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FOREWORD



by John Updike

The prose of E. B. White, as manifested in his letters, lopes along sensibly and informatively, like many other people’s, until it delivers an unexpected poetic punch. Looking at just the hitherto unpublished letters in this revised collection, we find, apropos of his packing and dispatching the papers of his recently deceased wife:

The labor has been time-consuming and exhausting as well as melancholy; I now wander about this old house staring into empty shelves and fighting back memories.

“Fighting back”—the sensation, familiar to all who have grieved, is caught with a rare bluntness and resonance. Some months later, White turns his eye on a dog’s loneliness: “One day while I was away he found a wool shirt of mine in the livingroom and proceeded to take it all to pieces. Whether from anger or from uneasiness I do not know.” Uneasiness was, in old age and youth, White’s element. His writing career began, according to a thinly fictionalized portrait of a “Mr. Volente,” when a waitress in a Childs restaurant spilled a glass of buttermilk on him: “Mr. Volente had written an account of the catastrophe at the time and sold it to a young and inexperienced magazine, thus making for himself the enormously important discovery that the world would pay a man for setting down a simple, legible account of his own misfortunes.” At the opposite end of White’s career, the misfortunes of old age are echoed in the fall of a tree:

I spent hundreds of dollars trying to save my elm, but it didn’t work. The tree landed on the lawn with a tremendous thuddd. Now they want me to spend a lot of money trying to save my retinas, but that isn’t going to work, either.

This painfully sensitive and clear-sighted man found the world of artistic enterprise also productive of thuds, as when his children’s classic Charlotte’s Web was made into an animated movie: “After listening to Wilbur sing “I Can Talk, I Can Talk,” in the Hanna-Barbera picture, I can take anything. I wanted to run on my sword but couldn’t find it.”

Much of White’s correspondence in the last years of his life was directed, with an asperity softened by affection, to Scott Elledge as this Cornell professor labored on White’s biography. Patiently White corrected errors, provided facts, delivered droll demurs:

I feel the manuscript, even with the cutting you have done, is too long. The horrid truth is, my life is not all that interesting. I kept falling asleep over it, even though it was my life.

When the manuscript had become a book, its subject expressed “misgivings about the jacket blurb”:

The blurb calls me “America’s most beloved writer.” That is not only open to question, it isn’t a good pulling idea anyway. I’m an old advertising man, and I know that people would rather buy a book about a writer everybody hates the guts of.

Some months later, he rather shockingly describes the biography to its author as “your book about the American author who never quite made it into the big time.” Two years earlier in their collaboration, White both bowed out and bowed in, telling Elledge:

I would think twice about describing “the vigorous part” I played in your final revisions lest you give readers the idea that I’ve been breathing down your neck and writing my own story. It is, after all, unusual to have a subject of a biography still alive and kicking, and I have felt uneasy in this role and uncertain just how to behave. I have been torn between the strong desire to keep out of it and the equally strong desire to help clarify it.

White’s collaboration with Dorothy Lobrano Guth, his goddaughter, in the 1976 publication of nearly seven hundred pages of his letters also stirred unease. This invasion of his own privacy, and to an extent that of his correspondents, went against his grain, and probably would not have occurred had not Katharine White’s long and expensive illnesses made it seem necessary. The note he attached to that volume said as much, with typical bounce and reticence:

Ideally, a book of letters should be published posthumously. The advantages are obvious: the editor enjoys a free hand, and the author enjoys a perfect hiding place—the grave, where he is impervious to embarrassments and beyond the reach of libel. I have failed to cooperate with this ideal arrangement. Through some typical bit of mismanagement, I am still alive, and the book has had to adjust to that awkward fact.

Living long enough to be a reluctantly coöperative party to his biography and his collected letters was a bother, even something of a plague, for him, but a boon to the multitudes of White lovers, in the many corrections and felicitous refinements he lent to the two tasks. Letters of E. B. White is by far his longest book, and by many measures his most autobiographical. It opens with ten lovely pages, in italics, that he supplied on the subject of his happy childhood in the New York suburb of Mount Vernon. The first letter published, to his brother Albert, was composed when he was nine and shows a flash or two of the compression, crystal clarity, and lightly worn melancholy which would become characteristic:

It isn’t a very nice day and I’ve got a cold so I didn’t go to school. Mamma brought me a tennis ball and if I be [note the artful subjunctive] very careful can I use your racket? I heard now while I’m writing this letter that Philis Goodwin [a neighbor’s child] died. They wouldn’t have a doctor and so you see.

His brothers, especially Stanley, were to become correspondents that elicited the young White’s freest self-expression. With rapidly developing literary flourishes, his letters take him through early love and some automotive vagabondage to Cornell, and thence to an advertising job in New York, to which he commuted from his parents’ home in Mount Vernon. In 1925 he moved to the city, sharing an apartment on West Thirteenth Street with three other Cornellians, and tried freelancing, finding acceptances in Franklin P. Adams’s influential newspaper column “The Conning Tower” and the fledgling New Yorker magazine. Harold Ross, the perfectionistic if disheveled editor of the magazine, invited him to join the staff and assigned him the lowliest editorial job: “the newsbreak job—editing the little fillers from other papers and writing punch lines for them.” White proved so good at this, so deft and fancy-free in his touches, that he won Ross’s heart; fifty-six years later he was still at the anonymous newsbreak job, resigning finally in April of 1982 because of the deteriorating eyesight. At The New Yorker he found his livelihood, his lifelong podium, and his wife, the editor Katharine Sergeant Angell, who greeted him at his first appearance in the office: “I noted,” he remembered long afterward, “that she had a lot of back hair [a bun] and the knack of making a young contributor feel at ease. I sat there peacefully gazing at the classic features of my future wife without, as usual, knowing what I was doing.”

His letters in the fat middle of this collection trace, with unfailing grace and good humor, his relation with the magazine, its readers, and his fellow contributors, including his volatile and uproarious office mate James Thurber; Thurber and White were to collaborate on their first book, a wry spoof called Is Sex Necessary? Along with grace and good humor, his letters hold a restless unease—a desire to look beyond Harold Ross’s magazine, where he enjoyed a singular and cosseted but confining eminence. From Ontario in 1929 he wrote Ross, “On account of the fact that The New Yorker has a tendency to make me morose and surly, the farther I stay away the better. ... Next to yourself and maybe one or two others, I probably have as tender a feeling for your magazine as anybody. For me it isn’t a complete life, though.” Nervously he nursed, behind an epistolary manner of humorous diffidence, a steely ambition, confessing to Eugene Kinkead in 1981,

As I recall it, I sometimes signed a pseudonym when I found a piece wanting in merit, or virtue. I wanted the name “E. B. White” to be associated with excellence—literary splendor. It is possible that I once sent in a piece to the NYer signed with a phony name to see if I could get a rejection instead of an acceptance, but I have no clear recollection of having done that. I wouldn’t put it past me, though. I was a fidgety young man, worried about all sorts of real and imaginary failings.

