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Nonsenseorship




A censor is a man who has read about Joshua and forgotten Canute. He believes that he can hold back the mighty traffic of life with a tin whistle and a raised right hand. For after all it is life with which he quarrels. Censorship is seldom greatly concerned with truth. Propriety is its worry and obviously impropriety was allowed to creep into the fundamental scheme of creation. It is perhaps a little unfortunate that no right-minded censor was present during the first week in which the world was made. The plan of sex, for instance, could have been suppressed effectively then and Mr. Sumner might have been spared the dreadful and dangerous ordeal of reading “Jurgen” so many centuries later.


Indeed, if there had only been right-minded supervision over the modeling of Adam and Eve the world could worry along nicely without the aid of the Society for the Suppression of Vice. Suppression of those biological facts which the Society includes in its definition of Vice is now impossible. Concealment is really what the good men are after. Somewhat after the manner of the Babes in the Woods they would cover us over with leaves. For men and women they have figs and for babies they have cabbages.


It must have been a censor who first hit upon the notion that what you don’t know won’t hurt you. We doubt whether it is a rule which applies to sex. Eve left Eden and took upon herself a curse for the sake of knowledge. It seems a little heedless of this heroism to advocate that we keep the curse and forget the knowledge. The battle against censorship should have ended at the moment of the eating of the apple. At that moment Man committed himself to the decision that he would know all about life even though he died for it. Unfortunately, under the terms of the existence of mortals one decision is not enough. We must keep reaffirming decisions if they are to hold. Even in Eden there was the germ of a new threat to degrade Adam and Eve back to innocence. When they ate the apple, an amoeba in a distant corner of the Garden shuddered and began the long and difficult process of evolution. To all practical purposes John S. Sumner was already born.


To us the whole theory of censorship is immoral. If its functions were administered by the wisest man in the world it would still be wrong. But of course the wisest man in the world would have too much sense to be a censor. We are not dealing with him. His substitutes are distinctly lesser folk. They are not even trained for their work except in the most haphazard manner. Obviously a censor should be the most profound of psychologists. Instead the important posts in the agencies of suppression go to the boy who can capture the largest number of smutty post cards. After he has confiscated a few gross he is promoted to the task of watching over art. By that time he has been pretty thoroughly blasted for the sins of the people. An extraordinary number of things admit of shameful interpretations in his mind.


For instance, the sight of a woman making baby clothes is not generally considered a vicious spectacle in many communities, but it may not be shown on the screen in Pennsylvania by order of the state board of censors. In New York, Kipling’s Anne of Austria was not allowed to “take the wage of infamy and eat the bread of shame” in a screen version of “The Ballad of Fisher’s Boarding House.” Thereby a most immoral effect was created. Anne was shown wandering about quite casually and drinking and conversing with sailors who were perfect strangers to her, but the censors would not allow any stigma to be placed upon her conduct. Indeed this decision seems to support the rather strange theory that deeds don’t matter so long as nothing is said about them.


The New York picture board is peculiarly sensitive to words. Upon one occasion a picture was submitted with the caption, “The air of the South Seas breathes an erotic perfume.” “Cut out ‘erotic,’” came back the command of the censors.


In Illinois, Charlie Chaplin was not allowed to have a scene in “The Kid” in which upon being asked the name of the child he shook his head and rushed into the house, returning a moment later to answer, “Bill.” That particular board of censors seemed intent upon keeping secret the fact that there are two sexes.


Of course, it may be argued that motion pictures are not an art and that it makes little difference what happens to them. We cannot share that indifference. Enough has been done in pictures to convince us that very beautiful things might be achieved if only the censors could be put out of the way. Not all the silliness of the modern American picture is the fault of the producers. Much of the blame must rest with the various boards of censorship. It is difficult to think up many stories in which there is no passion, crime, or birth. As a matter of fact, we are of the opinion that the entire theory of motion picture censorship is mistaken. The guardians of morals hold that if the spectator sees a picture of a man robbing a safe he will thereby be moved to want to rob a safe himself. In rebuttal we offer the testimony of a gentleman much wiser in the knowledge of human conduct than any censor. Writing in “The New Republic,” George Bernard Shaw advocated that hereafter public reading-rooms supply their patrons only with books about evil characters. For, he argued, after reading about evil deeds our longings for wickedness are satisfied vicariously. On the other hand there is the danger that the public may read about saints and heroes and drain off its aspirations in such directions without actions.


We believe this is true. We once saw a picture about a highwayman (that was in the days before censorship was as strict as it is now) and it convinced us that the profession would not suit us. We had not realized the amount of compulsory riding entailed. The particular highwayman whom we saw dined hurriedly, slept infrequently, and invariably had his boots on. Mostly he was being pursued and hurdling over hedges. It left us sore in every muscle to watch him. At the end of the eighth reel every bit of longing in our soul to be a swashbuckler had abated. The man in the picture had done the adventuring for us and we could return in comfort to a peaceful existence.


Florid literature is the compensation for humdrummery. If we are ever completely shut off from a chance to see or read about a little evil-doing we shall probably be moved to go out and cut loose on our own. So far we have not felt the necessity. We have been willing to let D’Artagnan do it.


Even so arduous an abstinence as prohibition may be made endurable through fictional substitutes. After listening to a drinking chorus in a comic opera and watching the amusing antics of the chief comedian who is ever so inebriated we are almost persuaded to stay dry. Prohibition is perhaps the climax of censorship. It has the advantage over other forms of suppression in that at least it represents a sensible point of view. Yet, we are not converted. There are things in the world far more important than hard sense.


One of the officials of the Anti-Saloon League gave out a statement the other day in which he endeavored to show all the benefits provided by prohibition. But he did it with figures. There was a column showing the increase of accounts in savings banks and another devoted to the decrease of inmates in hospitals, jails and almshouses. From a utilitarian point of view the figures, if correct, could hardly fail to be impressive, but little has been said by either side about the spiritual aspects of rum. Unfortunately there are no statistics on that, and yet it is the one phase of the question which interests us. Some weeks ago we happened to observe a letter from a man who wrote to one of the newspapers protesting against the proposed settlement in Ireland on the ground that, “It’s so damned sensible.” We have somewhat the same feeling about prohibition. It is a movement to take the folly out of our national life and there is no quality which America needs so sorely.


If enforcement ever becomes perfect this will be a nation composed entirely of men who wear rubbers, put money in the bank, and go to bed at ten. That fine old ringing phrase, “This is on me,” will be gone from the language. Conversation will be wholly instructive, for in fifty years the last generation capable of saying, “Do you remember that night – ?” will have been gathered to its fathers.


Of course, there is no denying the shortsightedness of the forces of rum. They cannot escape their responsibility for having aided in the advent of Prohibition. They were slow to see the necessity of some form of curtailment and limitation of the traffic. Such moves as they did make were entirely wrong-headed. For instance, we had ordinances providing for the early closing of cafés. Instead of that we should have had laws forbidding anybody to sell liquor except between the hours of eight p.m. and five a.m. Daytime drinking was always sodden, but something is necessary to make night worth while. Man is more than the beasts, and he should not be driven into dull slumber just because the sun has set.


The invention of electricity, liquor, cut glass mirrors, and cards made man the master of his environment rather than its slave. Now that liquor is gone all the other factors are mockery. Card playing has become merely an extension of the cruel and logical process of the survival of the fittest. The fellow with the best hand wins, instead of the one with the best head. Nobody draws four cards any more or stands for a raise on an inside straight. The thing is just cut-throat and scientific and wholly mercenary.


