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            A New Introduction by Jan Morris

         

         Coast  to  Coast,  my first book, was first published more than half a century ago. It is not long in geological terms, but it is quite a chunk in the life of a nation, and since 1956 the passage of history has transformed the subject of the work, America.

         The United States has experienced such triumphs and such traumas since then, such colossal challenges, such tragic and marvellous adventures, such shifts of confidence and reputation, that it has virtually reinvented itself. It has sent its rockets to Mars and the Moon! It has been humiliated in war! It has been loved and loathed, admired, abhorred, envied and distrusted. And in the years after I wrote the book the USA became so incomparably rich and powerful that it was the only Great Power on earth.

         None of this I foresaw when, in 1956, I ended a year’s travelling fellowship in the United States, and offered Coast  to  Coast  to  my sponsors in lieu of the report I was obliged to present. I had come from a Britain that was still war-scarred, poverty-stricken and disillusioned. I found an America bursting with bright optimism, generous, unpretentious, proud of its recent victories, basking in universal popularity but still respectful of older cultures. I did not know it then, and nor did America, but chance had brought me across the Atlantic at the very apex of American happiness. I doubt if there has ever been a society, in the history of the world, more attractive than this republic in the decade after the Second World War.

         Of course it had its downsides. Crime and corruption was rampant. Racism was ugly. The bigot Senator McCarthy was on the prowl. But it was a simple, innocent time for most Americans. Television was in its infancy, personal computers were inconceivable, McDonalds and Starbucks were unknown, drugs were hard to come by, and the same popular music had a guileless appeal for almost everybody – the song ‘Chattanooga Choo Choo’ was the theme tune, so to speak, of my introduction to the Great Republic.

         Can you wonder that Coast  to  Coast  was written in enjoyment? That year’s wandering in America, in the prime of my youth, through a country so buoyant with success and generosity, was one of the very best presents of my whole life. I have been back there every year since, and if the United States of America is not always so beguiling today, is not always regarded around the world with the same grateful affection, nevertheless I love it still, and look back to my first journeys there as to a dream of young times and aspirations.

         No matter that the America of this book exists no longer. In my mind its soul goes marching on!

         Trefan, 2009
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            1.

            New York, New York!

         

         At one time or another I have approached some splendid places, most of them distinct with mystery or age: Venice on a misty Spring morning, silent and shrouded, like a surrendered knight-at-arms; Moscow, its fortress barbarically gleaming; Everest, the watch-tower, on the theatrical frontiers of Nepal and Tibet; or Kerak of the Crusaders, high and solitary in the mountains of Moab. All are celebrated in history or romance; but none lingers so tenaciously in my memory as the approach to the City of New York, the noblest of the American symbols.

         The approach from the sea is marvellous enough, but has become hackneyed from film and postcard. It is the road from inland that is exciting now, when Manhattan appears suddenly, a last outpost on the edge of the continent, and the charged atmosphere of the place spreads around it like ripples, and you enter it as you would plunge into a mountain stream in August. A splendid highway leads you there. It sweeps across the countryside masterfully, two white ribbons of concrete, aloof from the little villages and farms that lie outside its impetus, and along it the vehicles move in an endless, unbroken, unswerving stream. They carry the savour of distant places: cars from Georgia, with blossoms wilting in the back seat, or diesel trucks bringing steel pipes from Indiana; big black Cadillacs from Washington, and sometimes a gaudy convertible (like a distant hint of jazz) from New Orleans or California.

         Through the pleasant country they pass, the traffic thickening as the big city draws nearer, and into the grimy industrial regions on its periphery; past oil refineries spouting smoke and flame, ships in dock and aircraft on the tarmac, railway lines and incinerators and dismal urban marshes; until suddenly in the distance there stand the skyscrapers, shimmering in the sun, like monuments in a more antique land.

         A little drunk from the sight, you drive breathlessly into the great tunnel beneath the Hudson River, turning on as you do so the radio on your dashboard; the Lincoln Tunnel has its own radio station for the benefit of cars passing through it, and it seems churlish not to use it. You must not drive faster than 35 miles an hour in the tunnel, nor slower than 30, and there is an ominous-looking policeman half way along in a little glass cabin, so that you progress like something on an assembly line, soullessly; but when you emerge into the daylight, then a miracle occurs, a sort of daily renaissance, a flowering of the spirit. The cars and trucks and buses, no longer confined in channels, suddenly spring away in all directions with a burst of engines and a black cloud of exhausts. At once, instead of discipline, there is a profusion of enterprise. There are policemen shouting and gesticulating irritably; men pushing racks of summer frocks; trains rumbling along railway lines; great liners blowing their sirens; dowdy dark-haired women with shopping-bags, and men hurling imprecations out of taxi windows; shops with improbable Polish names, and huge racks of strange newspapers; bold colours and noises and indefinable smells; skinny cats and very old dustcarts; bus drivers with patient, weary faces. Almost before you know it, the mystique  of Manhattan is all around you.

         There is a richness to the life of this extraordinary island that springs only partly from its immeasurable wealth. A lavish fusion of races contributes to it, and a spirit of hope and open-heartedness that has survived from the days of free immigration. The Statue of Liberty, graphically described in one reference book as “a substantial figure of a lady”, is dwarfed by the magnificence of the skyline, and from the deck of a ship it is easy to miss it. But in New York, more than anywhere else in America, there is still dignity to the lines carved upon its plinth, and reproduced sixty years later at the airport of Idlewild:

         
            
                                 Give  me  your  tired,  your  poor, 

               Your  huddled  masses  yearning  to  breathe  free‚

               The  wretched  refuse  of  your  teeming  shore.

            

         

         Here in the space of a few square miles all the races mingle, and the extremes of human nature clash. This is not the ail-American city, but rather (as Lord Bryce remarked) a European city of no particular country; enlivened, sharpened and intensified by the American ideal.

         Everyone has read of the magical glitter of this place; but until you have been there it is difficult to conceive of a city so sparkling that at any time Mr. Fred Astaire might quite reasonably come dancing his urbane way down Fifth Avenue. It is a marvellously exuberant city, even when the bitter winds of the fall howl through its canyons. The taxi-drivers talk long and fluently; not so well or so caustically as Cockney cabmen, but from a wider range of experience, for they may speak of a pogrom in old Russia, or of Ireland in its bad days, or speculate about the Naples their fathers came from. The waiters press you to eat more, you look so thin. The girl in the drug store asks pertly but very politely if she may borrow the comic section of your newspaper. On the skating rink at Rockefeller Center there is always something pleasant to see; pretty girls showing off their pirouettes; children staggering about in helpless paroxysms; an old eccentric sailing by with a look of profoundest contempt on his face; an elderly lady in tweeds excitedly arm-in-arm with an instructor.