He hovered between his love for New York and a love for Maine; in 1938 he escaped the city to a saltwater farm in North Brooklin, Maine, recording his life there in monthly columns for Harper’s that, in the end, added up to—if one must be named—his very best book, One Man’s Meat. In a foreword written forty years after its initial publication in 1942, White recollected:

Once in everyone’s life there is apt to be a period when he is fully awake, instead of half asleep. I think of those five years in Maine as the time when this happened to me. ... I was suddenly seeing, feeling, and listening as a child sees, feels, and listens. It was one of those rare interludes that can never be repeated, a time of enchantment. I am fortunate indeed to have had the chance to get some of it down on paper.

In the years afterwards, he ventured into surprising genres: with Katharine he edited A Subtreasury of American Humor; his contributions to the generally apolitical Notes and Comment section of The New Yorker began to plead, as World War II wound down, for a transnational entity that would enforce peace, and he attended the founding of the UN in San Francisco as a reporter; he edited the grammar handbook of his old Cornell professor William Strunk into a best-selling guide to English composition; at the request of his stepson, Roger Angell, he wrote an imperishable evocation of New York City for Holiday magazine; he produced his three remarkable, still popular novels for children. He busied himself all the while, on his farm, with nonliterary projects—nursing animals, shingling roofs, working with his hands. The manual work whereby he made his living, at his manual typewriter, was pursued with relative unease. He did not consider himself much of a letter-writer, telling Stanley, “I avoid writing letters—it resembles too closely writing itself, and gives me a headache.”

In truth, his shrewd head and aspiring spirit were fragile, prey to migraines and what he describes, in a letter of October 28, 1943, as “a nervous crack-up.” In 1945 he reassured Stanley,

Don’t worry about my health—I am a lot better and plenty good enough for my purposes. I had two things the matter with me—mice in the subconscious and spurs in the cervical spine. Of the two the spine trouble was less bothersome. It took me eighteen months to ... get rid of mice. ... Anyway, here I am, in the clear again and damned thankful to be there. I can work without falling all apart, and can sleep—which is quite refreshing after a year and a half.

His unease had become a malaise, treated with a psychiatric therapy delicately reflected in his short stories “The Second Tree From the Corner” and “The Door.” In the long list of advisements provided to his persistent biographer, Scott Elledge, in May of 1982, there is this: “My panic fear, as near as I can make out, is not of death. It is an amorphous fear, lacking in form.” This fear, objectified in such exhilarating yet ominous essays as “Death of a Pig” and “Once More to the Lake,” was his deepest topic.

Now that a sheaf of communications from his last, spunky years has been added, under his granddaughter’s editorial direction, to his collected letters, the full curve of a sterling career, as traced in these entertaining and at times beautiful by-products, can be seen—a career pursued against the resistance of a crass world, imperfect health, and a certain fastidious modesty. His voice had the natural self-deprecating trick of a humorist, but, unlike Benchley and Perelman and Frank Sullivan, White did not remain purely a humorist; he won for himself the right to be taken seriously, as a major American stylist and a celebrant of life in its full range of moods and aspects. Beginning as (his term) “a ‘short’ writer” of squibs and poems, he persisted in enlarging and purifying his talent, while avoiding the larger forms. His Waste Land–like and fragmentary “Zoo Revisited; or, The Life and Death of Olie Hackstaff” shows the intent to write a major poem; he even took one of his extended holidays to write it, in mid-1937, explaining to his possibly surprised wife, “A person afflicted with poetic longings of one sort or another searches for a kind of intellectual and spiritual privacy [and] does have to forswear certain easy rituals, such as earning a living and running the world’s errands.” He apparently never attempted a novel for adults. His letters give us, though, what a novel scarcely can: the dailiness of a life, its wearing parade of duties and decencies, its endless-seeming fending (though it does end), its accumulating pyramid of, amid errands, carelessly and alertly noted hours, and the frequent if rarely stated discriminations whereby an artist picks his path.


AUTHOR’S NOTE



Ideally, a book of letters should be published posthumously. The advantages are obvious: the editor enjoys a free hand, and the author enjoys a perfect hiding place—the grave, where he is impervious to embarrassments and beyond the reach of libel. I have failed to cooperate in this ideal arrangement. Through some typical bit of mismanagement, I am still alive, and the book has had to adjust to that awkward fact. But since I am still around, I shall seize the chance to thank the three people who brought the book into being: Dorothy Guth, my goddaughter; Corona Machemer, my Harper editor; and Katharine White, my wife. Mrs. Guth proved as resourceful and as tireless as a hound dog in finding letters; Miss Machemer knocked herself out in a remarkable show of dedication and organizational frenzy; and Katharine White gazed steadily and skeptically at the whole mess with a patience born of her long years of dealing with unruly writers and untidy manuscripts. I salute all three and send my love.

E. B. W.

July 19, 1976


EDITOR’S NOTE



With this updated second issue, E. B. White got his wish to be a posthumous author. A stumble while unloading a canoe, late in the summer of 1984, led to a year’s decline into senile dementia. He continued to recognize his family and friends throughout that year and enjoyed being read to by his son, Joel, often from Letters and others of his books. E. B. White died in October 1985. It may have proved advantageous for him, but not for me. As both editor and granddaughter, I could have used his help in unraveling the identities of some of the letter recipients, his wisdom in sorting the humorous from the libelous, and the Strunk in him for untangling or omitting footnotes. The steady and skeptical eye of my grandmother, Katharine White (who died of heart failure in 1977) would have been welcome, also. My father, Joel, died of lung cancer in 1997; otherwise, I would have enjoyed his comments on the project, as well. Fortunately, my mother Allene White, my uncle Roger Angell, and archivist Lucy Burgess, at the Kroch Library at Cornell University, did their best to keep me straight and I owe all three my heartfelt thanks. I have loved this romp through the family letters.

Martha White

August 31, 2005


I

MOUNT VERNON

1908–1917



• (Elwyn Brooks White was born in Mount Vernon, New York, on July 11, 1899, the youngest of the six children of Samuel and Jessie Hart White. Mount Vernon was a quiet, leafy suburb in the early years of the new century, and Elwyn, sometimes called “En,” grew up in a child’s paradise of backyards and skating ponds, bicycles and pets. He attended public schools, where he got good grades, and he did some writing for the Oracle, the high school paper. White himself can best supply the details and introduce the characters, and the following introduction is, therefore, in his own words.—Ed.)