The kitty is gone. Nobody cares to come in to a common fund for the purchase of mineral water and cheese sandwiches. And with the passing of the kitty the most promising development of cooperation and communism in America has gone. It was prophetic of a more perfectly organized society. In the days of the kitty the fine Socialistic ideal of, “From each according to his abilities; to each according to his needs,” was made specific and workable. And the inspiring romantic tradition of Robin Hood was also carried over into modern life. The kitty robbed only the rich and left the poor alone.


But now none of us will contribute unquestionably to the material comfort of others. Each must keep his money for the savings bank.


Perhaps, something of the old friendly rivalry may be revived. In a hundred years it may be that men will meet around a table and that one will say to the other, “What have you got?”


“I’ve got $9,876.32 in first mortgages and gilt-edged securities.”


“That’s good. You win.”


But somehow or other we doubt it.


Another mistake which was made in the policy of compromising with the drys was the agreement that liquor should not be served to minors. On the contrary, the provision should have been that drink ought not to be permitted to any man more than thirty years of age. Liquor was never meant to be a steady companion. It was the animating influence which made oats wild. Work and responsibility are the portion of the mature man. Rum was designed for youthful days when the reckless avidity for experience is so great that reality must be blurred a little lest it blind us.


We happened to pick up a copy of “The Harvard Crimson” the other day and read: “The first freshman smoker will be held at 7.45 o’clock this evening in the living room of the Union. P. H. Theopold, ’25, Chairman of the Smoker Committee, will act as Chairman, introducing Clark Hodder, ’25, and J. H. Child, ’25, the Class President and Secretary respectively. After the speeches there will be a motion picture, and some vaudeville by a magician from Keith’s. Ginger ale, crackers, and cigarettes will be served. All freshmen are invited to attend.”


They used to be called Freshmen Beer Nights and in those days the possibility of friendship at first sight was not fantastic. We feel sure that it cannot be done on ginger ale. The urge for democracy does not dwell in any soft drink. The speeches will be terrible, for there will be no pleasant interruptions of “Aw, sit down,” from the man in the back of the room. If somebody begins to sing, “P. H. Theopold is a good old soul,” it is not likely to carry conviction. Not once during the evening will any speaker confine himself to saying, “To Hell with Yale!” and falling off the table. Probably the magician will not be able to find anything in the high hat except white rabbits.


Although we have seen no first hand report of that freshman smoker, we feel sure that it was only a crowded self-conscious gathering of a number of young men who said little and went home early.


Even from the standpoint of the strictest of abstainers there must be some regret for the passing of rum. What man who lived through the bad old days does not remember the thrill of rectitude which came to him the first time he said, “Make mine a cigar.”


Though they have taken away our rum from us we have our memories. Not all the days have been dull gray. Back in the early pages of our diary is the entry about the trip which we made to Boston with William F——— in the hard winter of 1907. It was agreed that neither of us should drink the same sort of drink twice. Staunch William achieved nineteen varieties, but we topped him with twenty-four. Upon examination we observe that the entry in the memory book was made several days later. The handwriting is a little shaky. But for that adventure we might have lived and died entirely ignorant of the nature of an Angel Float.


In those days human sympathy was wider. F. M. W. seemed in many respects a matter-of-fact man, but it was he who chanced upon the 59th street Circle just before dawn and paused to call the attention of all bystanders to the statue of Columbus.


“Look at him,” he said. “Christopher Columbus! He discovered America and then they sent him back to Spain in chains.”


He wept, and we realized for the first time that under a rough exterior there beat a heart of gold.



Sherlock Holmes
 and the Pygmies




There was a time when the detective story, particularly the murder mystery, was hardly respectable. These were tales to be read by schoolboys who hid the fearful books behind the large protecting surfaces of their geographies. And no woman of refinement twenty years ago left titles such as The Corpse in the Cupboard and The Slaying in Syracuse lying on her library table even though she might peruse the volumes in private.


Two men, working quite separately, are largely responsible for the present vogue of mystery stories in America. First came Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and created Sherlock Holmes, the finest detective of all time and probably the most widely known character in modern fiction. Later there was a war and Woodrow Wilson. During the darkest days of the conflict the President informed the newspapermen that, in times of deepest stress it was his, custom to find relaxation in some lively yarn of crime and its solution. It was something of a shock to the country to learn that its leader lay propped up in bed at night impatient to discover just who it was who thrust the ivory paper knife into the dead colonel’s midriff. In fact America may well have been shocked to hear that a President read anything at all But Mr Wilson before coming to the White House had been the head of Princeton and his taste was, even in the eyes of his enemies, respectable. Almost on the instant we all began to flaunt the books which once had been handled furtively. It became the stamp of careerists to seek solace from their many duties in the anodyne of swift-paced mystery melodramas.


Today the detective story has reached the stage of mass production. The druggist hands us our favorite toothpaste by reaching over some huge stack of gayly jacketed books devoted to themes both grisly and thrilling. And men intent on nothing more than cigarettes find that even the tobacconists have turned librarians in the matter of detective fiction.


Conan Doyle could hardly have contemplated any such condition when first he fashioned his gaunt hero and set him down to lodge in Baker Street. It is even doubtful whether he would have been pleased by the more recent high tides in mystery stories. Unlike Woodrow Wilson, Conan Doyle set no great store by murder mysteries. He remained to the end a saddened author and a perplexed one. He didn’t want to be remembered for Sherlock Holmes. To him the creation of a master detective was little more than a good stunt. His bid for present fame and, after that, posterity, lay in his historical novels. The White Company was far and away his favorite. Holmes wasn’t even a good second, for Doyle’s own alternative choice lay in the stories he created around a Napoleonic soldier called Brigadier Gerard.


The tragedy which came to Sir Arthur has afflicted other authors. He was praised for that part of his work which he himself liked least. Most authors have some pet among their own works which has lagged in public favor. The book which has represented the greatest amount of toil must of necessity seem the most worthy to the creator. He hates to feel that he wasted time on trifles. And yet, though we have all been told that genius is an infinite capacity for taking pains, a story dashed off lightly may be, for all concerned except the author, the pick of the puppies.


Let this commentator state at the outset that he disagrees wholly with Doyle’s estimate. The Adventures of Brigadier Gerard is a lively series and might well bear revival. I suggest it as peculiarly fitted for the movie men. But The White Company is pedestrian in gait. It is, if you like, worthy but not compelling. I am among those who feel that Sherlock Holmes has an excellent chance of survival. It is hard to think of an age in which his exploits will find no listeners. In saying that he stands as the best-known character created by any author in the English language in our day, I do not mean to hail him as the finest of modern literary products. Yet think a minute, please, and see if you can name any other fictional figure as famous in the world’s circle. Almost he has become a part of the language.


Nor do I think of this as any light achievement. There are those inclined to minimize the great man of Baker Street and his creator. They tell us that Doyle did no more than adapt the detective stories of Edgar Allan Poe and that Sherlock Holmes is merely a shadow of Poe’s Dupin. While there is a similarity in technique the advantage of the completed performance lies wholly with Conan Doyle. According to my taste, Dupin is bloodless, Holmes a completely dimensioned character.


