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Book One



HISTORY AS A NOVEL: THE STEPS OF THE PENTAGON




Part I:

Thursday Evening

1: PEN PALS

From the outset, let us bring you news of your protagonist. The following is from Time magazine, October 27, 1967.


A SHAKY START

Washington’s scruffy Ambassador Theater, normally a pad for psychedelic frolics, was the scene of an unscheduled scatological solo last week in support of the peace demonstrations. Its antistar was author Norman Mailer, who proved even less prepared to explain Why Are We in Vietnam? than his current novel bearing that title.

Slurping liquor from a coffee mug, Mailer faced an audience of 600, most of them students, who had kicked in $1,900 for a bail fund against Saturday’s capers. ‘I don’t want to grandstand unduly,’ he said, grandly but barely standing.

It was one of his few coherent sentences. Mumbling and spewing obscenities as he staggered about the stage – which he had commandeered by threatening to beat up the previous M.C. – Mailer described in detail his search for a usable privy on the premises. Excretion, in fact, was his preoccupation of the night. ‘I’m here because I’m like LBJ,’ was one of Mailer’s milder observations. ‘He’s as full of crap as I am.’ When hecklers mustered the temerity to shout ‘Publicity hound!’ at him, Mailer managed to pronounce flawlessly his all-purpose noun, verb and expletive: ‘**** you.’

Dwight Macdonald, the bearded literary critic, was aghast at the barroom bathos, but failed to argue Mailer off the platform. Macdonald eventually squeezed in the valorous observation that Ho Chi Minh was really no better than Dean Rusk. After more obscenities, Mailer introduced Poet Robert Lowell, who got annoyed at requests to speak louder, ‘I’ll bellow, but it won’t do any good,’ he said, and proceeded to read from Lord Weary’s Castle.

By the time the action shifted to the Pentagon, Mailer was perky enough to get himself arrested by two Marshals. ‘I transgressed a police line,’ he explained with some pride on the way to the lockup; where the toilet facilities are scarce indeed and the coffee mugs low-octane.



Now we may leave Time in order to find out what happened.

2: IN THE DEN

On a day somewhat early in September, the year of the first March on the Pentagon, 1967, the phone rang one morning and Norman Mailer, operating on his own principle of war games and random play, picked it up. That was not characteristic of Mailer. Like most people whose nerves are sufficiently sensitive to keep them well-covered with flesh, he detested the telephone. Taken in excess, it drove some psychic equivalent of static into the privacies of the brain; so he kept himself amply defended. He had an answer service, a secretary, and occasional members of his family to pick up the receiver for him – he discouraged his own participation on the phone – sometimes he would not even speak to old friends. Touched by faint intimations of remorse, he would call them back later. He had the idea – it was undeniably oversimple – that if you spent too much time on the phone in the evening, you destroyed some kind of creativity for the dawn. (It was taken for granted that nothing respectable would come out of the day if the morning began on the phone, and indeed for periods when he was writing he looked on transactions via telephone as Arabs look upon pig.)

Still, Mailer had a complex mind of sorts. Like a later generation which was to burn holes in their brain on Speed, he had given his own head the texture of a fine Swiss cheese. Years ago he had made all sorts of erosions in his intellectual firmament by consuming modestly promiscuous amounts of whiskey, marijuana, seconal, and benzedrine. It had given him the illusion he was a genius, as indeed an entire generation of children would so come to see themselves a decade later out on celestial journeys of LSD.

Now, however, that he had again an actively working brain only partially hampered by old bouts of drugs (which revealed their ravages in occasional gaps like the absolutely necessary word for an occasion failing utterly to arrive on time, or a critical crossroad of memory being forever obliterated so that for the safety of his life he could not remember whether some old beloved had helped him or betrayed him on a specific occasion – no small hole that, for a novelist!) yes, Mailer was bitter about drugs. If he still took a toke of marijuana from time to time for Auld Lang Syne, or in recognition of the probability that good sex had to be awfully good before it was better than on pot, yes, still! – Mailer was not in approval of any drug, he was virtually conservative about it, having demanded of his eighteen-year-old daughter, a Freshman now at Barnard, that she not take marijuana, and never LSD, until she had completed her education, a mean promise to extract in these apocalyptic times.

Such were the sort of contradictions one could discover. As a corollary of his detestation of the telephone was his necessity to pick it up once in a while. Mailer had the most developed sense of image; if not, he would have been a figure of deficiency, for people had been regarding him by his public image since he was twenty-five years old. He had in fact learned to live in the sarcophagus of his image – at night, in his sleep, he might dart out, and paint improvements on the sarcophagus. During the day, while he was helpless, newspapermen and other assorted bravos of the media and the literary world would carve ugly pictures on the living tomb of his legend. Of necessity, part of Mailer’s remaining funds of sensitivity went right into the war of supporting his image and working for it. Sometimes he thought his relation to this image was not unlike some poor fellow who strains his very testicles to bring in emoluments for his wife yet is never favored with carnal knowledge of her. In any event, Mailer worked for the image, and therefore he detested the portrait of himself which would be promulgated if no one could ever reach him. So, on impulse, thereby sharpening his instinct as a gambler, he took spot plunges: once in a while he would pick up his own phone.

On this morning in September, 1967, he lost his bet.

No, let us leave it to history whether he lost his bet or eventually won it. But for our record, it had best be stated that his immediate reaction was one of woe – he did not wish to speak to the man on the other end. That man was an author named Mitchell Goodman. Mitch Goodman, as everyone called him, was a worthy fellow, and Mailer had only good things to say of him, indeed Mailer had even given a blurb to Goodman’s war novel, a brooding poetic work about World War II which had taken something like eight years to write and had been a book deserving of a blurb. (Although Mailer, with Swiss cheese for memory, could not at the instant recollect the title.) That was not necessarily here nor there. The reason Mailer did not wish to speak to Goodman was that he knew that (1) Goodman had a better character than he did and (2) was going to ask something which would not be easy to refuse but would be expensive to perform. Besides, Goodman was the sort of clear conscience which insists upon being solemn, as if the powers of the universe, concerned that worldly balance not disappear altogether, had decided that if men of good conscience were cheerful, all men might like to grow into good conscience and then the ball game would most certainly be over.