         Boundless vivacity and verve are the inspiration of Manhattan. In its midtown streets (away from slums and dingy suburbs) you are in a world of spirited movement and colour. The best of the new buildings are glass eyries, gay as cream cakes. One structure on Park Avenue has a garden for its ground floor and a slab of green glass for its superstructure. A bank on Fifth Avenue has creepers growing from its ceiling, and the passer-by, looking through its huge plate-glass windows, can see the black round door of its strong-room. Outside a nearby typewriter shop a real typewriter is mounted on a pedestal, for anyone to try. Once when I passed at two in the morning an old man with a ragged beard was typing with hectic concentration, as if he had just run down from his garret with a thrilling new formula or a message from the outer galaxies.

         The traffic swirls through New York like a rather slobby mixture running through a cake-mould. There are fewer solid traffic jams than in London, but a more inexorable oozy progression of vehicles. Some seventy-five years ago an observer described New York traffic as being “everywhere close-spread, thick-tangled (yet no collision, no trouble) with masses of bright colour, action and tasty toilets”. The description is not so far from the mark today, and the colours especially are still bright and agreeable. The women are not afraid of colour in their clothes; the shop windows are gorgeous; the cars are painted with a peacock dazzle. From upstairs the streets of Manhattan are alive with shifting colours.

         Sometimes, as you push your way through the brisk crowds (“Pardon me, I hope I haven’t snagged your nylons”) there will be a scream of sirens and a little procession of official cars will rush by, pushing the traffic out of its way, crashing the lights with complacent impunity, on its way to the Waldorf or the City Hall. The motor-cycle police, hunched on their machines, look merciless (but are probably very kind to old ladies). The reception committee, in dark coats and Homburgs, is excessively official. And there in the recesses of the grandest car can be seen the distinguished visitor, opera singer or statesman or bronzed explorer, shamefully delighted at being able to ignore the traffic rules. I once rode in such a cavalcade, and found that the psychological effect can be disturbing. A mild little man sharing my car was soon hurling vicious abuse at the less agile of the pedestrians, and the wife of the distinguished visitor fainted.

         There is a row of hansom cabs at the corner of Central Park, each with its coal heater (if it is winter), each tended by an elderly gentleman in a top hat, the horses a little thin, the wheels a little wobbly. Lovers find them convenient for bumpy dalliances in the park. If you wander down to the waterside on either side of the island you may stand in the shadow of an ocean liner, or watch a tug (with a high curved bridge, a nonchalant skipper, and an air of Yankee insolence) steaming under the black girders of Brooklyn Bridge. Outside Grand Central Station, through a grill beneath your feet, you may see the gleaming metal of a Chicago express down in the bowels; passengers on the smartest of these trains are ushered into them along deep red carpets. You could live permanently in Grand Central Station without ever seeing a train, for they are all secreted below in carpeted dungeons.

         The stores of Manhattan bulge with the good things of the earth, with a splendour that outclasses those perfumed Oriental marts of fable. “Ask for anything you like‚” says the old waiter at the Waldorf-Astoria with pardonable bombast, “and if we haven’t got it we’ll send down the road for it.” Furs in the windows shine with an icy distinction. Dresses are magnificent from Paris, or pleasantly easy-going in the American manner. There are shoes for every conceivable size; books for the most esoteric taste; pictures and treasures summoned from every age and every continent; foods of exotic delight; little dogs of unlikely breed; refrigerators already stocked with edibles; haughty Rolls-Royces; toys of dizzy ingenuity; endless and enchanting fripperies; anything, indeed, that fancy can demand or money buy. It is a storehouse of legendary wonder, such as only our age could stock. What a prize it would be for some looting army of barbarians, slashing their way through its silks and satins, ravishing its debutantes, gorging themselves in its superb French restaurants!

         Yet so obvious and dramatic are the extremes of New York that you still see many beggars about its streets. They stand diffidently on the pavements, decently dressed but coatless, asking civilly for help before they leave the bright lights and go home for the night to their hopeless squalid doss-houses. They are ambassadors from another Manhattan: the countless gloomy streets where Negroes and Puerto Ricans, Poles and poor Italians live in unhappy neighbourhood, fighting their old battles and despising one another. A suggestion of ill-temper, resentment or disgruntlement often sours the taste of New York, and it is an unpleasant thing to see the current crime register in a Harlem police station. Page succeeds page in terrible succession, thronged with stabbings and rapes, robberies and assaults, acts of lunatic spite or repellent perversion. “Well‚” you say as casually as you can, a little shaken by this vast superfluity of Sunday journalism, “well, and how many weeks of crime do these pages represent?” The police sergeant smiles tolerantly. “That’s today’s register‚” he says.

         You can sense a little of all this horror simply by driving through the dark back streets; or walking warily across Central Park at night; or buying a drink in an East Side bar, surrounded by companions of advanced animal instincts, funnelled from the slums of half a dozen countries. Or you can feel the tensions down at the dockside, where union clashes with union, docker with docker, with a frightening fervour. The dockers, speaking many languages, shuffle here and there like automatons. There is a feeling of cold incipient brutality, and if you make a habit of hanging around the docks you will never be surprised to read, as you often will, of bodies found in the water and bloody wharfside brawls.

         These are the heirs to those millions of hopeful immigrants who crossed the Atlantic in the Victorian age, fleeing from despotisms or famines, looking for an Eldorado. The poor European immigrant is a dominant figure of American history, and his spirit still haunts the squares and streets of the Battery, at the tip of Manhattan, and loiters around the landing-places where the ferry leaves for Staten Island. He is the prime symbol of American liberalism, and it is a typical paradox that though politics drove him from Europe, often enough, it was material ambition that made him an American. America is the land acquisitive, and few Americans abandon the search for wealth, or lose their admiration for those who find it.

         So the unassimilated New Yorkers, the millions of un-Americans in the city, however poor or desolate they seem, however disappointed in their dreams, still loyally respect the American ideal; the chance for every man to achieve opulence. Sometimes the sentiment has great pathos. An old man I once met in a cheap coffee-shop near the East River boasted gently, without arrogance, of the fabulous wealth of New York, for all the world as if its coffers were his, and all its luxuries, instead of a grey bed-sittingroom and a coat with frayed sleeves. He said: “Why, the garbage thrown away in this city every morning—every morning—would feed the whole of Europe for a week.” He said it without envy and with a genuine pride of possession, and a number of dusty demolition men sitting nearby nodded their heads in proud and wondering agreement.

         All the same, it is sometimes difficult to keep one’s social conscience in order among the discrepancies of Manhattan; the gulf between rich and poor is so particularly poignant in this capital of opportunity. There is fun and vigour and stimulation in New York’s symphony of capitalism—the blazing neon lights, the huge bright office blocks, the fine stores and friendly shop assistants; and yet there is something distasteful about a pleasure-drome so firmly based upon personal advantage. Everywhere there are nagging signs that the life of the place is inspired by a self-interest not scrupulously enlightened. “Learn to take care of others,” says a poster urging women to become nurses, “and you will know how to take care of yourself.” “The life you save may be your own‚” says a road safety advertisement. “Let us know if you can’t keep this reservation‚” you are told on the railway ticket; “it may be required by a friend or a business associate of yours.” Faced with such constant reminders, the foreign visitor begins to doubt the altruism even of his benefactors. Is the party really to give him pleasure, or is the host to gain some obscure credit from it? The surprise present is very welcome, but what does its giver expect in return? Soon he is tempted to believe that any perversion of will or mind, any ideological wandering, any crankiness, any jingoism is preferable to so constant an obsession with the advancement of self.