It is a pity that Sir Arthur never had the same lively interest in The Sign of the Four, The Hound of the Baskervilles and the others which so fascinated the rest of the world. Possibly he could not thrill as we did because from the beginning he knew how each story would turn out. If his faith in spiritualism proves sound let it be hoped that a certain sweet forgetfulness will be one of the boons of the hereafter and that Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, himself, may now sit down like any average shade and turn the pages restlessly to discover just which person in the story did the murder and how Holmes will finally solve it. Indeed I gravely suspect that Doyle’s interest in spiritualism may have been partly conditioned by his desire to achieve contact with a world of truer, sounder and more enduring judgments than those prevailing in this life. He wanted to find a country where the White Company would be king. And, though it would be impertinent for me to speak for any other world, I gravely fear that even beyond life Sir Arthur is doomed to disappointment.


It was inevitable, of course, that he should prefer The White Company. Even the scantiest biographical summary may serve to show why. Sir Arthur was first a physician. And then a sort of explorer of sanitation along the coasts of Africa. He was a typical upper middle class English boy fed at his font with the Idylls of the King and the Waverley novels. To the rest of the world, and particularly to the American world, it might so happen that Sherlock Holmes was the very essence of romance. He might release the pent-up emotions of the dreary millions. He might fulfill the day-dreams and night-dreams of the great unnumbered crowd. In fact he did. But to the spoon-fed subconscious of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle he simply wasn’t good enough. He was of course a brilliant creature. He was destined to make a literature, color a theater, tinge the speech of two peoples. But he didn’t have plumes in his hat. He wasn’t in love with a daughter of high degree, a lady to be won only by preposterous gallantry. It is not, perhaps, going too far afield to do a little rough and ready psychoanalysis on Sir Arthur, and say that to an expert eye his avowed sympathy with a pitifully outnumbered “white company” not merely grew out of something in his youth of which available personal history gives us only a hint, but that it foreshadowed his willingness to accept odds as long as those against communication after death. Since an explanation of Sir Arthur is any man’s guess, might one not almost venture this: that he was a gambler under wraps, seeing always the possibility of the long shot, being always a priest of unlikelihood, writing his own best-loved book about a cause in which only the fictioneer could triumph, ending his life as a votary of the least proved or provable of modern concepts and easing his tensions by creating a being to whom virtually nothing was unknown?


It is even possible that Sir Arthur disliked Sherlock because he was a sort of over-blessed echo of the greater and graver heroes of his own heart. Things came too easily to the sage of Baker Street. There were times when Professor Moriarty pressed him close but for the most part the triumphs of Holmes were cerebral. How can such things be romantic to a doctor even though he be a country one?


There is none so benighted probably in all this wide world but that in his time he has worn the helmet of Navarre. The very man who would swear you down that he has forgotten all that trash long since will find himself pulsing just a little more quickly when the movie hero bobs up waving the half-forgotten glory. Some dreams are better than others, and most of them are much worse. The dreamer is an ass, if you please, but he knows what he likes. Sometime in the youth of Arthur Conan Doyle, he had his own particular vision of prowess. He might have been seven years old, he might have been twelve, but he likelier was five. It was the superb old vision of man against the sky, one against the gods. He never got away from it, any more than any of the rest of us get away from ours. He took himself with his boluses, his sanitation schemes, his healing impulses, to the grimy African coasts. When the actualities of his own life would not permit even a vestige of the dream to come true, he took to writing as is the way of writing men.


When his great liberator, his Sherlock Holmes, was an accomplishment, he could not brook him because the sign by which he conquered was not great enough. Whatever Mr Holmes might do for other men, he could do nothing for Sir Arthur. There was no solace in him – he had no shining armor.


So the anomaly of Conan Doyle’s preferring himself as a third- or fourth-rate Walter Scott with just a dash of Hall Caine thrown in, when he might so easily have been happy with his incomparable Sherlock Holmes, is not such a poser after all. It takes a very sagacious man, one vastly more intellectualized and vastly less emotionalized than Conan Doyle, to know that what he called his great work is no more than the tardy form and substance of his adolescent wistfulness. The product of his maturity, however close kin it may be to that first bright image, will seem to him less than the best he can do. Imagine the Kipling of Soldiers Three being merely on his way to If.


But though Doyle regarded Holmes as the creation of a lighter moment, even an interlude in the life of this serious-minded author was not so very light. Sir Arthur had not a very lively sense of humor. This may be a defect in many authors but it becomes a virtue in a writer of detective stories. When in pursuit of a murderer there is not time for chuckling. Laughter will spoil the tug and tension of any mystery. I am aware of the fact that many authors of detective melodramas have introduced comic relief. The hugely successful play The Bat was a succession of groans and guffaws. Personally, the farce might have been omitted without spoiling my enjoyment, but in any case the true detective story fan when alone with a book wants no relief of any kind. He is impatient of distractions. To me the introduction of humor is a great defect in the well-liked Van Dine stories. Unquestionably these are skillfully plotted and ingeniously contrived but I am alienated by the light chatter of Philo Vance. If an author cannot take his own mystery with complete seriousness how can he expect the reader to do so? And a detective story is serious or nothing.


I will admit the existence of one brilliant exception within the field of tales which I have encountered. A. A. Milne contrived to break the cardinal rule and still succeed. The Red House Mystery manages to be light-hearted and also absorbing. But it is a dangerous formula. Few have succeeded in utilizing it. I wish that an even smaller number would try.


Writers with greater present claim to the literary peerage than Conan Doyle have had their fling at the detective story or its first cousin, the tale of horror. Stevenson did both. The Suicide Clubis essentially a detective yarn even though the author tries to pretend that it is mere burlesque and the spirit is one of mockery. As for horror there is one particular short story about a Spanish peasant girl and her wolf-like mother which gives me such fearful creeps that I defend myself by invariably forgetting the title as a sort of self-protection. Nor will I look it up for you. It is a story to murder sleep.


And Henry James, although his fame lies along quite other channels, penned one thriller which still lives on to frighten folk. In fact I know some few readers who maintain that his Turn of the Screw remains for them the most fertile gooseflesh instigator of them all. His most telling effects are built around one particular device which has played upon the horrid fancies of everybody. The moments of tension come when a sinister face peers through a window. For reasons unknown to me most of us fear the danger which stands without and a little removed far more than any which is at our elbow. Even in childhood we have a panicky sensation about being spied upon from the street or garden.


Bernard Shaw, to the best of my knowledge, has made no direct contributions to the field of detective or horror stories, but he has done his bit to help make respectable this type of fiction. He once wrote that if he were in charge of a public library he would keep upon the shelves only books about knaves, rogues and criminals. His explanation was a restatement of the Freudian theory that literature is an escape from the life in which we live. The man who reads about a murderer may in his fantasy become that criminal and share his thrills and horrors. That, says Mr Shaw, drains off his savage impulses and leaves him a respectable husband and taxpayer in actual life.


No modern mystery writer known to me has succeeded in shaking off the influence of Holmes and Conan Doyle. Each of the popular detectives has assumed some of his attributes. Even when great pains are taken to avoid any resemblance to Sherlock Holmes the reader realizes that here too is still one more frightened effort to avoid the best and most famous formula. It is best to acknowledge the debt and then go on.


Since the time of Doyle (or Poe if you like) it has been customary to have the solution achieved by somebody outside the Police Department. This is the most strict of all detective rules. The regular force must bungle. Of late, I have been informed, one author has taken a regularly uniformed inspector as the hero. This is rank heresy and I trust that it will not prevail. One bylaw which has been developed in later-day detective fiction is the scattering of suspicion. Sir Arthur would on occasion point an accusing finger at an innocent person but he never carried this device to the ridiculous lengths known recently. Readers have grown wise and long ago they learned that the first persons suspected could not possibly be guilty without spoiling the story. They began to search for the least likely character instead of the seeming culprit. Wild indeed have been the efforts made to fool the sophisticated mystery fan. The most outlandish within my knowledge is a novel in which the narrator is revealed at the end as the murderer. Although this is going a bit too far there are excellent elements in the story in question but naturally neither rack nor thumbscrews will induce me to identify it in my list as the tale I have here described. Mature persons who go about on Christmas Eve informing small children that there is no Santa Claus are more sweetly scented than the miscreants who insist on telling you the solution of the mystery story you are just about to read.


