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For Nan:

who helped to chart our serendipiter’s journey sixty-six years ago and is still at it
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Chapter 1


New York is a city of things unnoticed. It is a city with cats sleeping under parked cars, two stone armadillos crawling up St. Patrick’s Cathedral, and thousands of ants creeping on top of the Empire State Building. The ants probably were carried up there by wind or birds, but nobody is sure; nobody in New York knows any more about the ants than they do about the panhandler who takes taxis to the Bowery; or the dapper man who picks trash out of Sixth Avenue trash cans; or the medium in the West Seventies who claims, “I am clairvoyant, clairaudient, and clairsensuous.”

New York is a city for eccentrics and a center for odd bits of information. New Yorkers blink twenty-eight times a minute, but forty when tense. Most popcorn chewers at Yankee Stadium stop chewing momentarily just before the pitch. Gum chewers on Macy’s escalators stop chewing momentarily just before they get off—to concentrate on the last step. Coins, paperclips, ballpoint pens, and little girls’ pocketbooks are found by workmen when they clean the sea lions’ pool at the Bronx Zoo . . .

In New York from dawn to dusk to dawn, day after day, you can hear the steady rumble of tires against the concrete span of the George Washington Bridge. The bridge is never completely still. It trembles with traffic. It moves in the wind. Its great veins of steel swell when hot and contract when cold; its span often is ten feet closer to the Hudson River in summer than in winter. It is an almost restless structure of graceful beauty which, like an irresistible seductress, withholds secrets from the romantics who gaze upon it, the escapists who jump off it, the chubby girl who lumbers across its 3,500-foot span trying to reduce, and the 100,000 motorists who each day cross it, smash into it, short-change it, get jammed up on it . . .



These words were written more than sixty years ago when I was a young reporter at the New York Times. Growing up in a small town on the Jersey Shore in the late 1940s, I dreamed of someday working for a great newspaper. But I did not necessarily want to write news. News was ephemeral and it accentuated the negative. It was largely concerned with what went wrong yesterday rather than what went right. Much of it was, in Bob Dylan’s words, “good-for-nothing news.” Or it was Gotcha Journalism, in which reporters with tape recorders often got public figures to make fools of themselves trying to answer tricky questions.

Nevertheless, news continues to be made every day based on the statements and activities of newsworthy people—politicians, bankers, business leaders, artists, entertainers, and athletes. Other people are ignored unless involved in a crime, or a scandal, or had suffered an accidental or violent death. If they had lived lawfully and uneventfully, and had died of natural causes, obituary editors would not assign reporters to write about them. They were not newsworthy. They were essentially nobodies. When I joined the Times in the mid-1950s, I wanted to specialize in writing about nobodies.

As a reader I was always drawn to fiction writers who could make ordinary people seem extraordinary. Out of a nobody they could create a memorable somebody. Among the writers who achieved this was Herman Melville, whose great short story about a nobody is called “Bartleby, the Scrivener.”

Appearing in Putnam’s Magazine in 1853, two years after the publication of Melville’s novel Moby-Dick, the story takes place within a small and dreary law office on the second floor of a building on Wall Street. The first-person narrator is an elderly lawyer who is not given a name but is described as a mild-mannered individual lacking vanity and unabashed professional ambition. Instead of arguing cases in court and seeking public recognition, he serenely conducts “a snug business among rich men’s bonds and mortgages and title-deeds.”

In this era when legal documents are copied by hand, with pen and ink, the lawyer delegates this tedious and exacting task to a newly hired scrivener named Bartleby. Whether this is his first or last name is the reader’s guess, but in any case Bartleby—“pallidly neat, pitiably respectful, incurably forlorn”—makes a fine early impression as he sits quietly throughout the day, head bent, pen in hand, scribbling prodigiously at a corner desk hidden behind a high green folding screen that the lawyer placed there to provide some privacy for both the new man and himself.

The lawyer’s desk is on the same side of the room as Bartleby’s, while two veteran scriveners and an office boy (the latter a barely pubescent but purposeful youth who earns a dollar a week running errands and sweeping the uncarpeted floor) sit on the opposite side of the room. Bartleby never initiates conversation with his fellow scriveners or the lawyer, but he briefly exchanges a few words behind his screen once a day with the office boy—who then, jingling coins, leaves the office and goes out to purchase a handful of ginger-nut biscuits for Bartleby, retaining a couple for himself. Bartleby seems to eat little more than ginger nuts. He never goes out to lunch. When the lawyer and the others depart from the premises in the evening, they always leave Bartleby behind, working at his desk by candlelight.

Eventually, however, the lawyer alters his high opinion of Bartleby. This happens when, for the first time, he asks Bartleby to assist him in checking a legal document. Up to this point Bartleby has spent all of his time writing alone behind the screen and not joining the others when they partner to compare documents, making sure that the duplicates match the original word for word. On busy days even the lawyer, together with the astute office boy—who aspires to becoming a lawyer—lends a helping hand.

