the personality of the stronger nature begins to overshadow the personality of the weaker. Almost inevitably there is a falling-out.


I do not share the somewhat common opinion that in their friendships women are less constant than men are. But the trouble with them is that they put a heavier burden upon friendship than so delicate, so sensitive a sentiment as real friendship is was ever meant to bear. Something has to give way under the strain. And something does.


To be sure there is an underlying cause in extenuation for this temperamental shortcoming  which in justice to the ostensibly weaker sex should be set forth here. Even though I am taking on the rôle of Devil’s Advocate in the struggle to keep woman from canonizing herself by main force, I want to be as fair as I can, always reserving the privilege where things are about even, of giving my own side a shade the better of it. The main tap-root reason why women confide over-much and too much in other women is because leading more circumscribed lives than men commonly lead they are driven back upon themselves and into themselves and their sisters for interests and for conversational material.


Taking them by and large they have less with which to concern themselves than their husbands and their brothers, their fathers and their sons have. Therefore they concern themselves the more with what is available, which, at the same time, oftener than not, means some other woman’s private affairs.


A woman, becoming thoroughly imbued with an idea, becomes, ninety-nine times out of a hundred, a creature of one idea. Everything else on earth is subordinated to the thing – cabal, reform, propaganda, crusade, movement or what not – in which she is interested. Now the average man may be very sincerely and very enthusiastically  devoted to a cause; but it does not necessarily follow that it will obsess him through every waking hour. But the ladies, God bless ’em – and curb ’em – are not built that way. A woman wedded to a cause is divorced from all else. She resents the bare thought that in the press of matters and the clash of worlds, mankind should for one moment turn aside from her pet cause to concern itself with newer issues and wider motives. From a devotee she soon is transformed into a habitee. From being an earnest advocate she advances – or retrogrades – to the status of a plain bore. To be a common nuisance is bad enough; to be a common scold is worse, and presently she turns scold and goes about railing shrilly at a world that criminally persists in thinking of other topics than the one which lies closest to her heart and loosest on her tongue.


Than a woman who is a scold there is but one more exasperating shape of a woman and that is the woman who, not content with being the most contradictory, the most paradoxical, the most adorable of the Almighty’s creations – to wit, a womanly woman – tries, among men, to be a good fellow, so-called.


But that which is ordinarily a fault may, on occasion of extraordinary stress, become the most  transcendent and the most admirable of virtues. I think of this last war and of the share our women and the women of other lands have played in it. No one caviled nor complained at the one-ideaness of womankind while the world was in a welter of woe and slaughter. Of all that they had, worth having, our women gave and gave and gave and gave. They gave their sons and their brothers, their husbands and their fathers, to their country; they gave of their time and of their energies and of their talent; they gave of their wonderful mercy and their wonderful patience, and their yet more wonderful courage; they gave of the work of their hands and the salt of their souls and the very blood of their hearts. For every suspected woman slacker there were ten known men slackers – yea, ten times ten and ten to carry.


Each day, during that war, the story of Mary Magdalene redeemed was somewhere lived over again. Every great crisis in the war-torn lands produced its Joan of Arc, its Florence Nightingale, its Clara Barton. To the women fell the tasks which for the most part brought no public recognition, no published acknowledgments of gratitude. For them, instead of the palms of victory and the sheaves of glory, there were the crosses of sacrifice, the thorny diadems of suffering.  We cannot conceive of men, thus circumstanced, going so far and doing so much. But the women—


Oh, well, you know how women are!


The American Magazine, Oct 1919
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IN THE NATURE OF
 A Preliminary Announcement




We cannot live for ourselves alone. This is an axiomatic conclusion regarding which there can be no discussion. It is incontrovertible, provable and proven. All human experience, which is another name for history, testifies to its veritability. So, too, does Nature. Take the skunk, now. In form graceful, in coloring attractive, in appearance – at a distance – altogether charming of aspect; such, in brief, is the skunk. But the skunk lives only for himself. Whatever is worth while about him he keeps for his own selfish uses. The baser side of his nature, the least pleasant side, he gives to the world.


What is the result? Outside his own family circle he has fewer friends than almost any creature known. He is shunned socially. He is destroyed, whenever found, without compunction. Formerly skunks were numerous throughout our country; now in many of our more thickly settled Northern states, and notably in New England, they are almost as scarce as Democrats. The skunk’s peltry is handsome; his fur is thick and soft. But for purposes of ornamentation he enjoys none save a transient vogue. One’s mind involuntarily reverts to thoughts of the skunk’s modes and habits, and – especially if one is a woman – one leaves off wearing skunk and takes to wearing kolinsky, which from its name I judge to be some kind of Polish squirrel or mink or opossum. So we see that even beyond the grave the skunk’s reputation for living only for and unto himself endures to make his memory unpopular.


