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[image: N]OT a few, I think, would be of the opinion that the
strongly contrasted figures of Abraham Lincoln and
the second Oliver Wendell Holmes were the two
most creditable and encouraging embodiments which it has
been the portion of the human spirit to experience in this
country. Those holding that opinion would learn with the
greater interest that once, in a unique and fateful moment of
American history, those two met—the one a handsome towering
lad in his early twenties, the other with less than a year
of his course still to run—met and had salty and characteristic
words with each other.

In vain you will search the Library of Congress for any
record of that colloquy, and the only life of Justice Holmes
then written—an extremely unauthorized biography by Silas
Bent published in 1932—was the work of a man who appears
not to have known that the meeting ever took place. I have
reasons, however, for believing that it did and submit those
reasons here as a memorandum for the convenience of the
designated chroniclers now at work on that definitive biography
of the great judge for which, with such patience as we
can muster, the world is waiting.

The story came to me from Professor Harold J. Laski of
the London School of Economics and Political Science. Of his
exceptional qualifications as a witness in any matter relating
to Justice Holmes, I need say no more than that, among the
letters which have been turned over to the aforesaid biographers,
there are close to six hundred which Professor Laski
had received from the Judge during the eighteen years of
their friendship. Wherefore at a luncheon given for Laski a
few years ago in New York (and in spite of Hendrik Van
Loon, who was bursting with other topics) some of us guilefully
led the talk to the subject of Justice Holmes and were
rewarded by many stories about him. At least three of these
belong, to my notion, in the schoolbooks.

Well, one of those stories concerns an annual pilgrimage
which the Judge used to make to Arlington—that bivouac
across the Potomac where (having shyly entrusted Justice Van
Devanter with the task of wangling the privilege for him)
Holmes himself now lies buried. On September 13, in each
year of the years he spent in Washington, he used to take
flowers to Arlington because that was the birthday of General
Sedgwick—Major General John Sedgwick, who, until he
was killed in action at Spotsylvania, commanded the division
in which Holmes’s own 20th Massachusetts fought some of
its bloodiest battles. No private of the Civil War could have
published his memoirs under the morose title Generals Die
in Bed.

Now on several of these memorial occasions Laski played
escort, and once, by way of prodding a little war reminiscence
out of the old veteran, he asked a few such primary
questions as must have reminded his companion that here
was an Englishman with only the most languid and meager
interest in American military history. Had the rebels ever
come dangerously close to Washington? They had? Well,
well. How close? Where were they? From the heights of Arlington
the Justice was able to gesture with his stick toward
the point of the attack on Fort Stevens.

Then he laughed. “Where were they?” he repeated reminiscently.
“You know, the last person who asked me that question
was Mr. Lincoln.” And he told of a day long past when,
Lincoln having come out from the White House to inspect
the defenses, the task of piloting him had fallen to Holmes.
Lincoln too wanted to know just where the enemy were, and
Holmes pointed them out. The President stood up to look.
Now, when standing up and supplemented by his high plug
hat, Mr. Lincoln was a target of exceptional visibility. From
the rebel marksmen came a snarl of musketry fire. Grabbing
the President by the arm, the young officer dragged him
under cover, and afterwards, in wave upon wave of hot misgiving,
was unable to forget that in doing so he had said,
“Get down, you fool!”

Admittedly this was not the approved style for an officer
to employ in addressing the Commander in Chief of the
armed forces of his country. The youthful aide was the more
relieved when, just as Lincoln was quitting the fort, he took
the trouble to walk back. “Good-by, Colonel Holmes,” he
said. “I’m glad to see you know how to talk to a civilian.”

Well, there was the story. I heard it with something like
stupefaction. Hard to believe? Very. But—and this is a rarer
experience—not so easy to disbelieve, either. I soon dismissed
as untenable the convenient idea that Laski had invented it.
Anyone who, as a reporter, as a lawyer, or even as a juror,
has had any considerable practice in estimating the veracity
of testimony would recognize Laski as a witness of almost
phonographic fidelity.

The Justice himself, then. Had he been yarning? Or even
stretching the truth a bit? Would he have been one—even as
you and I—to report as his own an experience of someone
else? You know, just to make it sound more authentic. No,
not Mr. Justice Holmes. No one could for a moment accept
that explanation—no one, that is, at all familiar with the
workings of his mind, as that mind was opened to us in his
legal opinions, in his chary and fastidious speeches, and above
all in his letters to young Mr. Wu, which, having recently
come to unsanctioned light in Shanghai, are only a whetting
appetizer for the great feast that will nourish us when all of
the Holmes correspondence is published.

No, I found it unbelievable that either Laski or Holmes
had fabricated the story. Then how, in the name of all that’s
probable, could we be hearing it for the first time after more
than seventy years? True, the only Holmes biography in print
then was written with less than the decent minimum of co-operation
from its subject. But one would think that even
an ill-equipped and hurried biographer could hardly have
overlooked so salient an episode—if it were true.

