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EDITOR’S PREFACE
LILLIAN ROSS
“TALK STORIES,” as we at The New Yorker call the brief journalistic pieces in The Talk of the Town, have today evolved into the sharpest, funniest, and often timeliest short form writing in the history of the magazine. These little (a thousand words or less) gems now bear out the ultimate refinement of what Harold Ross told us, in his 1924 Prospectus, he wanted his magazine to be:
“It will assume a reasonable degree of enlightenment on the part of its readers. . . . It will hate bunk. . . . It will print facts that it will have to go behind the scenes to get. . . . It hopes to be so entertaining and informative as to be a necessity for the person who knows his way about or wants to. . . . The New Yorker will devote several pages a week to a covering of contemporary events and people of interest.”
As a literary form, according to William Shawn, who succeeded Ross as editor in 1952, the Talk story was sui generis. It was not an abbreviated version of something else, and it imposed, he said, “certain demands on the writer, among them discipline, technical agility, swift movement, the power to make every word and every touch count, a feeling for facts, a warm response to people, and a sensitiveness to the particulars of place, situation, and event.”
It took Ross, working with others, a couple of years of experimenting to find the way toward what he envisioned. The development is revealed in the chronological arrangement of the stories in this book. “Up the Dark Stairs—” —Robert Benchley’s first piece for The New Yorker (December 19, 1925)— seemed to be the appropriate note to sound at the start here. Relevant to journalism, it might be regarded as a warning to writers who try to get fancy and show off, instead of getting to the point of the story they’re supposed to tell.
Shawn, who edited the department himself for several decades, used to call The Talk of the Town the “soul of the magazine.” He was quick to recognize its imperfections, especially when he made mistakes, including tolerance of occasional nonreporting reporters—wordy, would-be Tolstoys or misguided would-be Gertrude Steins. Under Robert Gottlieb, who was the magazine’s editor from 1987 to 1992, the department stayed more or less the same, with some interesting new writers coming into the fold. When Tina Brown took over as editor in 1992, she shook up the magazine as a whole, made bold artistic innovations, hired many talented and daring writers, artists, and editors, and directed attention to the need for freshness and immediacy. David Remnick, the first reporter and writer to take on the job of editor, in 1998, made many additional innovations, including turning the focus of The Talk of the Town back to the city—Ross’s original intention—so that it would become again a “necessity for the person who knows his way about or wants to.” During the past eight years, a host of brave newcomers have worked for The Talk of the Town and have noticeably mastered the “discipline, technical agility, swift movement, the power to make every word and every touch count.” The department’s current editor, Susan Morrison, has unquestionably led the way.
The main progenitors of the seeds of today’s Talk stories were E. B. White, who arrived at the magazine in 1926, and James Thurber and Wolcott Gibbs, both of whom came a year later. In the early years, Ross himself did some of the reporting, writing, and rewriting, but he had many advisers and helpers, among them George S. Kaufman, Dorothy Parker, Alexander Woollcott, Robert M. Coates, Ralph Ingersoll, Marc Connelly, and Robert Benchley. A Talk story, in Ross’s view, should include facts of interest, importance, and humor—indeed, these were his priorities, and it took only a couple of years for his reporters, in both form and content, to secure them. Although Ross shared many of the prejudices of his day, and some of the early stories (and cartoons) display a certain snobbishness toward blacks, immigrants, and the poor, his priorities were always clear.
It was exhilarating for me, as a reporter, to discover, in putting this book together, the journalistic development and accomplishment of so many writers, especially Thurber. It was he who, in 1927, started the convention of using the famous “we,” as in “We were fortunate enough to be seated a few rows behind Rachmaninoff the other night . . .” or “Having heard of great changes in store for the Old Lady, as attachés affectionately call the Murray Hill Hotel, we went half fearfully to dine there the other evening.” Thurber, as his early stories here demonstrate, pretty much was the inventor of the Talk story. (In addition, Ross’s first writers started the regular practice of beginning The Talk of the Town section with short, light, funny, and some serious—especially during the Second World War—essays of opinion, which ran under the slug “Notes and Comment”—now simply called “Comment.” Also included in the department were Anecdotes, which finally disappeared in 1975.) The delightful—from a journalistic point of view—breakthrough stories from 1928 on by Thurber, White, and Gibbs are but a small sampling here of the giant talents of these writers. Through the following decades, other writers and editors took this short form on from there, and they have pushed it forward ever since.
In the first issue of the magazine, dated February 21, 1925, The Talk of the Town appeared on page 3, with an illustration over the title showing an owl tipping a top hat to a rooster against a backdrop of city buildings. Two weeks later, in the March 7, 1925, issue, Ross had relegated the department to page 13, the title still flanked by the owl and the rooster. A couple of issues later, The Talk of the Town was back in first place, now to stay, with a permanent logo as well, depicting Eustace Tilly, holding a quill pen, and a winking owl, flanking a skyline under the name of the magazine. In a recent redesign of the magazine, Remnick initiated, among other things, simple headings over the stories in red and black.