If an unhappy childhood is indispensable for a writer, I am ill-equipped: I missed out on all that and was neither deprived nor unloved. It would be inaccurate, however, to say that my childhood was untroubled. The normal fears and worries of every child were in me developed to a high degree; every day was an awesome prospect. I was uneasy about practically everything: the uncertainty of the future, the dark of the attic, the panoply and discipline of school, the transitoriness of life, the mystery of the church and of God, the frailty of the body, the sadness of afternoon, the shadow of sex, the distant challenge of love and marriage, the far-off problem of a livelihood. I brooded about them all, lived with them day by day. Being the youngest in a large family, I was usually in a crowd but often felt lonely and removed. I took to writing early, to assuage my uneasiness and collect my thoughts, and I was a busy writer long before I went into long pants.

Our big house at 101 Summit Avenue was my castle. From it I emerged to do battle, and into it I retreated when I was frightened or in trouble. The house even had the appearance of a fortress, with its octagonal tower room for sighting the enemy and its second-story porches for gun emplacements. Just inside the massive front door was the oak hatrack, next to the umbrella stand. On the left the parlor, where the action was; on the right the “reception room,” where no one was ever received but where I found my mother one day stretched out on the settee, recovering from an accident with a runaway horse. I thought she was dead.

I remember the cellar, its darkness and dampness, its set tubs, its Early American water closet for the help, its coal furnace that often tried to asphyxiate us all, and the early sound of the Italian furnace man who crept in at dawn and shook the thing down. As a very small boy, I used to repair to the cellar, where I would pee in the coal bin—for variety. Out back was the stable, where I spent countless hours hobnobbing with James Bridges, the coachman, watching him polish harness and wash carriages.

My father, Samuel Tilly White, was born in Brooklyn, the son of a carpenter and the grandson of a contractor. I don’t know a great deal about my father’s upbringing and home life. I don’t think there was much money there, and there may have been some rough times. My father was, all his life, a sober and abstemious man, but I’m not sure his father was. His mother, Mary Ann Elizabeth Tilly, was an admirable woman. She came of “landed Gentry” in England but was deprived of her share of her father’s estate because she married a tradesman. At any rate, young Samuel, my father (he always wrote his name “Sam’l”), felt obliged to quit school at thirteen and go to work. He found a job as “bundle boy” (wrapping packages) with the piano firm of Horace Waters & Company, at 134 Fifth Avenue, Manhattan. This company had a factory in Harlem, where the cases for uprights, squares, and baby grands were manufactured by a crew of beer-drinking Germans, skilled artisans. The actions (keyboard, hammers, dampers, etc.) were bought from a company that specialized in that and were installed at the Horace Waters factory.

Sam White not only wrapped bundles for his employer, he began pulling at his own bootstraps. He informed himself about every aspect of the business, learned bookkeeping, learned to play the piano, kept his eyes and ears open, and was soon climbing life’s ladder. He was successively a clerk, a salesman, a branch manager (there were two or three retail stores scattered about the city), an officer of the company, finally president. When I was a child, I used to watch parades from a front-row seat next to the big plate glass window on the second floor of 134 Fifth Avenue—a splendid vantage point. I was “Mr. White’s boy,” marked for the special treatment. I made many visits to 134 and remember particularly the wonderful sad sound of a piano being tuned somewhere in the building.

Old Horace Waters, who founded the company, was an active temperance man. This may have had some effect on Father’s life—I don’t know. I do know that he spent most of his life as a teetotaler; only near the end did he occasionally treat himself to a glass of wine. He was a man of great probity, scrupulously honest and fair, a wing-collar, starched-cuff man, whose speech was never blurred by obscenities or profanities. He had a sentimental turn of mind, which led him into songwriting, and two or three of his compositions were published in the form of sheet music. But essentially he was a man of affairs, of business. He was what we call “well to do,” a moderately successful businessman who ran both his company and his private life with caution and thrift. Over the years he accumulated enough money to build a house in Mount Vernon in the district called Chester Hill, which was classy. I have no idea how he met Mother. Their backgrounds were quite different. Father was forty-five years old when I was born; Mother was forty-one. So my parents and I were separated by almost two generations. I never knew my grandparents—they were all either dead or dying when I came along.

One of the fringe benefits of being the son of a piano man was that our parlor at 101 Summit Avenue was well supplied with musical instruments: a Waters grand, a reed organ with phony pipes, and, at one period, a Waters player piano called an “Autola.” There were six of us children, and we were practically a ready-made band. All we lacked was talent. We had violins, cellos, mandolins, guitars, banjos, and drums, and there was always a lot of music filling the air in our home, none of it good. We sang, composed, harmonized, drummed, and some of us took lessons for brief spells in an attempt to raise the general tone of the commotion. My brother Stanley was a fiddler. I played piano, picked at the mandolin, and at one point acquired a three-quarter-size cello and took lessons. But I failed to develop musical curiosity, learned nothing about the works of the great, and was content to make a noise, whether ragtime or schmalz or Czerny. Like my father, I liked the sound of music but was too lazy to follow it to its source.

My mother, Jessie Hart White, was also born in Brooklyn. She was of Scottish ancestry. Her father, William Hart, left Scotland for America in 1831. A Bible that survives in our family had belonged to James Hart, of Paisley, father of William. The inscription, after noting the union of James Hart and Marion Robertson, gets right into the swing of marriage.

We have a great work to do and but a short time to do it.

Get this principle wrought in your heart

That there is nothing got by sin but misery

Nothing lost by holiness but Hell.

With only a short time allotted them, James and Marion speedily produced ten children, two of whom, William (my grandfather) and his younger brother James, managed to make a name for themselves in American art. William was a redhead. He began his career as a painter in Troy, New York, where he was apprenticed to a coachmaker, helping to decorate the carriages and coaches and fire trucks of that horse-drawn era. He would tie three brushes together, spin a wheel, and produce three decorative stripes. An Albany man named Armsby, who was a doctor, took an interest in William Hart and helped him get his start as a professional painter. For a while, my grandfather was an itinerant portrait painter, traveling about and doing portraits for a small fee. After a bit, he was drawn to landscape painting and ended up as one of the pillars of the Hudson River school. He was particularly excited by a landscape that contained cows. Many of his best and most ambitious oils featured cattle. I have seen some of his sketch books: they are loaded with the details of udders, rear ends, heads, horns, and hooves.

