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For Jeff Mundie Lantis, a citizen of Kansas; I do not see how I could have written it without his example; and for early morning light in the cottonwoods; I could not have written it without that example, either.

























… he shortly found himself arrived at politics; and from politics, it was an easy step to silence.


JANE AUSTEN


 


Everybody knows Tom Fool.


BOOTH THE ELDER






















Author’s Note







It is obvious at a glance who and what this book is about. I have given my hero a fictional name because I have changed a few things here and there, though not many, and none of those political.



















Introduction





The Case of David Stacton


Might David Stacton (1923–68) be the most unjustly neglected American novelist of the post-World War II era? There is a case to be made – beginning, perhaps, with a simple inductive process.


In its issue dated 1 February 1963 Time magazine offered an article that placed Stacton amid ten writers whom the magazine rated as the best to have emerged in American fiction during the previous decade: the others being Richard Condon, Ralph Ellison, Joseph Heller, H. L. Humes, John Knowles, Bernard Malamud, Walker Percy, Philip Roth, and John Updike. It would be fair to say that, over the intervening fifty years, seven of those ten authors have remained solidly in print and in high-level critical regard. As for the other three: the case of H. L. Humes is complex, since after 1963 he never added to the pair of novels he had already published; while John Knowles, though he continued to publish steadily, was always best known for A Separate Peace (1959), which was twice adapted for the screen.


By this accounting, then, I believe we can survey the Time list today and conclude that the stand-out figure is David Stacton – a hugely productive, prodigiously gifted, still regrettably little-known talent and, yes, arguably more deserving of revived attention than any US novelist since 1945.


Across a published career of fifteen years or so Stacton put out fourteen novels (under his name, that is – plus a further raft of pseudonymous genre fiction); many short stories; several collections of poetry; and three compendious works of non-fiction. He was first ‘discovered’ in England, and had to wait several years before making it into print in his homeland. Assessing Stacton’s career at the time of what proved to be his last published novel People of the Book (1965), Dennis Powers of the Oakland Tribune ruefully concluded that Stacton’s was very much ‘the old story of literary virtue unrewarded’. Three years later Stacton was dead.


The rest has been a prolonged silence punctuated by occasional tributes and testaments in learned journals, by fellow writers, and around the literary blogosphere. But in 2011 New York Review Books reissued Stacton’s The Judges of the Secret Court, his eleventh novel and the second in what he saw as a trilogy on American themes. (History, and sequences of titles, were Stacton’s abiding passions.) In 2012 Faber Finds began reissuing a selection of Stacton’s novels.


Readers new to the Stacton oeuvre will encounter a novelist of quite phenomenal ambition. The landscapes and epochs into which he transplanted his creative imagination spanned vast distances, and yet the finely wrought Stacton prose style remained fairly distinctive throughout. His deft and delicate gifts of physical description were those of a rare aesthete, but the cumulative effect is both vivid and foursquare. He was, perhaps, less committed to strong narrative through-lines than to erecting a sense of a spiritual universe around his characters; yet he undoubtedly had the power to carry the reader with him from page to page. His protagonists are quite often haunted – if not fixated – figures, temperamentally estranged from their societies. But whether or not we may find elements of Stacton himself within said protagonists, for sure his own presence is in the books – not least by dint of his incorrigible fondness for apercus, epigrams, pontifications of all kinds.




 





He was born Lionel Kingsley Evans on 27 May 1923, in San Francisco. (His parents had met and married in Dublin then emigrated after the war.) Undoubtedly Northern California shaped his aesthetic sense, though in later years he would disdain the place as an ‘overbuilt sump’, lamenting what he felt had been lost in tones of wistful conservatism. (‘We had founding families, and a few traditions and habits of our own . . . Above all we had our sensuous and then unspoilt landscape, whose loss has made my generation and sort of westerner a race of restless wanderers.’) Stacton was certainly an exile, but arguably he made himself so, even before California, in his estimation, went to the dogs. In any case his fiction would range far away from his place of birth, for all that his early novels were much informed by it.