By the late twenties, the department usually featured a “fact” piece plus a “personality” piece plus a “visit” piece; the mix became traditional, but more and more loosely so in recent years. Ross had a ravenous and ingenious appetite for facts and regularly came up with scores of topics for reporters (and sometimes himself) to work on. The Talk of the Town in its first years became replete with mesmerizing facts of durable interest. Readers were treated to facts about such subjects as violins, town houses, chewing gum, cellophane, the Pulitzer Mansion, George Washington’s 1789 Presidential Mansion at 3 Cherry Street, Panama hats, high hats, corsets, the availability of turtles for soup, the caviar shortage, Potter’s Field, the impressive box-office receipts of Disney’s cartoon film “The Three Little Pigs,” who first thought of the idea for a newsreel theater, and Al Smith (“Mrs. Smith got him to the opera once this season, but after it was over he said he’d never go again. He won’t go up in an airplane either; he never has been up in one. Swimming is his favorite pastime. Before a big banquet he always goes to the Biltmore and has a Turkish bath. He keeps in constant touch with Mr. Raskob but sees little of Governor Roosevelt. The latter has never requested Mr. Smith’s advice on the conduct of the State’s affairs. When they meet they talk about the weather.”).
There were visit pieces about the bubble dancer Sally Rand (“The balloons stand her twenty-six dollars each. The night we saw her, her first balloon broke, anyway, when she bounced it on some pine needles left by a previous artist, and they handed her a second one from the wings.”); about Eleanor Roosevelt going out to buy a new dress; about the scaffolding and stone placement at the building of the Cathedral of St. John the Divine; about Gertrude Stein signing her new book at Brentano’s (“Miss Stein doesn’t like people to be incoherent about names. . . . We just handed our book to her, and she glanced at us with her keen, humorous eyes and, seeing that we didn’t have a name, simply put her own name on the flyleaf, and the date. She signs herself always Gtde Stein.”). There were personality pieces about the Astaires (“Adele is thirty and Fred is twenty-nine and they have been dancing together since she was six and he was five, professionally since they were nine and eight respectively. Their father’s name was Fred Austerlitz and he was a Viennese and a brewer”); about Hank Greenberg (“the ablest Jew in baseball”); about Marian Anderson (“the young Negress whose contralto voice is, as you probably know, the latest sensation of the musical world. We . . . found her living in a Y.W.C.A. in Harlem”); about George Balanchine (“Quite a fellow, by all accounts. He lives simply in a one-room apartment at 400 East Fifty-seventh street, and is probably the only man in New York who keeps a grand piano in a one-room apartment . . . when he dines out, it’s likely to be at a little Yiddish place in the East Nineties.”); about Henri Matisse (“He is now sixty, handsome, and looks like a doctor. While here he spent most of his time walking up and down Park Avenue, or looking out of his window in the thirty-first floor of the Ritz Tower. He would like to be ten years younger so he could move to New York, which he describes as ‘majestic’ and whose skyscrapers surprise him because they compose well.”); and about Isadora Duncan’s brother Raymond (“He hasn’t had on a pair of pants in nineteen years.”).
Ross didn’t like bylines. He wanted the stories in The Talk of the Town to sound as though they’d been written by a single person, and he wanted that person to have what he called “the male point of view.” “We” was always supposed to be male. In the mid-forties, with many of the males relocated to the Armed Forces, four female reporters were hired—Andy Logan, Roseanne Smith, Frances “Scottie” Lanahan, and me. Their stories were called “notes,” and they were rewritten by men, mainly Russell Maloney and Brendan Gill. Stories by men were called “originals.” The four women were perceived as fine reporters, but their stories were nevertheless put through the motions of a rewrite. Shawn continued this practice, ending it only around 1961. From then on, stories by women were called “originals,” along with those by men.
Harold Ross’s penchant for anonymity for his staff and his writers extended to himself. He never permitted his own name to be used, even though he wrote and rewrote many of the magazine’s stories, especially in The Talk of the Town. The only time his name appeared was in his obituary, which was written by E. B. White. This inhibition about accrediting bylines was continued carefully by William Shawn, whose own nature was ready-made for it; his name, similarly, never appeared in full until his obituary was published in the magazine. (A fictional piece by him about a meteor hitting New York City was signed only by the initials “W.S.”)
Like Ross, however, Shawn also wrote and rewrote stories for The Talk of the Town, and every writer who worked with him had his own experience of benefiting from a Shawn piece of writing hidden in the writer’s work. Shawn often shared his own knowledge, enthusiasm, and taste, for example, in matters of comedy and music. A 1967 Talk story of mine about the Beatles’ thirteenth, and then newest, record, “Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band,” told about its unusual and mixed reception by people who couldn’t understand what it was. Shawn accompanied me on a tour of record shops, where owners and customers talked about the record. In the story, I quoted them along with a “Lawrence Le Fevre” (aka William Shawn) who “gave us a little lecture.” The Talk of the Town in the earliest issues of the magazine was signed by a “Van Bibber III,” a pseudonym for a reporter named James Kevin McGuinness. After that, until 1934, the department was signed by “The New Yorkers.” For about the next six decades, the department was unsigned until Tina Brown identified the individual authors of the Talk stories with credits at the end of the section; then she instituted bylines at the end of each piece.
For many years, the first-person plural was used comfortably by the writers, in line with Ross’s idea that the department speak as a single entity. In 1961, however, a staff writer simply abandoned “we” and wrote a story as a scene in the third person. Shawn encouraged experimentation, so long as the story worked. From then on, writers used “we” or they didn’t; no one cared particularly, if the story was a good one. For Tina Brown, the “we” became an extra word, and, without noticeable regrets, it finally was abandoned.