In fact Mailer had known Goodman for twenty years. They had been, if he recollected properly, almost in the same year at Harvard (Mailer was Harvard ’43 – his 25th Reunion was coming up), they were both from Brooklyn, both married young. They had met in Paris in 1947, Goodman then a tall powerful handsome dark-haired young man with a profound air of defeated gloom. (He looked the way J. D. Salinger would have looked if J. D. Salinger had been tall enough and beefed-up enough to play football, and had fumbled Catcher in the Rye.) He was married to a charming and most attractive dark-haired English girl with a characteristic space between her two front teeth. Everyone called her Dinny. Everyone in Paris liked her. She was pure as a bird, delicate yet firm in conscience. Since one did not see them again for years except at parties now and then, it took years to realize that the Denise Levertov of whom everyone spoke as an exceptional and splendid poet was the same Dinny. Bless her, she was still cheerful. Bless Mitch – he was still gloomy. They had been married for twenty years. Of how many could that be said? Not of Mr Mailer.

In fact, the last time Mailer had heard of Mitch Goodman was when the latter had led a small group of protesters out of the large hotel banquet hall where Hubert Humphrey was about to address the assorted literati and book reviewers of the American writing world at the National Book Award festivities in March, 1967. Mailer had not attended. He had been boycotting the affair for several years – not that it mattered to anyone, but Mailer thought it was the least he could do, since none of his books had ever been considered for an award, let alone given one. But he remembered being glad he had not attended, for if he had, would he have been ready to walk out with Mitch Goodman or not? The war in Vietnam was probably to be protested on every occasion, and any attempt to twist Hubert Humphrey’s nose was, in all favorable winds, a venture to applaud, but the exodus from the National Book Award’s assembly, as one might have predicted, was small, pilgrim small, by reports not unfarcical: Jules Feiffer walked out with the demonstrators, then sneaked back to go to a party for Humphrey. Feiffer’s comet had not been in ascendance since.

If one was going to take part in a literary demonstration, it had better work, since novelists like movie stars like to keep their politics in their pocket rather than wear them as ashes on the brow; if it is hard for people in the literary world to applaud any act braver or more self-sacrificing than their own, it is impossible for them to forgive any gallant move which is by consensus unsuccessful. The measure of the failure on this occasion had been that Bernard Malamud, who won the 1966 award in fiction for his novel The Fixer, did not boycott the Vice-President, but on the contrary had given his prepared speech in its proper place. Since Malamud was also opposed to the war in Vietnam, Goodman’s action presumably had failed to light an outstanding fire in the sympathizers.

Here, therefore, was Mailer now on the phone with an old friend and lugubrious conscience whose instinct for the winning move was not – on the face – spectacular. Mailer hated to put in time with losers. Like many another man of varied affairs considered worthy by some, worthless by others, there had been all too many years when he had the reputation of being a loser; it had cost him much. While he could hardly, at this stage of his career, look back on a succession of well-timed and generally established triumphs, his consolation in those hours when he was most uncharitable to himself is that taken at his very worst he was at least still worthy of being a character in a novel by Balzac, win one day, lose the next, and do it with boom! and baroque in the style. If he had lost many painful engagements, he had also won a few, and the damnable habit of consorting with losers was that they passed their subtle problems on.

Quickly, the conversation, therefore, took a harsh turn. Before it had been going two minutes, Mailer was scolding Goodman; that was predictable enough, given the request. Goodman had just finished telling Mailer that there was going to be a March on Washington in about a month, and Mailer had hardly finished saying he doubted if he would attend since he had no desire to stand in a large meadow and listen to other men make speeches (still furious was Mailer at SANE for an occasion two years ago when they had wanted $50 in contribution from him for a protest in Washington, but did not think enough – or were too dismayed – of the text of a speech he had given in Berkeley about the war in Vietnam to invite him to speak) so, no he did not think he would go to Washington, when Goodman interrupted by saying, ‘This is going to be different, Norman. Did you read the circular from the Mobilization Committee?’

‘I get many circulars, and they’re all badly written,’ Mailer said in a cranky voice.

‘Well, this one is a departure,’ said Mitch Goodman. ‘Some of us are going to try to invade the corridors of the Pentagon during office hours and close down some of their operation.’

Mailer received such news with no particular pleasure. It sounded vaguely and uneasily like a free-for-all with students, state troopers, and Hell’s Angels flying in and out of the reports – exactly the sort of operation they seemed to have every other weekend out on the Coast. He felt one little bubble of fear tilt somewhere about the solar plexus.

‘Yes, this sounds more interesting,’ he growled.

‘Well, I think it will be,’ said Goodman. ‘Anyway, Norman, what I’m calling you about is something else: our group called Resist. On Friday, the day before the Pentagon, we’re going to have a demonstration at the Department of Justice to honor students who are turning in their draft cards.’

This is about where Mailer began to scold Goodman. He went on for a breath or two on the redundancy of these projects. When was everyone going to cut out the nonsense and get to work, do their own real work? One’s own literary work was the only answer to the war in Vietnam. As he was talking, Mailer began to realize that he had not done any real writing in months – he had been making movies – but then it didn’t matter, he had done as much in the way of protest about this war as anyone, his speech at Berkeley in 1965 had attacked Johnson at a time when lots of the mob now so much against the war were still singing ‘Hello, Lyndon.’ Mailer, filled with such righteous recollections, was therefore scolding Goodman at near to full pedal, when the organ came to a sudden stop. The thought that he was beginning to sound like a righteous old toot came just as suddenly into his head. Mailer had never had a particular age – he carried different ages within him like different models of his experience: parts of him were eighty-one years old, fifty-seven, forty-eight, thirty-six, nineteen, et cetera, et cetera – he now went back abruptly from fifty-seven to thirty-six. ‘All right, Mitch,’ he said, ‘I don’t know what I’m arguing for, I’m sure you’ll need all your strength to melt some of the real hard heads.’

