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            Fore word blades of grass

            by Stephen Fry

         

         I was commanded to read William Saroyan by the actor Walter Matthau, with whom I was lucky enough to work in the early 1990s. His wife Carol visited our make-up bus one morning, while Walter was undergoing his daily latex and silicone transformation into Albert Einstein. After she had left I said to Walter, ‘Your wife is just about the funniest, most charming woman I ever met!’ – or gushing words to that effect – for truly I had been all but swept off my feet. He conceded that she was those things and more. ‘Lousy card player, though. She comes from literary stock. Her first husband was William Saroyan. Sonofabitch, but a fine writer. Heard of him?’

         ‘I’ve heard the name, but I must confess I’ve never read him.’

         ‘That’s what everyone says. You should. Fine writer. Sonofabitch. Go read him.’

         William Saroyan. The name hung over American literature like an old chandelier. Everyone knew it was there and that it was grand and valuable, but it seemed to have stopped shedding its light years ago. I had only ever read that name in print. Was it Sároyan, Saroyán or Saróyan? The latter, Matthau had made clear.

         The only work of this almost forgotten literary lion in viiistock at New York’s magnificent Scribner’s bookstore was this very one, his first, The Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze.

         I began to read. What had been my expectations? Something sophisticated and Manhattan, I think. Carol had exuded Park Avenue, and Walter was as New York as a bagel.

         And I found … well, you are about to encounter it yourself. Not a novel, but a collection of quite short short stories, mostly concerning very young men (often specified as nineteen years old) in Depression-era Northern California. Many of them are determined to write.

         The first part of the title story, ‘Sleep’, erupts in a torrent of words and images that reminded me, as so much of this book continues to remind me, of Walt Whitman. Walt in a very different milieu of course. Saroyan announces, ‘The deep song of man’, and proceeds, like Whitman, to sing a ‘Song of Myself’ throughout the collection.

         There is no hope for the hero of the title story, and yet despite the loneliness, the hunger, the pawnshops, the forlorn attempts to find work, there emerges from the tale extraordinary warmth, richness, sympathy and generosity, not least from the doomed, unresentful hero himself – the qualities for which Saroyan was praised, celebrated, venerated and, by some, derided.

         The praise came first. It came fast and furious. In the words of Carol’s brother Aram Saroyan (in a 1994 preface to a reissue of The William Saroyan Reader), the publication in 1934 of The Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze ‘made the twenty-six-year-old William Saroyan ixan international literary sensation … who overnight had become the pride not only of his immediate family, but of the entire Armenian race … He found in the national disaster of the Depression a dark cheer and camaraderie, a bittersweet poetry that seemed to catch the national psyche by surprise.’

         The impact of these stories was indeed immediate and widespread. In a style that was modern without being modernist, clear, open, energetic and welcoming, the fortunes and aspirations of his characters gave American readers an insight into the solitary trampers of the sidewalks who were too broke even to be able to pass their time in an Edward Hopper diner. The poverty in some stories is absolute: ‘and there were no weeds in the park that could be cooked as spinach is cooked.’ But behind it all we share the urgency of the effort of a writer more interested in trying to discover how to bring people and scenes honestly to life than in shaking a fist or stabbing a finger at the political structures that caused them such desolation. Saroyan, for whose prose the word ‘poetic’ can surely be used, seems to share the high doctrine that led Shelley to declare poets to be ‘the unacknowledged legislators of the world’. Had it not been poets, rather than journalists or historians, who, fifteen or so years earlier, had broadcast the reality of war’s futility and criminal madness more clearly and irrefutably than any political tract? Time and again in The Daring Young Man come bold proclamations on writing. The second story contains perhaps the most conscious manifesto, one that serves for as good an introduction to this book as any I could offer: x

         
            Nothing is going to happen in this work. I am not fabricating a fancy plot. I am not creating memorable characters. I am not using a slick style of writing. I am not building up a fine atmosphere. I have no desire to sell this story or any story to the Saturday Evening Post or to Cosmopolitan or to Harper’s. I am not trying to compete with the great writers of short stories … who really know how to write, how to make up stories that will sell. Rich men, men who understand all the rules about plot and character and style and atmosphere and all that stuff. I have no desire for fame. I am not out to win the Pulitzer Prize or the Nobel Prize or any other prize. I am out here in the far West, in San Francisco, in a small room on Carl Street, writing a letter to common people, telling them in simple language things they already know. I am merely making a record, so if I wander around a little, it is because I am in no hurry and because I do not know the rules. If I have any desire at all, it is to show the brotherhood of man.