         But there, Manhattan is a haven for the ambitious, and you must not expect its bustling rivalries to be too saintly. Indeed, you may as well admit that the whole place is built on greed, in one degree or another; even the city churches, grotesquely Gothic or Anglican beyond belief, have their thrusting social aspirations. What is wonderful is that so much that is good and beautiful has sprung from such second-rate motives. There are palaces of great pictures in New York, and millions go each year to see them. Each week a whole page of the New  York Times  is filled with concert announcements. There are incomparable museums, a lively theatre, great publishing houses, a famous university. The Times  itself (”All the News That’s Fit to Print”) is a splendid civic ornament, sometimes mistaken, often dull, but never bitter, cheap or malicious; at lunch in its palatial offices the following grace is said:

         
            
               O  Lord,  the  Giver  of  All  Good, 

               In  whose  just  Hands  are  all  our  Times,

               We  thank  Thee  for  our  daily  Food 

               Gathered  (as  News)  from  many  Climes.

               Bless  All  of  Us  around  this  Board

               And  all  beneath  this  ample  Roof;—

               What  we  find  fit  to  print,  O  Lord,

               Is,  after  all,  the  Pudding’s  Proof. 

               May  Those  we  welcome  come  again 

               And  Those  who  stay  be  glad,  Amen.

            

         

         And the city itself, with its sharp edges and fiery colours, is a thing of beauty; especially seen from above, with Central Park startlingly green among the skyscrapers, with the tall towers of Wall Street hazy in the distance, with the two waterways blue and sunny and the long line of an Atlantic liner slipping away to sea. It is a majestic sight, with no Wordsworth at hand to honour it, only a man with a loudspeaker or a 50 cent guide book.

         So leaving Manhattan is like retreating from a snow summit. When you drive back along the highway the very air seems to relax about you. The electric atmosphere softens, the noise stills, the colours blur and fade, the pressure eases, the traffic thins. Soon you are out of the city’s spell, only pausing to look behind, over the tenements and marshes, to see the lights of the skyscrapers riding the night.

      

   


   
      
         
            2.

            Extra-Territorial

         

         Hold on, though, before you go for good, and make a brief detour to First Avenue, at the point where 45th Street debouches drably into the East River. The United Nations may not be there much longer, and if you never see it in its Corbusier palace beside the water, you will regret it always. For all its buffooneries, its presence is one of New York’s noblest claims to fame. It is an extra-territorial pride, for technically it is not on American soil at all, but in a diplomatic enclave of its own: but its precarious survival in this cut-throat keep has subtly affected the moods of Manhattan, sharpening the city’s deep-rooted cynicism, often acerbating its prejudices, and touching it with a new, if reluctant, grandeur.

         There the great edifice stands, like a slab of fire, with its parade of white flag-staffs gleaming in the street-lights, and the humped black limousines patient at its doors. You lean your arms on a wooden barrier, perhaps, at the bottom of 45th Street, and beside you a policeman sits bored but vigilant upon his horse, and behind you the city traffic rumbles away in the dark, and to the west the last glimmer of day still hangs over New Jersey: and out of that severe but glittering structure there seems to emanate a kind of hum or pulse, like a beat of turbines, as though it is some tall strange engine working away there in the night, or a missile primed for the count-down. It feels almost mystically aloof and preoccupied, shut off from its shabby surroundings by gardens, plazas and promenades; and when, after a moment or two of dazzled contemplation, you duck beneath your barrier and cross the road to the United Nations, it is like traversing some unmarked but crucial frontier, or a gulf between constellations. “Watch the lights, now‚” says the policeman from his horse, and instinctively you turn and offer him a diffident farewell wave, as an astronaut might bravely gesture to the last workman on the launching pad.

         Sure enough, there is a cosmic flavour inside the place, when you have shown your pass to the guards at the gate, proved that your bag contains no bombs or phials of poison, and crossed the wide empty plaza to the entrance. You sense a sort of insulating miasma forming around you, as though you are being sealed in protective cellophane, and the moment you step inside the revolving doors, to see the great golden pendulum swinging from the ceiling, you feel hermetically removed from the very atmosphere of New York. The air is unfamiliar from the start, prim but pungent. A faint suggestion of scent and disinfectant lingers among the pillars. The attendants at the door wear a special blue uniform of their own, like republican Ruritanians, and down the hall towards you shuffles a man with a broom and a plastic dustpan, swishing away the last speck of human dust, the last atom of nationality, the last morsel of fallibility. There is a distinctly dedicated feeling in the air, making you wonder uneasily whether you ought to take your hat off. No razzle-dazzle of free enterprise informs these high halls, no bugle calls of empire echo through the marble. You must on no account whistle Rule  Britannia  as you cross the foyer, and it might be worth checking, before you venture upstairs, that your buttons are all done up.

         A new order of acolytes attends the shrine, presiding with icy competence over its information desks, delicately operating its elevators, standing beyond race or sovereignty, beyond error, beyond fatigue. It talks in a muted half-foreign English, such as a computer might utter, and it has to its manners some of the hush of the Ivy League, and some of the concentration of brain surgery. Its girls, in svelte blue skirts, saris or Chinese tunics, are all extraordinarily beautiful and unbelievably nice: if ever you spot one examining a colleague’s couture, it is only with an expression in her eyes of unfailing sisterly affection. Nor do the men seem to suffer from any of the usual human failings. They are splendid of physique, tireless of energy, never hot, harassed or impatient, and they answer your every query with unvarying, smiling, anonymous, almost robot-like goodwill. They are a supernal breed. I once trod on an attendant’s toe, stepping off an escalator. He was six feet tall and pantherlike, but as I shied nervously away from him, “Pardon me, sir,” he said with an unearthly smile. “What a clumsy big ape I am.”

         It is a futuristic world that these creatures inhabit. The aluminium escalators silently progress, the loudspeakers discreetly call for Mr. Komobo or Sir Lindsey Ashley-Willoughby, and at the end of every corridor, like the eye of God, there seems to shine a television set. The U.N. is laced and girdled with television, its own closed-circuit system reducing space to an archaic conception, blending upstairs with downstairs, inside with out. The General Assembly meets in the great auditorium on the north side of the structure, but down all the veins of the place, along its landings and its corridors, into its lounges and bars and press rooms, the postures and platitudes are relentlessly pumped, so that wherever you go Mr. Komobo or Sir Lindsey seems to catch you up, seize you by the scruff of the neck and swamp you with oratory. It is a foretaste of worlds to come. The air-conditioning is absolute. No breath of heat, cold or damp seeps through the windows. There are no draughts and no snug fuggy corners. I have never in my life felt so completely indoors as I do in this building, and when you look out through the plate glass to the grey river outside, with a tug thumping its way to sea and a sliver of smoke from the power-house chimneys— when you look out to a nostalgic glimpse of Manhattan, it is like peering back at the human race from the inside of an aquarium.