If it were true! The startled Laski, subjected at once to a
stern and skeptical cross-examination, could yield no corroborative
detail. He had told all he knew. Suspended in time
and space—like a lighted pumpkin on Hallowe’en—his testimony
had all the innocence of a child’s. He didn’t know in
what chapter of the Civil War it was supposed to fit, didn’t
even know the story had not long been a part of American
folklore. The task of vetting it must fall to others.

Now such a meeting as Laski described could have occurred,
if at all, only during the sweltering hours of Early’s
raid. That swift and desperate lunge at the capital was made
in July ’64, at a time when Lee was besieged in Richmond
and Sherman was on his way to Atlanta. Present and unaccounted
for, however, were 12,000 rebel troops held in
leash in the Shenandoah Valley under the erratic command
of Lee’s “bad old man”—Jubal Early. What better could they
do than try to catch Washington off guard?

Only a feint? Perhaps. But there was always the wild
chance that they could achieve demoralization by actually
taking the city. Certainly they were encouraged by the not
unreasonable hope of finding its defenses manned only by
civilians or, at best, by convalescent soldiers from the Washington
hospitals.

But in the nick of time Grant (in addition to hurrying the
19th Corps, then homing by transport from Louisiana) detached
the 6th Corps from the siege of Richmond and sent
it to the rescue by water. The old-timers of that corps
swarmed down the gangplanks even as Early’s men, who had
been helpfully delayed by Lew Wallace at the Monocacy,
were swinging along through the choking dust of the Seventh
Street Pike.

Thus it befell that, when Early was in position to open fire,
the reply came from parapets manned not by clerks and cripples
but by veterans in fine fettle. So that was that. He departed
with all convenient speed. True, he was only half-heartedly
pursued. But a few weeks down the road, Cedar
Creek was waiting for him—and a man on horseback named
Phil Sheridan.

Of course Lincoln would have been up to his neck in the
Early raid—and was. As the re-enforcements came up the
Potomac he was down on the wharves to welcome them—such
reassuringly seasoned soldiers—as they piled off the steamboats.
You can picture them milling around him in the midsummer
sunshine as clearly as if you were seeing it all in a
woodcut in an old Harper’s Weekly. Then of course he visited
the defenses, and equally of course it was promptly reported
(and later sanctified by Nicolay and Hay) that he had
to be warned not to expose himself to the enemy fire. This is
always said when distinguished noncombatants come within
earshot of guns fired in anger. I have even known a war correspondent
to report it of himself. By cable. Collect. My story,
then, is in the great tradition—and plausible enough so long
as you leave Holmes put of it.

That indeed was the oppressive burden of the reports I
got back from the two specialists to whom I first took it for
proper confirmation. One of these was Lieutenant Colonel
John W. Thomason, Jr., U. S. M. C., a marine who not only
can read and write but, as if that were not disquieting enough,
can draw as well. My second expert was Lloyd Lewis, biographer
of Sherman, who for years has spent so much of his
spare time poring over unedited documents of the secession
that his wife has been known to lament that she lost her husband
in the Civil War.

Both of these consultants verified my layman’s assumption
that the episode must have happened, if it did, on the second
day of Early’s raid. Both of them were so affable as to agree
that it was a good story. They regretted only that, even to
oblige me, they could see no way, offhand, of working Holmes
into it. What would he have been doing in that show? Who
had ever heard him so much as mentioned in the chronicles
and yarns of the Early raid? At Bull’s Bluff, Antietam, Chancellorsville—yes.
But these had been mileposts in the rough
road of the 20th Massachusetts, a regiment here not even remotely
involved.

Curiously enough the verification was supplied all unconsciously
by Mr. Bent. In his life of the Justice it is recorded
that after Chancellorsville—the Captain had been shot
in the heel, and during his recuperation in Charles Street,
Boston, his father found it a saving of time to keep track only
of the visitors who did not address the hero as Achilles—after
that convalescence he did not rejoin the 20th but, marked
for light duty and breveted a Lieutenant Colonel by way of
consolation, was assigned instead as A. D. C. to General Horatio
Wright. That was in January ’64. In May, Wright was
put in command of the 6th Corps.

So much Mr. Bent reports, and I speak of the verification
as unconsciously supplied because one does gather from the
context that he quite failed to identify the 6th as the corps
which came to the rescue when Jubal Early advanced on
Washington. So Holmes was A. D. C. to the General commanding
that defense. True, he was mustered out on July 17.
But the Early raid was over and done with four days before
that. Wherefore it seems to me we have an a priori probability
that Holmes was on the parapets when Lincoln visited
them, and that as the General’s aide it would have been his
job, rather than another’s, to attend the President on his
rounds.