Or for further comparison let us enter the vegetable kingdom and consider the raisin. Until very recently the raisin had not come into its own. Scientists pointed approvingly to its nutritive values, but the world in general could not be induced to make of the raisin a favored and a favorite article of diet. To many of us it seemed leathery, withered, fit only for sparse usage in buns and coffeecake. Eaten raw, it quickly cloyed the palate; eaten in a cooked state it frequently was dry and well-nigh tasteless. Yet all along it had secret powers, inner resources. Prohibition had to come before a people found out what these beneficial attributes really were and how to employ them. To-day the raisin has a score of friends and well-wishers where before it had one, or at the most two. The raisin has quit living for itself and multitudes love and cherish it accordingly.


One might go on indefinitely multiplying examples. But I feel that I have established my point and bedrocked my moral. This having been done, I come now to the real motive for which the foregoing has been introductory and preliminary. This is a selfish age in which we live. The tendencies of the times and the trend of recent events in the world have conspired to make it so. It would appear, therefore, to be the duty of each and every one of us to quit living entirely for our individual selves and to live more for humanity. Such gifts as we may have should be developed for the benefit of the race, and bestowed, through suitable and available channels, not so much for the sake of possible profit to the original creator or the original possessor, but for the sake of the good which may be done thereby.


•     •     •     •     •


Speaking personally, I wish to state that here of late I have been trying to practice what now I preach. It is along the line of social betterment that I have especially focused my thoughts and whatever of the inventive faculty I may possess. Odd times I endeavor to think up things which will be worth while. I have several very excellent ideas under way, so to speak. For instance, there is my antigrapefruit-juice device for the protection of the human eye. This is only partially worked out. The completed product is to be a neat eyeshade, fitted with an automatic shutter, to be worn by persons sitting adjacent to or opposite other persons who are eating grapefruit. It will be a good thing for the eye; it will be good for the temper of the owner of the eye. It will save from embarrassment the person who is spooning away at the grapefruit. It may also be used to advantage in case of a dill pickle instead of a grapefruit. No home will be complete without it.


Then there is my little self-acting machine which will enable a woman to assign any number of persons, from eight to eighteen, at a table without putting a husband next to a wife, or a wife facing a husband, or two women side by side, or two men side by side; and which also will prevent a congestion of members of the same sex at either or both ends of the table. This, I figure, will be a great social boon. It will obviate the inevitable brain strain beforehand on the part of the hostess if she is planning a formal dinner, and by the same token will prevent the inevitable confusion and shuffling about of guests at the moment of beginning the meal, if it is an informal affair.


Woman is rapidly taking her ordained place as full partner in the business of the world. We may as well be getting reconciled now as later to the prospect of a President of the United States buttoning down the back. Any one who attended the two national conventions of 1920, or who kept a watchful eye on the late campaign, can envisage such a contingency bulking against the sky line of the not-so-very-far-distant future. Nearly every artificial barrier which formerly marked a more or less artificial and arbitrary division between the sexes has been removed. The rule against women’s smoking in public long ago was lifted. I look for the ladies’ tee to go next. Woman has developed a capacity for the executive and the constructive in all the departments of life. But with all this conceded, the woman does not live who can figure out the seating arrangements for eight persons at a table without having to repeat the process at least twice before it suits her. She may be one of those housekeeping paragons who can draft and cast a dinner party, including guest list, menu, favors and flowers, all in ten minutes, while she is doing up her hair. Even so, she gets into deep waters if she puts off until the last moment the detail of assigning the place cards. I am not sure a man could handle the job any better, but up to now this almost exclusively has been a woman’s work. It is for the benefit of harassed womanhood that the little apparatus which I have it in mind to perfect will be offered to the attention of the buying public. The happy possessor of this invention merely will press a series of buttons, and the thing will be done instantly and done right. The soup will not go cold while the guests are milling about the dining room and being shooed into seats and then shooed out of them again. The first stages of a dinner party will no longer suggest a Wild Western round-up.


•     •     •     •     •


As I say, I have not yet perfected these handy articles. I merely am responsible for the broad general idea of them. To someone with a knack for mechanics I must intrust the details. Unfortunately I have no knack for mechanics myself. If given plenty of time, possibly I might take a wheelbarrow apart, but I doubt whether I could reassemble it again. To me a monkey wrench is a mass of unsolvable intricacies. Get me beyond shoe-trees and nut picks and buttonhooks and at once I am adrift upon uncharted and mysterious seas. This defect in my make-up has retarded me on the constructive side, and as a result neither of the devices named has as yet been put upon the market. The same is true of my apparatus for the relief of women who have contracted the auction-room habit.


By legislation and by popular agitation we have checked the indiscriminate sale of narcotics, but until I busied myself in the matter nothing had been done to rescue women from the deadly bidding-in vice – a vice which so often threatens not only bankruptcy for their husbands but destruction for their own peace of mind.


Consider the sad case of a confirmed bidder-in. Her once happy home is overflowing with junk which, as the trade term goes, was knocked down to her. Her attic is crowded with atrocities for which there is no room elsewhere in the house. Her afternoons are given over to auctions and her evenings to vain regrets for the useless and unsuitable things which she bought while the fever was on her. There are thousands upon thousands of such women in our land. What can we do to save them from themselves? I have the answer. At least I almost have it.