         Against this sterilized background, this little world drained of impurities, humanity is etched with a new and awful clarity. Among their delegates at their seats the whole gamut of human type and experience is luxuriantly represented, from the lean fastidious aristocrat to the earthiest of yokels, from the super-civilized to the almost primitive, from the benign to the bullying. Seen in such a setting, all our failings are pitilessly emphasized. If we have a long nose, it looks longer. If we lean towards the pompous, we emerge quite ludicrously inflated. If we are a bore, all mankind sighs for us. If we are a liar, everyone knows it. If we want to embrace a well-wisher, the whole world experiences the cuddle for itself, winces to the prickle of a Caribbean beard, or feels the Order of Lenin digging uncomfortably into its stomach. It is like being stimulated by some heightening drug, to sit on a U.N. sofa and observe la condition  humaine.  Here all the archetypes of diplomacy prance by oblivious. It may be Sir Lindsey, sliding pomaded towards the Trusteeship Council with a perceptible creaking of costume, his face creased but undaunted by responsibility, his eyes unobtrusively on the watch for fellers he’d rather not bump into. It may be Mr. Komobo, entering the room in a gorgeous striped liquefaction of robes, his sandals slip-slopping softly across the carpet, on his head a multi-coloured skull-cap, in his hand a very expensive fountain-pen, in his wake a covey of obsequious applicants. Perhaps some dour commissar, in sagging double-breasted grey, is morosely annotating a memorandum in a corner; or an exquisite Frenchwoman, in a cloud of Chanel and a Balmain suit, is charming the ideology out of an infatuated Rumanian; or a long-limbed American has taken an Indian cosily by the arm, and is telling him a funny story under his breath; or a small smiling Chinese tip-toes by, or an Israeli behind you disputes some of the tentative identifications in Painter’s biography of Proust, or a Canadian is expressing his inalienable conviction that this is Canada’s Century. And now and then you look up to encounter one of the universally familiar figures of our day: a Khrushchev or a Kennedy, a Nasser or a Tito, images so well known to all of us that when at last you meet them, face to face and in the flesh, they do not feel real at all, but look as though they are cosmeticized dummies, waxworks or impersonators. Yes, yes, you say to yourself, as one of these masters of the earth rolls in: and next in order of appearance will be Alice herself.

         For it is part dream, the U.N., part wonderland, and part the most fascinating of theatres. None of it feels altogether credible, except perhaps the Martini at the bar, and sometimes, as the interminable debates wallow on, it seems the saddest and sorriest of farces. Great and true events are happening all around you, though, within this tall glass airlock. The assembly downstairs in the vast debating chamber, with the television cameras hungrily peering from their booths, like long-necked predatory birds, and the strong-arm attendants with their backs to the rostrum, watching for crack-pots and fanatics—that great chamber may not have achieved much yet, but it is still the nearest we have ever got to a Parliament of the world. Here the balances of power shift before your very eyes, as the white suprematist of last year shuffles with his notebook behind the triumphant African of today. The cold war, that vast and all-embracing tragedy, is here reduced to human size, represented not by armies, statistics and scorching missiles, but by a few dozen pitifully common-place men, doodling with their ball-point pens or scratching their noses. Suddenly you find that a Great Power needs a handkerchief to wipe its bald head with, or has a nice young wife waiting for it by the door, or gets caught up in one of those embarrassing minuets of politesse that occur when two fattish but sensitive pedestrians meet in a narrow corridor.

         Suddenly, too, believe it or not, in this scrupulously rarified air, the world’s problems really do seem soluble. Surely, you think to yourself, if only they’d sit down over a cup of coffee they’d have the old place sorted out in a matter of moments. It is like one of those allegorical dramas of time and place, the kind in which six or seven people, thrown together in a lifeboat or a blizzard, discover the intermesh of their identities, and realize how precise a thing is eternity. Inside these walls one supreme quality is inescapable. It stems not from the strutting, squabbling delegations, but from the thing itself, its architecture, its style, and the integrity bequeathed to it by the noble Dag Hammar-skjoeld. It is the quality of aspiration. Down on First Avenue you feel all around you, in the hum of the air-conditioning and the mannered courtesy of the elevator girls, a striving for perfection: clinical, unyielding, scrubbed and wartless. Here, one feels, only the absolute will do. It is an environment where only the highest standards can have any meaning, where shady compromise can only lead to ignominy, where humanity is either going to purge itself, or bust.

         “Wazzamatterwidyoubud?” hisses  the angry cab driver, as you wander bemused out of the gates and stumble across to 45th Street. “Hey, you in the green hat,” says the policeman from his horse, “can’t you see them traffic lights?” “You must wait for the green‚” says the passing lady slowly and sympathetically, assuming that you speak only Welsh or Lithuanian, and are new to the mysteries of science. But it takes time to re-adjust, when you emerge from the glass-house into Manhattan, just as the returning astronaut, riding down from Jupiter, will probably look a little pale to his anxious mother, when he bursts at last into the sitting-room.

      

   


   
      
         
            3.

            Country Style

         

         Very quickly, when you finally leave Manhattan, you can find yourself in the country. I lived for a time with my wife and children in a little anachronistic village called Cranbury, New Jersey, that is almost in sight of the great highway, and within easy commuting distance of Manhattan. Tourists do not often go there, for it is off the beaten track. There are no “scenic wonders” (as Americans insist on calling any natural phenomenon, from a geyser to a precipice), few historical associations, little business, and no bucolic freakishness. It is just a small market centre, where farmers do their shopping and a few commuters have established their homes. But it is notable all the same, because so far it has openly and successfully defied all those powerful influences of materialism that are always pulsing and pushing just over the hill. It cannot last, of course. Already there is a spanking new housing estate on the edge of the village, and the temptations of land prices grow more compelling every year; but at least Cranbury is aware of all the sorry dangers, and its Citizens Advisory Committee on Planning (“Getting the Jump on Progress”) will see to it, I have no doubt, that here the very worst will never happen.

         The place is at its best on a frosty evening in winter, when the stars are sharp and the white weatherboard houses of Main Street shine in the moonlight. On such nights the people of Cranbury often go skating on the village pond, to the accompaniment of music from loudspeakers mounted on the roof of the fire station. The lake is illuminated by the headlights of cars, but it is a pleasantly old-fashioned scene—a compound of Grandma Moses and the elder Brueghel. Most of the villagers are skating. There are farmers in check shirts and ear muffs, moving with unexpected grace. Girls waltz pointedly in pairs, wearing blue ski trousers and white jumpers. A man who looks like an insurance agent steers a ponderous course over the ice, his black hat still sedately on his head. Small children totter in desperate instability towards the bank, and boys with toboggans shoot about like rockets. Various men with a tendency towards authority stand in  municipal attitudes on the perimeter.