I wish we might have every word of what was said between
them. I think it reasonable, for example, to guess that Lincoln
recognized the young officer as the son of a more illustrious
father. Did he tell him there was one poem by the
elder Holmes which he knew by heart? That was “The Last
Leaf.” Do you suppose he made good his boast by quoting a
stanza or two?




I saw him once before,

As he passed by the door,

    And again

The pavement stones resound,

As he totters o’er the ground

    With his cane.




They say that in his prime,

Ere the pruning-knife of Time

    Cut him down,

Not a better man was found

By the Crier on his round

    Through the town.







Did he recite it all? He could have.

But surely it is now no mere guesswork that once, under
great provocation, Holmes did call Mr. Lincoln a fool and
that, far from being offended, Mr. Lincoln felt it was the
mot juste.

That, of course, leaves still in the realm of guesswork the
real perplexity—the question as to why we have not all known
the story all our lives. To anyone disposed to speculate on
that point I can only offer the perhaps helpful reminder that
the Justice’s memories of the Civil War have never found
their way into print, and that when on great occasions he
spoke in honor of the 20th Massachusetts, his pride was not only
in its valor and its wounds but in its reticence. It is my own
surmise that in after years he heard of so many high-ranking
warriors having rescued Lincoln from Early’s snipers that it
took him a long time to recover from his distaste. More than
half a century had to pass before he could bring himself to
say in effect—and then only in rare confidences—“You know,
it was to me that really happened. It was this way.”

Having re-enforced the story to my own satisfaction, I
promptly invited contradiction by dropping it into a broadcast
and also, in table talk, tried it out on sundry listeners
who, until I brought up my batteries of evidence, received it
with varying degrees of incredulity. At only one dinner table
was it heard without any amazement. That was at the home
in Cambridge of Felix Frankfurter, then teacher in the Harvard
Law School to whom Justice Holmes bequeathed, if it
had to be done by anyone, the task of writing a history of his
life on the bench. Professor Frankfurter admitted that he had
heard the story before—a reception always disconcerting to a
raconteur. Oh! From whom had he heard it? “Why,” the
professor said mildly, “I heard it from Justice Holmes.”

If it has been an unconscionable time in finding its way
into print, at least it can be said that the evidence has been
filed at last in a court long since recognized as having jurisdiction.
For an earlier and somewhat more rapidly reported
episode in the life of Wendell Holmes as a soldier was first
printed in the Atlantic. You will find it—if you keep your
back numbers handy—in the issue of December 1862. Of
course I refer to the article called “My Hunt after ‘The Captain,’ ”
wherein, while they were still a vividly fresh experience,
the elder Holmes described his own adventures after
the telegraph brought the news to Charles Street that his first-born
had been shot through the neck at Antietam.

The article recounts his woeful search in the hospitals and
through all the shambles of the roads radiating from the battlefield.
That search was unduly prolonged because, in Hagerstown,
the sightly casualty had been picked up by a household
of pretty Maryland girls and by them had been so hovered
over and fed and played to that it was quite five days before he
felt equal to being evacuated. It was on a train bound thence
to Philadelphia that the anxious father caught up with him
at last. Dr. Holmes reported that meeting thus:


“How are you, Boy?” “How are you, Dad?” Such are the proprieties
of life, as they are observed among us Anglo-Saxons of
the nineteenth century, decently disguising those natural impulses
that made Joseph, the prime minister of Egypt, weep aloud
so that the Egyptians and the house of Pharaoh heard—nay, which
had once overcome his shaggy old uncle Esau so entirely that he
fell on his brother’s neck and cried like a baby in the presence of
all the women. But the hidden cisterns of the soul may be filling
fast with sweet tears, while the windows through which it looks
are undimmed by a drop or a film of moisture.



Thus the Autocrat long ago. John Palfrey, the Boston lawyer
who is at work on the life of Holmes off the bench, will,
I assume, include that famous report and probably needs no
reminder that the subject of it did not regard it highly. Everywhere
the article was read with admiration, Holmes, Jr. dissenting.
We may guess he felt his father had rather prettified
the facts. That colloquy at the end, for instance. In response
to the greeting, “How are you, Boy?” the son had not, as it
happens, said, “How are you, Dad?” After all, he was already
a scarred veteran of several battles. What he had really answered—or
so I’ve heard—was, “Boy, nothing.”

Then there is a sequel. Are we to have that, too? More than
half a century later, one of the girls called him up. Yes, one
of the Hagerstown girls. And, in a great flutter, the old judge—

But that is another story. After all, it’s not my job to write
the biography. That’s up to a couple of other fellows.