While Melville’s story portrays the lawyer as a reasonable man, it also makes clear that he has not forgotten that he is the boss—one with “a natural expectancy of instant compliance” from his underlings—and so on this particular occasion, after he calls out to Bartleby by name and explains what he wants Bartleby to do, the lawyer does not anticipate hearing from behind the screen Bartleby’s soft-spoken voice telling him: “I would prefer not to.”

Assuming that he had not been clearly heard, the lawyer again beckons his assistant to emerge from behind the screen, carrying his chair with him, and come forth to participate in verifying the document. But again, politely but emphatically, and without moving an inch, Bartleby responds: “I would prefer not to.”

This time the lawyer quickly rises from his own desk, strides past the screen, and, staring down at Bartleby, echoes: “I would prefer not to!”—adding: “What do you mean? Are you moon-stuck? I want you to help me compare this sheet here. Take it!”

“I prefer not to,” Bartleby answers, once more in such a gentle and deferential tone that it leaves his boss speechless, mesmerized, and confused.


I looked at him steadfastly. His face was leanly composed; his gray eye dimply calm. Not a wrinkle of agitation rippled him. Had there been the least uneasiness, anger, impatience or impertinence in his manner; in other words, had there been anything ordinarily human about him, doubtless I should have violently dismissed him from the premises.



Literary scholars and critics who have studied “Bartleby, the Scrivener” and have conducted countless seminars through the years pondering its meaning see much significance in the subtitle that Melville attaches to it: “A Story of Wall Street.” It is suggested that the lawyer’s walled-in office with its limited sunlight reflects Melville’s dark view of the financial community, and that Bartleby alternatively serves as capitalism’s opponent, its victim, and an example of “white-collar Marxist alienation.” Among the wide-ranging comments are the following: “Bartleby is like a laboratory subject trapped in a maze with no exit” / “He fights by refusing to fight” / “I Prefer Not To becomes the mantra of the dispossessed and dislocated” / “This story belongs to a narrator who, like his money-driven society, ironically drains Bartleby’s life of energy even while mouthing pious concern for him” / “Bartleby shows no emotion throughout the story.”

This last remark is not entirely true. Near the end of the story, with Bartleby arrested and imprisoned due to his refusal to vacate the old building after he had been dismissed from his job and the firm had moved elsewhere, he becomes uncharacteristically peevish toward the lawyer when the latter comes to visit him one day in the prison yard.

Rejecting the lawyer’s greetings, he declares: “I know you, and I want nothing to say to you.” As silence ensues and the lawyer realizes that it is pointless to remain, he makes his exit—but not before a final gesture of goodwill. He offers money to a jailhouse kitchen worker who promises to keep Bartleby well fed. But this too proves to be pointless, because Bartleby goes on a hunger strike and dies in prison of starvation.

The story ends with the grieving lawyer mentioning that he later received a vague report claiming that Bartleby, prior to being hired as the lawyer’s scrivener, had served as a subordinate clerk in the Dead Letter Office in Washington, a position he lost following a change in the administration. Although the lawyer cannot confirm the accuracy of this report, he nonetheless pauses to imagine how depressing and demoralizing this experience might have been for Bartleby, this job of “continually handling these dead letters, and assorting them for the flames.”

But again, the lawyer concedes that he is not sure that Bartleby ever held such a position, and furthermore, during the entire length of Melville’s lengthy tale, the reader learns nothing about Bartleby’s private life and what might have motivated him.




Chapter 2

During my writing assignments and my longtime residency in New York City, I have met many people who, in one way or another, remind me of Bartleby. These are people whom I might see regularly but whose private lives remain private. I might know them by one name, or no name, or by little more than a nod, and yet I continually cross paths with them as they perform their duties as doormen, bank tellers, receptionists, waiters, mail carriers, handymen, cleaning women, and counter clerks at the hardware store, dry cleaner, pharmacy, or other places employing people who might meet an obituary editor’s definition of a nobody.

When I was hired by the Times—I began as a twenty-one-year-old copyboy in the summer of 1953, earning $38 a week—the first thing I noticed as I entered the vast third-floor newsroom within the old Gothic-style office building on 43rd Street off Broadway were the horseshoe-shaped desks around which sat the bent-over bodies of dozens of copyreaders. Nearly all of them were men who wore green plastic eyeshades and, with pencils poised, were reading, correcting, and revising the typed pages of the articles that lay in front of them and were scheduled to be published in the next day’s paper.

The copyreaders’ names were unknown to the newspaper’s general readership and also to most of the bylined reporters whose work they were editing. Like Bartleby, the copyreaders were physically close to their fellow employees while remaining socially and emotionally distant. Huddled for hours around the rims of the curved desks in the middle of the newsroom, with a minimum of movement and little conversation even among themselves, they were private, pensive, and pondering individuals who were entirely focused on reading and evaluating what might be fit to print in the next edition and what might eventually be preserved eternally in the paper of record.