         Across the road in the fire station the fire engines stand vigilantly gleaming. The man on duty pokes his head out of an upstairs window for a chat with a friend below, and one or two of the more daring children sneak in, when they can, to climb into the driver’s seat. The fire station is a centre of activity in Cranbury, following an old American tradition. For many years all fire brigades were amateur and voluntary, and it became a basic duty of the rural American male to join the local brigade; fire-fighting became a social function, and the fire brigade acquired the status of a team or club. In Cranbury this system still prevails. The fire chief is the local garage man, and very proud he is of the smartness and alertness of the brigade. Often and again he has told me of its prowess, and once he gave a lecture on the subject to the Lions’ Club.

         All around the lake stand the comfortable houses of Cranbury. They are mostly built of white weatherboard, in vaguely Colonial style (those householders blessed with verandas have recently been tearing them down to heighten the eighteenth-century appearance). They are generally trim, clean and newly-painted, their smartness enhanced rather than spoilt by a few yellowing renegades with peeling paintwork. The nearest thing to a mansion is a hilarious Victorian structure on an eminence, bursting with urns and ornaments, with a grand carriageway and multitudes of outhouses; the nearest thing to a slum is a little group of plain houses with cracked windows, where the Negro community lives. There is a row of unpretentious shops, and a couple of drug stores, and an eighteenth-century inn where the turkey is excellent, and where Washington is alleged to have spent a night. There is also a small school of music, from where you may sometimes hear, even on skating nights, the strains of thin and ill-disciplined melody.

         It is a fairly well-heeled village, and there is a good deal of comfort in these white houses. Everyone has a refrigerator, of course, and a television set, and a washing machine; many people also possess dishwashers, gadgets for making waste matter swill away down the sink, toy buses that steer themselves electronically when you shout at them, radios that wake you up with a cup of coffee, pink telephones, devices that change the TV channel by a radio impulse from your armchair, microphones to transmit the sounds of sleepless babies. Almost every family has its new car, and the slimmest daughter handles it like a lorry driver. Almost every house has its central heating, and from time to time a truck arrives to pump oil through heavy pipes into the basement furnaces.

         If you stand beside the lake and look to the west, you may see a constant scurrying stream of headlights. They mark our highway to Manhattan, a highway alive with energy and industry. Within a few miles that road will take you to the oil refineries of Elizabeth, acre upon acre of derricks and tanks and convoluted mechanism; to the steel plants around Trenton, fed on iron from Venezuela; or to the immense industrial complex that surrounds Newark and Jersey City. If you are imaginative you can almost hear the crashing of hammers and the whirr of machinery; but the skaters are mercifully deaf to it.

         Go a little way to the other side of the village, and you may see the lights of Princeton, one of the great American centres of learning, a prime force in the development of American knowledge and culture. It is a historic place. In one of its old buildings Washington presided over the Continental Congress, after beating the British on a nearby battlefield. Later it was fashionable for Southern gentlemen to attend this university, and they would arrive there splendidly with their elegant clothes and fascinating accents, attended by personal slaves. Many famous Americans have graduated from Princeton, and Woodrow Wilson was once its president.

         But Europe and modernity, twin watchdogs, guard its campus. Its buildings are well-tuned echoes of Oxford, shady quadrangles and staircases and more than one Magdalen Tower. Its streets are full of foreign sports cars, and its young men wear hacking jackets by Brooks Brothers out of Leicestershire. One shop in the town hangs prominently in its window a framed reproduction of the regimental colours of the British Army. The bookshops are well stocked with paper-back Camus, Kerouac and Osborne. English comedies and Continental sophistications prosper in the cinemas.

         All this is far enough removed from the spirit of Cranbury (only a few miles down the road) but it is only half of Princeton; for there is no community in the United States that reflects more accurately the undeviating American passion for material progress. Princeton is a positive powerhouse of research. The Institute for Advanced Studies is here, with its memories of Professor Einstein. At Princeton Dr. Gallup and his minions arrange their polls and analyse their findings with a touching confidence. Here the United States Navy has a laboratory concerned with guided missiles, rocket projectiles and the like. (These mundane if awful technicalities have transformed the U.S. Navy as a profession. I once asked a lady whether her son, a conscript Ensign in destroyers, intended to make the Navy his career. “Oh dear me no,” she said in a voice that might have amused Nelson, “oh dear me no, he’s a young New  York  intellectual!”)

         But it passes Cranbury by, this concentration of alien sympathies and advanced inquiry. The skaters are simple people still, with some of the qualities of the pioneers who founded Cranbury not so very long ago (in the 1780’s there was nothing here but an Indian village in a forest clearing). The predominant influence in Cranbury is not Princeton or the industrial regions around the corner, but the Presbyterian Church whose white steeple rises gracefully above the housetops. Religion in such a place as this is at once devotional, philanthropic and social. On Sunday mornings Main Street is crowded with the cars of the churchgoers, and the sidewalks (lined with trees) are full of people dressed very decidedly in their Sunday best. The children, in particular, shine with an unearthly hygiene, their hair greased or curled, their faces pink with cold and soap, their hands considerately gloved. The boys wear bow ties and coats with fur collars, the girls frilly party dresses.

         You can hardly escape the advances of a lively American church of this kind. Almost before you have settled in your house, you find yourself irrevocably committed to one activity or another. It may be the Stitch-and-Chatter group, on Thursday, or the Helping Hand Club on Monday evenings. Perhaps there is a bazaar, or a discussion group, or a Bible study class, or even dinner at the Minister’s (good company and fine food, not even spoilt by a monopoly of blackberry wine.) So friendly are these approaches, and so sincere, that you can scarcely object to them, even if you were brought up on scholarly canons, fan-vaulting and Stanford in B flat. For it is wrong to scoff indiscriminately at the American do-gooder, especially in these stable regions of the East. He is often unctuous, and sometimes asinine, but not usually a hypocrite. The group activities of such little American towns are generally hard on the side of the right and guided, all in all, by praiseworthy motives; and since they play an important part in the forming of national opinions, they should be taken seriously and given their due. By some involved delegation of ideas, rising through the gradations of public responsibility, a dam in Pakistan or a school in Peru may depend upon the views of one of these imperceptible Stitch-and-Chatter gatherings; so only a fool would laugh at them.