Mitch Goodman chuckled at the other end. It was the first hint between them of memories of somewhat more idealistic days in Paris.

‘Mitch, I’ll be there,’ said Mailer, ‘but I can’t pretend I’m happy about it.’

A week later some girl called to ask if he would write a form letter to go out under his signature supporting these students. Mailer answered in effect that he was hanging in on this affair by his fingernails and would not try to break them by sending a letter.

A week after that another girl called to ask if he would speak on Thursday night in Washington at a theater with Robert Lowell and Dwight Macdonald and Paul Goodman, not Mitch Goodman this time, Paul Goodman. Mailer asked who might be running the meeting. Ed de Grazia was doing that – Mailer knew the name – the thought of seeing de Grazia offered a small but definite pleasure. Warily, he accepted. There would now be three days out of his week, Thursday to speak, Friday at the Department of Justice, and Saturday – it came upon him that something actually was going to be attempted at the Pentagon, and he – if he knew himself – would end up, no matter how, part of such a party. It was going to prove a wasteful weekend, he decided with some gloom – he could have spent it more profitably cutting his new movie. He had made a film about cops and crooks (actually about detectives and suspects) which came to more than six possible hours of film and would have to be cut down to three hours or two and a half. Some of the rushes were surprising in their promise; he looked forward to cutting the film; he had directed it and acted in it. In fact he had played a chief of detectives, Lieutenant Francis Xavier Pope, and had been not unbelievable in places. Well, farewell to Francis X. Pope, cheers to you, dear Pentagon: Mailer wished as the Washington weekend approached that the Washington weekend were done.

3: TERMINALS

Thursday afternoon, Dwight Macdonald was on the same plane from New York to Washington, but Mailer and he did not see each other. This could, of course, be made symbolic of the happenings which were to follow at the Ambassador by night, but the probability is that an airplane, serving as some sort of dentist’s chair without a drill, does not encourage one’s powers of recognition. (In any case they were to meet later at a party, Macdonald, Robert Lowell, Paul Goodman and Mailer.) Ed de Grazia, who was to be M.C. at the Ambassador until dispossessed, was kind enough to meet the novelist at the airport and take him to the Hay-Adams. (People, of course, had been willing to put the guest up. Washingtonians with a spare bedroom and loyal to the cause were not nonexistent after all, but a man who has six children of his own does not necessarily wish to spend his idle moments talking to another man’s children on the weekend.) En route, de Grazia explained a little of the temper in the town. It was not in focus, he murmured.

De Grazia was a slim elegant Sicilian with a subtle diffidence in his manner, terribly hesitant, almost a stammer, but he was a Sicilian and somehow inspired the confidence that he knew where the next bit of information might reside. Besides, he bore a pleasant resemblance to the way Frank Sinatra looked ten years ago.

Leading lawyer for the Mobilization’s Legal Defense Committee, and an old friend from times so recent as the trial in Boston of Naked Lunch, where Mailer and he had met, de Grazia as counsel for the book, Allen Ginsberg and Mailer as witnesses to its literary merits, de Grazia expected to be busy on Saturday. No one had any idea of how many arrests would be made, nor of how much violence there would be, neither on the side of the police, nor the demonstrators.

It was a bright late afternoon in Washington, much like a day of Indian summer in September on Cape Cod, the air was good; after New York, surprisingly good. But the car was a convertible, the top was down, and in the shade of taller buildings, waiting for a light, an October cold was in the breeze. Bright and sunny and a hint of cold to bring a whiff of the sinister from the wind. So came idle thoughts: how incredible if in two days one was going to be dead!

The difficulty, de Grazia was explaining, was that there was no center to the March. Unlike the move on Washington in 1963 for civil rights, there was now no central supervisory or coordinating committee to which all organizations would defer, or with whom they would even promise to maintain communication. Something like fifty thousand people were going to arrive and nearly all of them would be unaffiliated or disaffiliated. Nor was the government revealing quite what they were going to do. At the thought of their august power, a vacuum was certainly present in the center of Mailer and de Grazia’s mood. Listening to de Grazia talk of the negotiations about the route of march from the Lincoln Memorial to the Pentagon, Mailer learned that first there would be a meeting at Lincoln Memorial similar to the assembly in 1963 when Martin Luther King had said, ‘I have a dream,’ and many had whispered that someday he would be President.

Now, for this morning meeting four years later at Lincoln Memorial no one anticipated too much trouble, but afterward tens of thousands of virtually leaderless people were going to walk over Memorial Bridge to Virginia and from there advance to the Pentagon over a road which had still not been selected, no agreement on the route of march having yet been negotiated between the government and the war protesters. There were three roads, de Grazia explained, and the government wished the marchers to use the narrowest of the three. That was one source of trouble. Another – he hesitated. Was what? Well, in discussing police arrangements, which is to say, dispositions of city police, US Marshals, and National Guard, the government representative had indicated there would be other units as well. When queried, the official had given one of those delicate technological replies: he was, he said, not volunteering to indicate what the specific unit might be. ‘That sounds like paratroopers,’ said de Grazia. As it turned out, he was right. ‘Hey, hey,’ said Mailer, ‘aren’t they just a little bit worried.’ But they were not alone. The sound of paratroopers still had its magic ring. ‘I want to go out to see it on Saturday,’ said de Grazia, ‘but I guess I’ll have to stay at the Defense Center.’ ‘Oh, that’s where you belong,’ said the Participant, ‘somebody’s got to be there to get us out.’

It was now after six, after the rush hour, but in Washington it still seemed like late afternoon and endlessly peaceful. As the afternoon goes on, Washington seems more and more a tender Southern city. The light psychic rust of its iron will, the sense of suffocation (conceivably one chokes to death in Washington more slowly than anywhere else – for some, it takes thirty years) the faded scent of its inhibition, its severity and its concealed corruption (like entering a drawing room plumped with rich middle-aged ladies) all this seemed absent in the golden hovering of such leisurely twilight. Mailer sighed; like most New Yorkers, he usually felt small in Washington. The capital invariably seemed able to take the measure of men like him.