Proving that a great audience is

as rare and as wonderful as a great
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[image: T]HE last time I saw the Divine Sarah, she was a ravaged
and desiccated old woman with one leg. And the foot
of that one was already in the grave. Indeed, she had
only two months left for living. But the prospect of such an
untimely taking off was never in her jaunty scheme of things,
and when I went around to call upon her in that fusty and
frightening museum on the Boulevard Pereire, which was
her home when she was in Paris, she made it clear that her
thoughts were even then at play with the witching possibility
of just one more farewell tour of America—that charming
America where she had always been so uncritically applauded
and so handsomely paid. My French was equal to the modest
task of assuring her how ravished my country would be by
these glad tidings. This time, she said, she would not attempt
a long tour. In the voice of one who rather hopes to be
shouted down, she explained that she was now much too old
for such cross-country junketing. Too old? At this suggestion
I was gallantly incredulous. “Yes, young man, much too old,”
she continued sadly. “Of course, I shall play Boston and New
York and Philadelphia and Baltimore and Washington. And
perhaps Buffalo and Cleveland and Detroit and Kansas City
and St. Louis and Denver and San Francisco. But at my age
I cannot attempt one of those really long tours.”

Thus, in all seriousness, the great Bernhardt when approaching
her eighties. Hers was a viewpoint which seemed
both alien and anachronistic in an era when there had come
into possession of the New York stage a generation of players
who regarded any departure from Broadway as penitential,
who thought of Manhattan Transfer as a wild frontier town,
and who, when induced to play three or four seacoast cities
in the trial flight of a new play, would return to New York
from the strain of such an exhausting expedition quite too
prostrated to speak above a whisper. But Bernhardt, like all
the great men and women of the theater of her time, was a
trouper. Of the younger stars now shining brightest in the
theatrical firmament only one is entitled to be called by that
name. That one is Katharine Cornell.

When, at the end of June, she sailed to take her well-earned
ease beside the Mediterranean and brood over the
prompt book of Rosmersholm, with which darkling tragedy
she will make her first excursion into the leafy and beckoning
depths of Henrik Ibsen, she had just completed an extraordinary
season. With her repertory of three fine plays, her company
of sixty persons—to say nothing of Flush—and her special
car presided over by the only bearded porter in the entire
personnel of the Pullman Company, that season had taken
her on a journey of more than sixteen thousand miles and
had involved her appearance in more than seventy-four cities.
From Waco, Texas, to Portland, Maine, from Tacoma, Washington,
to Montgomery, Alabama, she had taken to the road
with such plays as the Romeo and Juliet, of Shakespeare, the
Candida, of Mr. Bernard Shaw and—most popular item in
her bag of tricks—The Barretts of Wimpole Street, by Mr.
Rudolf Besier. She had taken along as fine a troupe as she
could assemble, offering the country at large considerably
better entertainment than had been offered it in twenty
years. She had moved through sandstorms and blizzards and
cloudbursts, and never failed to keep an engagement. She
had come to towns where a large percentage of her eager
audience had never seen a play before and were entirely unfamiliar
with the idiom of the theater. She had opened up
mildewed and cobwebby opera houses which had stood dark
so long that the guy ropes broke as they swung the scenery
into place, the only surviving stage hands were so ancient
that their palsied hands faltered at their tasks, and outraged
rats ran startled along the footlight troughs during the performance.
She had, incidentally, played to such huge and
enthusiastic audiences that, by her unprecedented venture,
she came home with a very considerable fortune.

It was a venture so personal and so isolated in the springs
of its motive that it would be easy to exaggerate its importance
as the harbinger of a new day. But with all due allowance
for that reservation, it would still be true to say that
Katharine Cornell had reminded the people of her day that
there once had been and still was a vast and inviting province
called “the road.” The effect on her own career is a
story only time can tell, but, as a direct result of the Cornell
tour and triumph, Helen Hayes in Mary of Scotland and
George M. Cohan in the delightful Eugene O’Neill play called
Ah, Wilderness will embark in September on tours as heroic
and as prolonged as hers. If Miss Hayes is even now booked
for Wichita in Kansas and Shreveport in Louisiana, if the incomparable
Cohan is planning now to play, if only for one
night, in Erie, Pennsylvania, and Little Rock, Arkansas, it is
only because in the season just past Katharine Cornell rediscovered
America.

Perhaps, in what I have thus far said and in what I may
hereinafter say, there is conveyed the suggestion that until
Miss Cornell took to the road, the towns which lie off the
small beaten track of the theater had in recent years known
no theatrical entertainment whatever. That is almost true,
but not quite. There had been some. For example, many of
these more remote ports of call did experience the visits of
The Green Pastures and Walter Hampden. Some had bowed
low when, three years ago, Maude Adams and Otis Skinner
took to the one-night stands. And only last season the dauntless
Eva Le Gallienne tried her luck at a swing around the
circle.