         

         These words come from the protagonist of the collection’s second story, ‘Seventy Thousand Assyrians’, who takes us through his struggle to find the best words to describe a visit to a barbershop. We feel sure that the character is Saroyan himself. It is written in the first person and feels, as some of the stories do, as much like a form of journalism as of fiction.

         Incidentally, Saroyan stayed true to that claim of not wanting to win prizes. When in 1940 he was awarded a Pulitzer for his play The Time of Your Life he sent a telegram to the prize committee, turning down the award and xithe $1,000 that went with it, stating tersely and grandly, ‘Commerce has no business patronizing art.’

         He has a grand go at the movies in the story, ‘Love, Death, Sacrifice and So Forth’ – taking us satirically through the plot of the 1933 Spencer Tracy film, The Power and the Glory, mocking its formulaic and predictable Hollywood tropes, most especially its cheap, melodramatic treatment of suicide. This cannot have pleased the film’s screenwriter, Preston Sturges, who six years later wrote and directed Sullivan’s Travels in which the desire of a clever young writer to enter the soul of the hobos and boxcar jumpers of the Depression is exquisitely (but not cruelly) ridiculed. Was this Sturges’s revenge on Saroyan?

         Six years after The Daring Young Man came John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath. Now, Steinbeck did write stories with plots – plots that could become films. And he was more than happy to accept a Nobel Prize. Hooverville shacks, dustbowl poverty and persecution of the Steinbeckian kind still linger in the common consciousness, along with the photographs of Dorothea Lange and the songs of Woody Guthrie. Steinbeck might be said to have knocked Saroyan off the Depression Laureate perch. It is certain, at any rate, that Saroyan’s stock has declined over the decades. With so much pleasure and surprise to be gained from reading him, I hope this reissue might do something to raise that stock a point or two.

         There is a fixity about the American Literary Canon as it has been perceived – by the old male and white dispensation at least. Of the generation that followed Mark Twain, Edith Wharton and Henry James, the first among equals must be xiiErnest Hemingway. On either side of him stand William Faulkner and F. Scott Fitzgerald. Just below we find John Steinbeck and Dos Passos, and below them, perhaps Sinclair Lewis, Theodore Dreiser, Sherwood Anderson and Saroyan himself? I know, it’s a preposterous, vulgar and unproductive pursuit, this hierarchical listing, but those are the names in that Order-of-Importance-with-a-Capital-I that universities and publishers have clung to for so long.

         In fact, Hemingway and Saroyan had issues each with the other. Saroyan’s approval of Hemingway’s Death in the Afternoon in that story ‘Seventy Thousand Assyrians’ is an exemplar of damnation with faint praise: ‘Death in the Afternoon is a pretty sound piece of prose. I could never object to it as prose.’ Hemingway, in a letter to literary critic Malcolm Cowley, described Saroyan as ‘the Armenian Mickey Mouse’. Well, Hemingway was always competitive and barbed when it came to other writers, and his hard, masculine prose and hard masculine outlook was bound to clash with the warmer, more open and even whimsical Saroyan manner.

         Which is my way of approaching the question: ‘Is Saroyan’s writing sentimental?’ My apprehension (in both senses of that word) is that the reason he has been so neglected is that his wholehearted, unembarrassed embrace of ‘the common man’, his faith in the soul of the individual and his lack of cynicism and worldly disgust have not suited the temper of the latter part of his own century. Perhaps readers today will be less suspicious and dismissive. In a critical reappraisal of The Daring Young Man, the Brazilian critic Willy Torresin de Oliveira, looking back from the xiiiperspective of the 1990s, detected in several of these stories the presence of the kind of Absurd Hero that was later to be a hallmark of ‘existentialist’ writers, notably the Albert Camus of L’Étranger. He suggested that ‘Saroyan’s first literary phase did not receive proper critical evaluation … in his early short fiction Saroyan innovated both in form and in content, through stories possessing lasting literary and artistic worth’.

         Certainly Saroyan’s writing in these stories is neither journalistic nor novelistic. It is not in the Maupassant, Hemingway manner. It is in his own. The ugly mouthful ‘Saroyanesque’ was coined for this confiding, digressive, zestful and optimistic writing and its resigned ironies. For all that it is not sophisticated it is not faux-unsophisticated. For all that it is life-affirming, it does not shy away from pain and – most especially – death. He is rewarding, as a social documentarian if we must, because he pours light into American corners that few have illuminated (rooming-houses, teletype machinists, libraries, parks, the smaller immigrant communities living cheek by jowl). He shares Hemingway’s gift of causing clear, detailed pictures to rise up in the reader’s mind from entirely non-descriptive passages of prose. He is valuable too because his words come, like Whitman’s, in dizzily exultant bursts that attest to the richness and dogged persistence of life. His heroes are blades of grass that can push through concrete.

