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For my grandfather, Harvey Deschere, who made a point of always carrying crisp new currency to use for tips, as a gesture of his appreciation for a job well done and his esteem for the person who did it. That’s a class act.




Introduction

One day in 1957, the songwriter Johnny Mercer received a letter from Sadie Vimmerstedt, a widowed grandmother who worked behind a cosmetics counter in Youngstown, Ohio. Vimmerstedt suggested Mercer write a song with the lyric, “I want to be around to pick up the pieces when somebody breaks your heart.” Five years later, Mercer got in touch to say he’d written the song and that Tony Bennett would record it. Today, if you look at the label on any recording of “I Wanna Be Around,” you’ll notice the credits for words and music are shared by Johnny Mercer and Sadie Vimmerstedt. The royalties were split fifty-fifty, too, thanks to which Vimmerstedt and her heirs have earned thousands of dollars in royalties. In my opinion, Mercer’s generosity was a class act.

By class act, I mean any behavior that is virtuous beyond the call of duty and that puts normal behavior to shame. It was a class act, for example, for Alexander Hamilton, in his duel with Aaron Burr, to intentionally aim high and fire over Burr’s head, giving Burr the opportunity to shoot Hamilton in the abdomen and kill him.

Benjamin Guggenheim performed a class act on the Titanic when he gave his life jacket to a female passenger and then put on white tie and tails so he could die “like a gentleman.” That same year, 1912, Captain Lawrence Oates became frostbitten and lame on Robert Scott’s ill-fated five-man expedition to the South Pole on the Terra Nova. Rather than delay the others in their desperate trek back from the pole, Oates went to the opening of the tent one night and said, “I am just going outside and may be some time.” He thereupon walked to his death in a blizzard.

Certainly a class act.

It was a class act of a different order, but a class act nonetheless, for the writer Laurence Housman (brother of the poet A.E.) to take off his jacket at a proper English tea party so that a man who had just arrived in shirtsleeves would not feel embarrassed at being underdressed. It was likewise a class act for King Christian X of Denmark to wear a yellow armband in a show of solidarity with Danish Jews during the Nazi occupation.

Class acts do happen in politics, but not very often. I count Ben Bagert’s withdrawal from the four-way U.S. Senate race in Louisiana in 1990 as a class act. Bagert was the Republican who bowed out in order to ensure that David Duke, the former grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, would not win. You could argue that Bagert never had a chance of winning anyhow and that anyone in his position would have done the same thing, but you’d be wrong. I cite as an example the 1980 New York Senate race in which Jacob Javits, having lost the Republican nomination, refused to drop out and allow the Democrat Elizabeth Holtzman to beat the conservative Alfonse D’Amato fair and square. Instead, Javits played the spoiler and ran on the Liberal Party line, taking only 11 percent of the vote, which was enough to deprive Holtzman of a Senate seat and install D’Amato in the Senate, where he remained for eighteen years as a living memorial to Javits’s devotion to himself over principle, party, and country.

Simple good sportsmanship can rise to the level of class act, as it did when the tennis player Mats Wilander won the 1982 French Open at the age of seventeen. At match point in the semifinals, the umpire ruled that a shot by Wilander’s opponent was out. The crowd cheered. Wilander walked over to the umpire and said, “I can’t win like this. His ball was good.”

The point was played over, and Wilander won. (Compare that with the insufferable bellyaching of John McEnroe in his early years.)

Cornell conceded a football game to Dartmouth when films showed that Cornell’s game-winning touchdown had been made on a fifth down. When the very same thing happened years later between Colorado and Missouri, not only did Colorado not offer to forfeit the win, but its coach was singularly ungracious in refusing.