After their final editing had been checked and approved by the chief copyreader and a few senior editors, the articles were relayed via an air-chute conveyer up to the composing room on the floor above. There the reporters’ words were transposed by linotype operators into metal type that was later placed in trays and hammered to fit precisely within page frames by teams of printers—individuals whose names were rarely known and whose voices were rarely heard. A substantial number of printers at the Times, and at publications elsewhere, were deaf mutes.

What might be deemed a handicap in other occupations might be regarded as an asset if one were working in proximity to the noisy intonations of the composing room, and more so when close to the gigantic and clamorous high-speed press machines located within the basement and subbasement of the fourteen-story Times Building. Here, after the machines began to roll each evening, the sound became so ear-splitting that few people with normal hearing capacities could tolerate it; and, in addition, the vibrations were so pronounced as to be felt within the second floor’s advertising department, the third floor’s newsroom, and even the fourth floor’s composing room.

When the night’s work was done, and while many thousands of printed copies were wire-wrapped in bundles and packed into the delivery trucks, some of the printers would walk across the street to Gough’s Chop House, at 212 West 43rd Street, for a beer and whiskey chaser. The printers were distinguished for wearing ink-stained, box-shaped, four-cornered folded newspaper hats, and, although they used sign language when ordering drinks, the bartenders at Gough’s seemed to understand them.

While I was never personally acquainted with a printer or a copyreader, I regularly had a close-up view of them when I and other copyboys spent our off-hours at Gough’s, where the burgers cost thirty cents and where on weekends we returned to cash our salary checks. The printers usually confined themselves to the bar, while the copyreaders would likely be found at one of the booths in the back, seated close to, but not socializing with, the reporters who might also be having a late-night dinner there.

This sense of separateness was in no way an indication of disrespect between the two but rather an understanding, tacitly supported by higher management, that the interests of the paper were probably better served when reporters and copyreaders avoided close personal association. Yes, they worked for the same newspaper, but their priorities were different. Reporters were fact-gatherers. Copyreaders were fact-checkers. Reporters were natural seducers who tried to convince their outside sources to be more forthcoming, whereas the copyreaders were the paper’s guardians, rectifiers, standard bearers. They were trained to trim stories, to check the grammar, to clarify what was unclear; by not befriending reporters, they could more easily resist whatever entreaties might come from reporters desiring more space for their stories or for the restoration of a favorite phrase that the copyreader might have marked as purple prose and eliminated.

If reporters were unhappy with the editing, they were not to complain directly to a copyreader but rather consult with the city editor—a risky option, however, since the latter, disliking confrontations, might view the reporter as a whiner and reduce his assignments. In any case, the floor space around the horseshoe-shaped desks was all but forbidden territory to reporters in those days. As a copyboy, I often ran errands for the chief copyreader, who occupied the open space within the horseshoe—he was referred to as the “slot man”—but in later years, during my decade as a reporter, I deliberately stayed away from that area and consequently never became well acquainted with copyreaders.

Still, I was always curious about them. I believed they had interesting stories to tell and led fuller lives than was evident from what was seen of them. I was thinking this one night when I noticed a copyreader leaving the newsroom after work with a violin case under his arm.




Chapter 3

During this period I did get to know one of the Times electricians, and, before going to my copyboy job one afternoon, I interviewed him for a short piece that I later deposited in the city editor’s mailbox. This resulted in my first published words in the New York Times, on November 2, 1953. It appeared on the editorial page, which did not carry bylines then, but an extra $10 was added to my paycheck the next week.

The electrician I wrote about was a stocky, bespectacled, and affable gentleman in his late fifties named James Torpey. Sometimes with an assistant or two, Mr. Torpey operated the paper’s famous electromechanical moving-letter news sign that was illuminated by nearly fifteen thousand twenty-watt bulbs and spelled out the latest headlines in five-foot-tall gold lettering that rotated around the fourth-floor cornice of the slender wedge-shaped twenty-five-story Times Tower. This ornate building, near the corner of Broadway and 42nd Street—also the site of the annual “ball drop” festivity on New Year’s Eve—was constructed in 1903 and served as the newspaper’s headquarters until the paper outgrew it and moved less than a block away, in 1913, into vastly more spacious quarters at 229 West 43rd Street.

Still, for mainly sentimental reasons, the paper’s owning Sulzberger family was reluctant to sell the Tower building. The cornerstone had been laid in 1904 by an eleven-year-old schoolgirl who was currently the paper’s aging matriarch, Iphigene Ochs Sulzberger—the only child of the paper’s owner, Adolph S. Ochs, who died in 1935. Ochs was then succeeded as publisher by Iphigene’s husband, Arthur Hays Sulzberger. In young Iphigene’s speech in 1904 she dedicated the Tower building to “the welfare of mankind.” It was then the second tallest building in New York, topped only by a twenty-nine-story skyscraper at 15 Park Row, near City Hall, owned by a syndicate headed by a financier and horse fancier named August Belmont, who in 1905 established the Belmont Park racetrack in Long Island.