         Here in Cranbury they not only contribute to a healthy (if slightly priggish) climate of thought, but also perform works of active good. Each year bands of migrant workers, mostly Negroes, arrive in the district to help with the potato harvest. They are very poor, and often ruthlessly bullied by the Negro contractors who have engaged them and brought them from the South in lorries. They live in shacks and huts provided by the farmers, communing only with themselves, strangers to the country, like Israelites in Egypt. Every year the good people of Cranbury, through their various societies, take care of these unfortunates, arranging for the schooling of their children, providing meals and occasional outings. They care little about racial antipathies. Indeed, any distinction that I could detect between black and white in Cranbury was purely economic, the blacks being mostly indigent and ill-educated, for even the Negroes resident in Cranbury migrated not long ago from the abyss of the South.

         So life in Cranbury revolves around the church, the fire brigade, the drug stores; and the children. In a little town of this sort one can watch most closely the fabled American treatment of their young, and a very comfortable treatment it is. No soft Siamese, no quaint hamster, no irresistible Shetland has affection lavished on it quite so unstintingly as does the little American; no cossetted child of English fortune or Oriental splendour is more carefully cherished. “We love our children,” say the road signs outside many American towns; rather as a Tibetan hamlet might announce its belief in rebirth, for indeed it goes without saying. There is a cloying sentimentality to this devotion that repels many Europeans, and indeed there is something sickly about the American inclination to think of children as being younger and more protectable than they are. Many an American child lives like a little gilded trinket in the bosom of its family, taking care to wrap up in innumerable warm woollies before venturing into the winter morning. Too often young Americans seem to lack the conventional spirit of adventure, of the Huckleberry Finn variety, and acquire an air (so overloaded are they with possessions, so warmly mothered through childhood) of blasé but barbarous fragility.

         And yet I used to find in Cranbury, where it is true these methods are not carried to extremes, that the little American often and again belies his reputation. Ghastly though he sometimes appears (and the he, if anything, rather less ghastly than the she) he often turns out to be wonderfully good material. I remember the little boys of Cranbury, muffled to the ears, of course, in protective clothing, out in the snow with a shovel in their hands and a dollar in prospect, working hard and cheerfully (harder than their English equivalents) to clear the garden path. I remember with gratitude the girls who would come to our house, in between dates, to baby-sit with great care and competence. The truth is that American children develop national characteristics disconcertingly early. This is the land of opportunism, and the children realize it soon. The boys see no point in unnecessary hardship or risk, but are greedy for vicarious experience and useful knowledge, and will work well for fair reward. The girls seem to know before they leave the nursery that a good marriage must be their goal, and regulate their lives accordingly; so that to an American girl of 14 an English gym slip must seem a dreadful relic of old ignorance, like child labour underground, or Scutari. Who can blame them? The first clause of a “programme for education” produced by the National Education Association of America reads: “All youth needs to develop saleable skills and those understandings and attitudes that make the worker an intelligent and productive participant in economic life.” For the boy, this mouthful means a grasp of the methods of self-advancement; for the girl, a neat hand with a lipstick; and there are few to quote the Miltonic view, that “the end of Learning is to know God aright”.

         Anyway, the Cranbury children are but little corrupted by these philosophies, and are both friendly and well-mannered. On the frozen lake in the moonlight they look enchanting, but then so does almost everyone (though nobody could claim ethereal charm for the man in the black hat). These eastern country occasions offer some of the best of American life. In the eighteenth century Crèvecoeur posed the celebrated question: “What is he, the American, this new man?” His shade might well go to Cranbury for an answer, on a moonlit skating evening, and choose for itself a characteristic citizen—the elderly man leaning against the wall of the fire station, for example, chewing a harsh cigar and exchanging a few cryptic words with the fireman in the upstairs window. Such a man knows little of Europe and its values, but is quite willing to learn; dislikes and distrusts authority, but is ready to cooperate if nicely asked; likes to get a jump on progress, but resents progress jumping the gun on him; can be a fearful bore, but tries to reach his conclusions fairly; enjoys watching the skating, but will be up early next morning; cares not two hoots for smart Princeton or dazzling New York, owns a fine car and a sound bank balance, but still approaches life with some humility. This was the new man of Crèvecoeur’s century; now a hale survivor of the old America.

      

   


   
      
         
            4.

            Traditionalists

         

         There are many such dogged Eastern traditionalists still. It is true that society along the Atlantic coast is more completely formed than it is in other regions of the country, and you can see one American mode of life in its absolute maturity; but it is wrong to imagine these old States as totally enshrouded in a pall of conformity. There is still a remarkable variety of independent communities, some anachronistic, some eccentric, some just stubborn in preferring unconventional forms and loyalties; from the Canadian lumbermen in Maine and Vermont to the Pennsylvanian Dutch, with their quaint antique vernacular, their indelicate humour, and their irrepressible superstition.

         The oddest of all these groups is perhaps the sect called the Amish, who live in Pennsylvania and have some distinctly unusual habits of thought and manner. You can often see them in the rolling farmlands of Lancaster County, their great stronghold, looking like figures from some almost forgotten Europe of the past, engulfed in traditions and dogma, but kindly and good-humoured none the less. Most of the Amish came originally from Germany, and they are one of a number of intricately related sects subscribing to the Mennonite faith (almost as baffling as those innumerable persuasions, Jacobites, Gregorians, Syrian Catholics, Nestorians, Chaldeans, Armenian Catholics, which so entangle relationships in some parts of the Middle East).

         The men, thanks partly to their costume, partly to their seraphical benignity of expression, often look like saintly patriarchs. Their hats are wide, black and stiff of brim, like the Vicar of Wakefield’s. Their suits are black, too and singularly plain and baggy. They have no buttons, only rough hooks and eyes, and their trousers have no flies, but open in the front in a wide flap. The Amish wear flourishing beards but no moustaches, and their hair is parted in the middle and smoothed down each side over the ears, not unlike an old-fashioned advertisement for hair cream.

         As for the ladies, they are suggestive of the Salvation Army at the apogee of its Victorian propriety. Their dresses, coarse, black and heavy, reach almost down to their ankles, and their aprons are spiritually white; their black stockings are the ultimate antithesis of nylon, their shoes noticeably lack peep-toes or high heels; their cloaks are all-enveloping, their bonnets virtuous, their hair is parted in the centre and plaited demurely round the back of the head to form that crowning token of respectability, a bun.

         There is nothing doctrinaire or forbidding, however, about the small talk of the Amish; they are most pleasant people to meet in the street, and speak readily enough of their beliefs and taboos. One elderly farmer I met in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, willingly demonstrated to me the eccentricities of his dress. Why, I asked him, did the Amish use no buttons? It must be so tedious to rely, like babes-in-arms, upon tapes, hooks, eyes and such elementary devices. He replied that first, the Amish did not approve of labour-saving devices in general, and the button certainly fell into that category. Secondly, they disapproved of the unnecessary killing of animals, and buttons were often made of animal bones. Thirdly, he added (with only the suspicion of a twinkle in his eye), buttons were very useful to the Devil, when he “wanted something to hang things on”.