The anonymity of the old days was always OK with me. I felt at ease with it or without it. In recent years, I’ve been just as happy to have the credit. Like most of my colleagues, what mattered to me was that I always felt free to find whatever workable form was required for each new story. My enjoyment in the initial writing of a story has always been total. Although I have written hundreds of Talk stories, every time I go out as a Talk of the Town reporter today to do a story, I feel exactly as I did the first time. The singular challenge of creating these stories is pure fun for all of us who do them.

INTRODUCTION
DAVID REMNICK
Fairly often, Lillian Ross will call the office to say, “I’ve got a good little story.” She has been doing this for fifty years or so, and, in the particulars, it can mean anything. It can mean she’s just paid a visit to Federico Fellini or Robin Williams; it can mean she’s been listening in on the talk of private-school kids on the East Side; it can mean she’s been hanging out on a movie set near the Cross Bronx Expressway. Anything. But what it always means, in the end, is that The Talk of the Town, one of the few features of The New Yorker that have been there from the very first issue, will bear her imprint that week.
Lillian Ross has been writing for The Talk of the Town since the last months of the Second World War, and she has never lost the taste for it—the fun of getting around the city, the immediacy and wit of the section at its best, the thrill of writing in a form that demands compression but allows for immense variety. Lillian is no cub reporter; she could easily stick with the more leisurely varieties of writing and labor, but she still likes a deadline. She’s always ready to drop whatever she’s doing, go off to report a Talk story, write it up that evening (she’ll work all night to get it right), and hand it in the next morning. When the editors or fact checkers call to consult her on some change or other, they may well be told she is out—out taking a run around the Central Park reservoir.
From Thurber to Ross through Mark Singer and Nancy Franklin, Talk writers have shown a gift for telling a story in inventive ways. As a young Talk writer, John Updike could tell a story simply by quoting the overheard conversation at a bar or in a park; Philip Hamburger liked to go to Big Events, especially presidential inaugurals, and find his story within a story. It’s never been much of a secret to the editors that readers of The New Yorker are most likely to read the short things first: above all, the cartoons and The Talk of the Town. And, like the cartoons, the best Talk pieces have a combustive power; they are miniatures that provide a burst of pleasure and a revelatory glimpse into some corner of life.
To read The Fun of It is to come across overlooked masterpieces by well-known writers (E. B. White’s “Potter’s Field” or James Thurber’s “The Joyces”); to discover writers, such as Geoffrey Hellman, John McCarten, and Maeve Brennan, whose names have not persisted the way they should have; and to delight in some curiosities (a piece by Jacqueline Onassis—who knew?—and one by William Shawn, who edited the section himself for decades).
Nearly twenty years ago, I bought Lillian’s book Reporting, a collection of longer pieces, mainly because her Profiles of Ernest Hemingway and the Brooklyn-born bullfighter Sidney Franklin were legendary, and I’d never read them. Her introduction was odd: seventeen numbered paragraphs of advice for young writers. Some of her points struck me as, well, arguable (“4. Do not write about anyone you do not like”), but many of them seemed right on and have stayed with me. I especially like the generosity of “14. Do not be afraid to acknowledge that you have learned from other writers.” In The Fun of It, Lillian makes clear that she learned not only from her predecessors and her contemporaries but also from those who have come later: Ian Frazier, Mark Singer, Susan Lardner, Hendrik Hertzberg, Hilton Als, John Seabrook, Adam Gopnik, Anthony Lane, Susan Orlean, and Rebecca Mead among them. The Fun of It is true to its title, but it’s also the selected reading course of a writer who helped to shape a form with her own gifts: reporting, storytelling, and clarity—the makings of a “good little story.”
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1920s


“UP THE DARK STAIRS —” Robert Benchley
AMONG the major menaces to American journalism today (and there are so many that it hardly seems worth while even beginning this little article) is the O. Henry–Irvin Cobb tradition. According to this pretty belief, every reporter is potentially master of the short-story, and because of it we find Human Interest raising its ugly head in seven out of every eight news columns and a Human Document being turned out every time Henry H. Mackle of 1356 Grand Boulevard finds a robin or Mrs. Rasher Feiman of 425 West Forty-ninth Street attacks the scissors grinder.
Copy readers in the old days used to insist that all the facts in the story be bunched together in the opening paragraph. This never made for a very moving chronicle, but at least you got the idea of what was going on. Under the new system, where every reporter has his eye on George Horace Lorimer, you first establish your atmosphere, then shake a pair of doves out of the handkerchief, round off your lead with a couple of bars from a Chopin étude, and finally, in the next to last paragraph, divulge the names and addresses and what it was that happened.
A story which, under the old canons of journalism, would have read as follows:
“Mary J. Markezan, of 1278 Ocean Parkway, was found early this morning by Officer Charles Norbey of the Third Precinct in a fainting condition from lack of gin, etc.”
now appeals to our hearts and literary sensibilities as follows:
“Up the dark stairs in a shabby house on Ocean Parkway plodded a bent, weary figure. An aroma of cooking cabbage filled the hall. Somebody’s mother was coming home. Somebody’s mother was bringing in an arm-full of wood for the meagre fire at 1857 Ocean Parkway. Soon the tired form would be at the top of the shadowy stairs. But Fate, in the person of Officer Norbey, was present, etc.”
A fine bit of imaginative writing, satisfying everybody except the reader who wants to know what happened at 1857 Ocean Parkway.