William Hart became known in art circles, got good prices for his large canvases, and was the first president of the Brooklyn Academy of Design. My mother, although a shy and simple person, liked being the daughter of an illustrious father, and she often referred to him as “an Academician.” The word gave her a lift. She worshiped my father, but I think in a subtle way she pulled rank on him, now and then, by pulling William Hart on him. After all, Father was just a businessman, son of a carpenter. Her father was an artist. Mother herself had no knowledge of art beyond the limits of her father’s studio. She had no artistic pretensions or gifts. But it meant something to her to have an artist for a parent—an artist was special. Toward the end of his life and before I was born, Grandfather Hart moved from Brooklyn to Mount Vernon, to a house on Sidney Avenue. I presume this influenced my father to make the same move. It enabled Mother to be near her own family.

In the order of our arrival, we were Marion Robertson White, Clara Frances White, Albert Hunt White, Stanley Hart White, Lillian White, and Elwyn Brooks White. There was a seventh child—Mother’s second—who died in infancy. Father and Mother almost never mentioned her, and it was as though she had never existed.

Marion was red-haired. She was a quiet, gentle girl—soft-spoken and long-suffering. When I was three years old, she married a Mount Vernon man named Arthur Brittingham. They had five children—Arthur Jr., Frank, Jessie, Stanley, and Sam, who was tragically killed in a bicycle accident. Arthur Brittingham was a brisk, opinionated man with a penetrating voice, a jolly manner, and the ability to do practically anything. Father complained that he didn’t bring home the bacon. He brought a lot of other things home, though: firecrackers, jack o’lanterns, toys, baby alligators, cameras, tools, magic sets, and the ingredients for candy. He made the best candy of anyone in Westchester County. He irritated the life out of my father, who soon found himself contributing regularly to the support of the rapidly increasing Brittingham family. Arthur was a Bull Mooser—loved Teddy Roosevelt and carrying the big stick. Father was a Woodrow Wilson man, and the clash of political ideas was intense. Children found Arthur completely fascinating. He was always ready to drop anything to build a kite, spin a top, set up a toy railroad, or whoop up a batch of candy. Halloween and the Fourth of July, occasions that simply made Father uneasy, were practically designed for Arthur Brittingham, who prepared for them well in advance and gave them everything he had. He was a greatly gifted photographer and a dedicated gardener. The Brittinghams lived first in Mount Vernon, then in Tuckahoe, then moved to Bridgeport, where Arthur went to work in a factory and brought home a paycheck. At one time, the family acquired a couple of baby alligators. Many American families have enjoyed a short interlude with baby alligators, but the Brittingham alligators were no transients: they settled right in. When they were six or seven feet long, they were moved down cellar and dwelt there in morose seclusion, terrorizing the man who was supposed to read the meter.

Marion died of cancer in 1959 and was buried in Arlington Cemetery, to await her husband. Arthur, desolated but courageous, lived on alone in the Bridgeport house until his death at ninety. He was the king of the neighborhood children. He never slacked up on celebrating the great occasions and fete days. The last time I was in his house (it was just before Halloween) there was a large stuffed alligator on the hearth, its wicked jaws slowly opening and closing, to reveal a red interior glow.

Clara was the second child in our family. We called her “Tar.” She was brown-haired, high-spirited, handsome, with not a care in the world. When a young attorney named Manton Marble Wyvell, from Wellsville, New York, took a look at Clara he decided he had seen it all, and they were married. She bore him nine children, of whom seven—Marion, Manton Jr., Dorothy, Conrad, Eleanor, Janet, and Donald—survived.

Manton was an ambitious fellow, impressive to look at—a large, commanding man with a massive head, who often seemed utterly oblivious of the presence of others. Oil was in his blood. He drilled wells, and speculated. He practiced law, dabbled in politics, and made money. He was a Democrat and a devotee of William Jennings Bryan. When Bryan became Secretary of State, Manton became Bryan’s personal secretary and front man. At one time he was worth a good deal, and the Wyvells lived in a big house in Washington, D.C. He loved Clara but was so preoccupied with his own intricate affairs (of which she knew nothing) he had little time for family life. It often seemed to me that he hadn’t really learned the names of his own children. Manton overreached himself, the bubble burst, he went broke and then collapsed mentally. Tar, cheerful and imperturbable, placed him in an institution and turned her home into a boardinghouse. Manton died in the thirties. Clara, at this writing, is still living, almost blind, cared for by one of her children.

My two brothers, Albert and Stanley, were near of an age though not at all alike. As teen-agers they were close pals and were a pair of busy boys. They built a boat in our barn, they built the first skis to be seen in Mount Vernon (if they weren’t the first they were easily the most unmanageable), they constructed a cable aerial railway from our barn loft to our pear tree, they entered Cornell together, founded a fraternity there, graduated together in 1912, and married sisters—the Bigney girls of Brockton, Mildred and Blanche.

When Albert was born, my father and mother were tickled to have a boy child for a change. It was the era of Little Lord Fauntleroy, and as soon as little Albert was ambulatory, my doting parents dressed him up in a Fauntleroy suit. He was a handsome child, kindly and with winning ways. He had a tough time adjusting to life, nonetheless, and never managed to carve out a career that brought him much satisfaction or ease. He had two children, a son Bill and a daughter Frances. Al died in 1964 at the age of seventy-one, well loved and still busy trying to solve the riddle of this difficult world.

Stanley, nicknamed “Bunny,” was number four. He was a redhead like his grandfather Hart, tall and rangy and bespectacled. Of all my brothers and sisters, Stan was the one I was most with. Although eight years older, he latched onto me because he liked to have someone to instruct. He was a born teacher and spent most of his life on the faculty of the University of Illinois, professor of Landscape Architecture. He is alive, retired, and living in Denver with his wife Blanche, whom he married in 1916. They have one daughter, Janice, an artist.

Stan taught me to read when I was in kindergarten and I could read fairly fluently when I entered the first grade—an accomplishment my classmates found annoying. I’m not sure my teacher, Miss Hackett, thought much of it, either. Stan’s method of teaching me was to hand me a copy of the New York Times and show me how to sound the syllables. He assured me there was nothing to learning to read—a simple matter. He imparted information as casually as a tree drops its leaves in the fall. He taught me the harmonic circle on the pianoforte. He gave me haphazard lessons in the laws of physics: centrifugal force, momentum, inertia, gravity, surface tension, and illustrated everything in a clowning way. He taught me to paddle a canoe so that it would proceed on a straight course instead of a series of zigzags. He showed me how to hold the scissors for trimming the fingernails of my right hand. He showed me how to handle a jackknife without cutting myself. Hardly a day passes in my life without my performing some act that reminds me of something I learned from Bunny. He was called Bunny because he wiggled his nose like a rabbit. He resembled Grandfather Hart and, like his grandfather, he liked to draw and paint. Both Stanley and Albert took Agriculture at Cornell—perhaps because New York State residents got free tuition in that college. It was on my visits to Ithaca to see my older brothers that I fell wildly in love with the trolley car that ran up and down the hills and across the gorges on the high bridges, and so chose Cornell for myself when the time came.