Such a woman, faring forth of an afternoon, will wear a set of my self-operating curbers or restrainers. To the casual observer it will merely appear that she has on rather elaborate earrings; also that she is wearing a pair of matched gold bracelets. Closer scrutiny will reveal the fact that the bracelets are attached by means of ornamental gold links to a handsome girdle about her waist. and also that slender golden uprights or braces extend downward behind her ears, vanishing inside the collar of her gown. When first displayed in public these objects may attract attention, may even invite curiosity; but it has been my observation that a woman can get used to wearing anything, however conspicuous, which has been approved with the stamp of fashion, and that with equal facility a man can get used to seeing her wearing it.


Through several thousand years men had been accustomed to their women having eyebrows. But here a year or two back, when eyebrows were abolished, we quickly rallied from the shock of the innovation and lost interest in the spectacle of a woman going about with practically nothing to mark the recent site of her eyebrows except a faint trace, as the chemist would say. To-day’s startling eccentricity in the feminine wardrobe becomes to-morrow’s commonplace. Sartorially speaking, a man’s better half now very often is his improper fraction. But who cares? She cares least of all. Statistics prove that the women with the largest feet are uniformly addicted to wearing white shoes; and we know that the maiden with the most acutely bowed legs invariably buys the shortest skirt she can find; and likewise that she who has a spine like a relief map of the Canadian Rockies always has her evening gowns cut very low in the back so that we can study her mountain range instead of merely suspecting it.


So my patent restraining arrangement will be popular because it will be the mode. I mean to insure this by inducing the authorities to think up the new styles to indorse it. As I said before, a victim of the auction-room habit will adjust it upon her person when garbing herself for the street. Downtown the passion which consumes her – the passion which she has tried vainly to combat, but which is stronger than her own will – guides her footsteps into the auctioneer’s establishment. The auctioneer puts up something or other and invites bids. Probably it is a thing for which she has no particular need; but it is characteristic of the mania that the less need the habitué has for an object the more apt is she at the moment of its being offered to covet it.


Moved by an emotion beyond her control, she opens her mouth to make a bid and seeks to raise her hand in order to catch the auctioneer’s eye. Instantaneously the flexing of her muscles acts directly upon a hidden mechanism operating from the fulcrum of her elbow. The things which looked like earrings slip downward and outward, pressing firmly against the points of her jaws and preventing the utterance of a single intelligible word. Simultaneously a ratchet takes up the slack of the jeweled chain about her waist, thus drawing her hands in closely to her sides. The harder she strives to speak or to gesticulate, the more relentless becomes the pressure on cheekbone and wrist joint.


She sits, then, mute and gestureless. True, she may wriggle slightly, but not even an auctioneer can translate the meaning of a wriggle into dollars and cents. Someone else bids in the object, whereupon the spasm of desire passes from her. She relaxes, and at once, with only a slight clicking sound, her gags slip back into their former place, again to become earrings, and the handcuffs turn once more into bracelets. Just as soon as I can enlist the assistance of an expert in cogs and levers and such things I expect that my automatic auction-room restrainers will be patented and put on sale in the best retail shops.


•     •     •     •     •


At present, however, the greatest idea of all the ideas which from time to time have come to me is occupying my spare hours; Here I am not handicapped by my ignorance of things mechanical, for the mechanics of this thing are mental and not physical. While others have been concerning themselves with lesser boons to humanity, such as compiling dependable recipes for homebrews and the like, I have been giving my attention to a project of infinitely greater consequence in its potentialities for spreading happiness broadcast among the masses. I refer to my marvelous anti-memory formula, or course in sustained and systematic forgetting. Let me explain:


Every reader of our periodicals must have been impressed by the amount of paid space lately given over to the exploiting of systems for improving the memory of the individual. Advertising, like many other things, seems to move in cycles. It ebbs and it flows. It has its vogues and its crotchets. Now one commodity is prominently to the fore, now another. A few years ago no popular magazine went to press lacking full-page displays featuring illustrations of young Greek gods attired in form-fitting vestments of a simplicity which would have led to arrests had the original models dared to venture upon the public highways attired as they were attired in their pictures. All the world discussed the improved one-piece undergarment. But recently, it seems to me, these memory-improving systems have taken the commanding position away from the union suit.


In the advertising section one’s eye falls upon a pronouncement setting forth how, by virtue of a few easy lessons by mail, any one of us may so perfect our memory that our brain becomes a perfect filing system, with card indexes where the lobes used to be and a budget of mentally alphabetized information tucked away beneath each separate convolution. We read about a mental wizard, an intellectual prodigy who never forgets anybody he ever saw or anything he ever heard or read. His likeness is reproduced. To our eye he seems a person of average appearance, an ordinary individual wearing the conventional turned down collar with plain black tie. About him, as depicted, there is nothing suggestive of exceptional hidden powers. But, mark you, the man has gifts. Turn to the text, which, like a frame about a vignette, incloses his half-tone likeness. On a certain occasion – so the statement runs – this man, standing in a hotel lobby, singled out from the passing throng another man, bearing no distinguishing marks, and advanced upon him and took him by the hand and without a moment’s hesitation hailed him as follows:


“Why, how do you do, Mr. Horace J. Begone? How’s everything in your hometown of Peoria? Remember you? Why, my dear sir, of course I do! We met three years ago at the annual convention of the national association of yeast manufacturers in Little Rock, Arkansas. Tell me, Mr. Begone, how is Mrs. Begone? And how are your three charming daughters? And how is your lumbago? And what ever became of your dog Rollo, which at that time was threatened with the mange?”