Most of the trouble began about ten years ago when the Columbia School of Journalism began unloading its graduates on what was then the N. Y. Tribune (retaining the best features of neither). Every one of the boys had the O. Henry light in his eyes, and before long the market report was the only thing in the paper that didn’t lead off with “Up the dark stairs at—”
Fine writing in news stories was actually encouraged by the management and daily prizes were offered for the best concealed facts. The writer of this article (Robert Benchley) was a reporter at the time—“the worst reporter in New York City” the editors affectionately called him—and one day he won the prize with a couple of sticks on the funeral of Ada Rehan. This story consisted of two paragraphs of sentimental contemplation of old-time English comedy with a bitterly satirical comparison with modern movie comedy, and a short paragraph at the end saying that Ada Rehan was buried yesterday. Unfortunately the exigencies of make-up necessitated the cutting of the last paragraph; so the readers of the Tribune the next morning never did find out what had inspired this really beautiful tribute to somebody.
From the Tribune the scourge of fine news writing has spread to all the other papers with the exception of the Times. Your Monday morning copy of the World reads like something you find on the table by the guest room bed— “Twenty Tales of Danger and Daring” or “My Favorite Ghost Story: An Anthology”. The news of the day is dished up like the Comédie Humaine with leads running from: “Up the dark stairs at—” to “This is the story of a little boy who lost his kitty.” A picture of the City Room of the World, by one who has never been there, would disclose a dozen or so nervous word artists, each sitting in a cubicle furnished to represent an attic, sipping at black coffee, with now and then a dab of cocaine, writing and tearing up, writing and tearing up, pacing back and forth in what the French call (in French)  le travail du style. There must be a little hidden music, too, to make the boys write as they do. One feels that back copies of the World should be bound and saved for perusal on rainy days when the volumes of “Harpers Round Table” have begun to pall.
Soon it will creep into the foreign dispatches, hitherto held somewhat in check by cable rates. From a debt conference in London we may have something like this:
“Up the dark stairs at 17 Downing Street trudged a tired figure in a silk hat. Under his arm he carried a brief case. Outside, the unheeding swirl of London swept by, but in the heart of the tired man there was peace. Austen Chamberlain had brought to a conclusion the negotiations for the day.”
Or:
“The twilight falls quickly on the left bank of the Seine, and yesterday it fell even more quickly than usual. At a table on the sidewalk of a little café on Montparnasse, a pale man sat figuring on the back of an envelope. Not a man that you would look at a second time, perhaps, but, as Kipling says, that is another story. This man was Jules Delatour and he ran a little shop on the Boulevard Raspail. And Jules Delatour was sad last evening as the quick twilight fell over Montparnasse. For yesterday the franc dropped again, to twenty-six to the dollar.”
When this has happened, we can have newstickers installed in our homes and let the newspapers give themselves over entirely to the belles lettres.
1925

A MARQUISE AT HOME —Author Unknown
GLORIA SWANSON is back with her titled husband, the Marquis de la Falaise de la Coudraie. A day or so after her arrival, she journeyed over to the Famous Players’ Astoria studio, accompanied, of course, by the marquis. The reception was a touching one.
Attracted by advance announcements, a large crowd had gathered in front of the studio. The whole studio force was assembled on the steps and four policemen struggled to keep a lane open for Gloria’s car.
Suddenly the cry went up, “Here she is!” The crowd surged forward, the quartet of police officers labored with might and main, and a smart foreign car slipped up to the steps.
Out stepped a dapper chap. “The marquis!” gasped the assembled stenographers in one breath. News cameras clicked. Cheers shook the studio. Bushels of confetti were tossed into midair.
When the air cleared it developed that the dapper chap was James R. Quirk, editor of Photoplay.
When Gloria and the marquis did appear a few seconds later, it was an anticlimax. Still, it was prettily done. The marquis looked pleasantly democratic, Gloria burst into tears and everyone cheered all over again.
The marquis is tall, smartly garbed and speaks excellent English.
There is, as was inevitable, a little story of the trip over from Paris. Gloria and the marquis had been pursued daily by curious passengers and finally the star decided to grace a ship’s concert. Ranged alongside were some friends of the old lady in Dubuque. Gloria’s nose tilted a bit in midair.
The marquis leaned close to his stellar wife. “Don’t be a snob, Gloria,” he said.
1925

THE KING’S PAJAMAS — Bill Corum
THEY were pink and they positively set the exclusive social circles of Asheville and Biltmore, N.C., agog, for the pajamas in question belonged to King Babe Ruth himself.
In Asheville it was, as all the world knows now, that the King first swooned away. The fourth breakfast porterhouse and a rough train ride had upset His Majesty. Doctors were called. Consultations held. It was decided that the indisposed monarch must be sent home to New York. Then came the question of moving him from the hotel to the train. It was suggested that it might be better for His Majesty if he were carried out on a stretcher. The King was not adverse and, between pinochle hands, so expressed himself. A stretcher was ordered held until His Majesty should tire of cards.
But what of the royal raiment? The King had no pajamas. Being a democratic monarch he frowns on unwonted luxuries. A messenger was despatched to obtain the going out outfit, the King specifying that it must be pink. Search in every store in Asheville disclosed only one pair of pink pajamas in the city. They were size 42. The King measured a goodly 48. In the end the messenger had to take the small size. By discarding the trousers altogether and splitting the coat up the back, they were made to do, the King being cautioned to stay quiet on the stretcher.
1925

MIGHT HAVE BEEN — Author Unknown
“ABIE’S IRISH ROSE” is three years old today, and one wonders how Mr. and Mrs. Augustus Pitou are celebrating the event.