Lillian, also a redhead, was the fifth child. I got on pretty well with Lil and still do (we are not far apart in age). She was a pretty girl and had many beaux. She liked dances and parties and gaiety. Neither Marion nor Clara went to college, but Lil made it to Vassar and graduated, daisy chain and all. Socially, I was a backward boy, and Lil would occasionally take a stab at getting me going with my peers. It never worked. I never went to dances or took girls out. The nearest I came to that, in my high-school days, was skating with a girl I met on an ice pond.

Lil had a hard time deciding whom to marry among her many suitors. She kept putting the matter off and for a while went to work in New York as a secretary and became a commuter. But after a few years of this, she met another commuter—Arthur Illian, a Wall Street broker—and married him, thus becoming Lillian Illian, a dubious triumph in alliteration. She and Arthur had three girls, Carol, Noel, and Sidney. I grew very fond of my brother-in-law, who was, among other things, a railroad buff. He died (appropriately) in Penn Station, in middle life, and Lil has been a widow for many years. She lives in Northport, Long Island, near her three married daughters.

On the summer morning when I arrived in this world, there was a breakdown in communications. Dr. Archibald Campbell was supposed to come to the house and deliver me, but he couldn’t be reached. At the last minute, some member of the family looked out of a front window, saw Dr. Campbell driving by in his buggy, flagged him down, and hustled him up to Mother’s bedroom, where he took over. My numbers were lucky ones: July is the seventh month, and I appeared on the eleventh day. Seven, eleven. I’ve been lucky ever since and have always counted heavily on luck.

When the time came for me to enter kindergarten, I fought my parents with every ounce of my puny strength. I screamed and carried on. The idea of school terrified me—I wanted to stay home and live peacefully in familiar surroundings. My parents, of course, won, after a showdown, and I was bundled off to P.S. 2 on Lincoln Avenue. The name of my kindergarten teacher was Miss Greene. We sat in little chairs in a circle. There was a pudgy girl who thought I was cute and wanted to hold my hand. I hated her with all my heart and would pull my hand away in revulsion.

I spent the next nine years in P.S. 2. I covered the distance on foot or on a bicycle. There were no school buses, and there was no nonsense in the classroom, either. Nothing was called “language arts” or “social studies.” Everything went by its simple name: reading, writing, spelling, arithmetic, grammar, geography, history, music. I was a diligent scholar—more from fear of falling behind than from intellectual curiosity—and got good marks. School opened with an assembly, in a big room where we saluted the flag, listened to the principal read a passage from the Bible, heard one student recite a piece from the platform, and then marched out to piano music by Mrs. Schuyler, with whom I was in love. It was in P.S. 2 that I contracted the fear of platforms that has dogged me all my life and caused me to decline every invitation to speak in public. For the assembly performances, pupils were picked in alphabetical order, and since there were a great many pupils and my name began with W, I spent the entire term dreading the ordeal of making a public appearance. I suffered from a severe anticipatory sickness. Usually the term ended before my name came up, and then the new term started again at the top of the alphabet. I mounted the platform only once in my whole career, but I suffered tortures every day of the school year, thinking about the awesome—if improbable—event.

By 1908, our household was beginning to thin out. Marion and Clara had married and were having children. In the fall, Albert and Stanley went off to college. That left just Father and Mother and Lillian and me, plus the domestics.

For me the golden time of year was summertime, when we all went for one month to a rented camp on the shore of Great Pond, one of the Belgrade Lakes, in Maine. This Belgrade era began, I think, in 1904, when I was five years old. It was sheer enchantment. We Whites were city people—everything about Belgrade was a new experience: the big fresh-water lake, the pines and spruces and birches, the pasture with its sweetfern and juniper, the farmhouse where we took our meals, the rough camp with its sparsely furnished bedrooms, the backhouse with its can of chloride-of-lime, the boating, the swimming, and the company of other campers along the shore. The month of August was four solid weeks of heaven. Father took exactly one month’s vacation, always the month of August. July was a waiting time at 101 Summit Avenue—sultry summer nights in a hammock on the screened porch, games in the street just before dark, the smell of honeysuckle and of the dust laid by the sprinkling cart. Families stayed together in that innocent era—the young were less apt than they are now to go off on their own or to take a summer job. Resort places always had a liberal supply of young bucks in ice-cream pants and young girls in pretty frocks. America’s nomadic life had not begun—the campers and the trailers and the outboard boats and the minicycles lashed to the top.

The journey to Belgrade was by rail and was a miracle of planning and execution. The packing of the trunks began weeks in advance of the target date. Father, who spent thousands of hours commuting between Mount Vernon and New York in a day coach, embraced Pullman travel with a real passion—a once-a-year affair, when he shot his wad and bought overnight accommodations on the Bar Harbor Express for his entire family. It must have run into a lot of money, but Father was no pinchpenny, once he had a dream firmly in mind. The Bar Harbor Express left New York in the evening and got to Belgrade at about nine the next morning. Since it did not stop at Mount Vernon, we all had to pile into New York on a late afternoon train, after a great business about the trunks. Father was everywhere, masterminding everything. Mother looked after the younger children. And when we reached Grand Central, we went in a swarm to Mendel’s restaurant for dinner, and Mr. Mendel himself, who also lived on Summit Avenue, would come to our table to greet us and we would all jump to our feet, including Mother, at the excitement of being recognized and singled out in a great public dining hall by the proprietor himself. Then the boarding of the fashionable train, and the green delights of compartments and drawing rooms and uppers and lowers. The fan had three speeds, with little Elwyn at the controls, happy with anticipation of the morrow and the fatigue of today. Mother always slept in her clothes, to be ready for the derailing.