Mr. Belmont, who was also quite friendly with Adolph Ochs, tipped off the Times owner about a new subway station being planned for 42nd Street, and this certainly influenced Ochs’s decision to move uptown from his 41 Park Row headquarters and construct his Tower building within what was then called Longacre Square, a name of London lineage. Three months after Iphigene had laid the cornerstone for the Tower, Longacre Square was renamed Times Square in honor of its new journalistic neighbor.

When I joined the paper in 1953, eight years before younger and less sentimental members of the Sulzberger family would sell the Tower to an advertising executive and sign designer named Douglas Leigh, the only Times employees still working in the building were in the classified advertising department, located on the ground floor, and the electric-sign operators on the fourth floor. The rest of the space within this narrow and odd-shaped quadrilateral structure was occupied by a dwindling number of commercial tenants. The sidewalk steps leading up to the building’s main entrance served as the daily dropping-off spot for truck drivers unloading newly printed copies of the New York Daily News, New York Mirror, and other newspapers that I fetched each night as part of my job before carrying them back to the newsroom on 43rd Street, where various editors quickly scanned them in the hope of finding no worthwhile information of which the Times was not already aware.

On one occasion I arrived at the Tower well in advance of the truck drivers, and, indulging my curiosity, ventured up the Tower’s staircase to the fourth floor and paused at the open door of a room cluttered with machinery and component parts whose purposes and designs confounded me. My attention was immediately drawn to a heavyset man standing on a ladder with his back to me, reaching with his right hand up toward the highest level of a large wall cupboard. There the shelving was lined with rows and rows of thin brown slats of an early form of plastic called Bakelite that in size and shape resembled paperback books. Also high above, but away from the cupboard, was a slow-moving chain conveyor with a pair of crawling rubber belts that traversed almost the full length of the ceiling before looping down to link and ride along the edges of a perhaps thirty-foot-long cast-iron industrial conveyor track that rose about three or four feet from the floor.

I watched quietly for a while, and, after the man had stepped down from the ladder and turned in my direction, I politely greeted him, adding that I was a copyboy and was very interested in what he was doing. With a friendly nod and a smile, he introduced himself as James Torpey, the chief operator of the news sign. After a pause, he handed me one of the slats he was carrying, identifying it as an electrical contact plate. It consisted of a five-and-a-half-inch silver metal letter mounted on Bakelite. There were many hundreds of such plates in the room, he said, and on each was imprinted a single letter from the alphabet. On the contact plate he gave me was the letter C.

Mr. Torpey went on to say that after he received a headline via teletype from the newsroom on 43rd Street, it was his job to quickly spell it out, letter by letter and then word by word, utilizing the contact plates in a manner similar to that of a compositor setting manual type. After the plated words of the headline were in order, then secured within a long and narrow metal frame, the frame was placed on one end of the lengthy conveyor track and, when activated, moved forward to make contact with electrical brushes that stimulated the many thousands of light bulbs that studded the news sign outside, instantaneously spelling out, in sparkling letters, the five-foot-high words of the headline.

Mr. Torpey said that the 380-foot-long sign that girdled the four sides of the building, and rotated headlined words from right to left, could be read by most pedestrians from a distance of several city blocks. He went on to say that he and the paper’s owners joined in inaugurating the sign on November 6, 1928, with Torpey’s first headline signaling Herbert Hoover’s victory over Al Smith in the presidential election.

Torpey’s “scoops” included being the first to announce the discovery and death in 1932 of the missing twenty-month-old son of aviator Charles Lindbergh and Anne Morrow Lindbergh. The child had been removed earlier from the nursery of his parents’ home near Hopewell, New Jersey. Later, Torpey also led with the news that a jury in New Jersey had convicted Bruno Richard Hauptmann of the kidnapping and murder of the baby, the crime for which Hauptmann would be executed in 1936. The most gratifying headline that James Torpey ever copied was posted on the evening of August 14, 1945, in the aftermath of the Japanese surrender and the termination of World War II.

Despite my limited experience in journalism, I knew immediately that Torpey’s story was a good one—and it was my kind of story. Here was a Bartleby-related character, an obscure scrivener working largely unnoticed, copying words that radiated light. Here in the Theater District was a kind of choreographer who created a chorus line of letters that shimmered and dazzled. And here, more important, was my opportunity to call attention to a headline-making man whose name had never appeared in print.

Below is part of what was published on the Times editorial page on November 2, 1953:


The electric news sign in Times Square will be twenty-five years old this week. Making its debut on Nov. 6, 1928, the night of the Hoover-Smith election, the sign has been a Broadway hit ever since as it rotates in five-foot golden letters around The Times Tower . . . from twilight to midnight . . . with only three interruptions—all due to wartime “dim-out” regulations.