Nor is this all. Shortly thereafter, tearing himself away from the flattered Mr. Begone, this marvelous being repairs to the festal board in the large banqueting hall hard by. There he performs intellectual feats yet more astonishing. Sitting on the right hand of the chairman, he is introduced to fifty men, all of whom until that moment have been entire strangers to him. An hour later, when the dinner is over, he rises up in his place, and without having taken a single note he calls off the name of each man to whom he has been introduced-not only that man’s last name, but his Christian name and his middle initial, if he has one. Offhand he can remember your telephone number, your hat size, anything. All you have to do is to quote the figures in his hearing. His memory does the rest. He knows more telephone numbers than Central [phone operator].


Nor is this all, either. Possessing this marvelous faculty, he has also the ability to impart the secret of it to others. All the inventors of the new memory systems who advertise – and their name is legion – have this same power to communicate the gift to others. There are published affidavits to prove that this is readily possible. A signed and attested statement is offered by a gentleman whose memory was formerly so faulty that frequently when going home at night he tried to get into the wrong house. Only his timely action in taking somebody or other’s memory course saved him from being arrested as a burglar. Yet now, offhand, he can tell off the house number of every house in the city of nearly a hundred thousand inhabitants where he resides. Strangers bring their children to his house to hear him call off door numbers. He is now giving his entire time to remembering door numbers. He is famous. His company is courted. Familiarly he is known as Door Number Ike.


Now mind you, I have no quarrel with any of these memory-training courses. I take it there is no argument against the statement that a man is better qualified for carrying on the business or the calling in which he is engaged if he can improve his memory. But nevertheless I maintain that when it comes to insuring peace of mind and a greater measure of happiness in life for the individual my anti-memory course will be superior to any of these memory improving systems which you see advertised. The other plan avowedly causes you to remember all the people you ever met; my plan will cause you promptly to forget most of them. Merely by association of certain mental pictures with certain common words you are immediately enabled to disremember those persons whom any sane individual would naturally prefer to forget. You permanently disremember bill collectors, professional reformers, confirmed office seekers, moving-picture ingénues, ladies with a consuming mission in life, promoters of private propagandas, married persons of either sex who are misunderstood in the home and are craving sympathy from outside sources; men who have devoted their lives to learning how to make a perfect salad dressing and who go about bragging about it; men who constantly deplore the fact that under prohibition people are now drinking who did not drink before; parents of precocious children who are acting as press agents for their gifted offspring; and many other varieties and subvarieties too numerous to mention.


•     •     •     •     •


You behold approaching you a bore – unmistakably a bore; a bore you met somewhere and by whom you grievously were punished. Immediately you think of the word “auger.” You conjure up a brain picture of an auger digging deep and ever deeper into a block of wood. The auger suggests a boring operation; the block of wood reminds you of your own consciousness and of how often in the past you have suffered boredom at the hands of the approaching bore and other bores like unto him. The trick is done. You have absolutely no recollection of ever having seen him before. You give him the stony and unresponsive eye. You have him beaten before ever he can start.


By virtue of mental processes easily mastered and only slightly more complicated than the one just sketchily described you will forever and eternally forget all the dreary dinners which you have attended, the bad shows through which you have sat, the dull books which you have read, the wearisome statistics in which you have waded. The desert places of the past vanish instantaneously and eternally from the chambers of your mind. Only here and there a pleasant oasis of remembrance remains. An added advantage is that a large area of your brain space now is kept open and free for the recording, in the days to come, of worth-while impressions and really valuable information and pleasant recollections. You don’t have to remember a comparative stranger’s telephone number; on the contrary, you just naturally have to forget it. Under my plan it’s practically compulsory.


Permit me, in order that I may make my meaning clearer, to cite a typical instance of what will happen: You are in a public place. There dashes up to you one of those persons of whom this overcrowded world is so full – one who has “bore” and “pest” and “common nuisance” writ large and clear all over him. He paws for your hand and in the tone of one putting a very interesting conundrum he says, “You don’t remember me, now do you?”


Whereupon you look him straight in the eye and state in unemotional accents: “Sir, you are absolutely correct. I do not remember you.”