The delicious smells and sounds of Belgrade are still with me after these many years of separation. I spent much of my time in a canoe, exploring bogs and streams, netting turtles. At night in bed, I fell asleep to the distant thump of a single-cylinder engine far out on the lake—a benign passage on dark waters. The little launch Al and Stan had built in Mount Vernon was shipped to Belgrade, and we would all crowd into her, nestling together in the tiny cockpit like barn swallows in their nest, and cross the pond in all kinds of weather. She was named Jessie,  after Mother, who couldn’t swim and who hated and feared the water. Only through the indulgence of Providence did my family survive those crossings, for the Jessie was almost always in a seriously overloaded condition, gamely dragging her ensign in the wake and right on course for disaster. Father would be in his round white flannel hat, Mother shading herself with a parasol, Lillian in ribbons and bows, Albert and Stanley nursing the brave little engine. Leaving the Gleason shore, we would steer straight for Horse Point a mile away, give the Point a berth of only twelve feet to take advantage of the deep water, then veer in a westerly direction for the long two-mile hitch to Allen Point, passing between Wentworth Shoal and the Ledges, then on to the well-concealed mouth of Belgrade Stream, which led to the Mills. At Bean’s store, Father would treat us to a round of Moxie or birch beer, and we could feed the big bass that hung around the wharf and then head back across the lake, sometimes adding to the boat’s already intolerable burden a case of Moxie—Father’s favorite drink. (There was a new drink out called Coca-Cola, but Father assured us it was a cheap imitation of Moxie and without virtue.)

From P.S. 2, I went on to the Mount Vernon High School. I liked Latin pretty well but never was able to get a modern language and am still monolingual. Some of the girls were beginning to wear silk stockings, and this got my thoughts moving. I didn’t care for athletics, being skinny and small, but I liked ice ponds and skating, and on winter afternoons and evenings I would visit a pond (a fifteen-minute ride on a trolley car) and skate with a girl named Mildred Hesse. Her eyes were blue and her ankles were strong. Together we must have covered hundreds of miles, sometimes leaving the pond proper and gliding into the woods on narrow fingers of ice. We didn’t talk much, never embraced, we just skated for the ecstasy of skating—a magical glide. After one of these sessions, I would go home and play Liebestraum on the Autola, bathed in the splendor of perfect love and natural fatigue. This brief interlude on ice, in the days of my youth, had a dreamlike quality, a purity, that has stayed with me all my life; and when nowadays I see a winter sky and feel the wind dropping with the sun and the naked trees against a reddening west, I remember what it was like to be in love before any of love’s complexities or realities or disturbances had entered in, to dilute its splendor and challenge its perfection.

TO ALBERT HUNT WHITE

101 Summit Ave.

Mt. Vernon, New York

Oct. 21, 1908

Dear Albert,

I am sure it is a long time since your post came, but I have been waiting for something to say. I think it will be about eight or nine years before I go to Cornell. Hope so anyway. Yesterday I received a letter from Kezzie.1 She says Elwyn, her little boy, don’t like Sunday school. One day Kezzie asked him why he didn’t and he answered that he s’posed he’d never been brought up that way.

To-day the big Albany day-boat “New York” was into the pier being repaired when it caught on fire and burned up. The paper does not say whether or not anyone was killed. ... It isn’t a very nice day and I’ve got a cold so I didn’t go to school. Mamma brought me a tennis ball and if I be very careful can I use your racket? I just heard now while I’m writing this letter that Philis Goodwin [a neighbor’s child] died. They wouldn’t have a doctor and so you see. Pa bought me a new book of music. I know eight pieces out of it already. I am also composing pieces too. There isn’t much more to say except we are all well.

Lovingly,

Elwyn


To ALBERT HUNT WHITE

[Mount Vernon, New York]

[1910]

Dear Ally,

Oh! The hill by our house is simply grand for coasting. I got a hitch on a sleigh down to the postoffice and back.

I am taking music lessons of Miss Ihlefeld.

We have certainly enjoyed that book of pieces you gave Lill for Xmas.

I know you’re going to laugh when I tell you I got 98% in Physiology exam.

Tell Bun I thank him awfully much for the use of his skis (which I use every day).

Well I’ll certainly be glad to see you Easter.

Lovingly, En

To ALBERT HUNT WHITE

Chester Hill

Mount Vernon, New York

April 21, ’10

Dear Ally,

Received your letter with much rejoicing. I had to ask ma how to spell rejoicing and I don’t know as I have it right yet. Please excuse me if I didn’t or rather excuse ma.

Well I got over the comet pretty well although Esther and Winnie were scared out of their skin.1

Our garden is coming along pretty durn well

CONSIDERING

The cosmos and sweet peas and nasturtiums and poppies are up and thriving. We just put in more seeds a couple of days ago. We put in enough so that some, at least, will come up. I had to much ink on my pen when I dotted those eyes. As you see and I had to rub them out and put new ones in their place.

This letter is beeing writed—that’s pronounced (r[image: image]těd)—before school in the morning so you must excuse my careless writing.

Wallace Hart still keeps on eating night walkers and live flies and cotton and paper and still looks as well as usual.2 I guess he takes to his pa for an appetite. I didn’t have to ask any body how to spell appetite cause it was in my spelling lesson.

Well there haint much more to say so I’ll have to close—anyway I have to scoot to that blessed school.

From

Master Elwyn Brooks White



To STANLEY HART WHITE

[Mount Vernon, New York]

[April 1915]

Friday night

Dear Stan,

There have been several topics of local interest lately arisen which I will try in a few words to enumerate:

I received your letter and the box of ground coverings, but you didn’t say what to do with the extra tree which I mentioned, from the last lot. Please tell me.1

The ground coverings are safe between the two beech trees, and I might add that Matilda’s pastry doesn’t compare with the texture of my mud. I will do my utmost to make them grow.

The place is looking just grand in fresh green leaves. The grand plan is beginning after my years of labor to eventuate. It’s just in time, too, for the house, as you know, is in the market.2 Grass appears by the front piazza, two blossoms burst on the magnolia bush, red tulips and little white flowers line the side walk, and yellow jonquils proclaim the official boundary line. But as Kenneth Walters says, “Rome was not made in a day.”

My camelian thrives and grows tamer day by day, that is, providing I don’t go near him. Also I have other live stock to the amount of one large, grey, ill-tempered hen, and thirteen eggs. They are in the same box, and my hopes are high.

Spinach, parsley, and lettuce are up with the rest of the maple seedlings, violets, and lilies-of-the-valley.

I finished the pen drawing of the camp, and made less of a mess of it than I thought I would, which isn’t saying much. However, I like that kind of stuff because it’s so easy.

Having sold all the junk in the barn to the junkman, and the two front vases to a private party, I am now in funds to the amount of $9.80. Father raved because you busted his $10 vase stones. I vividly narrated (when he asked me) how you got so mad at them that you mercilessly smashed them to pieces with a pick. Indeed, my boy, considering the load of manure, etc, I think that if you break one more pebble on the place, or spend about fifty cents more, you’re going to get in Dutch with the paternal end of the family. Let that suffice.