And as we mark this silver anniversary of the electric sign it is fitting to acknowledge the service performed by James J. Torpey, a genial gentleman who, as head electrician, has been putting the news in lights since the debut . . .

Often in the past twenty-five years his service in the Tower has been far beyond the call of duty. On V-J Day in 1945, for example, Mr. Torpey remained at his post for twenty-three and a half consecutive hours awaiting the green light from The New York Times news department to give the tremendous crowd in the square what it had been waiting for: the official announcement of the end of the war.






Chapter 4

Another obscure individual whom I befriended during my rounds as a copyboy was Isaac Newton Falk, a sixty-year-old, diminutive file clerk who worked down the hall from the newsroom in the archival department, which was commonly called “the morgue.”

The space there was dominated by multiple rows of tall steel cabinets filled with cardboard packets containing tens of millions of newspaper clippings—some of which, yellowed and brittle, dated back to the early 1900s and beyond. Also stored in the morgue were many advance obituaries awaiting the demise of newsmakers that were written by reporters no longer alive. On entering the morgue I often thought of Melville’s reference to Bartleby and the Dead Letter Office.

The first time I was sent to the morgue was to obtain background information about the city’s subway system for the transportation editor, and it was Isaac Newton Falk who assisted me. Only his head and shoulders were visible as he stood behind the counter and handed me the material. He was less than five feet tall. He had bushy eyebrows, and his wire-rimmed glasses were peppered with dandruff. His hair, gray and unkempt, protruded over, under, and through the green eyeshades he wore. He seemed to be shy and a bit awkward, but as I later got to know him I was impressed with his willingness, efficiency, and intelligence.

During a coffee break he once told me that his mother, a devotee of classical music, frequently took him as a boy to operas and concerts, and along the way he’d acquired massive amounts of knowledge about the great composers and their music. Consequently, whenever the Times telephone operators received outside calls requesting information—calls that were routinely directed to the morgue—Falk was always consulted if the inquiry concerned classical music. Initially, other employees in the morgue were unconvinced about the accuracy of his spontaneous responses; but, after checking with the paper’s chief music critic, it was found that Falk was close to infallible.

He began working in the morgue in 1924, no doubt benefiting from the fact that his maternal grandfather, Michael B. Abrahams, had previously served the Times as an assistant city editor. When Falk was not working at the morgue’s counter, he sat in the rear with other scissor-bearing employees, clipping articles from laid-out newspapers. Almost forty copies of the Times, and more than half that number of other publications, were set aside daily for such purposes. After each article had been cut out, it was neatly trimmed at the margins and labeled either by name or subject matter. It was then folded and tucked into a string-tied thin cardboard packet measuring seven-by-five inches, then filed alphabetically within one of the rolling drawers of the steel cabinets.

In addition to his knowledge of music, Falk’s other main interest was baseball, especially regarding his favorite New York Giants baseball team—until it broke his heart by moving to San Francisco in 1957. The Giants home field was in Upper Manhattan at the Polo Grounds, and, whenever he was off duty during the baseball season, he could usually be found in the grandstands of the Polo Grounds watching a game, along with the paraphernalia he always carried: a rubber razzer and two cowbells.

If a Giants player struck out or made an error, Falk would blast the razzer. If a Giant got a hit, Falk would ring the small cowbell. When a Giant homered, Falk would not only ring the larger bell but sometimes throw it up in the air and let it drop with a loud clatter in the aisle near his seat. This feat often upset the attendants and nearby fans, but Falk was never evicted because he held a special pass issued by Ford Frick, president of the National League.

In early 1936, during his lunch break at the morgue and while reading the sports section, he noticed a scheduling error regarding the coming baseball season. Both the Giants and the New York Yankees were playing at home on August 20 of that year. Since both local clubs never played at home on the same day, Falk immediately telephoned the sports desk at the Times, and other papers as well, alerting them of the mistake. But in dismissing his calls, most people told him that he had read the schedule incorrectly or that what he had read was a typo. The only person who took the time to listen to him carefully was a sportswriter who was deaf. He was John Drebinger, who covered the Yankees for the Times, and he ultimately contacted the Major League scheduling officials and prompted them to correct their error. One result was a season-long gift awarded to “Isaac Newton Falk and One,” providing free tickets to all National League games, a privilege that was renewed for the rest of his life.

I wanted to write an article about Falk, describing him as an interesting if contradictory figure—at times a quiet man in the morgue clipping articles, at other times a crazy fan tossing cowbells. I hoped the piece would be printed in the “Times Talk,” the paper’s slick twelve-page house organ that was published monthly for not only the five thousand employees within the building but was mailed out to several hundred retirees, foreign correspondents, privileged subscribers, and college journalism departments.