         The more conservative Amish certainly live up to their own tenets. They wear no belts or neckties. Some forswear braces, some allow the use of one brace, so to speak, slung across the body like a bandolier, and imparting a graceful lop-sided sag to the trousers. They ride around in high wooden buggies, pulled by handsome horses. The stricter Amish not only forbid cars, but even buggies with roofs, so that families must ride in all weathers totally exposed to the climate. (Some of the younger Amish, I was told, are simply not to be trusted with the family buggies; they are so inclined to speed.) Telephones, bicycles, central heating, musical instruments, carpets, even window curtains—among the Amish extremists all are banned as being “sinful pleasures of life”. The orthodox Amish do not smoke, may read only sacred books, do not exert their right to vote, are conscientious objectors, and are never supposed to sleep outside their own houses. The simplicity of their life is fading a little, even under this rigid regime, but their society is still amazingly immune to the modern pressures that surround them. They are still placid, content and other worldly, and show no signs of disappearing; and they are still objects of curiosity to their neighbours. When a party of Amish once paid a call on the U.N. headquarters the New York Press, which has its choice of turbaned Pathans, Princes of Mecca, Nubians and Eskimos, nevertheless devoted headlines and big pictures to the visit of those be-whiskered Pennsylvanians.

         Not all the compact communities of the East are religious in origin; some are resistant or homogeneous because of the nature of their calling. The oystermen of Chesapeake Bay, for example, are individualistic still because their work requires them to live among the coves and marshes of the Bay shore (a country full of haunting character), and to commune with the misty spirits of that waterway. I called on one such oysterman on the Maryland side  of the Bay, off the main road, on one of the innumerable spits of land that project from the western shore of the Delaware peninsula. There was snow on the ground, and the road struggled through scrubby dunes and harsh, sparse fields. Now and again we came across a grey lagoon, with its rushes bent by the wind and a sliver of ice around its banks. The trees were thin and nasty; away over the marshes was the chilly line of the sea.

         Among all this desolation the oysterman lived, on the edge of the Bay, in a house with a shingle roof, painted a greenish yellow. When I reached this homestead across the snow I looked in through a window and saw an antique American interior. The house was built in the seventeenth century, and had a profusion of beams, niches, crannies and fireplaces, and a flavour of smoke and old-fashioned food. Against this honourable background (as I peered through the window) the oysterman and his family moved with dignity. There was the woman of the house, plain and honest of face, like a Dutchwoman in a painting, in a blue woollen dress and carpet slippers; she was sitting in a worn wooden chair, saying something over her shoulder, and feeding a small baby. From time to time another child, a little older, propelled himself into my line of vision in an infant’s chair mounted on wheels, which he manœuvred with some skill among the furniture and even up and down the steps and unevennesses which characterized the general surface of the floor. The householder, a youngish man in shirtsleeves, was doing something to his pipe with a penknife, half leaning, half sitting on a table. At one end of the room a wood fire blazed; and very soon I was warming my hands in front of it.

         This man combined two trades. He farmed a few hard acres with the help of an elderly tractor, and he fished for oysters off the shore; from the window of his living-room you could see the reedy creek, a melancholy inlet, where his boat was moored. The withered solitude of the place had affected him, and though he was obliging and kindly he seemed a remote and introspective person, living away there among the marshes; not so enigmatic as an oyster, perhaps, but akin in character to some sedgy water bird that stalks on spindly legs along the seashore. I complained to him, mildly, about the quality of the oysters of eastern America. They are cheap and available everywhere, in almost every coffee-shop; but they are slobbery molluscs, unpleasant in appearance and unsubtle in taste, watery objects, commonly swamped (with reason) in tomato sauce. He agreed sadly that they were lacking in character. Even on the Pacific Coast, where a few people were still breeding the small, delicate Puget Sound oyster, the huge Japanese variety (introduced into American waters since the war) had flooded the market. “I guess that’s the way with Americans,” he remarked. “If it’s big, it’s gotta be good; and if it’s only good, you gotta make it bigger.”

         Far up in the northern States, on the borders of Canada, live the French folk of Maine and Vermont, a sturdy racial minority. We stayed one night in a small town in Vermont, between Lake Champlain and the rich green country of the maple trees. It was a shabby little place, built on a cross-roads, with a few murky drapers’ shops, a tavern or two, a garage, and a general merchant’s (where you could buy, so lavish is the American Press, no fewer than thirteen daily newspapers). The best place to sleep seemed to be an inn with a wide veranda and slightly dirty windows. Its paint was flaking, its steps were cracked, and an aroma of hoary tobacco had lingered, down the generations, about its hall; but it looked warm, so in we went. We found ourselves at once in an atmosphere redolent not only of another people and time, but another continent.

         French was the only language we could hear in the shadowy chambers of this hostelry. The manager was a small bony man with black greased hair, who needed a shave but carried the unmistakable air of not intending to have one. He spoke to us in broken English that was barely understandable, and ushered us heavily upstairs. Nothing in this drab inn conformed with the American standard. On the landing there protruded from behind a calendar a gaudy picture of the Virgin, with some faded flowers pinned to it, and a scrap of a palm frond, relic of some distant festival. Our room was large and unornamented, with monochromatic coverings. The bathroom was far away, and its broken door had to be fastened from inside with a piece of string. Several French magazines (damp because someone had been reading them in the bath, tattered because someone had been tearing out the dress patterns) lay forlornly on a wicker chair.

         It was odd to find oneself so near in spirit to provincial Europe; for the predominantly English communities of the United States have long ago discarded their inheritances and developed mores of their own, so that you will search for a long time before you hear an echo of Moreton-in-the-Marsh, or recapture the stolid phlegm of an English pub. From downstairs, in this old French enclave, we could hear somebody practising the piano—an approximation of Rustle  of  Spring,  some Chopin played very slowly and with soulful emotion, a snatch of a pompous marching song. I went down to the bar for a glass of beer, and found it thronged with whole families of French people, talking cheerfully in a muffled intestinal patois. A very old man with a bushy moustache, wearing a peaked cap, was playing shuffleboard with a pleasing swagger, followed everywhere by a couple of devoted urchins, and now and again from the darker recesses of the room he would arouse a murmur of admiration. The air was full of strong tobacco smoke, and there was a smell not of onions, but of potato chips.

         But even in such cultural islands the new Americanism sometimes intrudes. The escapist quality of that evening (which threatened to become a little maudlin) was rudely shattered by an expression of changing philosophies. As I sat sipping my beer, watching the old shuffieboard man, and occasionally exchanging indecipherable witticisms with my neighbours, I became aware of activity outside the door of the bar. Shadowy shapes passed by, there was the clink of cutlery, the sound of furniture being moved, a growing murmur of voices; until suddenly into the bar-room there burst the crash of an introductory chord on the piano, out of tune but immensely reverberant, and the heady opening lines, throatily delivered in male voice chorus, of America‚  The  Beautiful. The bar-room stiffened. The barman looked virtuous. The urchins pulled up their socks. Even the shuffleboard king removed his eye from the board. This was a moment pregnant with emotion and significance, familiar to all Americans from one shoreline to the other, whether they speak in a European dialect or a western drawl, the clipped pseudo-Oxford of Boston or the hideous distortions of Brooklyn: the Elks were beginning their weekly dinner.