But as Mailer had come to recognize over the years, the modest everyday fellow of his daily round was servant to a wild man in himself: the gent did not appear so very often, sometimes so rarely as once a month, sometimes not even twice a year, and he sometimes came when Mailer was frightened and furious at the fear, sometimes he came just to get a breath of air. He was indispensable, however, and Mailer was even fond of him for the wild man was witty in his own wild way and absolutely fearless – once at the edge of paralysis he had been ready to engage Sonny Liston. He would have been admirable, except that he was an absolute egomaniac, a Beast – no recognition existed of the existence of anything beyond the range of his reach. And when he appeared, it was often with great speed; he gave little warning. Certainly he gave no warning as the Historian checked in at the Hay-Adams, changed his clothes and prepared to give a few thoughtful remarks a little later that night at the Ambassador Theater on the essential insanity of our venture in Vietnam, such remarks designed presumably to encourage happy participation for Saturday’s move to invest the Pentagon.

4: THE LIBERAL PARTY

There was a party first, however, given by an attractive liberal couple. Mailer’s heart, never buoyant at best, and in fact once with justice called ‘sodden’ by a critic, now collected into a leaden little ball and sank, not to his feet but his stomach. He was aware for the first time this day of a healthy desire to have a drink for the party gave every promise of being dreadful. Mailer was a snob of the worst sort. New York had not spoiled him, because it had not chosen to, but New York had certainly wrecked his tolerance for any party but a very good one. Like most snobs he professed to believe in the aristocracy of achieved quality – ‘Just give me a hovel with a few young artists, bright-eyed and bold’ – in fact, a party lacked flavor for him unless someone very rich or social was present. An evening without a wicked lady in the room was like an opera company without a large voice. Of course there were no wicked ladies when he entered this room. Some reasonably attractive wives to be certain, and a couple of young girls, too young for him, they were still in the late stages of some sort of extraordinary progressive school, and were innocent, decent-spirited, merry, red-cheeked, idealistic, and utterly lobotomized away from the sense of sin. Mailer would not have known what to do with such young ladies – he had spent the first forty-four years of his life in an intimate dialogue, a veritable dialectic with the swoops, spooks, starts, the masks and snarls, the calm lucid abilities of sin, sin was his favorite fellow, his tonic, his jailer, his horse, his sword, say he was not inclined to flirt for an hour with one bright seventeen-year-old or another when they conceived of lust as no more than the gymnasium of love. Mailer had a diatribe against LSD, hippies, and the generation of love, but he was keeping it to himself. (The young girls, incidentally, had been brought by de Grazia. Not for nothing did de Grazia bear a resemblance to Sinatra.)

But we are back with the wives, and the room has not yet been described. It was the sort of room one can see at many a faculty party in places like Berkeley, the University of Chicago, Columbia – the ground of common being is that the faculty man is a liberal. Conservative professors tend to have a private income, so their homes show the flowering of their taste, the articulation of their hobbies, collections adhere to their cabinets and odd statements of whim stand up in the nooks; but liberal instructors, liberal assistant professors, and liberal associate professors are usually poor and programmatic, so secretly they despise the arts of home adornment. Their houses look one like the other, for the wives gave up herculean careers as doctors, analysts, sociologists, anthropologists, labor relations experts – great servants of the Social Program were lost when the women got married and relinquished all for hubber and kids. So the furnishings are functional, the prevailing hues of wall and carpet and cloth are institutional brown and library gray, the paintings and sculpture are stylized abstract, hopeless imitation I. Rice Pereira, Leonard Baskin, Ben Shahn, but bet your twenty-five dollars to win an assured ten dollars that the artist on the wall is a friend of the host, has the right political ideas, and will talk about literature so well, you might think you were being addressed by Maxim Gorky.

Such were the sour and near to unprintable views of the semi-distinguished and semi-notorious author as he entered the room. His deepest detestation was often reserved for the nicest of liberal academics, as if their lives were his own life but a step escaped. Like the scent of the void which comes off the pages of a Xerox copy, so was he always depressed in such homes by their hint of oversecurity. If the republic was now managing to convert the citizenry to a plastic mass, ready to be attached to any manipulative gung ho, the author was ready to cast much of the blame for such success into the undernourished lap, the overpsychologized loins, of the liberal academic intelligentsia. They were of course politically opposed to the present programs and movements of the republic in Asian foreign policy, but this political difference seemed no more than a quarrel among engineers. Liberal academics had no root of a real war with technology land itself, no, in all likelihood, they were the natural managers of that future air-conditioned vault where the last of human life would still exist. Their only quarrel with the Great Society was that they thought it temporarily deranged, since the Great Society seemed to be serving as instrument to the Goldwater wing of the Republican party, a course of action so very irrational to these liberal technologues that they were faced with bitter necessity to desert all their hard-earned positions of leverage on real power in the Democratic party, a considerable loss to suffer merely because of an irrational development in the design of the Great Society’s supermachine. Well, the liberal technologues were not without character or principle. If their living rooms had little to keep them apart from the look of waiting rooms of doctors with a modern practice, it was exactly because the private loves of the ideologues were attached to no gold standard of the psyche. Those true powers of interior decoration – greed, guilt, compassion and trust – were hardly the cornerstones of their family furnishings. No, just as money was a concept, no more, to the liberal academic, and needed no ballast of gold to be considered real, for nothing is more real to the intellectual than a concept! So position or power in society was, to the liberal technologue, also a concept, desirable, but always to be relinquished for a better concept. They were servants of that social machine of the future in which all irrational human conflict would be resolved, all conflict of interest negotiated, and nature’s resonance condensed into frequencies which could comfortably phase nature in or out as you please. So they were servants of the moon. Their living rooms looked like offices precisely because they were ready to move to the moon and build Utope cities there – Utope being, one may well suppose, the only appropriate name for pilot models of Utopia in Non-Terrestrial Ecologically Sub-Dependent Non-Charged Staging Areas, that’s to say dead planets where the food must be flown in, but the chances for good civil rights and all-out social engineering are one hundred percent zap!