After writing a one-page outline for the article, I delivered it to the “Times Talk” receptionist on the twelfth floor. But I was disappointed a few days later when I received a polite rejection slip. As a subject, Falk was considered a bit too eccentric for “Times Talk,” it was explained.

A week later, however, my spirits were lifted when I received a note from the travel editor, on the eighth floor, saying that he was interested in another idea I had: a piece about the men who made their living pushing passengers up and down the Atlantic City boardwalk in reed-covered, three-wheeled rolling chairs. Atlantic City was about to mark its hundredth anniversary—it was incorporated in 1854—and the “baskets on wheels” business began on the boardwalk about thirty years later.

As a boy growing up in Ocean City, approximately ten miles south of Atlantic City, I was familiar with the rolling chairs, and I had once received a ride as part of a birthday gift. The cost was a dollar per hour for one or two persons, and an extra fifty cents for three. The talkative Black man who vigorously pushed my chair said I was his tenth customer that day. On average, he walked twenty-five to thirty miles daily and claimed never to be tired. There were about four thousand chairs and men involved in the business. The founder was a partially crippled Philadelphian named Harry D. Shill, who, during the 1880s, in addition to renting baby carriages on the boardwalk, soon added invalid chairs for the many convalescents who vacationed in Atlantic City. When the trade began catering to the general public, one of its best-known patrons, while on weekend visits from Washington, was Charles Curtis, vice president under Herbert Hoover.

The article I wrote was published in the travel section of the Sunday Times on February 21, 1954. It was illustrated by a photo of a couple being pushed in a chair near one of the boardwalk’s finest hotels, the classically designed Marlborough-Blenheim. The headline over my article read: “Famous Rolling Chairs Beside the Sea.” Displaying my first byline in the Times, it began:


A sizeable number of the 10,000,000 visitors here each year consider their vacations incomplete until they have ridden in one of the three-wheeled over-sized perambulators which, along with saltwater taffy and public auctions, comprise the good life on this popular sand bar now celebrating its 100th anniversary . . .






Chapter 5

Some months later, during my final weeks as a copyboy, I had a story idea that was accepted by the Sunday New York Times Magazine. I proposed writing about a silent-screen actress named Nita Naldi, who, during the 1920s, had been one of movie idol Rudolph Valentino’s leading ladies in Hollywood. Before that, after working as an artist’s model, a vaudeville performer, and a chorus girl, she had been cast as an exotic figure in Paramount’s 1920 film Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, starring John Barrymore, who had initially spotted her as a dancer.

But in 1954, decades after Nita Naldi’s retirement as a vampish attraction in the film business, it was announced that a new musical called The Vamp, inspired by Naldi’s career and starring Carol Channing, was scheduled for Broadway. I had read this item in a tabloid’s theater column one day while riding the subway to work. The column mentioned that Nita Naldi was then living as a recluse in a small Broadway hotel, but the hotel was not named.

New York then had close to three hundred hotels in the Broadway area. I spent hours looking in the yellow pages in the Times newsroom when I was not otherwise occupied; I jotted down the hotel numbers and later began placing calls from one of the rear phones that copyboys were allowed to use. I phoned about eighty hotels over a four-day period, asking each time to be connected to Nita Naldi’s room, speaking always in a presumptive tone that I hoped might give the impression that I knew she was staying there.

But none of the hotel people had ever heard of her. Then I called the Hotel Wentworth, at 57 West 46th Street, and, to my amazement, I heard the gruff voice of a man at the reception desk respond: “Yeah, she’s here—who wants her?” I hung up. I did not want to speak to her over the telephone. It was not only late in the evening, but I had already been warned by a veteran reporter at the Times: “Young man, never interview anyone over the phone if you can help it.”

He explained that the telephone was an inadequate instrument for interviewing people because, among other things, it prevents your learning a great deal from observing a person’s face and manner, to say nothing of the surrounding ambience. I also came to agree that people will reveal more of themselves if you are physically present; and the more convincing you are in conveying your genuine interest, the better will be your chances of obtaining that person’s cooperation.

On the following afternoon, two hours before reporting to work, I walked across the Wentworth’s lobby to the house phone in the corner and firmly asked the operator to connect me directly with Miss Naldi—thus avoiding the assistance, and perhaps the unwanted questions, of one of the desk clerks. It also seemed to me that using the house phone was less invasive, more direct, and more likely productive than calling in from the outside, because, after all, I was now calling her from her own address—I was already there, manifestly present.

“Good afternoon, Miss Naldi,” I began. “I’m a young assistant at the Times, and I’m downstairs in your lobby, and I’d like to meet you for a few minutes and talk about doing an article about you.”

“You’re downstairs!” she said, in a dramatic voice of mild alarm. “How did you know where I live?”

“I just called all the Broadway hotels I could.”

“You must have spent a lot of money,” she said, in a calmer voice. “Anyway, I don’t have much time.”