Accordingly, there is another story which shall be nameless even though it served to deceive many by a sort of doubling-back ingenuity. In this tale a murder was committed in a library which is conventional enough. A shot rang out and bystanders rushed into the room and found a man standing by the colonel’s body with a smoking revolver in his hand. Just before the shot harsh words were heard. The man with the revolver had a motive. Everything pointed to his guilt. The wise reader dismissed this character from suspicion immediately. This was the first chapter. He could not have done the horrid deed. But after thirty-three more chapters the author calmly admitted that the man against whom all the weight of evidence lay was actually the murderer. But this again is a formula which will serve but once.


It seems to me that English authors lead Americans in die production of good detective stories. Among our own writers S. S. Van Dine, Earl Derr Biggers and Mary Roberts Rinehart come to mind. The English have given us within recent years a list far too numerous to mention here. But towering above the lot there stands the angular figure of Sherlock Holmes. He belongs, I believe, to the ages



A Miss Is Even Better




Marriage, as far as I can see, is reasonably all right for everybody but women. I shouldn’t like to have anybody tug me forward into the presence of a visitor with the remark, “I want you to meet the husband.” Nor would I be overjoyed to have neighbors speak of me as “Him that was Heywood Broun.” And yet I have escaped both these humiliations by nothing more than the accident of sex.


However, even if it is true that woman has still earned a little less than freedom she is not particularly in need of verbal assistance from the other side. You may say as much against the modern woman as you please, but nobody can deny that she is articulate.


But for all that, I have a stake in the matter of making marriage an easier riding conveyance. When it works better for women it will, somehow or other, be at least a shade more comfortable for men.


The device I have in mind is so simple that it needs neither law nor constitutional amendment. It can be attached to any home at a moment’s notice and even a child can work it. This reform I am speaking of consists of nothing more than the practice of a woman’s keeping her own name after marriage. I am not theorizing. For almost seven years I have lived with a woman who is not Mrs. Heywood Broun and by now I am absolutely certain that I wouldn’t at all like to have a Mrs. Heywood Broun about the house.


Most people meet the suggestion of a separate and distinct name of her own for the married woman with indifference rather than active opposition. They tell me that they can’t see that it makes any difference and generally they fall back on Shakespeare and say, “What’s in a name?”


In the line of my duties as a dramatic critic I have had to see “Romeo and Juliet” half a dozen times in the last year and I find that Juliet did not intend to convey the impression that a name was of no importance. She asked the question despairingly, for it was a little matter of names which sent both her and Romeo to an early grave. Certain privileges were accorded her after death, however. We have yet to hear her called Mrs. Montague.


If you like I am perfectly ready to admit that it isn’t actually the name itself which matters, but what it stands for and signifies. Your name comes to be a part of your personality. It gets tangled up with the ego. When a man acknowledges an introduction to me by saying, “Pleased to meet you, Harris Brown,” I scream and yell and tell him that it isn’t Harris Brown at all, but Heywood Broun, pronounced to rhyme with moon and loon. I don’t know just why I care about having it set straight but I do. My name is the symbol of my identity.


And that ought to explain why two names are needed in marriage. I don’t think marriage ever works well except with two people, in spite of the fact that the world has tried so hard to make them one. Two go into the church and yet many contend that only one comes out. The one, of course, is the man. Almost all the objections to this conception of marriage come from women or on behalf of women.


It is easy to see the case of the individual who is suddenly transformed into an appendage without even a name she can call her own. There is a house with the stove on the first floor, the piano on the second and the wife on the third.


But the thing that interests me is the predicament of the man in the miracle. He has become two people, which is almost as troublesome as being none at all. It has been necessary for him to stretch out his name so that it may cover his wife as well as himself. A certain spiritual privacy and aloofness which was his before marriage is all gone.


And what is the purpose of this common name anyway? It serves to proclaim to the world that these two people have been duly and legally married.


But I don’t care anything about proclaiming to the world that I’m married. It really ought to be my own business. There would be much more fun and excitement in having people think I wasn’t married at all. Fortunately most of the time I don’t feel excessively married because nobody speaks of Mrs. Heywood Broun. At least they don’t say it more than once, because Ruth Hale bristles so violently at the sound of it that the offender always retreats or reforms.


Theoretically, spiritually, psychologically I am all for two persons and two names in a marriage. The question remains, how does it work practically? “Doesn’t it ever cause trouble and confusion?” somebody asks, and the answer is “Yes, indeed.” But you can’t have excitement without confusion and when placidity comes in at the door love flies out of the window. It is adventurous to be married to somebody who isn’t labeled Mrs. I remember with the keenest pleasure that I was once forced to hide in the closet of a hotel room in Washington because it would have been so much trouble to explain to the maid the theory of a woman’s keeping her own name after marriage. It was a large and airy closet, and since I felt exactly like the hero in the second act of a French farce I can’t pretend that it was an ordeal. On the contrary, I enjoyed it very much.


As a matter of fact, I am sorry to say that there isn’t any real necessity any more for subterfuge and deception in dealing with hotels. The matter of a wife’s keeping her own name has been so vigorously propagandized by the Lucy Stone League that “John Doe and Jane Roe” can appear quite respectably on the page of a hotel register, although the clerk prefers to have “his wife” set down in parenthesis immediately after Jane Roe.


Since both law and custom have been fashioned largely by men certain precautions have been taken to protect husbands. A married woman has a legal right to vote, to own property and to deposit money under her own name, but she may not travel abroad except as Mrs.


Charles Evans Hughes has settled that point by deciding that the United States is a Christian country and that the husband’s name shall prevail upon the passport. Ruth Hale furnished the test case in the matter and when the verdict went against her decided she would rather remain Miss in America than be Mrs. Heywood Broun in any garden spot of the old world. It would have spoiled the scenery for her. However, if there ever comes the chance to scratch a straight ticket in favor of Mohammedan or infidel I know where the heretical party can pick up at least one vote.


Another objection made against the unidentified married woman comes from those who say, “Yes, but if your wife isn’t called Mrs. Heywood Broun isn’t it perfectly possible for you to be with strangers who inadvertently may say something about her without knowing that you are her husband?” It is quite possible. It has happened and there isn’t anything tragic about it. I have been privileged to listen in on some very sharp comment about Ruth Hale and she tells me that she has heard one or two exceedingly frank estimates of my character. For my part I was interested in getting a fresh point of view and I felt no necessity of coming violently to the defense of the woman under discussion. She was not Mrs. Heywood Broun, but Ruth Hale, a wholly distinct person deriving in nowise from me.


Let us suppose more serious circumstances. Ruth Hale might murder somebody – someone who insisted on calling her Mrs. Heywood Broun, for instance – and she could be tried and duly executed without any blame whatever falling upon Heywood Broun. The business of disgracing that name is left wholly to me. But the supposedly clinching argument from those who believe explicitly in Mr. and Mrs. lies in the question: “What will the children think about it?” And this is a question which I cannot answer from personal experience. At the age of five my son has manifested nothing but complete indifference. You see, he really is not much concerned with either Broun or Hale. He only knows a Ruth and a Heywood.