But at the risk of seeming invidious, I must make it clear
that the arrival of one of these in any town could not possibly
have seemed so glamorous and eventful as did the triumphant
visit of Miss Cornell. No, if I lived in Sioux City,
Iowa, or in Dallas, Texas, I would know that none of these
proffered entertainments was faintly comparable with the
advent of a gleaming and immensely successful young star
at the crest of her career, bringing a fine troupe, either in a
Shakespearean production which New York would not be
privileged to see for another year or the watchfully refreshed
masterpiece which had been one of the shining successes of
the theater. Such a boon—rain in abundance after a long
drought—would be comparable only to the coming of Helen
Hayes in Mary of Scotland or to the arrival, let us say, of the
Lunts in Reunion in Vienna.

In these analogies it is implicit that such a tour can be
successfully made only by one of such reputation that his or
her name, written in lamps above a theater door, is both a
summons and a guaranty. The Lunts in Reunion in Vienna?
Has Sioux City a chance of seeing them in that diverting
climax of their partnership? I doubt it. Indeed, for their own
sakes, I hope not. You see, they have already played it for
a season in New York and in some fourteen of the larger
American cities. They have also played it for a triumphant
season in London. It is quite true that after a somnolent
summer on their farm at Genesee Depot in Wisconsin, they
could take it forth on a tour such as Miss Cornell so successfully
completed. There would be at least another season of
tremendous audiences and overflowing coffers. It would be
pleasant for Austin, Texas, and for Mr. Sherwood, who wrote
the play. But it would mean another year’s confinement to
roles of which the Lunts have already exhausted the most
important satisfactions. Their own pleasure in their profession
and their growth in their art alike demand that they
turn to the refreshment of new tasks.

It is stultifying for an actor to follow the vicious old
American habit of continuing to play a part indefinitely just
because there is a line at the box office waiting to see it.
What of it? After five years of imprisonment in the success
of Rain, the madness of the caged came upon poor Jeanne
Eagels, and in a sense she died of that madness. Hers was the
desperation and the death of the trapped. In protest against
such bondage, John Barrymore was ever rebellious and it
was largely on this account that he at last deserted the house
of his fathers. In London, the matchless Elizabeth Bergner,
an exile from Nazi Germany, who is probably the ablest actress
in the world today, has found herself caught in a like
success, and escaped from it for a time last spring only by a
singularly persuasive fit of hysterics.

It was Miss Cornell herself who startled the money changers
in the temple by striking out at the deeply planted but essentially
absurd tradition that, like Abie’s Irish Rose and Chu-Chin-Chow,
a play must, for the sake of the management and
the author’s bank account, go on running as long as it is
profitable. When The Barretts had completed its first year at
the Empire Theater in New York and was giving every sign
of going on playing for at least another year, Miss Cornell,
although more than twenty thousand dollars was pouring
into the box office every week, calmly packed up her costumes
and started off on tour. She did not want to get locked
in the same play indefinitely and she was already deeply imbued
with the wisdom of playing as many cities as possible.
New York? As the late Minnie Maddern Fiske used to say,
New York’s just a stand.

By that notion of hers you must account for Miss Cornell’s
arriving, bag and baggage, in seventy-four towns last
season. Her deepest motive may be no more complicated
than the fact that she likes to travel. Like Mrs. Fiske, she is
instinctively vagrant. As the man in The First Year said of
his wife when she wanted to go to Joplin, “That woman’s
just train-crazy.”

But it is the guess of at least one onlooking neighbor that
another force has contributed a good deal to Miss Cornell’s
decision to use for her career a pattern which everyone else
had thought forever gone out of fashion. I mean the influence
of her director and adviser, Guthrie McClintic, who is
also, incidentally, her husband. In my diagnosis, considerable
importance must be attached to the fact that he was once a
stage-struck youngster in Seattle, his insatiable passion for
the theater nourished, or at least tantalized, by the visits of
such stars as Olga Nethersole, Mrs. Fiske and Maude Adams,
by stray numbers of the old Theatre Magazine, from which
he would clip half-tones for his scrapbook, and by the engagements
of the Charles A. Taylor Rep Company, which
used to take over the tottering old Third Avenue Theater
every summer. Taylor was the author of such hardy perennials
as From Rags to Riches and The Queen of the White
Slaves, and the McClintic boy became so interested that,
when he wasn’t sitting goggle-eyed in his balcony seat, he
used to loiter around the stage door for forbidden glimpses
of the shabby world behind the scenes. He thinks now that
even then he discerned a real talent in old Taylor’s young
wife, who was introduced to Seattle in the ingénue roles and
later became leading woman of the stock company. Her name
was Laurette.

McClintic went from Seattle to New York to study at a
dramatic school, but by the time Katharine Cornell made
her first appearance on the stage, acting a tiny part with the
Washington Square Players, he had become discouraged by
the general apathy over his own prospects of ever becoming
a Mansfield and had decided, instead, to be the David Belasco
of the next generation. As a first step, he succeeded, by really
alarming insistence, in getting the job of assistant to Winthrop
Ames, an elegant, fastidious and overly meticulous producer
from Boston in whose faintly Georgian Little Theater
startled and gratified guests used to be served after-dinner
coffee between the acts. Sometimes some of the shows were
good too. One of his new assistant’s functions was that of
scout. It was among his duties to attend all the plays and
make program notations after each new name for the voluminous
files at the Ames office. Thus it befell that there is
an actual record there of that otherwise undistinguished occasion
when Mr. McClintic first clapped eyes upon the young
actress with whose destinies his own were later to be linked.
Opposite her name when he filed the program for reference
next day was the notation: “Monotonous. Interesting.
Watch.”