“May I just come up to introduce myself, Miss Naldi?”

After a pause, she said: “Well, give me five minutes, then come up. Oh, the place is a perfect mess!”

I immediately took the elevator to the fifth floor, then paused a little longer than five minutes in the hall before knocking. When she opened the door, she stared at me silently for a moment; then, after I had introduced myself, she smiled broadly and waved me in. Quite tall and striking, she presented herself in a way that had probably been filmed thirty years ago in a scene with Valentino. She had dark arched eyebrows and long earrings, a black gown, and jet-black hair that I guessed she dyed often. Her gestures, revealed as soon as she began to speak, were very exaggerated, as in the silent-screen era they had to be.

She shared her small suite with four parrots, and her parlor could have passed for a turn-of-the-century movie set—wall tapestries, crown molding, and Art Deco furniture, although now quite worn and scratched. The parrots, who did no talking, were paired off in two cages, and overlooking the center of the room was a small dusty chandelier.

I began the interview with questions about her early years, her elevation from being a Ziegfeld Follies girl in 1919 to her 1922 co-starring role with Valentino in Blood and Sand. She was not hesitant about discussing the downside of her career, conceding that her last film with Valentino, Cobra in 1925, was not very successful, nor was the one she did a year later, The Mountain Eagle, which marked Alfred Hitchcock’s second venture as a director. She added that some bad investments, her own mismanagement, and the fact that she was no longer getting good parts in films led to her bankruptcy in 1932. She did later appear from time to time in television shows and secondary roles in plays and musicals on Broadway, but her financial struggles continued. She admitted to me that she needed help from the Actors Fund in order to pay for her room at the Wentworth.

While she was grateful in 1954 when the producers of The Vamp hired her to help prepare Carol Channing for the leading role, she did tell me that she herself would have been a far better choice for the part. After all, she had lived the part, she explained, adding that she had a strong and rich voice and much stage experience in musicals. But then she asked that I not quote her on that subject. And I did not.

After spending almost two hours taking notes, I thanked her for her help and then spent the next three or four days writing the piece during my off-hours at my apartment. Finally, I folded the ten-page typed final version into an envelope and left it with the editor’s secretary in the Sunday department.

A week later, the articles editor called to tell me that he planned to use the piece. His decision marked one of the happiest days of my life. But its publication had to coincide with the opening of The Vamp, he went on to say, and, since the musical was in an early production stage, opening night was still unknown and might be far away.

Whenever it was, I knew I would undoubtedly not be in New York. In late June, I was scheduled to begin a two-year tour with the army, reporting first to the Armor School at Fort Knox, Kentucky. When I told this to the editor, he told me not to worry: Whenever the musical announced its opening night, he would insert that information into my piece, then mail an advance copy to my unit. The story finally appeared in the Sunday Magazine of October 16, 1955.

It began:


In order that Carol Channing be flawlessly vampish, beguiling and pleasantly unwholesome as the star of the musical on the silent movie era which comes to Broadway Nov. 10 and is called, not unexpectedly, “The Vamp,” she has had as a kind of adviser, aide de camp, critic and coach, that exotic former siren named Nita Naldi. When it comes to vamping roles, no one is a more qualified instructor than Miss Naldi. In her heyday, in the Twenties, Nita Naldi was the symbol of everything passionate and evil on the silent screen.



It ended:


Still very dark and buxom, Miss Naldi is recognized surprisingly often as she travels about.

“Women don’t seem to hate me anymore,” she says with satisfaction. She is often stopped in the street and asked, “What was it really like kissing Valentino?” Young people will remark, “Oh, Miss Naldi, my father has told me so-o-o much about you!” to which the actress manages to respond graciously. Not too long ago a man approached her on the corner of Forty-sixth Street and Broadway and exclaimed in wonder. “You’re Nita Naldi, the Vampire!” It was as if he had turned the clock back, restoring Miss Naldi to the world she had inhabited thirty years ago. Eager to live in the present, the actress replied in a tone that mixed resentment and resignation. “Yes, do you mind?”






Chapter 6

I had long known that the United States stored vast amounts of gold in a vault at Fort Knox, but, until I received my military orders, I had no idea that Fort Knox also served as the home base for several thousand troops being trained in the use of tank warfare. Prominently located on the base, about thirty miles south of Louisville, was the General George Patton Museum, honoring the most famous tank commander of World War II; and, not long after I arrived there, it was announced that Fort Knox’s new chief of staff, recently returned from Korea, would be Colonel Creighton W. Abrams, who had served heroically under Patton in Europe before and during the Battle of the Bulge.