My Son and Me




Everybody knows that a child is a joy and a blessing. Poets and playwrights and story-tellers have all said that. The thing which needs to be dragged out into the open is that he is also a nuisance.


This isn’t theorizing. I’m talking about my son, who is five and a half years old. I don’t want to get rid of him, you understand, but I have decided to fight for my rights.


The fact of the matter is that the interests of a little person and a big one are bound to conflict. My son goes to bed at seven and I go to bed at two. He gets up at eight and I get up at noon. I like to read the sporting page of the newspaper to myself and he wants to have the funny section read out loud. I’m the one that doesn’t care anything about drums and least of all in the morning.


Probably I was born after my time. Fifty years ago I could have told him that God would be vexed if he beat that drum before breakfast. I can’t tell him that, because I don’t believe it.


It’s just as reasonable for small Heywood to enjoy noise as for me to prefer quiet. It isn’t really a question of morals at all, and so I leave that out. My plan is to tell the child that if he pounds the drum early in the morning I’ll get hold of it and break it. And I justify this by pointing out that I ought to have my way in the matter because I’m bigger and stronger.


This may make me seem a bully and a tyrant to my son, but I can stand that much better than to have him think me a hypocrite. That was the fault of the old system. The father who said “This hurts me more than it does you” can never have convinced anybody but himself.


Now, I don’t believe in spanking children ever. Such was the theory with which I began, but I haven’t been able to live up to it. Heywood Broun, third, has been spanked twice, but at least there was nothing calm and judicial about it. Each time I did it impulsively and while I was still angry. And they weren’t severe spankings, not more than one slap. 5 But that slap was sincere. Heywood Broun, third, must have grasped the idea.


If I had gone about it calmly and said, “Now tomorrow morning at ten-thirty I’m going to spank you,” the premeditation would have puzzled him. A child, like a puppy, must be punished while the offense is still evident. My son understood perfectly well that he was being walloped because our interests had clashed. From then on he was inclined to be a little more considerate of my interests.


Of course, I try to establish certain of my rights by arguing them out, but that’s difficult because most of them must seem foolish to a child. For instance, I say to him, “Take that fire-engine out of my room and go and play in the kitchen.”


He asks, “Why?”


Now I happen to have a good answer, but it just won’t register. I can say, “I’m trying to write an article for a magazine, and if I get it finished and it isn’t too terrible maybe I can sell it and be paid enough money to settle the coal bill.”


There’s no use saying that, because he would naturally want to know “What’s a magazine?” and “What’s a coal bill?” He knows what money is. That’s something which comes out of my pockets and people buy things with it. But if he went on to inquire just how and why this tapping on a typewriter produced money I would be hard put to it to explain. It’s much simpler to say, “Get out because I tell you to.”


I try to make these dogmatic commands as few as possible. This veto power is seldom exercised outside my own room. In his part of the house, Heywood Broun, third, exercises a large measure of self-government. About as much, let’s say, as the Filipinos. Complete independence was my original idea, but I just had to exercise certain checks and balances. When my son was three months old and I was busy planning his future I found in a book by W. H. Hudson a scheme which seemed perfect. The great British naturalist told of his upbringing in Argentina and said that his parents never reproved, punished or even advised him. The children were simply turned out into the landscape and learned by experience which things were beneficent and which harmful.


Well, the plan broke down when Woodie – for that’s really his name – began to crawl at about the age of ten months. There wasn’t any landscape available. The best I could do for him was the floor of a six-room apartment. It seemed to be Hudson’s notion that even the tiniest child was protected against most blunders by dim, half buried race memories which came to him when loosed into the world. I remember he had a story about a six-months-old child who screamed and brought help when a snake invaded the nursery. Somehow or other that child had an instinctive dread of snakes.


There were no snakes in the apartment house, but other complications had been introduced against which the memory of the race afforded no protection. Apparently Woodie was possessed of no ancestors who had ever been burned by steam radiators. It may be true that a burnt child dreads the fire but the rule doesn’t cover radiators. At any rate this child seemed ready to get scalded every afternoon, and so I had to infringe upon his freedom. It seemed easier, also, to take the safety-pin out of his mouth rather than let him swallow it and learn by experience. The test was too drastic. This pin was open.


It isn’t fair to blame nature for not providing children with instincts respecting radiators and safety-pins, but there seem to have been other vital omissions. For instance, mankind has practiced sleep for a good many centuries, but that doesn’t mean that youngsters take to it easily. Somewhere in the land there may be a child who beams delightedly and obeys readily when told to go to bed, but I haven’t heard of him.


And eating is said to be an instinct. As to that I want to bring in a minority report. The doctor seemed to think he had settled everything when he said that~the child ought to have more milk and more spinach. He only scratched the surface. It was I who invented the technique of actually getting the milk and the spinach into the child.


If ever he is sent to jail the fault will probably be mine because, as a desperate remedy, eating spinach and drinking milk were turned into immoral acts. As such they were accepted by him. This was the manner of it. The milk and the spinach were not Woodie’s but mine. The glass and the dish were set down beside me. It then became my duty to fall asleep. Woodie was encouraged to think of himself as a burglar, and while I slumbered he stole the milk and the spinach.


Even though we united in keeping up the pretense of wickedness the child never became a large-scale embezzler. He burglarized his diet bit by bit. Again and again I had to wake up and urge him on to more daring depredations by insisting that there was no crime wave whatsoever and that as far as I could see the milk in the glass remained untouched.


Whether or not this long protracted and elaborate game has marked the future life of the child I can’t say. I know it has marked me. To this day I can’t go up to a soda fountain and ask for a chocolate milk shake without blinking.



Just One More Round




“I don’t understand,” she says, “why you don’t all agree on some quitting time before you start in and then stick to it no matter who is ahead or behind.”


And she never will understand. It is the last masculine mystery which remains beyond the comprehension of even the most advanced feminists. But, for that matter. it is a little beyond the reasoning powers of the poker players themselves. I think I have some inkling as to my own case. You see, I hate to quit when I’m behind. And if I’m ahead I like to go on and I can’t see any fun at all in stopping when I’m just about even. Still, there probably is something inadequate about this explanation. It never has helped her to accept my point of view.


“Why,” she wants to know, “can’t you wait till next week to get even? The same crowd of you will be at it all over again. Do you have to behave as if every poker game was the very last you were ever going to play in? Maybe you think the end of the world is going to come tumbling down and find you with one white chip.”


Of course, that part about the end of the world isn’t true. When I get to playing poker I don’t think about the world at all. Unquestionably the most solemn announcement of the imminence of Judgment Day would be met with the plea, “Just one more round.”


The rest of it, though. is logical. There isn’t any reason why the losers should be so intent on getting back their money right away. Another week would do. But that requires foresight and people with foresight don’t play poker at all.


It isn’t easy to justify poker to a woman. In fact I don’t believe it can be done, certainly not by me. Women are so logical about things. They insist on riding right over emotion and sentiment and fundamental folly and all the other factors in the heart of a poker player. A woman seems to think that any course of human action may definitely be disposed of with. “There isn’t any sense to it.” That isn’t enough. Even the people who sit up all night playing poker know that there isn’t any sense to it. They know that while they are doing it. In fact it is generally the chief topic of conversation from five a.m. until the game breaks up when the children have to have the dining room for their breakfast.