Well, that was many years ago. Miss Kitty, as he calls her,
is nominally under her own management, but, none the less,
he is her chief counselor, and if it is now her policy to stir
the dust in forgotten circuits, it is chiefly, I suspect, because
she is living up to the notion of what a star should be which
was formed in Seattle long ago. McClintic still thinks of a
great star, not as one who rules a playhouse on Broadway or
in London, but rather as an annual event, as one who is
forever arriving by train, scenery and costumes and all, from
some haze-hung and mysterious distance.

Let us admit that even in the palmiest days there were
never enough of these to go around, that for the most part
they were third and fourth rate actors who used to hit Seattle
with a tremendous and unpersuasive pretense of being Marlowes
and Mansfields. It is these which have vanished from
the scene, unable to compete with the movies. Wherefore,
for a time only a few plays came each year and then only one
or none at all.

Stand with me in the lobby of a West Coast theater watching
the line at the box office. One woman, puzzled by the
price of the ticket, discovers only from the ticket seller himself
that this is a cast of real flesh-and-blood actors who have
come by train instead of by parcel post. At such a dazzling
prospect, she is beside herself with excitement. She has never
seen a real play before. Behind her in line is a small boy who
wants to know how many bread coupons you must collect
before you can get a ticket. I know not in what heathenish
school of entertainment he has been brought up. Behind
him a woman is hesitant because the seats offered her are so
far forward. She is afraid the flicker will disturb her. And
so on and so on. When I think of what, in my salad days,
the theater meant to me, as I came to know it at the old
Coates Opera House in Kansas City or later at the Broad
Street Theater in Philadelphia, where I kept the red plush
of the gallery rail moist with my tears over the nightly death
of Nat Goodwin as Nathan Hale, I feel a pang in my heart
at the sight of these dark deserted theaters throughout the
country and even find myself thinking of a tour like Miss
Cornell’s as akin to the adventure which long ago in Polynesia
befell one black sheep whose folks I knew. Lost or
strayed from some pearl-diving expedition, he stumbled
upon a long-forgotten colony of Puritans who still guarded
the Bible their forefathers had brought with them out of
England three centuries before. But now none of them knew
how to penetrate to the gospel imprisoned in the black characters
on every page and, because they had nursed my friend
back to health, he stayed with them long enough to teach
their youngsters the lost art of reading.

If you crave testimony to the deep hunger for the theater
which the turn of the wheel and the play of economic forces
have left unsatisfied in our time throughout the greater part
of America, you should have seen the vast audiences which,
in the decaying death of the depression, were mobilized in
Iowa and Kansas and Tennessee by the news that Miss Cornell
was coming that way. You should have seen the cheering
multitude which surged around the Tulane stage door in
New Orleans, waiting for a glimpse of the star on her way
to her hotel. You should have seen those Texas audiences in
Amarillo and Dallas and Austin and San Antonio and Houston
and Fort Worth, made up of people who had waited
months for this opportunity and driven hundreds of miles
to see the play. Such response is warming to the heart, but
I think Miss Cornell should warn her sisters in the theater
that they must not, therefore, count upon a grateful hinterland
to throw out the welcoming red carpet. If the Lunts,
for instance, fired by the heroic example set by Miss Cornell
and Miss Hayes, should consider forsaking New York and
London to follow in their footsteps, they might make the
great decision in a moment of graciousness—“Alfred, dear,
these people need us so”—or even in a glow of missionary
zeal. But their management would, nevertheless, have to
fight every step of the way even to get a hearing for them.

In many a town to which no play has come in recent years,
I have heard the bereft citizenry saying in aggrieved accents,
“They never send us plays any more,” for all the world as if
the drama could be scattered over the land like seeds by a
congressman; as if, indeed, some vague undefined department
in the National Government had thereby failed in its
appointed constitutional task. These discontented ones never
think to inquire what would happen if a play actually had
the temerity to suggest visiting their fair city. The chances
are it would find no theater available at all. And even the
Lunts, on this hypothetical tour of theirs, must be prepared
to act away like mad in structures more inappropriate than
any Alfred Lunt himself has known since he used to play
for pins in the barn at Genesee Depot.