As a journalism student at the University of Alabama—having enrolled there in 1949 at the suggestion of our Birmingham-born family doctor in Ocean City, NJ—I invested some of my extracurricular time with the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps, a campus program available to students across the nation who, upon induction into the military, would enter as commissioned officers. In my case, since I was assigned to Fort Knox, I would begin as a second lieutenant in a tank unit. But first, I had to pass the Armor School’s sixteen-week basic training course, where the challenges included learning to drive a tank up and down hills, learning how to change a tank’s caterpillar tracks, loading and firing a cannon from the turret, and, while bivouacking at night in a tank with three other men, trying to get some sleep. The latter was by far the most difficult.

In November, after about five months of tank training, I was transferred to the headquarters building to assist the public information officer in writing stories about Fort Knox activities for the base newspaper, Inside the Turret, and also prepare press releases that might be published in journals around the state, especially in the prominent daily in nearby Louisville, the Courier-Journal.

Thousands of troops spent their weekends in Louisville, contributing greatly to the city’s economy, and therefore I had a receptive audience for many of my ideas from the editors at the Courier-Journal and also the Louisville Times, an evening paper. The social page editor at the Courier-Journal printed my story about the many globe-trotting, multi-lingual students attending grade school at Fort Knox, and on another occasion the Courier-Journal’s Sunday magazine published my interview with a Bangkok-born lieutenant who had been my classmate at the Armor School.

I followed up with another Courier-Journal magazine piece about a Fort Knox–based twenty-year-old paratrooper, Private Stanley A. Melczak, who, while on a training mission in Alaska six months earlier, had jumped from a C-119 transport aircraft about a thousand feet above the ground, and, although both of his parachutes failed to open, he lived to tell me about it.

The fortunate Private Melczak survived because he fell into a forty-foot snowbank. It happened on January 29, 1955. He and about thirty troops from the Eleventh Airborne Division were supposed to be gaining experience in harsh climate conditions, but, after everyone had jumped, only Melzcak’s parachutes failed to open, and so he came down the hard way.

After being released from the hospital, and being assigned to temporary duty at Ford Knox, he told me that he’d landed feet first in the snowbank, with his hips and knees flexed 90 degrees. His body was a sort of shock absorber. “The medics and chaplains were the first to me,” he said. “They cut my equipment, got me on a stretcher, gave me some shots, and soon I was on a helicopter to an army hospital. My arms and back felt broken, but it was only three fractured vertebrae.”

After the Courier-Journal published my story on Melczak—“The Luckiest Man Alive”—it was picked up by the Associated Press news features syndicate and reprinted in dozens of newspapers around the nation and overseas. Since I was on the army’s payroll, I accepted no fee for this or any of my other newspaper articles. I did receive bylines, however, nearly all of them identifying me as a second lieutenant and an assistant to the public information officer at Fort Knox.

My boss, the PIO, was an elderly cigar-smoking lieutenant colonel from Texas with a fondness for Kentucky bourbon, who, after decades of service, was eagerly anticipating his retirement in the coming year. Welcoming every opportunity to make his job less demanding and stressful, he often passed on to me responsibilities that were properly his, such as accompanying the chief of staff, Colonel Creighton Abrams, to social occasions and speaking events.

Abrams, soon to be promoted to brigadier general, was a heavy cigar smoker, and sometimes while I sat next to him in the back of the staff car, he would share one with me. This was a time of unhealthy bliss. Cigar smoking was even permitted on commercial airliners, and it is likely that Abrams’s love of cigars contributed to his early death. He died at age fifty-nine, in 1974, as a four-star general in the Pentagon while the army’s chief of staff. He had been undergoing surgery at the Walter Reed Army Medical Center in an effort to remove a cancerous lung. Some years after his death the army named its new main battle tank the M1 Abrams.

I was separated from the army at the end of June in 1956. Four months before that, I accompanied the Third Armored Division from Fort Knox to Frankfurt, Germany, to write stories highlighting the arrival of thousands of troops dedicated to winning the Cold War. But nothing that I saw in Germany convinced me that I was not part of a peacetime army. Yes, many big buildings in Frankfurt were still leveled as a result of bombs dropped more than a decade before, but otherwise the economy seemed to be flourishing, no doubt due to the many dollars coming out of the pockets of American soldiers




OEBPS/images/f0xii-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
BARTLEBY
AND ME

Reflections of an Old Scrivener

RRRRRRRRRRRR

New York Boston





OEBPS/images/f00iv-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780358447771_Cover.jpg
GAY TALES

T

5

W;ﬁ

A7

.%—

“[An] incomparable memoir.” —AIR MAIL

BARTLEBY

& ME

Refl ec_'_'ti:i'o.,enfs}”'_:o f an
OldSc ivener

R
AT
A

—






OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Frontispiece



		Dedication



		Contents



		Part I: A Story of Wall Street



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13









		Part II: In Sinatra’s Shadow



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25









		Part III: Dr. Bartha’s Brownstone



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35









		About Mariner Books



		About the Author



		Also by Gay Talese



		Copyright



		About the Publisher













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Part I: A Story of Wall Street


















		v



		iv



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		i



		ii



		iii



		vi