“Well, we certainly are a bunch of fatheads,” some winner will remark as dawn streaks the eastern sky red as a fifty cent chip. And everybody all around the table will agree with him, but he must not presume logically upon that agreement, for if he is encouraged to remark, “Well, then, let’s stop,” the mob will turn upon him. Against his very heart will be aimed that most bitter of all searching queries, “How much are you ahead?”


By this time it ought to be evident that I mean no disrespect toward women when I say that they can’t play poker. After all it is only an opinion. Somewhere in the world there may be such a woman, but I have not seen her or heard of her. Once upon a time I met a women who knew what beat what. and when it was her turn to deal, and the value of the chips, and she could, in a sense, play poker since she didn’t actually wreck the game. But she was never in spiritual accord with the proceedings and she was wholly without skill. Accordingly, I will stand by my first statement.


Obviously it has nothing to do with intelligence. In so far as book learning goes, auction is a far more difficult game than poker and there are any number of women who play bridge brilliantly. In fact I rather think that the feminine average of skill is higher than that attained by men. It is my notion that men proceed through life largely by intuition while logic is more definitely the property of women. When it comes to counting how many cards of a suit are out and which, a woman is better adapted to the job than a man. But in the sheer guesswork of determining whether a big bet means a pat hand or nothing at all a psychic quality is required, and all the great mystics are men.


It seems to me that women resent poker because it involves the passions and the emotions to such an extent. Very possibly women are more fundamentally sensitive than men but they are better insulated. They don’t want to get excited about little things. Poker is a rather petty substitute for true adventure. The philosopher’s stone is a departed hope, the gold fields are gone, the northwest passage to India is blasted, the crock of gold has been removed from the end of the rainbow, and so men raise on two pair and draw to inside straights.


Woman shares with man the longing for romance, but her need is deeper and truer and she will accept no substitutes. Poker is what our Freudian friends call an escape. It is the solace of the substantial and conservative business man. His job both impresses and depresses him with the conviction that money is something which comes slowly in small lots and only as the reward of infinite patience and caution. It is thrilling to watch a person who lives by half-cent profits expand and blossom in a poker game. Here the magic touch of Midas is made to seem for the moment possible. One may double his stake in the twinkling of an eye. And that in turn may be tripled and so on without limitation.


Edison once included some query about poker in his examination paper for young men seeking jobs. In that. I think. he was less than shrewd. There is no relation whatsoever between poker skill and business acumen. One of the least adroit of all the men with whom I have ever played poker is a merchant enormously successful in his line. Once he sits down to play poker all his business caution and all his business instincts desert him. He joyfully accepts risks which he would scorn in his counting house. He stakes his money upon wild chances. He becomes venturesome and emotional. And though he moans and complains about his losses and his bad luck I rather think he has a good time because this is the one reckless activity of his life.


People are fond of saying that poker brings out a man’s real character. I hope that isn’t so because my friends maintain that I am among the world’s worst losers. They pretend to find me silent, grouchy and ugly-tempered when things go against me. Probably this is an exaggeration. It is true that I make no effort to joke and skylark when I am losing, because that would be to act out a lie. I hate to lose and it seems to me that the best thing to do is to be frank about it. There is no point in forced and hollow mockery when the heart is breaking, but I do all my cursing in a low voice and I ask sympathy of no man in periods of deep distress. In fact it is only when sympathy is offered that I lose my temper.


The final and falsest of all the fallacies is the theory that poker is a great educator. I wish it were. Then I should indeed be among the learned. Once I trade a computation of all the time I had spent at poker and I found that if I had these hours over again to spend on something else they would be ample to enable me to learn French, Latin. Greek and Gerrran, the elements of music, all that is important in economics. the rudiments of astronomy, the history of art. ten of the new dance steps and s useful trade. No, poker has not educated me.


“What has it done for you?” she wants to know.


“Nothing,” I admit.


“And so you are going to swear off? Aren’t you?” she persists.


When I answer “No,” she says that she can’t understand me. That’s the trouble with women – they are too logical and too materialistic. They want an orderly world with time limits.



Two on the Aisle




Heaven is a place where you don’t have to say whether you like it or not. At least that is the Heaven to which all of us dramatic critics will go if we’re good. It will not be necessary there to suggest improvements or to guess how long the entertainment will endure. In that paradise the poor reviewer will be allowed to watch without ever having to rush out and extract opinions from himself.


But I am not at all certain of ever attaining that Heaven. Some indiscretion, such as murder, might bob up to bar me out of the kingdom. I cannot promise to be forever patient when I am told, “It must be a great life to be a dramatic critic and get in to see all the shows for nothing.” Some of the shows aren’t worth as much as that. It isn’t a great life.


Not for me, at any rate, because I am a timid and accommodating man who longs to go through the world soft-spoken and tread on the toes of no one. As it is, there are men and women and even little children who hate me. Actors, playwrights and managers hate on very slight provocation. It is enough to call an actor “adequate” to earn his undying enmity.


Of course I have gone a little further than that in abuse upon occasion. Once I wrote of an actor that he gave the worst performance I had ever seen on any stage. That brought on a libel suit which has filled me with a horror, permanent, I fear, of law and courtrooms. A man who is drowning is said to see his whole life flash before his eyes. Being cross-examined is much worse because your past doesn’t flash. It is unrolled slowly, and all the patched places are dangled under your nose.


The lawyer for the plaintiff shook his fist at me and said, “You used to write about prize-fights, didn’t you?” I had to admit the charge. And he trapped me into another confession when he shouted, “And you were a baseball writer, weren’t you?”


Outside the strain and mental anguish nothing much happened to me in that trial because the judge protected me with a generous ruling. Nobody could do anything to a dramatic critic simply because he was wrong. The actor had no case against the reviewer unless he could establish malice. And certainly I had no old grudge against the player who brought me into court. Until that afternoon when he appeared as a small boy at a matinée of a tragic sex play, I had never laid eyes upon him.


At last I was allowed to leave the courtroom a free man, and it was my hope never to see the actor again; but within a week the call of duty made it necessary for me to watch him in a new play and express an opinion as to his ability. My lawyer was worried by the situation. “You see,” he explained, “the important point is malice. You must be careful in your review. He might get you into court again and say that you had a grudge against him because he sued you. Be a little tactful this time.” I was. I simply wrote of my friend, the actor, “He was not up to his usual standard.”


But all too often I have been placed in positions for which my tact was wholly inadequate. Once I wrote of Marie Tempest and held forth at great length on the manner in which, as it seemed to me, her technique had fallen behind the fashion of the day. I said that when she had a humorous line to speak she tossed it out into the audience as if it were a quoit, and I grew enthusiastic about a minor member of the company who moved easily and gracefully through the play, and by the force of contrast brought out all the worst faults of the star.


All this would have been well enough, but I certainly did not know, when I wrote, that my seat at a luncheon next day would place me next to Miss Tempest On the other side sat Pola Negri, but I was not at all sure that she spoke English. I turned to Miss Tempest prepared to meet my fate. Nothing fearful happened, for I found that among the players of the world Marie Tempest stands out as a thorough sportswoman. She intimated that she knew I was not enthusiastic about her last performance, but I also gathered that it had neither ruined her life nor disturbed her rest and that this particular meeting need not be considered a situation. I appreciate now even better than I did then the good-nature of Marie Tempest.


Once I used to hold that actors were a ridiculously thin-skinned crew and that adverse criticism was something which ought to be absorbed quite painlessly by any sensible person.