Observe the beauty, the simplicity of the thing. If, now, you had stopped your education after taking the memory course devised by someone else you would be compelled to remember this person’s full name, which, except to him and possibly to his family, is utterly of no consequence; and also it would be incumbent upon you to remember that he lives in Goshen, New York, and that he travels for a firm in North Philadelphia manufacturing hames and singletrees, and that his little boy Elmer has a harelip, and that at one time his wife thought very seriously of going on the stage, and that you met him eight years ago at a dentist’s office in Emporia, Kansas, where he was waiting to have a wisdom tooth looked into, and that his telephone number is 84 Party W Goshen. But happily your education has been properly rounded out. You have enjoyed the inestimable advantages of my anti-memory course. In the selfsame hour that you met him you effaced him from the tablets of your mind. He doesn’t mean a thing in the world to you, and he never has and he never will. Thanks be to the phrasing of your reply, he immediately fades right out of the picture instead of hanging round and pestering you for half an hour or so, which, being what he is, he certainly would do, did you but let down the bars to him by confession that you recalled him.


Then again, you are summoned to the telephone. You are told, let us say, that a lady who declines to give her name wishes to speak with you. Now, if you are constituted as I am, you have a deep-seated prejudice against the telephone as a medium for promoting chatty conversation. As a business convenience, yes. There, I grant you, the telephone has its proper place. But as a contrivance for the furthering and the facilitating of social pleasures, distinctly, no! Many of us find it well-nigh impossible to be apt and sprightly in our rejoinders over the telephone. There is something about the very appearance of the instrument which seems to dry up the fonts of sprightliness within us. Indeed, excepting on those occasions when Central has given one the wrong number for the third time, one so rarely can think offhand of anything graphic to say into the transmitter.


Assuming, therefore, that you have neither the inclination nor the ability to flash repartee over the wire, you approach the telephone with misgivings. Experience has taught you that ladies who decline, when calling up, to give their names or to state their businesses are almost inevitably of the type that twitters. Contrary to a somewhat common belief, hell is not exclusively paved with good intentions. A considerable area of hell is paved with twitterers of both sexes. Nevertheless, in this case ethics and the conventions of good breeding demand that you answer the call.


Filled with forebodings, you take the receiver off the hook and you apply it to your ear and you say “Hello!”


The response confirms your worst anticipations. Over the line floats a flute-like voice, saying:“Is that you, Mr. So-and-So? Well, you’d never in fifty years guess who this is! Now give a guess – do, won’t you?”


You were forewarned; now you are fore-armed. Equipped with the formulas provided for in the ordinary memory system, you would be able, through the sound of the voice, to recognize the owner of the voice. Indeed, you would be practically required to recognize it. As a truthful person you would have to confirm the suspicions which she seems to harbor touching on her own identity, and you would up and tell her who she was, and then you would pay the penalty. You would be held there minute after minute listening to the inconsequential outpourings of a penny-weight mentality while your luncheon or your work or your game of cards or whatever it was that you had been called away from lost its savor.


But happily you subscribed in due season for my anti-remembering course, and now you are armored against her and all her kind. Your reply is as follows:


“Madam, you are right. I couldn’t guess who it is in fifty years. Anyhow, if I live fifty years I feel that I should devote at least a part of that time to other matters.”


That is all that you have need to say. That is amply sufficient. You have stopped her dead. She gets right off the wire; yet, really, you have not been uncivil. Thanks to your ability to disremember the trivial things of life, you merely have stated an absolute truth.


Or suppose she adopts another of the favorite introductory approaches of her breed. Suppose she begins by crying out archly,“Hello! Do you know who this is?”


To which your instantaneous response is, “No, do you?”


Again may you credit yourself with a point scored. You have put the burden of the proof upon her shoulders. In any event, with the handicap of that kind of start against her, she will not cling there to the wire and chafe a blurred spot on the lower flange of the mouthpiece with the point of her chin, for she has been effectually checked before she got underway.


•     •     •     •     •


To nearly every good thing there is some defect. The defect in my system, as I envisage it in its present incomplete state, is that under the criminal code it cannot be carried quite far enough. Nearly every one of us knows somebody whom it should be possible to abolish utterly; merely abating him is not sufficient. It is here that our laws are faulty. The statutes defining provocation to manslaughter are not broad enough in their scope and range of justifiable extenuation and excuse.


I think, in this connection, of the person whom for convenience I shall denominate as a chronic whatter. By this I mean one unnecessarily addicted to the use of the word “what” as a question in conversation. Such a one asks your opinion or your knowledge or your belief upon a given topic. You reply clearly and decisively and in simple language. He heard and comprehended every word you said; he fully grasped your exact meaning. But he looks right at you then and says “What?” or in some cases “Huh?” with the rising inflection, which leaves you with but two alternatives – either to commit murder upon him on the spot or, with your nerves tingling and your patience fraying to a fringe, to say the same thing all over again.


If he were deaf there would be palliation for him. But he is not deaf. He says “What?” either because your answer was at variance with his preconceived ideas on the subject, or because, being surprised by the nature of the reply, he desires a few instants of time in which to chew his mental cud on it, or, most commonly of all, because saying “What?” has become with him a fixed and an incurable habit.


I ask you to pause for a moment and tally up in the circle of your acquaintanceship the number of confirmed whatters who cross your path each day or each week. You will be surprised at the figures of the lamentable total. You will realize then why sometimes you come home at night feeling that you tremble on the verge of nervous collapse. The real reason is that you have been spending hours in the company of a whatter.