Precociously bright, the young Lionel Evans was composing poetry and short stories by his mid-teens, and entered Stanford University in 1941, his studies interrupted by the war (during which he was a conscientious objector). Tall and good-looking, elegant in person as in prose, Evans had by 1942 begun to call himself David Stacton. Stanford was also the place where, as far as we know, he acknowledged his homosexuality – to himself and, to the degree possible in that time, to his peers. He would complete his tertiary education at UC Berkeley, where he met and moved in with a man who became his long-time companion, John Mann Rucker. By 1950 his stories had begun to appear in print, and he toured Europe (what he called ‘the standard year’s travel after college’).


London (which Stacton considered ‘such a touching city’) was one of the favoured stops on his itinerary and there he made the acquaintance of Basil ‘Sholto’ Mackenzie, the second Baron Amulree, a Liberal peer and distinguished physician. In 1953 Amulree introduced Stacton to Charles Monteith, the brilliant Northern Irish-born editor and director at Faber and Faber. The impression made was clearly favourable, for in 1954 Faber published Dolores, Stacton’s first novel, which Time and Tide would describe as ‘a charming idyll, set in Hollywood, Paris and Rome’.


A Fox Inside followed in 1955, The Self-Enchanted in 1956: noir-inflected Californian tales about money, power and influence; and neurotic men and women locked into marriages made for many complex reasons other than love. In retrospect either novel could conceivably have been a Hollywood film in its day, directed by Nicholas Ray, say, or Douglas Sirk. Though neither book sold spectacularly, together they proved Stacton had a voice worth hearing. In their correspondence Charles Monteith urged Stacton to consider himself ‘a novelist of contemporary society’, and suggested he turn his hand to outright ‘thriller writing’. But Stacton had set upon a different course. ‘These are the last contemporary books I intend to write for several years’, he wrote to Monteith. ‘After them I shall dive into the historical . . .’


In 1956 Stacton made good on his intimation by delivering to Monteith a long-promised novel about Ludwig II of Bavaria, entitled Remember Me. Monteith had been excited by the prospect of the work, and he admired the ambition of the first draft, but considered it unpublishable at its initial extent. With considerable application Stacton winnowed Remember Me down to a polished form that Faber could work with. Monteith duly renewed his campaign to persuade Stacton toward present-day subject matter. There would be much talk of re-jigging and substituting one proposed book for another already-delivered manuscript, of strategies for ‘building a career’. Stacton was amenable (to a degree) at first, but in the end he made his position clear to Monteith:




I just flatly don’t intend to write any more contemporary books, for several reasons . . . [M]y talents are melodramatic and a mite grandiose, and this goes down better with historical sauce . . . I just can’t write about the present any more, that’s all. I haven’t the heart . . . [F]or those of conservative stamp, this age is the end of everything we have loved . . . There is nothing to do but hang up more lights. And for me the lights are all in the past.





Monteith, for all his efforts to direct Stacton’s oeuvre, could see he was dealing with an intractable talent; and in April 1957 he wrote to Stacton affirming Faber’s ‘deep and unshaken confidence in your own gift and in your future as a novelist’.


The two novels that followed hard upon Remember Me were highly impressive proofs of Stacton’s intent and accomplishment, which enhanced his reputation both inside Faber and in wider literary-critical circles. On a Balcony told of Akhenaten and Nefertiti in the Egypt of the Eighteenth Dynasty, and Segaki concerned a monk in fourteenth-century Japan. Stacton took the view that these two and the Ludwig novel were in fact a trilogy (‘concerned with various aspects of the religious experience’) which by 1958 he was calling ‘The Invincible Questions’.


And this was but the dawning of a theme: in the following years, as his body of work expanded, Stacton came to characterise it as ‘a series of novels in which history is used to explain the way we live now’ – a series with an ‘order’ and ‘pattern’, for all that each entry was ‘designed to stand independent of the others if need be’. (In 1964 he went so far as to tell Charles Monteith that his entire oeuvre was ‘really one book’.)