Mr. Pitou, it should be remembered, is one of the best known and most experienced of theatrical managers. He has not, to be sure, been as well represented along Broadway with productions as have others, but he has for many years operated profitably and extensively in the hinterland, where they also pay real money at box-offices.
A little over three years ago, then, “Abie’s Irish Rose” was in great distress. Despite a lengthy run on the Pacific Coast, the New York production had been icily received and most of the critics had been openly contemptuous of it. The show was in a bad way and it seemed likely that it would have to close.
Miss Anne Nichols, its author and producer, had never for one second lost faith in it. But you can not, under the Equity rules, pay off your cast in faith, and theatre owners have a way of wanting to be paid for the use of their property. What to do?
Miss Nichols sought out Mr. Pitou and offered to sell him a twenty-five per cent interest in “Abie’s Irish Rose” for $5,000. Five thousand dollars, she calculated, would be enough to keep the play operating until its public found it in remunerative numbers. She herself had parted with her jewels, with everything she had, to keep the play going.
Mr. Pitou promised to look into the matter, and the following Saturday he attended a matinee of her production with Mrs. Pitou. He instantly recognized the cheap quality of the play, but Mr. Pitou is too experienced a manager to let his personal reaction interfere with his judgment of a box-office attraction. The audience, he could not help noticing, was wildly enthusiastic about it and howled its head off with glee at the slightest provocation. The lobby, at intermission time, was filled with people who were announcing that they could hardly wait to see Cousin Minnie and Uncle Abe to advise them by all means not to miss this great human document, this gorgeously comic play.
And so Mr. Pitou ventured the opinion that he might buy the twenty-five per cent interest for $5,000. Mrs. Pitou for some minutes thereafter seemed to believe that Mr. Pitou had suddenly gone mad. The play, she announced, was horrible and had not the ghost of a chance for success. Mr. Pitou, in her opinion, could do better by just taking $5,000 and lighting cigars with them.
Mrs. Pitou’s opinion was echoed by Louis Cohn, the ticket broker, who further informed Mr. Pitou that he had not sold a single ticket for “Abie’s Irish Rose” in three weeks. . . . Mr. Pitou then told Miss Nichols that he could not accept her offer.
Miss Nichols, in some way or other, managed to keep the show going until it had hit its stride. That stride, by now, would have returned Mr. Pitou well over $1,000,000 for his investment of $5,000. And one somehow imagines that Mr. and Mrs. Pitou have a good deal to talk about on such an occasion as the third birthday of “Abie’s Irish Rose.”
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CAL AND BELLES LETTRES — Author Unknown
MR. COOLIDGE is, beyond denial, a bachelor of arts and, as such, eligible to be stamped “inspected and passed as educated” whenever the Congress gets around to creating a bureaucracy to supervise learning. But, one reflects, governmental standards are likely to be low.
At any rate, Mr. Coolidge, looking upon his standing with his countrymen, was led to reflect that it would not pain him too deeply if the nation held for its president a warmer feeling, which reflection he put into words while talking lately with one of the Washington newspaper correspondents.
The correspondent, wise man that he is, knew the observation for a presidential hint that suggestions were in order.
“Why not recognize the arts, Mr. President?” he proposed. “You have had leaders of almost every other line of endeavor for breakfast in the White House; why not invite some of the leaders in one of the arts—some poets, perhaps?”
“Who are the leading poets?” came from Calvin, after the customary silent interval.
“Oh, Edward Arlington Robinson, Carl Sandburg, Robert Frost, Edna St. Vincent Millay, Edgar Lee Masters, Elinor Wylie,” Mr. Sullivan tossed off.
The President considered this.
“When I was in College,” he observed, presently, “there was a man named Smith—who wrote verse.”
1925

MODEST MR. SHAW — Author Unknown
BERNARD SHAW as a short story writer would be new to most people, and even those who, as far as they know, read everything he writes, have met with him in that field just once, if ever. But on his own statement he is thinking and has been these four years of presenting himself in it—and, morbidly modest though he is about his plays, he doesn’t think his short stories are so worthless.
In 1908 the short story referred to, a very Shavian and very good one, called “Aerial Football,” appeared in Collier’s. It attracted even wider attention than its merit deserved, for Collier’s, then edited by Norman Hapgood, was awarding every three months a $1,000 prize to the author of the best story it had published in that period, and was rash enough to make such award to Mr. Shaw. He returned the draft with a rebuke—he had been duly paid for the story, and giving him a prize was insulting—all of which Collier’s imperturbably printed.
In 1921, when the Evening Post was reprinting short stories, somebody in its office bethought him of that one and made the best possible offer for the use of it. Mr. Shaw replied that he was much obliged, but expected to bring out a book of his short stories and would rather not have “Aerial Football” reprinted in the meantime.
There has been no further word of the book, and this Spring a prosperous magazine which knew of the Evening Post’s offer mentioned it in making another, of as much money as prosperous magazines, even in these author’sbonanza days, are paying for some of their stories, brand new.
In reply, Mr. Shaw’s secretary was bidden to state that “the situation with regard to ‘Aerial Football’ is unchanged, and that anyhow, three hundred dollars is not up to his rates.” The magazine is far from blaming G. B. S. for wanting all the traffic will bear, but if he can get more than that for “second serial rights” in one short story anywhere on earth, its admiration of him will rise to reverence; and the Author’s League will build a statue to his memory.