“Swat the whatter” should be a popular slogan. It would be, too, if natural impulses were permitted to govern our course of action. But if we cannot, with our bare hands, destroy the professional whatter; if the faulty man-made code which governs our acts denies to us the sweet boon of removing him out of this life, we can at least forget him immediately after parting from him and never be able thereafter to remember ever having met him. I mean to say we can do these things when my anti-memory system has been generally taken up throughout the country.


The more one considers this proposition the broader and the wider appears its scope for the promotion of human happiness. Regardless of whatever success one may achieve, still one’s past life, as one looks back upon it, largely is made up of experiences which it would be better to forget – occasions when one failed to appear at one’s best; times when one said the wrong thing; places where one failed to shine; situations from which one emerged covered with chagrin and regrets. Under my plan you not only are enabled to forget the unhappy circumstance or the disastrous event or the whatever-it-was, but coincidentally you are saved from the equally painful prospect of having to remember this or that pestiferous bystander who was present at the time and who does remember what happened and who insists upon referring to it every time the two of you meet thereafter.


I take my own case. But too well do I recall the time – the only time – when I undertook to ride a horse that had been trained to trot in the English style. It was also to develop that this horse knew how to buck in the Western style. But he had not been specially trained to do this; it was a natural gift with him, he being a Western horse by birth. It had been a good many years since I had tried to ride any sort of horse, and it may have been that I was a trifle nervous and uncertain of myself. Certainly the horse was. The moment I was in the saddle he got in motion with a shuffling sidewise gait, like a crab, which was rather disconcerting. I had no desire to go down the public highway broadside on. By manipulation of the bridle reins I checked him out of this gait, and immediately he broke into a trot. It was a hard sort of trot, and very jolty. Before we had traveled fifty yards in this fashion I thought I could feel my spine coming out through the top of my hat. If I was right in my deductions, it would mean that the hat would practically be ruined, and it was a new hat, and I liked it.


It was about this time or shortly thereafter that I conceived the idea of getting down off the horse. As a matter of fact, the horse himself assisted me in reaching this conclusion. Just after I had made up my mind that I would get down off him, and between jolts was trying to decide whether I would get off right there or go farther on around a bend in the road, out of sight of spectators, the horse indulged in a sudden lunging or leaping contortion. Leaving the saddle abruptly and soaring up in the air, I described a parabola, which under the circumstances was a rather remarkable thing for me to do, seeing that up until then I had scarcely known what a parabola was and had never tried pronouncing one, let alone describing it.


At the time I regretted that I had an audience, and ever since I have regretted that the members of that audience should have gone on living and that all of them should have preserved such perfect memories for faces, and that at the most inopportune moments one or another of them should keep turning up and referring to the occasion in question, and reminding me of what happened. Wishing that they might die does not seem to help. One cannot, with any degree of success, give this sort of absent treatment to those groups, classes and individuals who insist on remembering the things which one wishes to be forgotten. Somehow these persons seem to live on and on, as it were, forever. You pick up the paper of a morning and hopefully you run your eye down the obituary column. Somewhere or other somebody or other is dying – but only too rarely is it the right one.


•     •     •     •     •


I bear in my mind a rankling recollection of a certain canoeing experience too. It is a curious circumstance, or rather a curious coincidence, that so many of my most harrowing memories should relate to experiences undergone in the realm of out-of-door sports. This one dates back a considerable number of years. The scene of the distressing occurrence was a beautiful lake up in the North Woods. My family was spending the summer in a cottage on the shores of this lake. We had moved in only a few days before. One glorious morning I volunteered to paddle a canoe across the lake to get mail and provisions at a village on the opposite bank. The man who had been hired to do such jobs was busy at some chore, and I agreed to go in his stead.


Up until that time my acquaintance with small craft had been confined almost exclusively to rowboats. I had done some rowing, but I was still far from being an expert oarsman. My principal defect in the handling of the oars was that about every so often I would miss the water altogether. If I concentrated my energies on the task of making a perfect stroke with the right-hand oar, the left-hand oar would run wild, so to speak. I have been known to miss even so large a body of water as the Atlantic Ocean with an oar. Moreover, I had never attempted before this time to paddle a canoe; but I felt that I could.


I poised myself on the aft end of the canoe and, shoving off with one foot, I knelt in the stern and plunged the paddle blade alternately down into the water on the right side and on the left, at the same time imparting to the paddle the proper twisting motion, or at least what I deemed to be the proper twisting motion. In short, I endeavored to carry on the operation of paddling after the fashion in which I had seen expert canoe men carry it on. This proved to be a more difficult maneuver than I had imagined beforehand it would be. Consistent and consecutive execution of it required undivided concentration on my part. Still, after the first few experiments with the blade, I flattered myself that I was doing fairly well.