Readers discovering this work today might be less persuaded that the interrelation of the novels is as obviously coherent as Stacton contended. There’s an argument that Stacton’s claims say more for the way in which his brilliant mind was just temperamentally inclined toward bold patterns and designs. (A small but telling example of same: in 1954 at the very outset of his relationship with Faber Stacton sent the firm a logotype he had drawn, an artful entwining of his initials, and asked that it be included as standard in the prelims of his novels (‘Can I be humoured about my colophon as a regular practice?’). Faber did indeed oblige him.)


But perhaps Stacton’s most convincing explanation for a connective tissue in his work – given in respect of those first three historical novels but, I think, more broadly applicable – was his admission that the three lives fascinated him on account of his identification with ‘their plight’:




Fellow-feeling would be the proper phrase. Such people are comforting, simply because they have gone before us down the same endless road . . . [T]hough these people have an answer for us, it is an answer we can discover only by leading parallel lives. Anyone with a taste for history has found himself doing this from time to time . . .





Perhaps we might say that – just as the celebrated and contemporaneous American acting teacher Lee Strasberg taught students a ‘Method’ to immerse themselves in the imagined emotional and physical lives of scripted characters – Stacton was engaged in a kind of ‘Method writing’ that immersed him by turn in the lives of some of recorded history’s rarest figures.




 





Stacton was nurtured as a writer by Faber and Faber, and he was glad of the firm’s and Charles Monteith’s efforts on his behalf, though his concerns were many, perhaps even more so than the usual novelist. Stacton understood he was a special case: not the model of a ‘smart popular writer’ for as long as he lacked prominent critical support and/or decent sales. He posed Faber other challenges, too – being such a peripatetic but extraordinarily productive writer, the business of submission, acquisition and scheduling of his work was a complicated, near-perpetual issue for Monteith. Stacton had the very common writer’s self-delusion that his next project would be relatively ‘short’ and delivered to schedule, but his ambitions simply didn’t tend that way. In January 1956 Monteith mentioned to Stacton’s agent Michael Horniman about his author’s ‘tendency to over-produce’. Faber did not declare an interest in the Western novels Stacton wrote as ‘Carse Boyd’ or in the somewhat lurid stories of aggressive youth (The Power Gods, D For Delinquent, Muscle Boy) for which his nom de plume was ‘Bud Clifton’. But amazingly, even in the midst of these purely commercial undertakings, Stacton always kept one or more grand and enthralling projects on his horizon simultaneously. (In 1963 he mentioned almost off-handedly to Monteith, ‘I thought recently it would be fun to take the Popes on whole, and do a big book about their personal eccentricities . . .’)


In 1960 Stacton was awarded a Guggenheim fellowship, which he used to travel to Europe before resettling in the US. In 1963 the Time magazine article mentioned above much improved the attention paid to him in his homeland. The books kept coming, each dazzlingly different to what came before, whatever inter-connection Stacton claimed: A Signal Victory, A Dancer in Darkness, The Judges of the Secret Court, Tom Fool, Old Acquaintance, The World on the Last Day, Kali-Yuga, People of the Book.


By the mid-1960s Stacton had begun what he may well have considered his potential magnum opus: Restless Sleep, a manuscript that grew to a million words, concerned in part with Samuel Pepys but above all with the life of Charles II from restoration to death. On paper the ‘Merrie Monarch’ did seem an even better subject for Stacton than the celebrated diarist: as a shrewd and lonely man of complicated emotions holding a seat of contested authority. But this work was never to be truly completed.


In 1966 Stacton’s life was beset by crisis. He was in Copenhagen, Denmark, when he discovered that he had colon cancer, and was hospitalised for several months, undergoing a number of gruelling procedures. (He wrote feelingly to Charles Monteith, ‘[A]fter 48 hours of it (and six weeks of it) I am tired of watching my own intestines on closed circuit TV.’) Recuperating, he returned to the US and moved in once more with John Mann Rucker, their relations having broken down in previous years. But he and Rucker were to break again, and in 1968 Stacton returned to Denmark – to Fredensborg, a town beloved of the Danish royal family – there renting a cottage from Helle Bruhn, a magistrate’s wife whom he had befriended in 1966. It was Mrs Bruhn who, on January 20 1968, called at Stacton’s cottage after she could get no answer from him by telephone, and there found him dead in his bed. The local medical examiner signed off the opinion that Stacton died of a heart attack – unquestionably young, at forty-four, though he had been a heavy smoker, was on medication to assist sleeping, and had been much debilitated by the treatment for his cancer. His body was cremated in Denmark, and the ashes sent to his mother in California, who had them interred in Woodlawn Cemetery, Colma.