         To the south of Vermont, in New Hampshire, I came across another cohesive society: a group of Shakers. In a pleasant country spot there stood a collection of brick buildings, grouped around a green, and among them moved a few middle-aged women dressed like Puritans, in rough grey dresses and aprons, severely devoid of make-up, their hair austere and their figures (like the Amish ladies’) blameless of compulsion or pretence. These were members of “The American Shaker”, a celibate religious community, named for the physical tremors that used to result from the ecstasies of their devotions. The order was imported from England in 1774, when a number of its adherents crossed the Atlantic under the leadership of the most famous of the Shakers, Mother Ann Lee of Manchester. The three basic principles of the Shaker faith are: Purity of Life; Confession of Sin; Consecration of Strength, Time and Talent. Although both men and women can be Shakers, the order has a pronounced feminist bias (as Dickens discovered to his distaste when he visited a Shaker settlement in 1842). Among its declared beliefs are the Duality of the Deity, Father and Mother God; the Equality of the Sexes; and most startling, the Duality of the Christ Spirit, “as manifested by Jesus and Ann Lee”. Such unorthodoxies led to the persecution of the sect in England, the imprisonment of Mother Lee, and the eventual hegira  from Lancashire to New York State.

         The Shaker women talked willingly, but with a virginal shyness. They told us that the Order was declining disastrously, chiefly because of a shortage of recruits. Young men who wanted to be Shakers were extremely rare, and the positions designed to be held by men in the hierarchy of the order were unhappily vacant, making the Shaker concept of sexual equality rather top-heavy in application: in point of harsh fact, by the end of 1961 only one male Shaker was still alive, and he was 88 years old. The Shaker statement of beliefs says that the community is to be perpetuated “by the admission of serious-minded persons, and the adoption of children”. The serious-minded persons are mostly finding their vocations elsewhere, but the settlement we were visiting was in fact a children’s home, where orphans were housed and educated. The women hoped that some of these boys and girls (whose carriage and behaviour was decorous but cheerful) would subscribe as adults to the Shaker faith. The Shakers have always been famous for handicrafts, and there was a small gift shop in one building of the orphanage. It sold well-worked aprons and dresses, in gay colours; books about the Shakers, with some forbidding portraits of eminent adherents of the past; and greetings cards made by the children, consisting of postage stamps put together to form pictures. It was all very clean, wholesome and pleasant, with an air of tempered monasticism; so scrupulously tempered, indeed, that I suspect in a few years’ time there will be no more Shakers at all, whether Elders or Sisters (this being an age and a country addicted to extremes of sin and sanctity).

         But the most attractive and memorable of all the individualistic characters of the East is the American Yankee, what is left of him; descended, as often as not, from good old English families, a living reminder of the first brave settlers, with a reputation, resolutely upheld, of taciturn boldness and financial discretion. He is of distinctive appearance—very tall and upright, long-limbed and big-chinned, with fair hair and blue eyes. One or two distinguished New England families perpetuate these characteristics almost to the point of caricature; so that some of the Saltonstalls, for example, might stand as personifications of the Yankee tradition. The Yankees have always been famous as sailors, as masters of clippers and whalers, and the memory of their sea-going heyday is still alive everywhere in maritime New England.

         Their real shrine, though, is the bridge at Concord, Massachusetts, where in 1775 a handful of Yankee minute-men fought the first real battle of the Revolutionary War. It is a beautiful and moving place. The Concord River flows between meadows, and a lane lined with tall trees runs down to the bridge across it. All around, just in sight between the foliage, are handsome old colonial houses, with tall chimneys and shutters. To anyone who has seen the process of British withdrawal from some imperial responsibility or another, the little action that occurred at this spot is easy to envisage—the redcoats, withdrawing across the bridge, pulling up planks after them under the guidance of some stoic and disinterested sergeant; the eager Minute Men gathering behind the bushes on the other side (“Bloody wogs! Wot wouldn’t I give for a cuppa char!”); the first tentative shots (Isaac Davis of Acton was the first to die); and the fusillade. Often and again, in distant and disagreeable dependencies, such a first fusillade has led eventually to a convulsion and a reluctant withdrawal, the last ceremonies on the quayside, the troopships sailing gallantly elsewhere, and the establishment of yet another Independence, Emancipation or Evacuation Day.

         “The minute-men did not pursue their advantage at first,” we are told, “but crossed the river and waited behind the Jones house until the British company returned from the Barrett farm and the whole body started to return to Boston. At Meriam’s corner, however, reinforcements started a running attack from behind houses and stone walls, and soon the British were in a disorderly rout.” Citizens of Concord watched the engagement from chinks in their shuttered windows. It was a lively little skirmish, which must have been (if it is not irreverent to say so) lots of fun for its participants.

         An American engaged me in conversation while I stood at the Concord bridge, and was amused to find that I was English. “Don’t take it

         to heart,” he said, “they were all Englishmen anyway.” In this mellow spirit we looked together at the celebrated statue of the Yankee minuteman, standing nobly beside his plough with his gun in his hand, in an open-necked shirt. Below him is the famous inscription: “Here once the embattled farmers stood, and fired the shot heard round the world.” As an expression of the times there are some better lines on a monument at Lexington, a few miles away, which begin: “The Die was Cast!!! The Contest was Long, Bloody and Affecting.” In 1875 James Russell Lowell was asked to write some lines for the common gravestone of the British soldiers killed in the fighting at Concord. How noble an opportunity for generosity, for soothing old squabbles and ending recriminations! But the American can still be unpredictable, and the pangs of creation brought forth:

         
            
               They  came  three  thousand  miles  and  died, 

               To  keep  the  past  upon  its  throne.

               Unheard  beyond  the  ocean  tide

               Their  English  mother  made  her  moan.

            

         

         So there they lie, those poor profane soldiers, half of ’em liars and half of ’em thieves, commemorated in stone by four lines of lumpish verse, libelled in print by talk of disorderly routs, dominated by the minuteman and his air of unspeakable virtue, the first of a whole multitude of pedestalled colonials.

         Nevertheless they must have been a splendid people, the original Yankees, and the remaining specimens are splendid still. I met one at Gloucester, Massachusetts, who admirably looked and sounded the part. Gloucester is a famous fishing port, whose ships sail to the Newfoundland Banks, the Arctic, and many another far-flung fishing ground. I once saw a Gloucester boat tied up at Key West, the tropical port at the southern extremity of Florida. Not long ago the Gloucester boats were graceful two-masted schooners, such as Kipling described in Captains Courageous;  now they are all diesel craft, and not a single schooner remains at work.
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