Raising my head presently for a glance about in order to make sure that I was upon the right course, I was struck by the act that despite my labors I did not seem to be making the desired progress. Here I had been paddling steadily for some time, and was not more than sixty or seventy yards from shore. Yet all the while the canoe had been moving briskly. It was moving briskly now. Something must be wrong. Something distinctly was wrong. Instead of progressing across the lake the canoe was spinning around and around, so that I really gained only a foot or two on my course at each revolution.


I am no mathematician, but even at an offhand calculation I deduced that, traveling at this circular gait, it would require hours and perhaps days for me to get across the lake, and I would be exhausted long before I got there, and dizzy besides. It occurred to me there must be something radical at fault in my method of wielding the paddle. I changed the stroke somewhat. The rotating motion persisted. I tried paddling steadily on one side of the canoe for a period in an effort to correct the error. The only result was that I whirled about all the more rapidly. I switched then and tried the effect of continuous paddling on the other side. At once the canoe reversed. We now rotated the other way about.


I grew angry. I set my jaw. I opened my shirt at the throat. I made up my mind that I would master that canoe and that paddle, both of which seemed to be in a conspiracy to thwart me. I bent to the task until my shoulder muscles creaked and my biceps throbbed and ached. I drove the paddle deep into the water. I twisted the handle savagely as I did so. I caused a white wake to boil and roil astern. Yet the canoe, like a demented automaton, continued to spin around.


The sun climbed higher in the heavens. It was a hot red sun, and next only to the sun I probably was the hottest, reddest thing in that latitude. Still I persevered. I fought the good fight. During this period I must have traveled at least a mile and a half without gaining more than fifty yards.


Could it be that I was caught in an in visible whirlpool? Could it be that some undertow, some crafty hidden current, some unsuspected maelstrom held the craft in its grip? No, the tiny wavelets pursued one another in a straightaway course down the lake.


I paused eventually to catch up, if I could), with my breathing. And now, above the drip-drip of perspiration falling in great globules from my brow and above my own panting, I became aware of sounds as of distant laughter. My eyes swept the nearer shore. An audience whose presence until that moment had been entirely unsuspected by me was gathered upon the bank. The members of my own domestic circle were there. Dwellers in near-by cottages and camps were likewise assembled. Through the birches which fringed the lake I could see more persons hurrying toward the water’s edge to join the groups already collected on boathouses and diving platforms and what-alls. Everyone within sight was gazing steadfastly in one direction – to be exact, in my direction.


Realization came to me that for some time past I had been the cynosure of all eyes. I did not wish to be a cynosure. Canoeing and not cynosuring was for the moment my aim.


I felt a distinct and unmistakable sense of annoyance. This annoyance but served to make me all the more determined to master the trick of driving that canoe upon a straightaway course. Again my paddle blade flashed in the sun; again it buried itself deep in the water. Cheers began to mingle with the guffaws from the shore. Also sundry onlookers seemed to be shouting words of advice, but the purport of these was lost in the prevalent tumult, and anyhow I paid but small heed to them. I was in no mood to accept suggestions either from friends or from strangers, or even from blood relatives, for I was determined, unaided and single-handed, to conquer that canoe if it took me all summer. Besides, each revolution was carrying me a few inches farther out of earshot.


I think it must have been the preliminary symptoms of a stroke of heat prostration, characterized by ringing in the ears and black spots dancing before the eyes, which finally forced me to abandon, for the nonce, my labors, and to sink back well-nigh exhausted into the bottom of the canoe. I should say that at that time I had been paddling for about thirty minutes, and was upward of two hundred yards from shore, with perhaps three miles to go.


It was at this juncture that our hired man came out to me in a skiff which he had borrowed from a neighbor, and in a few sentences he explained to me the whole difficulty. Crouched as I was, in the stern, my weight sank the aft end of the canoe deep into the lake, simultaneously lifting the bow high in the air, so that practically two thirds of the craft was out of water, and she merely turned about on her own axis, so to speak. Following his instructions, I crawled forward to the center of the canoe and at once all was well.


At intervals, through all the years which have followed, I have been encountering individuals who were present on that occasion. There must have been hundreds of them. In all sorts of places and at the most inopportune times one of them turns up, and between the reminiscent gurgles and gusts of a fit of ill-advised merriment he asks me if I still remember the time when I gave an imitation of a demented churn dasher on Lake Chaz up in the Adirondacks. As a truthful person I am constrained to confess that such is the case. With the utmost difficulty repressing an almost overmastering desire to do murder with my bare hands, I admit to him that I remember it. Then tactfully I endeavor to change the subject; I strive to guide the course of the conversation into a more congenial channel. But he invariably refuses to be led. Nothing will do for him but that he must call in some third party to help him enjoy the joke, and then he just must tell about it all over again, amplifying and exaggerating the details. He describes how foolish I looked, as red as a beet and puffing like a porpoise, as I spun round and round and round out there under the blistering sun in a canoe that was standing on its own tail. And then he laughs in loud, raucous guffaws. You could hear him laughing across a ten-acre lot. Why do such persons always have such perfect acoustics?