From our vantage today, just as many years have passed since Stacton’s untimely death as he enjoyed of life. It is a moment, surely, for a reappraisal that is worthy of the size, scope and attainment of his work. I asked the American novelist, poet and translator David Slavitt – an avowed admirer of Stacton’s – how he would evaluate the legacy, and he wrote to me with the following:




David Stacton is a prime candidate for prominent space in the Tomb of the Unknown Writers. His witty and accomplished novels failed to find an audience even in England, where readers are not put off by dazzle. Had he been British and had he been part of the London literary scene, he might have won some attention for himself and his work in an environment that is more centralised and more coherent than that of the US where it is even easier to fall through the cracks and where success is much more haphazard. I am delighted by these flickers of attention to the wonderful flora of his hothouse talents.





‘Tom Fool presents a problem’, wrote Charles Monteith to the libel lawyer Peter Carter-Ruck in February 1961. ‘Though it is a novel and presented as such, it is in fact an impressionistic presentation of Wendell Willkie, the defeated Republican presidential candidate in 1940.’ Monteith was concerned that Stacton, in creating ‘synthetic figures’ to stand in for Willkie (‘Tom Fool’) and other key campaign personnel (such as Willkie’s top aide Russell Davenport, who might be discerned in the book through the character of ‘Sideboard’) might have run the risk of perpetrating libel against the living (if not Willkie himself, who died of a coronary thrombosis in 1944, aged fifty-two).


Monteith’s concerns proved unnecessary, but were notable in the sense that Stacton, having tended to travel several centuries back in time for his historical novels, was here treating real events and individuals located well within the memory of readers. As typical with Stacton, though, his version of the ‘political novel’ was not a tale of scandal, corruption and chicanery (as are most mainstream fictional attempts to dramatise that world and its denizens). Stacton told Monteith that he considered Tom Fool ‘the saddest book I wrote yet’; and it is certainly a kind of elegy for his country and the conduct of its democracy on the national stage.


It is the final panel of Stacton’s ‘American triptych’ that comprises A Signal Victory and The Judges of the Secret Court. And Willkie certainly makes an interesting model for a protagonist: an ill-fated figure, a liberal conservative (formerly, indeed, a Democrat) who emerged through the middle of a four-way scrap for the Republican nomination, and stood against Roosevelt while sharing his readiness to enter the war against Hitler, though wishing to annul the President’s populist New Deal on grounds of inefficiency. These unpropitious circumstances did not put Willkie in a good position to campaign as a ‘change candidate’ with a united party at his back; and Stacton’s Tom Fool is seen accordingly as a man engaged in a Sisyphean endeavour.


The greater part of the novel finds Tom Fool on an epic campaign stump across America by rail, covering thirty-one states in fifty days. But his encounters with the electorate are generally dispiriting – he meets banality and indifference at best, hostility and brickbats at worst – and he is hardly more heartened by the team he has at his back, especially the husband-and-wife PR duo known as ‘the Pattersons’, who give the impression of having their eyes fixed ahead on future campaigns with better-fancied candidates.


The second half of the novel sees the defeated Fool accept an appointment from President Roosevelt as a sort of global ambassador-at-large, visiting the world’s new powers in a converted US Army bomber (travels which, in life, formed the substance of Willkie’s own 1943 book One World). Stacton’s protagonist, though, finds nothing too endearing in Russia or China, leaving him to ponder instead ‘who would get the world’ if not America.