The book still is unannounced. Indeed, this is a sizzling news “beat,” which may affect the stock market, on the fact that such a book may be impending.
1925

VACHEL LINDSAY — Author Unknown
A REAL character recently passed through New York, flaring a large head, partly gray, partly red, wholly unkempt. This was Vachel Lindsay, the author of “The Golden Whales of California” and sundry other books of poetry.
Whether or not he is the best of the New Poets, may be a moot point with some, but not with him. He admits he is a conceited man and that his egotism is so enormous that he can’t get on with anyone. He has little use for New York; the provinces are solid, he says, “and I can understand them.”
We saw him slopping by several times. He has always lived carelessly. Years ago with Stephen Graham, who now visits various countries and writes books on them, he tramped about America giving a little book of his poems to whoever would trade a square meal for it. He started in Springfield, Illinois, thence went for a little education to Hiram College, then about the middle West, then far west and south; doing a little teaching, reading very little, shouting Walt Whitman’s poetry. And now he is about to embark on a tour of lectures to read his poems. “I will teach America six poems,” he says. “That’s enough to do in one lifetime.”
He is indifferent to comfort and the mellow surroundings so many writers love. He can do his best work in a hotel writing room if that is where he happens to be. He also does queerer things than write poetry. For example, he studies Egyptian hieroglyphics, still clings to an anti-liquor prejudice, which, they say, he inherited from his mother, loves the Woolworth Building, and is inclined to speak of his wife as the little woman.
As he sits in the Hotel Commodore, he is for all the world like an obviously inspired ex-cowboy with red hair. His is a startling personality that is always shouting, but he has plenty of humor. They are still telling a story about him in a town in southern Texas. He had read some of his poems in the meeting hall and was asked if he would autograph some of his books. He agreed, but it was found that there weren’t any of his books in town. Two old ladies, however, had Bibles with them and brought them up to the platform.
“Certainly I’ll autograph them,” he said, sitting down.
In one Bible he wrote, “Now is the time for every good man to come to the aid of his party”; in the other, “I did not write this book. Vachel Lindsay.”
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FENCE BUSTER — Author Unknown
SOME facts about Gehrig, the baseball player who is rivalling Ruth as a home-run hitter, seem to be worth recording. To begin with, he is one of the few native New Yorkers on our local nines, and a former student at Columbia University. He is twenty-four, and of German descent. His father, we are told, was a janitor and grass-cutter at Columbia, and the son decided to attend college there, not so much because of the classical opportunities but because he had heard the plaudits for the university baseball stars and he knew he could play as well as they. He remained only two years, but during that time he made such progress as a hitter and a pitcher that the New York Yankees signed him. That was five years ago. After a year with a minor league club he was recalled here and has been on the local roster ever since. Last year he played regularly, but it was not until the present season that he began to puncture fences and figure as a home-run king.
Gehrig is no intellectual giant on the diamond, but he is determined. When he was at Columbia he would practice hitting balls until it was too dark to see and mothers called home to bed the boys who chased them for him. Even now, during the training season, he is the first man on the field and the last off. He practices and studies and he seldom takes his eyes off Ruth. He idolizes that gentleman, and they say Ruth has shown no jealousy, but has helped Gehrig considerably.
He is of middle size and quite squarely built, with great, stocky legs. Naturally clumsy, he has overcome much of his ineptness. He is so hardy that he never wears an overcoat, and on the bitter January day he signed with the Yanks one of the officials felt so sorry for him he offered to lend him money to buy one. He makes about $10,000 a year, but next season it will be much more.
Gehrig does not drink, smoke or gamble. He has never had a girl. His hobby is fishing for eels. There is a mystery about this. No one knows where he catches them, except that it is somewhere in the vicinity of Harlem, but he never fails in his quest. He likes his eels pickled, and his mother does the pickling. Pickled eels, in fact, have become a Yankee superstition. The players have come to believe that they produce hitting power, and whenever the team is in a slump the boys urge Gehrig to go fishing, and then they join in the feast.
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THE SIN OF ADAMS — Russel Crouse
NOT long since, in these columns, we recounted the story of the origin of ice-cream soda in Manhattan. We now feel it our duty to fix the responsibility for chewing gum on the Borough of Richmond, for it was on Staten Island, in the otherwise uneventful year of 1866, we are told by the scion of one of the oldest and most reliable families of those parts, that the possibilities of chicle came to light. It appears that in June of that year the Mexican general, Santa Ana, having found it necessary to absent himself from his native land, put into Snug Harbor. He hobnobbed frequently with the islanders, and one of his acquaintances was a young photographer named Thomas Adams, an ambitious young gentleman and something of an experimenter.
During one of his chats the general produced a lump of rubbery substance which he said was the gum of the zapote tree and which he liked to chew. He gave Adams a piece. The photographer saw possibilities in it. He believed that, with proper treatment, it could be made—of all things—a substitute for the rubber used in plates for false teeth.
Adams is said to have experimented for weeks with this in mind. It was only after a final test, when, disgusted by failure, he slammed the mass on a table, that he tried the general’s plan. He picked up one of the pieces and absently put it in his mouth. He found that it did not dissolve and that crunching away at it was somehow diverting. Eventually he and his father, after obtaining additional chicle, set up a workroom in which they boiled the product, cooled it in water, cut it into long strips and packed it in boxes. These they peddled. The idea of sweetening it and flavoring it came later. Then they moved to Jersey City. It is said that gum was not well received at first. The makers, however, hit upon the idea of giving away chewing gum with candy and thus developed a taste for the product. Eventually they became a great corporation and sold out for millions. We hear that fifty million dollars’ worth of the stuff is produced annually now and that all the department stores in New York have squads of men detailed to scrape it off the floors every night.