I thought that before I had ever been exposed to the pangs of public criticism myself. Years later I wrote a novel, and it became the duty of one of my best friends in the newspaper business to review it. He did so “fearlessly,” as the phrase is. He said that it was a dull book without any merit whatsoever. As I read his notice great waves of wrath and indignation frolicked throughout the crannies of my mind. “I always knew,” I thought to myself, “that there was something very evil or very stupid in that man.” In imagination my fingers reached for his windpipe.


Weeks later when we met the storm had abated. In another ten years or so even rancor will have disappeared; but I no longer wonder why the actor rages when he reads the newspapers.


And so I hope for the day when I will be absolved from the wretched duty of poking at people. The job is too much like that of the public hangman. And the hangman at least knows that his victim has done some fearful thing. I don’t know that about the actor at all. The art of acting is a subtle matter far beyond the limits of my comprehension. I know that I have seen a performance which I liked or a performance which I hated, but that is not enough upon which to proceed vehemently. The possibility of error is prodigious.


Once I attained a state which must have been not unlike Heaven. In switching from one newspaper to another I was entirely free of all critical obligations for a fortnight. During that time I went to see one of the worst plays which has yet been done in New York produced by one of my best friends. As I left the theater I met him in the lobby. He looked at me inquiringly. I said, “Good evening.” That was all I ever said about it, and all I had to say, and a beautiful friendship remained undisturbed.



Why I Gave up Poker




I gave up poker because I think it’s a mean game. This isn’t a boast of any special tender-heartedness. After all, I stuck to it steadily for fifteen years. Still, I can take the credit of having quit in the middle of a winning streak. There are people who say:


“Oh, I just play for the fun of the game. It doesn’t make any difference to me whether I win or lose.”


Poker’s all right for people like that, provided they are telling the truth; but mostly they aren’t. All the players I ever knew were out to win, and to win just as much as possible.


Now, of course, there’s no getting away from the instinct to win. That governs the actions of all of us in pretty much everything we do. At our present stage of civilization it’s the force which makes the wheels go ’round.


But in other forms of competition even a hairline decision is satisfactory. Your fun doesn’t depend on getting the other fellow down and then jumping on him as long as he’ll stand it. Prize fighting is supposed to be the most brutal sport sanctioned by the community, but even in that game there are very few boxers who like to knock a man about after they have him hopelessly licked.


But a poker player will do it. I always did, and so did the others. There are, of course, certain accepted canons of chivalry among poker players. The extra hour (or ten hours) which is added on after quitting time is always referred to as “giving the loser a chance.”


Looking back on my old depravity, I wonder how I could ever say that with a straight face. None of the statistical bureaus keeps any exact records of just what happens to losers when they are so generously accorded their “chance,” but my estimate is that in 92.537 cases out of a hundred the victim continues to slide, and I have also figured out that he generally doubles or triples his losses during the time set aside for his comeback.


It must be so. Luck is only a minor element in poker. The great assets are calm and confidence. “Moral ascendancy” is what winning players like to call it. Once things begin to go badly against a player, he loses his perspective. He is both too bold and too timid. In pots where his hand would win he gets scared out, and at other times he leaps in to call where he has no chance. A losing player can be bullied, and he always is.


Few winners are conscious of the fact that they are cruel and predatory while the game is actually on. I remember that once, during one of those brief intervals which occasionally occurred between games in the old days, I commented on the savagery of a fellow-member of the Thanatopsis Inside Straight and Pleasure Club. The man to whom I made this criticism was genuinely surprised.


“It’s funny you should say that,” he remarked. “The general opinion is that you’re the most punishing player of the whole crowd.”


This was before regeneration set in, and I actually took it as a compliment. It seemed to me rather manly and two-fisted to be considered the highest betting and hardest player of the lot. I don’t know why. Now that I’m completely cured, my old attitude toward poker seems to me incomprehensible. At least, I think I’m completely cured. A month ought to be long enough to tell whether or not the cure is final. Don’t you think so?


It was only during the first three weeks of my swear-off that I was appreciably restless on Saturday nights. The temper I got into around the house on the fourth Saturday really had nothing to do with poker. It was a private, personal matter which is irrelevant to this article.


Just think of it! For the last four weeks I’ve gone to bed every Saturday night before two o’clock Sunday morning. And there were those imbeciles sitting up till five or six in the morning. Once it was all the way until noon the next day.


I do make a business of asking the old crowd how late they played and how the game came out. I still take an academic interest in it. There’s no harm in that. After all, a person can swear off a thing and still stop short of being a prig about it. I think it’s braver to know about it, and still keep away – particularly when they tell me that two visitors from out of town have been sitting in and losing heavily. Neither of them, apparently, knows much about the game.


 –     –     –     –


My cure is so complete that I even take the risk of asking on Friday nights just where the game is going to be held. When I learn that, I know just where it is I must not go at 8:30 o’clock. Sometimes when I get to bed early on Saturday nights I don’t sleep very well. In the old days, after an all-night poker game, I used to drop off just like a child. Still, I think getting to bed at a reasonable hour is good for a man.


But all this is beside the point. We were talking about the cruelty of poker players. I wouldn’t say that winning large sums of money from that motion picture producer was cruel; he can afford it. But then he’s come into the game since my time. The rest of us were pretty much all struggling newspaper men. And I’ve won, and I’ve seen others win, as much as three or four months’ salary from a single player.


“Why not play for stakes which all the people concerned can afford to win or lose?” I hear from a lady in the back of the room. This sounds reasonable. It is reasonable. But there is some devilish quality in the game of poker which wars against moderation.


Now, bridge isn’t that way. Bridge for a tenth of a cent a point is not wholly the ideal way for my taste, but I have played it and had a good time. Penny ante I don’t think I’d like at all, or, at any rate, much of the most fervent emotion would be missing. I would also like to point out one error in the query from the lady in the back of the room:


“Why not play for stakes which all concerned can afford to win or lose?”


You see, the trouble with that is there isn’t any limit to the sum of money which a man can afford to win, and your true gambling addict generally expects to win.


Moreover, he likes the excitement residing in the threat of overwhelming disaster which can come to him out of the fact that the stakes are much higher than his income warrants. The very peculiar thrill which poker can provide depends upon the fact that moderation has been abandoned. When the player gets down to those last chips which he simply cannot afford to lose he becomes exceedingly receptive to sensation. “Distress money,” the gamblers call it. Doctor Freud has used, I believe, the expression “the pleasure pain principle,” or something like that. It is pertinent to the emotions of the poker player. If he comes out ahead after early reverses, his joy is all the greater because it has been tinged with suffering.


 –     –     –     –


But, just the same, it really is an evil thing that I should try to take money away from friends of mine in amounts truly embarrassing to them. Or that they should do the same to me. Most of us in the Thanatopsis Club are reasonably decent-hearted, and we wouldn’t like to do grave injury to any of the others – except in poker. It doesn’t make any difference that in theory each one takes an equal risk. The same thing might be said about the practice of fighting duels.


The worst of it is that poker simply will not tolerate the introduction of kindness. Often I have been furiously angry at contending players, but the only time I ever seriously contemplated murder was upon an occasion when an opponent offered me sympathy. I had a full house. He had four of a kind. He got the pot. As he reached for the chips he murmured in a low, sad voice, possibly with the best intentions in the world, “So sorry!”


Jeers and taunts I could have endured better. He had all my chips, and what did I want with his sympathy? People tell me that I am not a good loser. This had no weight in making me swear off. Most of the customs and traditions about losing gracefully seem to me silly.


It’s annoying to have people throw the cards on the floor or pound on the table, but I don’t see why a man in bad luck should not be permitted to sulk as much as he pleases. Such conduct is honorable and perfectly dignified. To laugh and sing and crack jokes in the midst of misfortune is just hypocrisy.