The melancholy of Tom Fool arises from its titular protagonist’s unrequited love of country and sense of its spiritual fall. ‘The land is enormous, noble, settled, compact and proud’, he reflects. ‘Would that the people who live it on were.’ He finds his tour of thirty-one states ‘heartbreaking’ in that regard – there is no communion with the electorate, only his advanced suspicion of being one among a smaller number, ‘those who have been made foreigners in their own country, the people who remember the way it used to be’. Tom Fool’s conservative romance of the American landscape would seem to call for fellow Americans who feel the same near-spiritual connection to it. If you remember David Stacton’s comments quoted earlier about a ‘sensuous and then unspoilt’ American landscape, ‘whose loss has made my generation and sort of westerner a race of restless wanderers’ – then you may gauge the degree to which Stacton and his imagined Tom Fool were comrades in exile.
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Prologue: 1942





All this happened twenty years ago. It is about a man called Tom Fool. At least, that’s what he called himself sometimes, others called him far worse, and it is as good a name as any.


He was at the airport outside Edmonton, Alberta. It is not a beauty spot, Edmonton; he was tired; and as for airports, they have the same unnerving atmosphere everywhere, the atmosphere of the cretonne and coloured etching type of private hospital down whose corridors the chronic patient is wheeled to yet one more operation, while the stewardess, or is it the nurse, walks alongside, radiating professional confidence, but ready for any emergency, before handing us over to the anaesthetist, or is it the pilot? Whoever it is, we go away for a while‚ the specialist takes over, and sometimes we even come back, slightly improved, so we are told, but with something missing. A hospital is full of waiting. So is an airport. We can’t help envying the other patients: for those who sit listening, surrounded by cut flowers and private telephones, behind the swinging half doors of their rooms, usually know more about our mortality than we do. We only know if we pull through. They know when we do not.


It was not a pleasant thought. There was something wheeled, he decided, and four-footed, something surgically hushed, about an airport. Too many things are moved about on dollies, and one of them is us. And he’d always been amused at the way the people in the bar were so firmly determined not to jump when the public address system came on. But then, sophistication in America is like that. Nobody wants to be caught out, everyone wants that ease to be found only in full-page colour advertisements, everybody’s waiting for the bell, and nobody wants to admit it.


Edmonton airport didn’t even have a bar.


“You know,” he said to himself, that tired old sheepish friend he’d hauled round with him all these fifty-one years, the best friend he’d ever had, old reliable, the guy who’s always glad to see you, even if you have changed, “I know what’s wrong with me. I just haven’t the heart to go back in.”


A disloyal thought.


Is that what it had come to? Must we always come to resemble the enemy we are fighting? Must we always be defeated by the enemy within? Sometimes, when he was tired these days, he thought so. He even thought he knew the name of the enemy within. It was Patterson.


He had not been downed by what had happened. He was not a man downed easily. But to anyone still naïve enough to believe that people still had some of their original rectitude and guts, it had been an awful experience, so awful that the only way to survive it was to regard it as a comedy, and himself perhaps the most comic member of the cast. He had always been good-humoured by nature. It was the way of tolerance. But now, he saw it was the only way to keep one’s head.


A poor thing, but mine own.



















Part I

























Colorado Springs





He must have met the Pattersons in Colorado, but he was not aware of them until much later, on the train. So much was happening, that he could not remember everything, and besides, his memory was given to sudden landslips. He forgot the names of people he had known for years. He could not remember faces. It was often held against him, chiefly by those who had no faces worth remembering, which of course was why he forgot them, and why they never forgot the injury.


What he did remember was hands. Thousands of hands. Hands slim, dry, wide, red, white, maculated with senescence, well-bred or thrusting, moist, sweaty, chapped, sudden, or insincere. A politician, which is what he was taken for, shakes a million hands. What the gesture reminded him of was the peculiarly blind satisfaction with which, in the old days, when the car broke down, you fitted the hand crank into the hole below the radiator and gave it five or six quick spins. The engine then sputtered to life. The constituents said a few words. But with a really early model, the sort of car his father had had when he was a boy, you had to jump aside, because the car began to shake, the brakes were unreliable, and the damn thing was apt to jerk forward at you angrily to run you down.


It was disturbing. In Europe, there was something called a war. The Nazis were in the Lowlands. The problem, as he had said publicly, was not so much to keep America out of the war, as to keep the war out of America. But you couldn’t make these people understand that. They had obsolete minds, minds that shook you up as they bumped over the same ruts. And yet, unlike him, they didn’t seem to remember the old cars. What they remembered was the old hostilities.