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DIME NOVEL — Author Unknown
UPON requesting, the other day, to view some of the works of the Beadle Collection of Dime Novels which is kept in the Reserve Room of the Public Library, we were asked if we had any connection with the movies. “Dr. O’Brien, the donor,” we were informed, “has reserved the right to withhold the books from motion picture people.”
This deepened our interest to such a degree that we paid a visit to the author of this discrimination, who is a New York dentist and whose name is Dr. Frank P. O’Brien. He confessed having made the reservation we have mentioned and went on to exhibit to us an even larger collection of dime novels than the one of fifteen hundred volumes which now rests aristocratically in the library. There are nearly three thousand in this second collection. They are kept in two huge safes.
Dr. O’Brien permitted us to take a handful of them to hold and let us turn the pages of “Malaeska, or, the Indian Wife of the White Hunter,” the first dime novel published in America. It is by Mrs. Ann S. Stephens, and was published May 15, 1860, and shortly was translated into five different languages.
For many years, between times of dabbling in teeth and Wall Street, Dr. O’Brien has spent his leisure in travelling about the country seeking out these old books. He obtained a few of them from Mrs. Sophie B. Raymond, Erastus Beadle’s only daughter, now living in Cooperstown, New York.
Erastus Beadle, the man who made “The Pioneer Books,” was born in Piers-town, Otsego County, New York, in 1821. As a miller’s apprentice he laid the foundation of his career as a publisher. Need arose in the mill one day for some letters to be used in labelling the bags of grain. Erastus cut the letters from blocks of hard wood, just as the old block letters had been made in the days before Gutenberg. He later left the mill with his equipment and travelled about the country, stamping bags and marking lap-robes, wagons and other things.
In Cooperstown, Elihu Phinney, a pioneer printer, offered him work and Beadle there learned printing. By 1852 he had a shop of his own in Buffalo and in that year issued his first publication, “The Youth’s Casket.” This was not a dime novel, but nearly three thousand of them followed later, among which are such alliterative titles as “Alkali Abe,” “Border Bessie,” “Bowery Ben,” “Corduroy Charlie,” “Daisy Dare,” “Dandy Darke,” and “Roaring Ralph Rockwood.” In the fall of 1859 he came to New York, where he set up shop at 141 William Street. According to Dr. O’Brien, Erastus Beadle was not a sensational publisher, even though his successes were of this nature. He had no thought of bringing out “dime novels” in the sense that we think of them; rather, he published the tales and records of early pioneer struggles and adventure to preserve them for future generations.
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THE OLD LADY — James Thurber
HAVING heard of great changes in store for the Old Lady, as attachés affectionately call the Murray Hill Hotel, we went half fearfully to dine there the other evening. We were reassured, however, when we found the old street lamps before the Park Avenue doors still blinking, even as they did at the turn of the century. Walking around to the Fortieth Street doorway we were happy to see the doormat marked “Ladies’ Entrance” just where it was when Mark Twain in his white suit played billiards below stairs. When later we went into the billiard room, it was charming to see two old cronies pottering about a table and chuckling over each other’s wobbly shots. The gilt-pillared lobby gave us the impression it always does—that in this building time has stopped. An elderly gentleman drowsed over his Springfield Republican and a long-ashed cigar. Gray-haired couples shared the deep lounges. It might have been an evening in the nineties except for a radio, which, however, was silent. It is always, we were told later, turned on for Mr. Coolidge’s speeches.
For years we have heard whispers that time has stopped more in truth than in fancy at the Murray Hill. It has been true: the clocks of the old hotel have, figuratively speaking, just been rewound. Almost fifteen years ago a chronic illness from septic poisoning sent the hotel’s venerable owner-manager to his room and kept him there. Just a month or two ago he came downstairs for the first time, to find dusty tapestries, outworn equipment and servants who had grown gray-haired since he had last given them instructions in person. With fine devotion they had gone on, working longer hours and accepting pre-war pay. The guardian of the Old Lady’s tranquillity is Mr. B. L. M. Bates, an innkeeper of the old tradition. All he intends to do, he says, is to redecorate the hotel gently and tastefully; gold doorknobs and newfangled elevators may come to other hotels but the Murray Hill will go on unchanged in spirit. One of Mr. Bates’ first acts upon resuming active responsibility was to retire an aged cook on pension, who died a few weeks later. Now the rest of the old servants can stay on until they are happily a hundred. There are four of these ancients in the dining-room. One serves the same group of tables that he presided over forty-three years ago when the hotel opened. Two-thirds of the diners are gray-haired too, and many have lived here for a quarter of a century. There is a soft tone of an old Continental hotel about the dining-room. A dame du comptoir sits behind an oak counter and keeps track of things. A trio of violin, piano and cello playing nineteenth-century music broke softly into “Lady Be Good” and seemed almost skittish.
Mr. Bates was the first proprietor of the Everett House, one of the city’s oldest residential hotels. Later he managed the Belmont and then leased and finally purchased the Murray Hill. He says he does not fear that the younger set will invade the hotel, except “now and again to rest their nerves.”