As is invariably the case with sociological ruminations the individual guests at this party disproved the general thesis, at least in part. The hostess was small, for example, almost tiny, but vivid, bright-eyed, suggestive of a fiery temper and a childlike glee. It was to pain Mailer later to refuse her cooking (she had prepared a buffet to be eaten before the move to the theater) but he was drinking with some devotion by then, and mixing seemed fair neither to the food nor the bourbon. It was of course directly unfair to the hostess: Mailer priding himself on his good manners precisely because the legend of his bad manners was so prevalent, hated to cause pain to a hostess, but he had learned from years of speaking in public that an entertainer’s first duty was to deliver himself to the stage with the maximum of energy, high focus, and wit – a good heavy dinner on half a pint of bourbon was likely to produce torpor, undue search for the functional phrase, and dry-mouthed maunderings after a little spit. So he apologized to the lady, dared the look of rejection in her eye which was almost balanced on a tear – she was indeed surprisingly adorable and childlike to be found in such a liberal academic coven – and tried to cover the general sense of loss by marshaling what he assumed his most radiant look, next assuring her that he would take a rain check on the meal.

‘Promise?’

‘Next time I’m in Washington,’ he lied like a psychopath. The arbiter of nicety in him had observed with horror over many a similar occasion that he was absolutely without character for any social situation in which a pause could become the mood’s abyss, and so he always filled the moment with the most extravagant amalgams of possibility. Particularly he did this at the home of liberal academics. They were brusque to the world of manners, they had built their hope of heaven on the binary system and the computer, 1 and 0, Yes and No – they had little to do therefore with the spectrum of grace in acceptance and refusal; if you did not do what they wished, you had simply denied them. Now Mailer was often brusque himself, famous for that, but the architecture of his personality bore resemblance to some provincial cathedral which warring orders of the church might have designed separately over several centuries, the particular cathedral falling into the hands of one architect, then his enemy. (Mailer had not been married four times for nothing.) If he was on many an occasion brusque, he was also to himself at least so supersensitive to nuances of manner he sometimes suspected when in no modest mood that Proust had lost a cell mate the day they were born in different bags. (Bag is of course used here to specify milieu and not the exceptional character of the mothers, Mme Proust and Mrs I. B. Mailer.) At any rate, boldness, attacks of shyness, rude assertion, and circumlocutions tortured as arthritic fingers working at lace, all took their turn with him, and these shuttlings of mood became most pronounced in their resemblance to the banging and shunting of freight cars when he was with liberal academics. Since he – you are in on the secret – disapproved of them far more than he could afford to reveal (their enmity could be venomous) he therefore exerted himself to push up a synthetic exaggerated sweetness of manner, and his conversations with liberal ideologues on the consequence consisted almost entirely of overcorrections of the previous error.

‘I know a friend of yours,’ says the ideologue. A nervous voice from the novelist for answer. ‘Yes? Who?’ Now the name is given: it is X.

Mailer: I don’t know X.

The ideologue proceeds to specify a conversation which M held with X. M recollects. ‘Oh, yes!’ he says; ‘of course! X!’ Burbles of conversation about the merits of X, and his great ebullience. Actually X is close to flat seltzer.

There had been just this sort of dialogue with a stranger at the beginning of the party. So Mailer gave up quickly any thought of circulation. Rather, he huddled first with Dwight Macdonald, but Macdonald was the operative definition of the gregarious and could talk with equal facility and equal lack of personal observation to an Eskimo, a collector from the New York Department of Sanitation, or a UN diplomat – therefore was chatting happily with the world fifteen minutes after his entrance. Hence Mailer and Robert Lowell got into what was by all appearances a deep conversation at the dinner table sometime before food was laid out, Mailer thus doubly wounding the hostess with his later refusal.

We find, therefore, Lowell and Mailer ostensibly locked in converse. In fact, out of the thousand separate enclaves of their very separate personalities, they sensed quickly that they now shared one enclave to the hilt: their secret detestation of liberal academic parties to accompany worthy causes. Yes, their snobbery was on this mountainous face close to identical – each had a delight in exactly the other kind of party, a posh evil social affair, they even supported a similar vein of vanity (Lowell with considerably more justice) that if they were doomed to be revolutionaries, rebels, dissenters, anarchists, protesters, and general champions of one Left cause or another, they were also, in private, grands conservateurs, and if the truth be told, poor damn émigré princes. They were willing if necessary (probably) to die for the cause – one could hope the cause might finally at the end have an unexpected hint of wit, a touch of the Lord’s last grace – but wit or no, grace or grace failing, it was bitter rue to have to root up one’s occupations of the day, the week, and the weekend and trot down to Washington for idiot mass manifestations which could only drench one in the most ineradicable kind of mucked-up publicity and have for compensation nothing at this party which might be representative of some of the Devil’s better creations. So Robert Lowell and Norman Mailer feigned deep conversation. They turned their heads to one another at the empty table, ignoring the potentially acolytic drinkers at either elbow, they projected their elbows out in fact like flying buttresses or old Republicans, they exuded waves of Interruption Repellent from the posture of their backs, and concentrated on their conversation, for indeed they were the only two men of remotely similar status in the room. (Explanations about the position of Paul Goodman will follow later.)

Lowell, whose personal attractiveness was immense (since his features were at once virile and patrician and his characteristic manner turned up facets of the grim, the gallant, the tender and the solicitous as if he were the nicest Boston banker one had ever hoped to meet) was not concerned too much about the evening at the theater. ‘I’m just going to read some poems,’ he said. ‘I suppose you’re going to speak, Norman.’

‘Well, I will.’

‘Yes, you’re awfully good at that.’

‘Not really.’ Harumphs, modifications, protestations and denials of the virtue of the ability to speak.

‘I’m no good at all at public speaking,’ said Lowell in the kindest voice. He had indisputably won the first round. Mailer the younger, presumptive, and self-elected prince was left to his great surprise – for he had been exercised this way many times before – with the unmistakable feeling that there was some faint strain of the second-rate in this ability to speak on your feet.