But the day is coming when, having perfected my anti-memory course system, and having become the first graduate of my own course of instruction, I shall be able to look this human blight right in the eye and tell him that I do not recall the incident referred to, and moreover that I do not recall ever having seen him before in all my life, and finally that I do not recall having spent the summer of 1912 or any other summer whatsoever at Lake Chaz. I rather think that will detain him.


•     •     •     •     •


Recently I have taken up golf. Probably it would be more nearly correct to say that golf and I have taken up each other. I use to sneer at golf. Mankind is divided into two groups: Those who have never tackled golf and who sneer at it, and those who have tackled it and who curse it, but between curses persistently go on trying to master it. When I belonged to the former group I regarded golf as a young man’s folly and an old man’s pet; in short, a sport suited only to persons who either were too young to know better or who had reached that age where they had begun to exchange their emotions for symptoms. This is a common but erroneous belief among those who have yet to try golf. Having tried it they promptly alter their point of view and learn, as I have learned, that golf is not so much a form of physical exercise as it is a method to induce complete mental detachment from all the carking cares of commerce, the arts, the crafts and the professions. A man cannot possibly keep his mind on his business and his eye on the ball at the same time. This, I think, explains why so many men who play golf have practically abandoned business; for one cannot divide one’s attention while playing golf, giving part of it to consideration of other matters and part of it to the undertaking in hand. That is why a half-wit with stout wrist muscles makes the ideal golfer.


But I digress. I was speaking of my own playing. I must confess that I am not making the desired headway in golf. Most of my drives resemble putts and many of my putts are really drives. So far as I have been able to figure out, the only thing which I share with Chick Evans is that neither of us, while playing, wears suspenders. There is a small canyon alongside the ninth hole at the Sleepy Hollow Country Club which has been renamed the Haunted Dell, because it is filled with the ghosts of golf balls lost there by me. But I am persistent. I have reached that phase of the disease where I practice alone. This, I believe, is one of the surest signs that the mania has assumed an incurable form and will endure throughout the life of the victim. For my practicing I usually select an early hour of the morning, when no other players are likely to be about. Ordinarily I do not even have a caddie. I prefer retrieving my own balls to being under the scrutiny of possibly unsympathetic eyes while I am endeavoring to perfect my style.


It is the loveliest, freshest time of the day when I arrive at the first tee. Glistening eyes of dew wink at me from the grass. Overhead in the trees robins are singing to me. On beyond, laborers are building bunkers for me. Far, as the poet says, from the madding throng, I practice for an hour; sometimes for two hours. And then in the fond belief that no one has been a witness to my failures I go away.


What happens then? A week later, or a month or a year, I am in company somewhere. I am at my best. I feel that in the detail of carrying on my share of the conversation I am acquitting myself creditably. I am at peace with the world. There is not a cloud on the horizon. And at this moment along comes a fiend in human form to announce in clear and ringing tones that he chanced to be within earshot on that occasion when the club professional, having arisen early, came sauntering out of his cottage to where I was practicing, and after watching me for a while ventured the opinion that I was correct in only one detail: My form was all wrong, my stance was awful, my swing was frightful, but I did have on golf stockings.


•     •     •     •     •


When my anti-memory system is perfected, though, I shall have forgotten the morning when this happened, and I shall have forgotten that this person was within hearing, and I shall be able triumphantly to tell him so. Indeed, when that happy day comes I shall utterly have forgotten all the bad scores I made in the past and shall be thinking only of the good scores I expect to make in the future, when I have mastered the twenty-five hundred golfing faults, more or less, which now afflict me.


I shall be a blessed mortal then, for, strive as I may, I shall not be able to remember the man who was present the first time I tried to shoot clay pigeons and missed eighteen straight; nor the time I set out at an important banquet to tell a very funny story and forgot the point of it: nor the time at a smart dinner party when I carelessly flipped open a folded napkin and hit the hostess spang in the eye with the buttered roll which had been concealed therein; nor yet the time – the most lamentable and regrettable time – when I went to a large and very fashionable reception at a home of wealth and culture, and the man at the door called out my name loudly and everybody near turned and stared in my direction and I stepped across the threshold, with all those eyes upon me, endeavoring to look as though I were used to such scenes of refinement and distinction, and put my foremost foot on a small Oriental rug which immediately slid with me over the polished floor clear across the room and deposited me on the back of my neck under a grand piano.


I shall not remember any of these fiascos. nor yet any of those who were present they amounting, in the aggregate, to a vast horde. Judging by subsequent occasions when someone who was present bobbed up and reminded me of what happened. I should say that at least ten thousand persons attended the reception alone.


But I do not mean to be selfish. I shall see to it that this sweet boon of systematic, comprehensive, and eclectic forgetfulness is placed within reach of rich and poor alike. those of humble means may share it along with the millionaire.


However, I would urge it upon the public not to start writing in for particulars, for the time is not yet ripe to launch this beneficent enterprise. The system is yet to be completed. In due season the glad tidings will go forth that the first leaflet is now ready for distribution among subscribing members and that in proper turn all may be served. Our motto will be: “Why Strive to Remember Everything When it is So Much Nicer to Forget Most of It?”


The Saturday Evening Post, 08 Jan 1921 
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