For the last few days, I have been blamed for every disagreeable thing which has happened in the last few years: me and the hen have. The other morning when I came home from school, Ma would hardly speak to me, because she said I had deliberately locked her and Peter out of the barn when I knew she wanted to clean it. I had merely shut the sliding doors after taking my wheel out, as I have been instructed hundreds of times by Father; and Ma and Peter were mentally and physically incapable of opening them (there’s sort of [a] combination to them as you probably know). I did it one handed when I came from school. I thought it was pretty hard on the hen, seeing as she wasn’t in the barn at all.

Oh well!

They have adopted a plan for fixing up the ground in back of the High School for an athletic field. Five hundred dollars has been appropriated by some guy, and the fellows are to do the work. You volunteer for 3 hours work some afternoon in the week, and are put in a certain squad. The work for the boys consists of running wheelbarrows, spading dirt, and lifting[?] heavy bricks; the girls serve lemonade. It will be some job to grade the place, but with fifty fellows working every afternoon, it can probably be accomplished.

Only seventeen days till Brünhilde comes off the eggs.

Faithfully,

Buttercup

P.S. You said a mouthful when you wrote, “Clear the nursery of old roots and things.”

• In 1916 Stanley was employed as landscape architect by the Lake Placid Club. White was looking for a summer job and wrote to Stanley, sounding him out. He eventually did find work at the club, caddying on the golf course and working as chainman for a surveyor who was mapping the place.



To STANLEY HART WHITE

Chester Hill

Mount Vernon, New York

[May 14, 1916]

Saturday

Dear Stan,

I’m not sure what I’m going to do this summer. If I can get a good job, I’d rather work than anything else. If not I will probably spend my vacation with father. He has suggested several places—Muncie Island, Muskoka Lakes, Canada, Moosehead Lake, and 101 Summit.

My Sunday-school teacher is the pastor’s assistant at the 1st Baptist Church. Last night I was at a class meeting, and found out he had been a bell hop at the Lake Placid Club two or three summers ago, that he also had been head clerk, and that he knows Mr. Dewey1 and all the others very well. His name is Clausen. His brothers have worked there too, and I think are going to be there this summer.

I have an idea that it would be very nice if I could get a job as bell hop there during the busy months in the summertime. It’s light work and pretty good pay, besides which, being rather novel. Don’t you think brass buttons would show me off to good advantage?

Here’s where you can help me. Look around and size up the situation on paper for me. Without saying anything to anybody you can write me and tell me about it. I haven’t mentioned it to anybody here: in fact I only just thought of it about an hour ago. Please let me know soon because the sooner I get in my application the better.

Mr. Clausen lent me the 1914 handbook. I think the simplified spelling is the most complicated affair I ever saw. The place must be pretty good if that hasn’t queered it. I suppose you will soon be writing home to “get ready, the end iz cuming!” Here is a sentence from the handbook: “Juj the distanse and pich the ball az high az you can consistentli with accurasi.”

The place here looks great—some of the bulbs around the well have come up and the east flower borders look fine with their many colored tulips and green stalks. The new grass sprung into existence suddenly and is doing well. Father is greatly pleased with it and said that it was worth all it cost just to make the place look green if only for a couple of weeks. I thought that showed enthusiasm, if not faith. The lilacs and pansies and iris are out, also the floribunda by the well, and in fact everything but the two little aques viteres who always are tardy. Someone asked Mother the other day about the floribunda, and Mother exclaimed with pride: “Why that’s our little apple tree!” The pear tree is full of blossoms and promises good fruit next fall.

Al bought a car the other day. It’s a 1910 Buick four. The machine itself is funny in itself, but the reason why he bought it, plus the car constitutes the real humor. He said it was “to get in right with the girls.” He took it out of the garage last night with the help of George Cottrell, and the thing gave forth such immense clouds of smoke that one man came running up and asked me where the fire was. It stood in the driveway over night, and this morning, Al went out to try to take it back to the garage. I held a little wire while he turned the handle round and round. About every third turn he cussed, and that kept it from getting monotonous. Finally it wheezed a little, and then broke into a loud rattle. This lasted for a little while (I calculated that it was just about long enough to wake up the Eddies) and then it gave a couple of coughs, a muffled sob, and died. However, it is certainly a good investment—it’s so different from other cars!

I have four pairs of large, mated Homer pigeons out in the chicken coop. One pair already has a nest and two eggs which will hatch into squabs the 30th of May provided Mac2 doesn’t scare the germ out of them with barking.

Pigeons are much easier and more profitable to keep than chickens. They take up far less time, and they cost far less to bring up. The parent birds feed the squabs which stay in the nest till they are four weeks old (killing age). The squabs which my birds will raise weigh from ¾ to 1 lb. at 4 weeks and sell at from $1.00 to $1.50 per pair. I tried to pan off an egg laid by another hen, on the pair which have the nest, but they took it and smashed it outside in the fly pen.

Don’t forget to write me about Lake Placid, will you?

As before,

En


To STANLEY HART WHITE

118 Archer Avenue1

[Mount Vernon, New York]

[May 26, 1916]

Thursday morning

Dear Stan:

I got a letter from Mother telling me that you were going to ask Mr. Dewey if he had a job for me. I’m glad you are thinking about me, but what I had intended you to do (perhaps I didn’t make it clear in the letter) was to tell me what work seemed favorable, and then I would make an application for that position myself. This may seem to you to be a finicky notion, but I think I would stand a better chance if it were done this way. It would be more like a business deal, and less like a frame up; more as if I was just looking for a vacation.

I appreciate your trying to help me a lot, but if you have not already spoken to Mr. Dewey, please do not do it.

Last night I had a good time. After supper I went to the library to try to make up some Virgil. Mac tagged along and I let him come in and lie by me in the reading room because I had done it twice before successfully. About quarter to eight a dead silence hung about the whole room. Learned men pored over ponderous volumes; sentimental ladies were engrossed in the latest best seller; white haired old men quietly turned the pages of a magazine; and I was lost in Virgil. From a distance there came a scarcely audible yap-yap of a far off poodle. Mac gave a dive for the window through which the sound came, and let out a succession of his deepest barks, which echoed and re-echoed throughout the whole big room and which ruthlessly tore the learned men, the sentimental ladies, the white-haired old gentlemen, and me from their respective pieces of literature. Words cannot adequately describe it—I leave the rest to you.

Always

$9702


II

CORNELL AND THE OPEN ROAD

1917–1925



• In January 1917, White graduated from Mount Vernon High School, where he had done well enough to win two scholarships totaling $1,000—a significant sum in those days, when the tuition at Cornell was $100 a year. He waited until fall to enter the university, meantime occupying himself with a course in bookkeeping and with raising pigeons.