Then they moved on to talk of what concerned them more. It was the subject first introduced to Mailer by Mitch Goodman. Tomorrow, a group of draft resisters, led by William Sloane Coffin, Jr, Chaplain at Yale, were going to march from their meeting place at a church basement to the Department of Justice, and there a considerable number of draft cards would be deposited in a bag by individual students representing themselves, or their groups at different colleges, at which point Coffin and a selected few would walk into the Department of Justice, turn the cards over to the Attorney General, and await his reply.

‘I don’t think there’ll be much trouble at this, do you?’ asked Lowell.

‘No, I think it’ll be dull, and there’ll be a lot of speeches.’

‘Oh, no,’ said Lowell with genuine pain, ‘Coffin’s not that kind of fool.’

‘It’s hard to keep people from making speeches.’

‘Well, you know what they want us to do?’ Lowell explained. He had been asked to accompany a draft resister up to the bag in which the draft cards were being dropped. ‘It seems,’ said Lowell, with a glint of the oldest Yankee light winging off like a mad laser from his eye, ‘that they want us to be big buddy.’

It was agreed this was unsuitable. No, Lowell suggested, it would be better if they each just made a few remarks. ‘I mean,’ said Lowell, beginning to stammer a little, ‘we could just get up and say we respect their action and support it, just to establish, I suppose, that we’re there and behind them and so forth.’

Mailer nodded. He felt no ease for any of these suggestions. He did not even know if he truly supported the turning in of draft cards. It seemed to him at times that the students who disliked the war most should perhaps be the first to volunteer for the Army in order that their ideas have currency in the Army as well. Without them, the armed forces could more easily become Glamour State for the more mindless regions of the proletariat if indeed the proletariat was not halfway to Storm Troop Junction already. The military could make an elite corps best when the troops were homogenized. On the other hand, no soldier could go into combat with the secret idea that he would not fire a gun. If nothing else, it was unfair to friends in his outfit; besides it suggested the suicidal. No, the iron of the logic doubtless demanded that if you disapproved of the war too much to shoot Vietcong, then your draft card was for burning. But Mailer arrived at this conclusion somewhat used up as we have learned from the number of decisions he had to make at various moral crossroads en route and so felt no enthusiasm whatsoever for the preliminary demonstration at the Department of Justice tomorrow in which he would take part. To the contrary, he wondered if he would burn or surrender his own draft card if he were young enough to own one, and he did not really know the answer. How then could he advise others to take the action, or even associate his name? Still, he was going to be there.

He started to talk of these doubts with Lowell, but he could hear the sound of his own voice, and it offended him. It seemed weak, plaintive, as if his case were – no less incriminating word – phony, he did not quite know why. So he shut up.

A silence.

‘You know, Norman,’ said Lowell in his fondest voice, ‘Elizabeth and I really think you’re the finest journalist in America.’

Mailer knew Lowell thought this – Lowell had even sent him a postcard once to state the enthusiasm. But the novelist had been shrewd enough to judge that Lowell sent many postcards to many people – it did not matter that Lowell was by overwhelming consensus judged to be the best, most talented, and most distinguished poet in America – it was still necessary to keep the defense lines in good working order. A good word on a card could keep many a dangerous recalcitrant in the ranks.

Therefore, this practice annoyed Mailer. The first card he’d ever received from Lowell was on a book of poems, Deaths for the Ladies and other disasters it had been called, and many people had thought the book a joke which whatever its endless demerits, it was not. Not to the novice poet at least. When Lowell had written that he liked the book, Mailer next waited for some word in print to canonize his thin tome; of course it never came. If Lowell were to begin to award living American poets in critical print, two hundred starving worthies could with fairness hold out their bowl before the escaped Novelist would deserve his turn. Still, Mailer was irked. He felt he had been part of a literary game. When the second card came a few years later telling him he was the best journalist in America, he did not answer. Elizabeth Hardwick, Lowell’s wife, had just published a review of An American Dream in Partisan Review which had done its best to disembowel the novel. Lowell’s card might have arrived with the best of motives, but its timing suggested to Mailer an exercise in neutralsmanship – neutralize the maximum of possible future risks. Mailer was not critically equipped for the task, but there was always the distant danger that some bright and not unauthoritative voice, irked at Lowell’s enduring hegemony, might come along with a long lance and presume to tell America that posterity would judge Allen Ginsberg the greater poet.

This was all doubtless desperately unfair to Lowell who, on the basis of two kind cards, was now judged by Mailer to possess an undue unchristian talent for literary logrolling. But then Mailer was prickly. Let us hope it was not because he had been beaten a little too often by book reviewers, since the fruit of specific brutality is general suspicion.

Still Lowell now made the mistake of repeating his remark. ‘Yes, Norman, I really think you are the best journalist in America.’

The pen may be mightier than the sword, yet at their best, each belong to extravagant men. ‘Well, Cal,’ said Mailer, using Lowell’s nickname for the first time, ‘there are days when I think of myself as being the best writer in America.’

The effect was equal to walloping a roundhouse right into the heart of an English boxer who has been hitherto right up on his toes. Consternation, not Britannia, now ruled the waves. Perhaps Lowell had a moment when he wondered who was guilty of declaring war on the minuet. ‘Oh, Norman, oh, certainly,’ he said, ‘I didn’t mean to imply, heavens no, it’s just I have such respect for good journalism.’

‘Well, I don’t know that I do,’ said Mailer. ‘It’s much harder to write’ – the next said with great and false graciousness – ‘a good poem.’

‘Yes, of course.’

Chuckles. Headmastersmanship.

Chuckles. Fellow headmastersmanship.

They were both now somewhat spoiled for each other. Mailer got up abruptly to get a drink. He was shrewd enough to know that Lowell, like many another aristocrat before him, respected abrupt departures. The pain of unexpected rejection is the last sweet vice left to an aristocrat (unless they should happen to be not aristocrats, but secret monarchs – then watch for your head!).