When you play seventy-four cities in a season, you can
count on finding theaters in only a few of them, and some of
those will be old opera houses so neglected that the star must
give up her dream of hot water with which to remove her
make-up, huddling as best she may in a community cubbyhole
which has not been cleaned since last it was occupied
by the late Sol Smith Russell. If no theater is still left standing,
she must dispossess a movie or make shift in a community
hall or a high-school auditorium. In Oakland she must
share the space with the local basket-ball team and, through
the thin partition dividing the sheep from the goats, endure
with what philosophy she can muster the pistol shots of the
timekeeper on the other side of the dividing wall—strange,
anachronistic gunfire sounding faintly through the swordplay
which finishes Mercutio. In Memphis she must play in
a temple built by a river captain who retired from the Mississippi,
got religion and left as his memorial a huge auditorium
which seats—in pews—a vastly profitable number of
drama lovers, some of them so advantageously placed that
by a little craning of their Tennessee necks they can see, over
the top of the inadequate curtain, the hastily improvised
dressing room in which Robert Browning or Romeo is
emerging shyly from his underclothes.

Such merely physical inconveniences lend a touch of salt
to the eternal adventure of pitching one’s booth in the market
place, but there remains now in the path of any touring
company one obstacle which only this generation has encountered.
It is a commonplace that the celluloid drama has
driven the flesh-and-blood companies from the one-night
stands. But are you also aware that the local interests thus
engaged are now stubbornly united in an instinctive conspiracy
to keep such ancient rivals out of town?

Frankly, the movie houses do not welcome the advent of
such a challenge as Katharine Cornell, and in one frustrated
city, not a stone’s throw from the Great Lakes, they pay the
only feasible stage so much a month not to book any plays
in the town at all. In a hundred American cities the local
movie houses would not let a play be booked on any of their
stages. I could name a dozen where they prevented Miss
Cornell from playing in their town at all.

The viewpoint of the local management is reasonable
enough. The petty lord of a movie house in which she might
rear her scenery and play her play could make way for her
easily enough and, with a little rehearsal, even teach its elegantly
caparisoned ushers the lost art of seating an audience—the
forgotten meaning of a reserved seat. But all his colleagues
would regard him as a traitor to the common cause,
and he himself, after he had collected his momentarily gratifying
share of her enormous receipts, would discover that the
neighborhood must have been stinting itself to pay the exceptional
price of her entertainment. At all events, he finds
that, when he then books a film to follow her, his dependable
clientele has spent all its money and his receipts for days to
come are so lean that in the end he is no better off for her
having passed that way.

Many of that troupe’s experiences during the tour they
will none of them ever want to forget. They will long remember,
I suppose, the leisurely progress from Columbus to
Louisville, some of the players making the jump by water,
moving serenely down the Ohio, taking their ease in the
rocking-chairs on the deck of perhaps the only river boat in
the world which is captained by a woman. They will long
remember the performance at Amarillo, where a sandstorm
competed so successfully for the attention of the audience
that in the tender colloquies between Elizabeth Barrett and
Robert Browning neither could hear a word the other was
saying and under the deafening cannonade upon the roof
fell back upon the ancient art of dumb show.

And surely no one in that troupe will forget while he
lives the Christmas they spent together in 1933. Christmas
Eve—it was a Sunday, you remember—found them trundling
through Montana. They were booked to begin a week’s engagement
in Seattle, and you may be sure that Mr. McClintic
had joined the troupe in St. Paul to witness his great lady’s
triumph in his home town. All that Sunday there had been
prodigious preparations in the purlieus of the dining car.
The mere members of the public who were traveling on that
train were notified to dine early, as the diner had been pre-empted
from 8:30 on. Miss Cornell was giving a Christmas
dinner for her company, the whole troupe—actors, electricians,
everybody.

There was immense hilarity, with young Marchbanks from
Candida cracking nuts for Juliet’s nurse while Robert Browning
and the hated Mr. Barrett of Wimpole Street drank to
each other’s everlasting prosperity in thick railway tumblers
of Christmas punch. But even as the last toasts were drunk
and the troupe scattered to their berths with much wishing
of Merry Christmas and quotations from Tiny Tim, the
management was growing uneasy because of telegraphed reports
that the December rains were making transit through
the state of Washington slow, perilous and incalculable. It
had already rained for three and twenty days and nights, and
if it kept up much longer, they might have to make the rest
of the trip in an ark and give their show, if at all, on the
first convenient Ararat. At best, they would be later than
they had hoped to be in reaching Seattle.