Anyhow, what difference does it make how a loser behaves? He can’t hurt anybody. The scrutiny ought to be directed the other way, to examine the conduct of winners.


In this respect, it seems to me, poker manners are deplorable. Apparently it is entirely in order to oppress the unfortunate with public taunts. Other card games are not like that. I can’t remember, even in the most friendly rubber of bridge, ever having said to an opponent, “Well, I certainly made a fool of you that time.”


 –     –     –     –


A belief persists that there are certain mysterious compensations in poker. The story goes that one learns human nature by playing. Thomas Edison helped to keep this current by including in one of his questionnaires some inquiry as to what to do with two pair before the draw. It was not an intelligently framed question. The limit was mentioned, as I remember, but there was no information as to the lateness of the hour and the status on the books of either contender.


Even with all the facts, I doubt very much whether this particular part of the examination would have helped Mr. Edison much in determining whether the applicant would make a good employee for the electric company. Possibly it was a catch, and only those who answered, “I know nothing about poker,” got the job.


It doesn’t seem to me that I have really acquired any tremendous understanding of human nature through playing poker. I do know that when Alec hesitates and says, “Let me see,” before raising, that almost certainly he isn’t bluffing. I have learned that Marc is more likely to call a large bet than a small one, and that John seldom stays on anything less than tens. But that’s about all, and none of it is calculated to help me much in the battle with life.


If it were possible for me to take the hours I have wasted in poker and lay them end to end, they would reach far enough to carry me into three or four foreign languages. I might even have learned a trade. There are ever so many things I might have done with my time which would have taught me more about human nature.


As for the financial aspect of my ventures, I have no clear idea. There is the familiar adage that it all evens up at the end of the year, but F. P. A. came once to a New Year’s Eve game with the expectation that he would win thousands and thousands of dollars on the strength of that adage. It didn’t work out that way.


Suppose I am, as the still more familiar phrase has it, “just about even.” Any such estimate leaves me a heavy loser, for it is always true that the poker winner takes his gains as so much “velvet” and applies them to luxuries. His losses have to be taken out of the budget devoted to necessities.


No one within my acquaintance has bought a house, or paid a life insurance premium, or laid in the winter’s coal, out of poker winnings. Looking over my worldly goods, I find a green and yellow necktie which I bought after a successful session. Nothing else of a tangible nature remains after all my hard work.


“Unlucky at cards, lucky at love,” is another well-known slogan. Perhaps it goes the other way ’round, but anyhow it represents a sound psychological principle. Your true poker addict is licked by life and circumstances. He hasn’t done the things he set out to do, and so he buries himself in this fantasy existence of gambling where success can come in a few seconds.


 –     –     –     –


I have figured it out that with my poker time I could have written anywhere from seventy-five to one hundred novels, and, in obedience to the law of averages, one out of all that number should have been good.


I can’t turn the clock back. There’s no good mourning over spilt time. The best that is left to me is to try to make something out of my middle age and thus atone for a misspent youth.


Just one thing in my swear-off disturbs me. To cut off a vice completely rather argues that a man is in some fear of this weakness. That isn’t so in my case. After figuring it all out carefully and calmly, I decided that I didn’t want to play poker any more. The game no longer has any hold on me. And just to show that I’ve got the gambling itch under perfect control, I think I ought to play just once more and then, of course, immediately quit again.


I think I’ll do that. There’s a game next Saturday. I’ll show the people in the Thanatopsis that my rebellion is not a passing whim. If I play next Saturday, I won’t stay until all hours, like the other hopeless slaves of the gambling fever. Twelve o’clock is plenty late enough. Or, at any rate, that’s a good time to begin just one more round.


Yes, I will play next Saturday. That will be complete evidence that I’m no addict.. I’ll show them that I can take it or let it alone.



The Master Workman




“Could I have a mousetrap, please?” I asked. The old gentleman who was fussing around with a couple of wires and a hammer did not put his tools down upon the instant. This gave me a chance to wipe the blood off my face, which had been rather badly cut by the thorns and brambles of the wilderness.


The master workman adjusted his specs and said, “I guess you found it rather heavy going getting here to my little place.”


“Yes,” I answered, “I must have lost the path. There wasn’t any sign of a road at all. I just had to hack my way through.”


“Path,” chuckled the skilled artist mirthlessly 5 “there isn’t even a cow track.”


Naturally I was surprised, and instinctively I quoted from Emerson, or whoever said it, “If a man can make a better mousetrap the world will beat a pathway to his door, even though it lie in the trackless forest”—or words to that effect.


My friend was not amused. “It’s stuff and nonsense,” he told me. “You’re the first customer who’s been here in ten years. In fact, I don’t want ’em any more. They interfere with my work.”


“But,” I objected, “that is a mousetrap that you’re making, isn’t it?”


He fondled the model lovingly and answered, “It is, indeed. That’s the finest mousetrap in the world. It’s the best one I ever made. When I was a young man I couldn’t do half so good. They keep getting better. I change the specifications every day.
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That’s what keeps me young. In the beginning I made only a pretty good mousetrap. This one is sheer genius.”


“Maybe,” I suggested, “it was your lesser mousetraps that the public wanted. Perhaps fifty years ago they beat a pathway to your door.”


This time he fairly snorted with petulance. “I told you once already, stranger, that the pathway thing is just a lie. I’ve been a hermit all my life. Mousetraps don’t sell on merit. If you want to sell mousetraps you’ve got to buy machines to make ’em. You can’t pay any attention to the product yourself. To be a tycoon in the mousetrap field you’ve got to sit outside the tent and beat a drum and think up advertising slogans such as ‘The Pied Piper was a sucker j he didn’t have a Malcolm. It satisfies everybody but the mouse.’ And then you’ve got to take newspaper advertising and go on the air with a jazz band, a blues singer and two comics. I hate radio and jazz and comics. I like mousetraps. That’s why I never sell any.”


He took the model on which he was working and placed it on the floor near the window. For the first time I noticed that every strand of wire was of a different color.


“Look,” said the old man. “See how the sun plays on it. That might be a rainbow. It’s better than a rainbow, because I know more about mixing colors. And look at the shape of it—round as a hill and just as much alive as any river.”


“But in a cellar,” I protested, “there isn’t much sunlight. And maybe the mice don’t care about the architectural perfection. It’s the cheese they’re after.”


“Sure,” he said, “it’s just the same with mice and men. They want the golden stuff which satisfies the belly. My traps are made for the satisfaction of my soul.”


This time I proffered money. After such an arduous trip I didn’t want to go home empty-handed. But he shook his head.


“My traps are not for sale,” he explained. “I make them for posterity. If a man makes a better mousetrap the world will stay away from his door in droves, but they will beat a pathway


to his grave. After Pm gone these traps of mine will stand as ornaments on every mantel. I don’t want to hurry you, young fellow, but the generations yet unborn become impatient. I must get on with my work. Tomorrow I may make an even better mousetrap.”


When I picked up my hat I found that the felt was full of minute punctures. The brim was riddled.


“Really,” I exclaimed, “I had no idea the thorns and brambles were quite as thick as all that in the forest.”


This time he laughed in high good humor. “Not brambles or thorns,” he said. “Them’s mice, stranger. The house is full of ’em. They’re my audience. They’re the ones that have beat the pathway to my door through the trackless forest. They take things on faith without listening to the radio, and that’s why I sit all day and build ’em little palaces.”
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