Next, Mailer ran into Paul Goodman at the bar – a short sentence which contains two errors and a misrepresentation. The assumption is that Goodman was drinking alcohol but he was not; by report, Goodman never took a drink. The bar, so-called, was a table with a white tablecloth, set up near the archway between the dining room where Lowell and Mailer had been talking and the living room where most of the party was being enacted – to the tune of ten couples perhaps – so the bar did not qualify as a bar, just a poor table with a cloth to support Mailer’s irritated eye. Finally he did not run into Goodman. Goodman and Mailer had no particular love for one another – they tended to slide about each other at a party. In fact, they hardly knew each other.

Their lack of cordiality had begun on the occasion of a piece written by Goodman for Dissent which had discussed Washington in the early days of the Kennedy Administration. Goodman had found much to displease him then, and kept referring to the ‘wargasms’ of this Kennedy Administration which wargasms he attached with no excessive intellectual jugglery to the existential and Reichian notions of the orgasm which Mailer had promulgated in his piece The White Negro. (Goodman was a sexologue – that is, an ideologue about sex – Mailer was then also a sexologue; no war so rich without quarter as the war between two sexologues.) Goodman, at any rate, had scored off Mailer almost at will, something to the general effect that the false prophet of the orgasm was naturally attached to the false hero of Washington who went in for wargasms. Writing for a scholarly Socialist quarterly like Dissent, it was hard to miss. The magnetic field of Dissent – hostile to Kennedy at the time – bent every wild shot to the target. So Mailer wrote a letter in reply. It was short, sought to be urbane, and was delivered exactly to the jugular, for it began by asserting that he could not judge the merits of Goodman’s intellectual points since the other had made a cardinal point of emphasizing Mailer’s own incapacity to reason and Goodman was doubtless correct, but Mailer did nonetheless feel competent to comment on the literary experience of encountering Goodman’s style and that was not unrelated to the journeys one undertook in the company of a laundry bag … Great ferment in scholarly Socialist quarters! A small delegation of the Editors assured Mailer they would print his letter if he insisted, but the hope was that he would not. Mailer had always thought it senseless to undertake an attack unless you made certain it was printed, for otherwise you were left with a determined enemy who was an unmarked man, and therefore able to repay you at leisure and by the lift of an eyebrow. Mailer acceded however. He was fond of the Editors of Dissent, although his private mixture of Marxism, conservatism, nihilism, and large parts of existentialism could no longer produce any polemical gravies for the digestive apparatus of scholarly Socialist minds; nonetheless Mailer had never been asked to leave the Board, and would not have resigned on his own since that would have suggested a public attack on the ideas of people with whom he had no intellectual accord but of whom he was personally fond.

Nonetheless, from that day, Mailer and Goodman slid around one another at parties and waved languid hands in greeting. It was just as well. Each seemed to have the instinct a discussion would use up intellectual ordnance best reserved for articles. Besides, they had each doubtless read very little of the other.

Mailer, of course, was not without respect for Goodman. He thought Goodman had had an enormous influence in the colleges and much of it had been, from his own point of view, very much to the good. Paul Goodman had been the first to talk of the absurd and empty nature of work and education in America, and a generation of college students had formed around the core of his militancy. But, oh, the style! It set Mailer’s teeth on edge to read it; he was inclined to think that the body of students who followed Goodman must have something de-animalized to put up with the style or at least such was Mailer’s bigoted view. His fundamental animus to Goodman was still, unhappily, on sex. Goodman’s ideas tended to declare in rough that heterosexuality, homosexuality, and onanism were equal valid forms of activity, best denuded of guilt. Mailer, with his neo-Victorianism, thought that if there was anything worse than homosexuality and masturbation, it was putting the two together. The super-hygiene of all this mental prophylaxis offended him profoundly. Super-hygiene impregnated the air with medicated Vaseline – there was nothing dirty in the damn stuff; and sex to Mailer’s idea of it was better off dirty, damned, even slavish! than clean, and without guilt. For guilt was the existential edge of sex. Without guilt, sex was meaningless. One advanced into sex against one’s sense of guilt, and each time guilt was successfully defied, one had learned a little more about the contractual relation of one’s own existence to the unheard thunders of the deep – each time guilt herded one back with its authority, some primitive awe – hence some creative clue to the rages of the deep – was left to brood about. Onanism and homosexuality were not, to Mailer, light vices – to him it sometimes seemed that much of life and most of society were designed precisely to drive men deep into onanism and homosexuality; one defied such a fate by sweeping up the psychic profit which derived from the existential assertion of yourself – which was a way of saying that nobody was born a man; you earned manhood provided you were good enough, bold enough.

This most conservative and warlike credo could hardly have meaning to a scientific humanist like Goodman for whom all obstacles to the good life derived precisely from guilt: guilt which was invariably so irrational – for it derived from the warped burden of the past. Goodman therefore said hello mildly to Mailer, who answered in as mild a voice, and that was all they had to say. Lowell, following, expressed his condolences to Goodman on the recent death of his son, and Mailer after depressing the hostess by his refusal to eat, went on to talk to Macdonald.

That was most brief. They were old friends, who had a somewhat comic relation, for Macdonald – at least as Mailer saw it – was forever disapproving of the younger author until the moment they came together at one or another party or meeting. Then Macdonald would discover he was glad to see Mailer. In fact, Macdonald could hardly help himself. Of all the younger American writers, Mailer was the one who had probably been influenced most by Macdonald, not so much from the contents of Macdonald’s ideas which were always going in and out of phase with Mailer’s, but rather by the style of Macdonald’s attack. Macdonald was forever referring the act of writing to his sense of personal standards which demanded craft, care, devotion, lack of humbug, and simple a fortiori honesty of sentiment. All this was a little too simple for Mailer’s temper. Nonetheless, Macdonald had given him an essential clue which was: look to the feel of the phenomenon. If it feels bad, it is bad. Mailer could have learned this as easily from Hemingway, as many another novelist had, but he had begun as a young ideologue – his mind had been militant with positions fixed in concrete, and Macdonald’s method had worked like Zen for him – at the least it had helped to get his guns loose. Macdonald had given the hint that the clue to discovery was not in the substance of one’s idea, but in what was learned from the style of one’s attack. (Which was one reason Mailer’s style changed for every project.) So, the younger author was unquenchably fond of Macdonald, and it showed. Not a minute would go by before he would be poking Macdonald’s massive belly with a finger.