So he was in Colorado. After a Presidential candidate has been nominated, he is supposed to go into retreat, and that is what he had done. The term is religious, but the event is not. The event had about as much spirituality as a locker-room conference twenty minutes before the big game. It also had the same jockstrap, hard soap, sheep dip, and sweaty armpit smell. Not that he was taken in. He knew they didn’t want him, any more than he wanted them. But he thought that if he played his cards right, and did his own dealing, he could change their minds, even if he couldn’t change them.


So far, he had to admit it, he seemed to be wrong.


Yet he liked Colorado. He liked the way the rose and orange crags went straight up, the stars at night, the clear air, the sense of exaltation there.


The whole thing had begun with money, of course. Most things do. He could no longer remember when, or by what stages, he had become the Presidential candidate. But he liked the challenge. He liked to be exalted. His conjoiners here in Colorado did not. That was clear. They liked a smaller, safer altitude, and no more wind in their faces than could be provided by an expensive and well-controlled air-conditioning. Senator Taft, in particular, had the habit of blinking when he came out of doors, an Easterner’s way of sneering at the mountains apprehensively, as though to say he had better, safer things at home. And no doubt he had, but where did Taft live, anyway?


And yet, thought Tom, he had once seen a careful picture of Taft, that perennial candidate, goloshes on his feet and an umbrella over his head, against a spring shower, his glasses glistening with rain, bending cautiously, but with a certain austere joy, over a bed of daffodils. So you never knew. You never knew about any man. No doubt even cheese-parers derive a certain illicit joy from the private paring of the cheese.


But Tom was not like that. He was still exalted by the crusade, for that was what it was, a crusade, though he could no longer remember how it had begun. He did know what had made it possible. Two things are required in America if one is to lead the sort of respectable life which, come to think of it, he had never given a moment’s thought to: to be Episcopal, and to be Republican. The first had been taken care of for him at birth. The second had been explained to him by old Harvey Firestone, the rubber tycoon.


“Young man, I like you,” Firestone had said, “but I don’t think you will ever amount to a great deal.”


“Why not?” asked Tom.


“Because I understand you’re a Democrat. No Democrat can ever amount to much.”


It was the simple creed of a man whose only complexity was the extent of his income. And it turned out to be almost meaningless, for Tom had amounted to as much as most men ever do. He had managed to fight the government to a standstill. He had become chairman of one of the country’s larger corporations. If not rich, he was at any rate well-to-do, which was all he wanted. He had power. He had luck. He had in some manner become spokesman for those businessmen who were not too cowed to speak out, nor too reactionary to realize that in the interests of their own survival it was no longer wise for them to keep their hands under the table while the cards were dealt in the great political poker game. He had even become Republican, which was why he was now surrounded by people whose only concept of the rules of the game was that once they got their own dealer in the White House, they could euchre as before, and who refused to realize that time had doubled the pack, abstracted several cards, changed the odds, and modified the rules.


So Tom, whose chief recreation was history, and chief hobby the instructive misfortunes of eighteenth-century British prime ministers, was not taken in either by the Grand Old Party or by its Old Guard. That seemed reasonable. There is no reason why the younger members of even the best club have to think much of the Board of Directors. He had read Morley on Walpole: “People assume that when men  are concerned in high affairs, their motives must lie deep and their designs reach far. Few who have ever been close to public business, its hurries, chances, obscurities, egotisms, will fall in with any such belief. These very transactions drew from Swift the observation, so obvious, so useful, so constantly forgotten, what a lesson of humiliation it is to mankind to behold the habits and passions of men, otherwise highly accomplished, triumphing over interest, friendship, honour, and their own personal safety as well as that of their country.”


He had read it, and he had been impressed by it. His own life had taught him that it was true. What the Old Guard wanted was something like the Bourbon Restoration in Naples. They wanted to be reactionary. They wanted to punish. And though King Bomba compromised with the present sufficiently to inaugurate the first railroad in Naples, all that meant was that when the Bourbons were flung out for good, they could flee the country by steam-engine, rather than be put to the final humiliation of crossing the border in a bumpy diligence.