Countless athletes have taken the field despite painful injuries. Sometimes it verges on foolhardiness, but it’s still a class act. Jack Youngblood of the Rams, for example, played in the 1980 Super Bowl with a broken leg. On the stage, the tradition that the show must go on has produced a number of class acts. Katharine Hepburn, Orson Welles, and Carol Channing all performed in wheelchairs. During a run of The King and I, Gertrude Lawrence was dying of cancer but told no one. When she missed a series of performances, the producers wrote her lawyers suggesting she was faking illness. They warned that if she missed many more shows, she would forfeit her share of the profits. The letter arrived on a Monday. Gertrude Lawrence had died over the weekend.

But heartless producers and other miscreants can be forgiven. Forgiveness is, after all, a class act in its own right. Which brings to mind Queen Elizabeth I and an incident recorded by the seventeenth-century historian John Aubrey. According to Aubrey, the Earl of Oxford approached the queen one day and made a deep bow during which he “happened to let a fart.” The man was so ashamed he fled the country and traveled for seven years. Upon his return, Queen Elizabeth welcomed him home with the words, “My lord, I have forgot the fart.”

Most of these columns were written for Esquire magazine in the 1980s and 1990s and have been updated where necessary. They aren’t so much about class as defined by behavior; instead, they’re about class as found or expressed in articles of clothing. Yet one surely informs the other.

Mark Twain stated it plainly: “Clothes make the man. Naked people have little or no influence on society.” But it was hardly an original idea. Phrases such as “The man is his clothing” date back to classical Greek times. Shakespeare expressed the same idea in Hamlet, when Polonius advised his son, Laertes, that “apparel oft proclaims the man.”

Today, as in the time of the ancient Greeks, Shakespeare, or Mark Twain, clothing choices inform how others perceive one’s status, character, and personality. Farts are still best expressed silently.
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Argyle Socks

When she came to the telephone, Iona Campbell, the late Duchess of Argyll, made it clear by the resoluteness of her reply that she had been asked about argyle socks before. “They have nothing to do with the family!” she said, placing heavy emphasis on the first syllable of “nothing.”

“My late husband, the duke, appeared in an advertisement for argyle socks in the 1950s,” she went on. “And it made me very angry. I was very cross! It is a thing that has always annoyed me. It’s the wrong tartan! The wrong colors! And the wrong spelling!”

Indeed, the traditional blue-and-green tartan of the Argyll family bears scant resemblance to the varicolored pattern of diamonds that adorns argyle socks. No one knows precisely how the socks came to be called argyles, but the suspicion is that commercial considerations entered into it. “I suppose it was just a question of a sock that needed to have a name,” the duchess said, when I spoke to her in the summer of 1985.

Before there was any such thing as knit argyle socks, hosiery worn with tartans was cut from the same woven cloth as the tartan itself, but it was cut on the bias to give the socks a diamond pattern. The socks were held up by sashes tied just below the knee. You can see from the family portraits of Scottish Highlanders that knit argyles began to replace the tartan-on-the-bias socks sometime in the mid-nineteenth century.

This was the period when going up to Scotland for a bit of grouse shooting was just becoming fashionable among the English gentry. Englishmen had little interest in wearing kilts, but they took to the socks. As it happened, the big Scottish estates in Argyllshire were the closest to England and therefore the best known. The Argyll family, a prominent branch of the Campbell clan, had produced four centuries of dukes, earls, and marquises. And just when the knit socks were making their appearance, the ninth Duke of Argyll burnished the family image still further by marrying Queen Victoria’s fourth daughter, Princess Louise. If a sock had to have a Scottish name, the name Argyll was close at hand. And the simplified spelling, Argyle, caught on.

I did not have the temerity to ask the duchess how much the sock company had paid her late husband for his endorsement. Whatever it was, she probably felt the family had paid an even higher price in unwanted publicity. One can assume, however, that by the 1950s, when the duke accepted the fee, the damage had already been done. By then, argyle socks were practically a universal commodity, and they had even become part of the traditional men’s costume of another highland country half a world away: the tiny Himalayan kingdom of Bhutan, no doubt an artifact of the period when Bhutan was a protectorate of the British Empire.