But for now, they were ill at ease. Macdonald was in the process of reviewing Mailer’s new novel Why Are We in Vietnam? for The New Yorker, and there was an empty space in the presence of the mood. Mailer was certain Macdonald did not like the new novel, and was going to do a negative review. He had seemed professionally unfriendly these past few weeks. The Novelist would have liked to assure the Critic that the review could not possibly affect their good feeling for one another, but he did not dare, for such a remark would break a rule, since it would encourage Macdonald to talk about what was in his review, or at worst trick him into an unwilling but revealing reply. Besides, Mailer did not trust himself to speak calmly about the matter. Although Macdonald would not admit it, he was in secret carrying on a passionate love affair with The New Yorker – Disraeli on his knees before Victoria. But the Novelist did not share Macdonald’s infatuation at all – The New Yorker had not printed a line in review of The Presidential Papers, An American Dream, or Cannibals and Christians, and that, Mailer had long ago decided, was an indication of some of the worst things to be said about the magazine. He had once had a correspondence with Lillian Ross who asked him why he did not do a piece for The New Yorker. ‘Because they would not let me use the word “shit,” ’ he had written back. Miss Ross suggested that all liberty was his if only he understood where liberty resided. True liberty, Mailer had responded, consisted of his right to say shit in The New Yorker. So there was old rage behind the arms-length bantering about Dwight’s review of Norman’s book, and Mailer finally left the conversation. Macdonald was beginning to like him again, and that was dangerous. Macdonald was so full of the very beans of that old-time Wasp integrity, that he would certainly bend over much too far backward if for a moment while reviewing the book he might have the thought he was sufficiently fond of Norman to conceivably be giving him too-gentle treatment. ‘No,’ thought the Novelist, ‘let him keep thinking he disapproves of me until the review is written.’

Among his acquaintances at the party, this now left de Grazia. As has been indicated, they were old friends of the most superficial sort, which is to say that they hardly knew each other, and yet always felt like old friends when they met. Perhaps it was no more than the ability of each man to inspire an odd sense of intimacy. At any rate they never wasted time in needless conversation, since they were each too clever about the other to be penned in position by an evasion.

‘How would you like to be the first speaker of the evening?’ de Grazia asked.

‘There’ll be nothing interesting to follow me.’

De Grazia’s eyes showed pleasure. ‘Then I thought of starting with Macdonald.’

‘Dwight is conceivably the world’s worst speaker.’ It was true. Macdonald’s authority left him at the entrance to the aura of the podium. In that light he gesticulated awkwardly, squinted at his text, laughed at his own jokes, looked like a giant stork, whinnied, shrilled, and was often inaudible. When he spoke extempore, he was sometimes better, often worse.

‘Well,’ said de Grazia, ‘I can’t start with Lowell.’

‘No, no, no, you must save him.’

‘That leaves Goodman.’

They nodded wisely. ‘Yes, let’s get rid of Goodman first,’ said Mailer. But then the thought of that captive audience tuned to their first awareness of the evening by the pious drone of Goodman’s voice injured every showman’s instinct for the opening. ‘Who is going to be M.C.?’ Mailer asked.

‘Unless you want to, I thought I might be.’

‘I’ve never been an M.C.,’ said Mailer, ‘but maybe I should be. I could warm the audience up before Goodman drops them.’ De Grazia looked uneasily at Mailer’s bourbon. ‘For Christ’s sakes, Ed,’ said Mailer.

‘Well, all right,’ said de Grazia.

Mailer was already composing his introductory remarks, percolating along on thoughts of the subtle annoyance his role as Master of Ceremonies would cause the other speakers.

5: TOWARD A THEATER OF IDEAS

The guests were beginning to leave the party for the Ambassador, which was two blocks away. Mailer did not know this yet, but the audience there had been waiting almost an hour. They were being entertained by an electronic folk rock guitar group, so presumably the young were more or less happy, and the middle-aged dim. Mailer was feeling the high sense of clarity which accompanies the light show of the aurora borealis when it is projected upon the inner universe of the chest, the lungs, and the heart. He was happy. On leaving, he had appropriated a coffee mug and filled it with bourbon. The fresh air illumined the bourbon, gave it a cerebrative edge; words entered his brain with the agreeable authority of fresh minted coins. Like all good professionals, he was stimulated by the chance to try a new if related line of work. Just as professional football players love sex because it is so close to football, so he was fond of speaking in public because it was thus near to writing. An extravagant analogy? Consider that a good half of writing consists of being sufficiently sensitive to the moment to reach for the next promise which is usually hidden in some word or phrase just a shift to the side of one’s conscious intent. (Consciousness, that blunt tool, bucks in the general direction of the truth; instinct plucks the feather. Cheers!) Where public speaking is an exercise from prepared texts to demonstrate how successfully a low order of consciousness can beat upon the back of a collective flesh, public speaking being, therefore, a sullen expression of human possibility metaphorically equal to a bugger on his victim, speaking-in-public (as Mailer liked to describe any speech which was more or less improvised, impromptu, or dangerously written) was an activity like writing; one had to trick or seize or submit to the grace of each moment, which, except for those unexpected and sometimes well-deserved moments when consciousness and grace came together (and one felt on the consequence, heroic) were usually occasions of some mystery. The pleasure of speaking in public was the sensitivity it offered: with every phrase one was better or worse, close or less close to the existential promise of truth, it feels true, which hovers on good occasions like a presence between speaker and audience. Sometimes one was better, and worse, at the same moment; so strategic choices on the continuation of the attack would soon have to be decided, a moment to know the blood of the gambler in oneself.

Intimations of this approaching experience, obviously one of
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6: A TRANSFER OF POWER
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