Instead of in the Old Guard, therefore, Tom put his faith in the Junior Republicans. It was they who had gotten him the nomination, or so he thought. It was they alone who would elect him, or so he believed.


It had been exciting, that Nominating Convention.
















Philadelphia





He had arrived there at noon on June 22nd, a Saturday. The crowd to receive him consisted of his own supporters and some newspapermen. The professional Republicans had stayed away. The world was too much with them. They did not intend to yield an inch. It was not a happy time for them. They had been saddled with a great man once before, in the person of Lincoln, and had no desire to repeat the experience. They could remember Wilson, the First World War, and the League of Nations, and they didn’t want to go through that again, either. In fact they didn’t want any part of anything, except the next four years in Washington. They opened their newspapers at breakfast, read about the invasion of Denmark, Norway, Holland, Belgium, and France, and kept-mum. It must be admitted that the Democrats did the same thing. It was the eve of a National election, which was no time to speak one’s mind about anything, even had one been inclined to do so.


Tom did not keep mum.


“Ask me any damn thing in the world, and I’ll answer it,” he told the press. He liked the press.


They asked him where his staff was. He said he hadn’t any. They asked him where his headquarters were. He said, under his hat. They asked him if he would accept the vice-presidential nomination. No, he wouldn’t. “Politics isn’t a career with me, and if I can’t win I would just as soon go back to my old job.”


That was, thought his advisers, quite enough talking for the time being. Everybody clambered into an automobile and went off to the local headquarters of the Clubs named after him. By the time he left the building, there was a crowd outside, and he got an ovation. He smiled, waved, and knew exactly what to do about that. He crossed the sidewalk, took the centre of Broad Street, and marched right down it. Cheering, the crowd fell in behind, and, as he walked on, got bigger. Nothing quite like that had ever been seen in Philadelphia before, and nobody much liked the look of it. Politics was an orderly affair. First, the party bosses chose the candidate to be voted for, and then the citizens voted for him. That was democracy. Politicians did not interfere with the electorate in any other way or at any other time, and the electorate was not supposed to interfere with the choice of a candidate. That was understood. But here they were, doing it; the word rabble was not a word unknown, though this was cheerful for a rabble; and as the procession passed the windows of the Union Club, the noise eddied through those quiet rooms to such effect, that the members put their heads out to watch. Most of them had been waiting for some kind of revolution for the past eight years, but they had not expected it in Broad Street.


The crowd cheered. At his hotel he received another ovation. Though all cigarettes had been carefully removed from informal photographs of him by an astute retoucher, as a sop to the descendants of Frances Willard and other pious female curtain-shakers, and though even he knew better than to be photographed with a drink in his hand, as a sop to all those voters who might still be dry, Tom, who smoked three packs of Camels a day, and who felt remarkably dry, went into the bar and said he’d take a whisky and soda. It seemed a simple, unaffected, manly thing to do, the crowd did not seem to mind, and so he had another. Then he shook hands all round. This was not part of campaign strategy. He just felt like it.


There was then an incident.


Mr. Taft, who was always presidential timber at nominating conventions, though always felled in the end by some other candidate, would never have been seen either with cigarette or liquor in his hand, but had sent one Walter Tooze into the lobby, to try to trick Tom with a few loaded questions.


“I’ve got to hand it to you, you’re not afraid to talk up and say what you think,” said Tooze, as though he were addressing a Christian martyr, at some period earlier than that of Constantine.


There were to be many more such incidents.


Tom had the naïveté to ask James Watson, a former senator from Indiana, his own state, to vote for him. “I understand you are not.”


“No, I’m not,” said Watson.


“Well, we’re both from Indiana, I had hoped you would.”


There are differences between being naïve and being hatefully childish.


“I will tell you why,” said Watson. “You have been a Democrat all your life. I don’t mind the Church converting a whore, but I don’t like her to lead the choir the first night.”


There are some insults in this world one has to take. Yet there are certain aspects of human character one would rather not see. Tom turned away and left Watson to his intellectual toy trains. There wasn’t anything else he could do.