Closer to home, men were wearing argyles in every conceivable color—reds, yellows, pinks, turquoises, in good taste, in bad taste. No wonder the duchess was irritated. For every glimpse of argyle parading under walking shorts or on the golf course, the duchess suffered yet another pang.

In any case, there seems to be no way out for the Argyll family, no chance of renaming the socks. Even the Bhutanese call them argyles. A few hundred years from now, the indignity of it all will probably rankle still another duchess who will ring off with the same sigh and the same rueful comment, “After all, one doesn’t want, you know, to be known for a sock!”
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The Army Field Jacket

The military procurement system has produced a fair number of memorable fiascoes. Thousand-dollar toilet seats, $4,000 coffeepots, the glitch-ridden M-1 tanks. Still, every so often, the Pentagon does have its triumphs, and the Army field jacket is one of them.

The Army field jacket is an all-weather, all-purpose, nearly indestructible windbreaker made of olive-green, water-repellent cotton. It has a concealed drawstring at the waist, sleeves bent slightly at the elbow, a bi-swing pleat at the back of both shoulders, a removable lining, four big cargo pockets, and a heavy-duty zipper up the front. A masterpiece of functionalism, it allows freedom of movement and is supremely comfortable.

The development of the jacket took eight years. It’s a story of trial and error, consultation and revision—a story in which a small (albeit ambiguous) part was played by Esquire magazine.

The Army initiated its quest for a field jacket in 1935, testing all sorts of commercial windbreakers and lumber jackets. Ground rules were established at the outset: The jacket had to be made of cotton, it had to have a minimum of bulkiness so an infantryman could carry it rolled up on his belt when not wearing it, and the design had to require very little tailoring so it could be produced quickly.

When none of the commercial jackets measured up, the Army designed its own. Early experimental models resembled sport jackets. They were tested in the field for about four years, during which they were repeatedly modified. By 1940, with war looming, the need for a serviceable jacket had become urgent. The Office of the Quartermaster General sought outside advice and sent a sample of the jacket, as it had evolved at that point, to the New York offices of Esquire and its trade magazine, Apparel Arts. The editor of Apparel Arts, Edson Poler, promptly put his designers to work, and a few days later he sent sketches of a revised jacket to Washington. Along with the drawings, Poler enclosed a terse critique of the jacket the Army was then using. He called it too short, too tightly tailored at the armhole, too snug at the elbow, and too large at the waist. He said, furthermore, that the collar was too skimpy, that eighteen of the nineteen buttons could be dispensed with. As for the design of the bi-swing construction of the back, he pronounced it not only unnecessarily complicated but “passé from a fashion point of view.”

Well!

Major General J. K. Parsons, commanding general of the Third Corps, took vast exception to this critique. He declared that the Esquire people understood neither the purpose of the jacket nor the needs of the soldier in the field.

The Esquire jacket was promptly put aside, and today no one knows how many of its features, if any, eventually found their way into the final design. The quartermaster’s own records praised the Esquire jacket as having “broad, roomy shoulders and splendid body lines.” But the “passé” bi-swing stayed, and so did the nineteen buttons.

The field jacket went on evolving, and in April 1943 it assumed its final shape. By then, it had acquired shirt-cuff-style sleeves, four big pockets adapted from hunting jackets, and a fly front concealing a double closure of zipper and buttons so GIs could crawl on their stomachs without snagging anything. The Field Jacket M-1943 was basically a windbreaker shell that could be worn over layers of clothes. Most Western armies recognized the brilliance of its design and eventually adapted it for their own use.

Since then, there have been only a few minor changes. The buttons became snaps and then, later, in some instances, Velcro. Heavier field jackets were made for Korea, jungle-camouflaged versions for Vietnam, and desert camouflage for the Middle East. But the jacket used today is essentially the one that first saw action during World War II, when the Allies landed at Anzio, Italy, in January 1944. If there have been any cost overruns or glitches since then, nobody has complained about them.
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