After they passed Spokane, it began to be doubtful whether
they would get there at all. At every pause a telegram would
come on board with anxious inquiries from the worried management
ahead. The tickets had all been sold for the first
performance. Even if the company could not arrive at the
appointed time, would the management be justified in sending
out word over the radio and catching the evening papers
with an announcement that, however late, the troupe would
at least arrive in time to give the performance at the scheduled
hour? Then, as night fell, they were still proceeding at a
snail’s pace through rain-drenched darkness far from Seattle.
The anxiety shifted to the question whether, even if the curtain
could not be sent up as advertised, would they at least
be there in time to make it worth while holding the audience
fifteen minutes or half an hour? Seven o’clock, eight o’clock,
nine o’clock passed, and still they crawled through the darkness,
stopping even at one point while hastily mobilized
bands of railroad workers flung up a new trestle, over which
the train might creep breathless past the wreckage of one
which had given way. By this time the company had given
up hope. There could be no performance. This meant that,
on the following Saturday night, one-eighth would be missing
from each salary envelope. It is a rule of the theater that
such deductions can be made whenever a performance is
called off through what is blasphemously known as an act of
God. It was, therefore, a gloomy bunch of Thespians who
rode the last stretch, their noses glued to the streaming windowpanes
as the train seemed to crawl over a bridge made
of the very faces of the railroad workers who stood aside to
let it pass, grim, rain-drenched Mongolian faces lit up in the
darkness by the flare of acetylene torches, staring in cold
frightening wonder at the perilous passage of these strangers
whose necessity had brought them out to work in the night
and the rain.

It was an exhausted and disgruntled troupe that finally
climbed down on the platform in Seattle at 11:15 p.m. They
were just collecting their wits and their baggage when they
were pounced upon and galvanized into immediate action by
an astonishing piece of news. The audience was still waiting.
All the best trucks in Seattle were assembled at the station
to grab the scenery and costume trunks, and rush them to the
theater. Tarpaulins were stretched and a hundred umbrellas
proffered to protect it as it was being put into the trucks
and taken out at the other end.

A line of automobiles was waiting to carry the company
to the stage door. At the theater, or loitering in groups in
the lobby of the Olympic Hotel across the street, twelve
hundred people were still waiting. Most of them were in
evening dress and some of them were sustaining themselves
with light midnight snacks. They had waited so long. Would
Miss Cornell still play for them? Would she?

But the company must have time to unpack their trunks,
put on their make-up and get into the crinolines and gay,
shapely pantaloons of 1855. They promised to do it in record
time. Meanwhile it seemed a pity to ask that audience to
wait any longer with no entertainment of any kind. So, for
once in the history of the theater, the curtain was rung up
forthwith and that Seattle gathering, at midnight on Christmas
Day, actually saw the stage being set and lighted, saw
swing into place the walls of the Victorian prison in which
the tyrant of Wimpole Street chained his frail and gifted
Andromeda. Each feat of the stage hands received rounds of
applause. As the windowed wall of Elizabeth Barrett’s room
fell into place before the distant canvas glimpses of Wimpole
Street and the windows in turn were hung with the rich
portieres and valances of yesteryear, the enthusiasm mounted.
It grew as the trunks, in full view of the audience, were
opened and the costumes doled out by the wardrobe mistress.
The actors, in dripping raincoats and horn-rimmed spectacles,
lined up like charity boys at a handout, each collecting
his ecru pantaloons, his flowered waistcoat, his ruffled shirt
and what not. There was a great round of applause for the
one member of the troupe who was already in complete costume
when he arrived at the theater—Flush, the guileful and
engaging cocker spaniel who has never missed a performance
of The Barretts of Wimpole Street since the first one, in
Detroit some years ago.

But the greatest interest of all, I think, attached to the
mysterious and intricate process by which a stage is lighted,
a carefully calculated cross-play of beams by which certain
parts of the stage are bathed in radiance, and others, in
which the action will be less important, are left in shadow.
The focal point of The Barretts of Wimpole Street is the
couch from which Robert Browning rescues the sleeping
princess. As Elizabeth Barrett, Miss Cornell must spend the
entire first act, probably the longest act in all dramatic literature,
supine upon that couch, and it is a matter for very
careful calculation to have the lights which play upon it
adjusted to the fraction of an inch. For this purpose, to
the rapture of Seattle, Jimmy Vincent, the stage manager,
stretched himself out and assumed, one after another, all the
postures he knew Miss Cornell would later assume. As Mr.
Vincent is stocky and oriental in appearance, and as the
visible gap between his trousers and his waistcoat widened
horrifically with every languorous pose into which he tried
to fling his arms and head, the effect was stupefying. Then
the warning bell rang, the lights in the auditorium went
down and the curtain fell, only to rise again with Miss Cornell
at her post on the couch. The play was ready to begin.

It was five minutes past one in the morning. The entire
troupe—scenery, costumes and all—had arrived in the town
less than two hours before and already the curtain was rising,
which is probably a record for all time. The excitement, the
heady compliment paid by the audience in having waited at
all, had acted like wine on the spirits of the troupe and they
gave the kind of performance one hopes for on great occasions
and never gets. But at the end of that first long act,
Miss Cornell was visited by a kind of delayed fatigue. A postponed
weariness took possession of her. She felt she must
have something, anything, if she was to go on at all with
what remained of the play. To Mr. McClintic, hovering apprehensively
in the offing, she merely said: “Get me an egg,”
and rushed to her dressing room.
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