“When I landed in Ithaca,” White wrote, “I was a green boy if ever there was one.” He stepped off the train three days earlier than other entering freshmen and took a room downtown in the Ithaca Hotel, where he became so engrossed in the ebb and flow of life on Main Street that he failed to present himself on the campus for registration until a day or two after classes had begun. When he finally got straightened around, however, he settled into college life and began enjoying it all. He tried out for the Cornell Daily Sun and made it, joined a fraternity (Phi Gamma Delta), and acquired a new name, “Andy,” after Cornell’s first president, Andrew D. White. It was a nickname commonly bestowed on Cornell students named White and one that Elwyn Brooks was pleased to have, since he had always disliked his given name. Because of his association with the Sun,  he gradually became a Big Man on Campus, and by the end of his college career, as he puts it, “glowed with a fraudulent self-confidence, alight with love, full of importance.”

The Sun was, for a college paper, unusually large, prosperous, and influential—a seven-column, eight-page sheet that appeared six days a week. It was free of faculty control and carried AP news that came in over a nightly telephone hookup. White made it to the Sun Board as a result of winning the freshman competition, a grueling race that began in the fall and ended in the spring. One of the freshmen competing against him was Allison Danzig, who later made a name for himself as a sports writer on the New York Times. According to White, the competition was supposed to be decided on the basis of space filled in the paper, and a daily record was kept of the inches each competitor amassed. Danzig ended up with the most inches, but White was named winner. “I never knew why,” White says. “Danzig was so sore he left Cornell in a huff. I suspect that my victory had something to do with campus or fraternity politics, and I strongly suspect that the late Peter Vischer, who was both a Sun man and a member of Phi Gamma Delta, masterminded it. I did not feel any guilt about it, as I had nothing to do with it, but I sympathized with Danzig just the same and still think he got a raw deal.”

White’s career on the Sun was interrupted briefly at the beginning of his sophomore year, when he joined the Army and did a stretch in the Student Army Training Corps. But the war ended in November, and by the first of the new year he was back in mufti and back with the Sun. Near the end of his junior year, he was elected editor-in-chief and during the following year wrote most of the editorials. Academic life faded into the background. Although the young editor attended classes and got passing marks, there was nothing of the scholar in him and his education, he says, suffered from his being submerged in printer’s ink. Nevertheless, he was tapped for Aleph Samach, the Junior Honorary Society. He became president of his fraternity and was elected to the Senior Honorary Society, Quill and Dagger.

Of all the friendships White made in college, the two that were to prove most solid and lasting were the ones with Howard Cushman, editor of the Widow,  and with Gustave Lobrano, whom White got to know at his fraternity house and also at the Sun. For a year, Lobrano ran the column in the Sun called The Berry Patch, to which both White and Cushman contributed—“a chatty, pseudo-literary column” according to White, patterned after the famous newspaper columns in New York: Franklin P. Adams’s Conning Tower, Christopher Morley’s Bowling Green, and Don Marquis’s Sun Dial.

White made three good friends among the faculty—Bristow Adams, Martin Sampson, and William Strunk, Jr. He came to know them intimately through his membership in the Manuscript Club, a group that met informally on Saturday nights at Sampson’s house on Buffalo Street. Each member arrived bearing something he had written—a sketch, a poem—which was then deposited, unsigned, in a cardboard box. After a round of shandygaff and some light conversation, Professor Sampson would open the box and read the compositions, a ritual followed by a discussion period. It was at the MS Club that White first encountered Morris Bishop, an alumnus at that time working for an advertising agency in New York (he went back to Cornell to teach in the fall of 1921).

Adams, who was known as “B.A.,” was a professor in the College of Agriculture. He had liberal arts learnings, however, and liked to entertain students at his home on Fall Creek Drive every Monday night, for cocoa and talk. His house became a second home for White, a friendly place where he was always welcome. Among the students he often encountered there was Russell Lord. Sampson taught English literature courses, and Strunk gave a course called English Usage and Style. It was Strunk’s small textbook, The Elements of Style,  that White, years later, revised with such success for the Macmillan Company.

To JESSIE HART WHITE

[Ithaca, New York]

[December 1918]

Wednesday

Dear Ma,

It is time, so I see, for my mid-week’s effusion which I’ll start with the sad news that, through some delusion, you’ve been led to believe that our Christmas vacation has entirely escaped from war’s grim depredation. The date of my homecoming, if you remember, is Saturday morn—21st of December.

This error corrected, I gracefully turn to the topics of interest, and first you should learn that in spite of the Ithaca weather’s contortions (this topic alone might assume large proportions), I now—this is really a subject for prose—am entirely rid of my cold in the nose. My health is restored—I am chipper and brisk, to be brief I’m convinced that it’s taking no risk to give to the world—though you never can tell—the astounding report that I’m perfectly well.

This morning came news of my utter redemption from deepest of gloom, for I got an exemption from any more of those weekly abortions which the English Department deals out in large portions—which is merely to say in a casual way, that I don’t have to write so much stuff every day.

There’s been nothing extraordinary happened of late—there’ll be lots more to do when we’re able to skate. Just at present the pond is quite infirm of purpose and it wouldn’t be I that would step on its surface.

It’s time I was leaving to go to the town; through the tortuous graveyard I’ll shamble down, twixt tombs to the right of me, tombs to the left of me, tombs in front of me, gaping in silence.

I make this last statement with naught of compunction, that, if in these lines you perceive aught of unction, you must know that this vile deed (I see you are frowning) is due to an over abundance of Browning.

Thanking you lots for the interest money, I beg to remain

Most lovingly

Sonny

• In White’s senior year a freshman named Morelli defied tradition by refusing to wear the little gray beanie that every first-year student was expected to wear. Public opinion, including editorial opinion in the Sun,  was strongly against him. He was twice attacked by mobs of students: once he was chained to a tree; another time he was tossed into Beebe Lake. But Morelli had his champions, chief among them the famous George Lincoln Burr, professor of medieval history and hater of anything that smacked of orthodoxy and of lynch law. It would appear from the following letter that Professor Burr had written to the Sun defending Morelli; when the Sun failed to publish his letter, Burr took his complaint to the Ithaca Journal News. Whereupon White, though his term as editor-in-chief had expired, felt called upon to defend the Sun.

To GEORGE LINCOLN BURR

[Ithaca, New York]

April 24, 1921

Dear Professor Burr:

As a former editor of the Cornell Sun, I have a most intense interest in everything which pertains to the Sun and to the University.

When I read your communication to the editor of the Journal News, my interest was naturally awakened. When I read the part which expressed your hope that the article would prove “less unwelcome” to the Journal than to the Sun, my interest stretched to the
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