He was beginning to learn how much the professionals hated him. That left him the people. Unfortunately, as his advisers told him, it was first necessary to get to the people. He had to turn to such of the professionals as he could gather in, after all.


Their first move was to shift his hotel. Appearances are important. Dewey had seventy-eight rooms at the Hotel Walton, with a personal flag hung out the windows; Taft had a hundred and two rooms at the Franklin; and Vandenberg, another candidate, who had offered to flip a coin with Dewey, to see which one of them would be Presidential and which Vice-Presidential nominee, and who in consequence had been spared his presence ever since, had forty-eight rooms in various hotels, most of them at the Adelphia. Tom found himself installed in a suite in the Warwick, which annoyed his personal advisers very much, who were so eager to persuade the world he was not a well-to-do professional man, that they would have folded him up into a closet like an ironing-board, if he would have fitted into it.


Coming down the hall to his new rooms, Tom saw his name over the door at the end of it, like the name carved over the entrance to a family crypt. For a moment that startled him.


It was by then midnight of Sunday. These preliminaries concluded, the convention might safely begin. Safely, that is, for Tom. Taft, Dewey, and Vandenberg hated every minute of it.


*


There is, perhaps fortunately, nothing quite like a Presidential Nomination Convention. There were two thousand delegates and alternates on the floor of the hall, and fifteen thousand spectators in the galleries. The spectators made everybody nervous. Nobody wanted them, and at every other Republican convention, they had not been there. Nor was there any doubt in anybody’s mind why they were there. They were there to shout for Tom. Had they been paid to come, they wouldn’t have been so bad. What made them really dangerous, was that they’d come of their own accord.


The convention was called to order. Everybody got up and sang America. If you come right down to it, America is a pretty good song, harmonically easier to follow than the National Anthem, and reassuringly peaceable, with its waving fields of grain instead of rockets’ red glare.


The Reverend Dr. Albert Joseph McCartney, a Presbyterian, pronounced the invocation, and the fight began, though it did not reach a climax until the third session, whose invocation was delivered by a Catholic. His Eminence Cardinal Dougherty, who invoked Divine Guidance from the middle of a blue spotlight. This set the stage for the performance of one of the most god-awful pieces of hokum perpetrated around that time, a cantata entitled Ballad for Americans, words by John LaTouche, music by Earl Robinson, not to be confused with either the baseball player or the prize-fighter of that name. This self-conscious little epic dealt with the Revolution, the Growth of the Union, the Civil War, and the Machine Age, chiefly in the form of sprechstimme for baritone and chorus. All told, it took fifteen minutes to perform and cost eight thousand dollars, money which might better have been spent buying an air cushion for Charles Ives, of whom, characteristically, no one in that hall had heard, with the possible exception of Mr. Robinson himself.












	  

	  

	Question:

	  

	
Did they all believe in Liberty in those Days? (Baritone)






	 

	 

	Answer:

	 

	
Nobody who was anybody believed it.







	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Everybody who was anybody—they doubted it.







	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Nobody had faith.







	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Nobody, nobody, but Washington, Tom Paine, Benjamin Franklin, and Lafayette. (Chorus)















Still, it was a little better than it sounded, and perhaps because of the lighting, which was still blue, the convention members found it moving. Heard over the radio, as Tom heard it in his hotel suite, it sounded more as though somebody had taken Carl Sandberg to the cleaners.


Having created this spiritualized setting for a most unspiritual procedure, everyone got down to business, and Tom’s name was not mentioned at all. It was not to be mentioned until Wednesday, chiefly because nobody wanted to mention it. They were afraid of setting off the galleries. The convention was being broadcast. How would waves of cries for Tom sound over the radio? It would make them difficult to ignore.


Dewey, a nonentity called Gannett, and Senator Taft were nominated. Then at last a member of the Indiana delegation rose to nominate Tom. That was greeted by firm booing from the Taft and Dewey delegations. It is customary that upon nomination, the candidate’s home state raises his banners and marches around the hall. The galleries cheered for Tom, but that meant nothing to the delegates. Nobody on the Indiana delegation cared to raise a standard. Nobody likes a convinced man. Nobody likes an outsider.
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