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MUSIC MAKERS — James Thurber
WE were fortunate enough to be seated a few rows behind Rachmaninoff the other night in the Plaza ballroom when Theremin, the young Russian scientist, produced strange sounds, then tunes, and finally played Scriabin and Saint-Saëns by waving his hands gently at antennae on a box. Rachmaninoff was in his seat, an uncomfortable chair about fifteen rows back, many minutes before the strange concert began. As the curtains parted and revealed a lot of curious electrical apparatus, the pianist sat up straight and put on a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles.
But when an assistant immediately began to read an explanation of what was going to happen, Rachmaninoff took off his glasses and lapsed into reading several pieces of literature on the subject. These were spread out on his lap. He put on his glasses and took them off again every few minutes during the evening.
His interest was casual until Theremin produced the first semblance of a melody. Then Rachmaninoff turned around and smiled and lifted his eyebrows at some friends behind him. He applauded but twice, once after the playing of Rubinstein’s “Night” and once when the concert was finished. His applause was brief, soft-handed and unemotional. Although the long program and its final monotony caused about half the audience to depart before it was over, Rachmaninoff stayed till the last and did not appear restive. At the beginning he had crossed his left leg over his right and he did not shift this position. When, as often happened, something went wrong musically, he showed no annoyance. His intervals of intense interest were comparatively few, but one of them was when Theremin and his pupil, Mr. Goldberg, played together Glinka’s “Elegy.” On one occasion he raised his right hand and imitated the motions Theremin was making with his left. These were the open-fingered motions of a hand playing the piano. During one composition, however, he read apparently all the way through a sketch of Theremin’s life. When at one point the scientist caused the music to sound from the rear of the hall, Rachmaninoff was one of the few who did not turn around and stare.
The concert over, Rachmaninoff was surrounded. More people seemed in fact to know him than anyone else there. As one excited woman who, speaking in Russian, apparently attempted to fire his enthusiasm for the concert with her own, he shook his head two or three times unsmilingly. He did smile when a very young lady at his side began shouting “Bravo!” and “Magnifique!” to the bowing scientist. He patted her gently on the shoulder, and said “Sh-h.” Then finally, still smiling, he said in French, “You exaggerate.”
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POTTER’S FIELD — E. B. White
NEW YORK’S pauper dead are buried in a sandy hill on the north end of Hart’s Island in Long Island Sound, a mile from Execution Light. They lie in big graves, tier on tier, unclaimed. It was blowy the day we went out there to see the field, and the low storm-swept island looked particularly weather-beaten. Michael Breen, warden of the island prison, met us, smiling broadly, glad of a visitor.
Twice a week the boat comes up from Bellevue. The prisoners bury the dead, solemnly and without ceremony, one hundred and fifty to a grave, one white headstone for the lot. It is a beautiful spot—the sweep of the Sound, the restless clang of the bell buoy at the point. An incongruous spot, too, for directly across the water are the homes of the millionaires, Hearst’s place on Sands Point, the broad lawns and grandeur of Great Neck.
On the cemetery hill are the frame houses which served as barracks in the Civil War. Now they house ancient prisoners who are too feeble to require iron bars for their detention: old beggars, cripples, panhandlers, old men who hang magazine pictures of beautiful girls above their iron cots. In the centre of the island are the dog-eared brick buildings where the regular prisoners live and work, making clothes, making brooms and shoes, snatching a little sleep on the sea-wall, in the sun, between jobs. At the extreme southern end is a house formerly owned by a negro, who ran a negro resort there until a year ago when the City acquired the property.
But nothing much interested us except the field for the dead. Even the statistics seemed important—two hundred and sixty-six thousand persons in that small hill. Mr. Breen allowed us to look at the record books, and we glanced at a few entries: a baby found in the parcel room of the Penn Station, a man picked up in the Fifth Avenue sewer, page after page, six thousand a year. There is a single monument to honor them—a small cross bearing the inscription: “And He shall call His own by name.”
As we stood there a gull wheeled and circled above our head. From the far side of the island the wind brought the smell of tide flats, the incessant sounding of the bell. And rather vaguely we heard the fine Irish voice of Michael Breen: “Thim horsechissnut trees will be all full o’ blossoms soon—pretty as a picture!”
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HARRIETT — E. B. White
OF all the orchids at the Orchid Show, we liked Harriett—she was so rare. Other orchids had exotic backgrounds, but only Harriett had a gold case lined with black, in front of which her lover, Mr. Louis Burk, paced up and down. We talked to Mr. Burk about Harriett and she is indeed his passion. He brought her here from Philadelphia in his private car, and every night during the show Harriett went home with Mr. Burk’s gardener to his hotel room.
In color and size, she is not such an orchid. But she is the only one of her kind in the world, and she is thirty-eight years old, with a strange waxen beauty. Two white, star-shaped blossoms, pink in the centre, are her present charm, and a third bud is coming, which Mr. Burk is not going to allow to mature—it would weaken Harriett. Even the existing two flowers weaken her and will be removed before they wither. She is not for sale, and although there are no other orchids like her, there will be!
“Due to a certain accident,” said Mr. Burk, “I have another plant coming along.”
“What certain accident?” we asked. And then Mr. Burk told us Harriett’s story. She used to belong to Mrs. George B. Wilson, the orchid queen of Philadelphia. That was fifteen years ago when Harriett was young. When the war came, coal became scarce, Harriett grew cold and seemed about to die
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