         I cannot know if Walter Matthau was right in describing his father-in-law as a sonofabitch, but his assertion that he was a fine writer I can certainly agree with – and maybe you will too. xiv

         It has been pleasing to note that today’s computer spellcheckers do not give Saroyan’s name the dotted red underline that betokens a reputational casting into outer darkness. Autocorrect knows him at least.

         
             

         

         Stephen Fry, London 2024
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            The Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze

         

         I. SLEEP

         Horizontally wakeful amid universal widths, practising laughter and mirth, satire, the end of all, of Rome and yes of Babylon, clenched teeth, remembrance, much warmth volcanic, the streets of Paris, the plains of Jericho, much gliding as of reptile in abstraction, a gallery of watercolors, the sea and the fish with eyes, symphony, a table in the corner of the Eiffel Tower, jazz at the opera house, alarm clock and the tap-dancing of doom, conversation with a tree, the river Nile, Cadillac coupe to Kansas, the roar of Dostoyevsky, and the dark sun.

         This earth, the face of one who lived, the form without the weight, weeping upon snow, white music, the magnified flower twice the size of the universe, black clouds, the caged panther staring, deathless space, Mr. Eliot with rolled sleeves baking bread, Flaubert and Guy de Maupassant, a wordless rhyme of early meaning, Finlandia, mathematics highly polished and slick as a green onion to the teeth, Jerusalem, the path to paradox.

         The deep song of man, the sly whisper of someone unseen but vaguely known, hurricane in the cornfield, a game of chess, hush the queen, the king, Karl Franz, black Titanic, 4Mr. Chaplin weeping, Stalin, Hitler, a multitude of Jews, tomorrow is Monday, no dancing in the streets.

         O swift moment of life: it is ended, the earth is again now.

         II. WAKEFULNESS

         He (the living) dressed and shaved, grinning at himself in the mirror. Very unhandsome, he said; where is my tie? (He had but one.) Coffee and a gray sky, Pacific Ocean fog, the drone of a passing streetcar, people going to the city, time again, the day, prose and poetry. He moved swiftly down the stairs to the street and began to walk, thinking suddenly, It is only in sleep that we may know that we live. There only, in that living death, do we meet ourselves and the far earth, God and the saints, the names of our fathers, the substance of remote moments; it is there that the centuries merge in the moment, that the vast becomes the tiny, tangible atom of eternity.

         He walked into the day as alertly as might be, making a definite noise with his heels, perceiving with his eyes the superficial truth of streets and structures, the trivial truth of reality. Helplessly his mind sang, He flies through the air with the greatest of ease; the daring young man on the flying trapeze; then laughed with all the might of his being. It was really a splendid morning: gray, cold, and cheerless, a morning for inward vigor; ah, Edgar Guest, he said, how I long for your music.

         In the gutter he saw a coin which proved to be a penny dated 1923, and placing it in the palm of his hand he 5examined it closely, remembering that year and thinking of Lincoln whose profile was stamped upon the coin. There was almost nothing a man could do with a penny. I will purchase a motorcar, he thought. I will dress myself in the fashion of a fop, visit the hotel strumpets, drink and dine, and then return to the quiet. Or I will drop the coin into a slot and weigh myself.

         It was good to be poor, and the Communists—but it was dreadful to be hungry. What appetites they had, how fond they were of food! Empty stomachs. He remembered how greatly he needed food. Every meal was bread and coffee and cigarettes, and now he had no more bread. Coffee without bread could never honestly serve as supper, and there were no weeds in the park that could be cooked as spinach is cooked.

         If the truth were known, he was half starved, and yet there was still no end of books he ought to read before he died. He remembered the young Italian in a Brooklyn hospital, a small sick clerk named Mollica, who had said desperately, I would like to see California once before I die. And he thought earnestly, I ought at least to read Hamlet once again; or perhaps Huckleberry Finn.

         It was then that he became thoroughly awake: at the thought of dying. Now wakefulness was a state in the nature of a sustained shock. A young man could perish rather unostentatiously, he thought; and already he was very nearly starved. Water and prose were fine, they filled much inorganic space, but they were inadequate. If there were only some work he might do for money, some trivial labor in the name of commerce. If they would only allow 6him to sit at a desk all day and add trade figures, subtract and multiply and divide, then perhaps he would not die. He would buy food, all sorts of it: untasted delicacies from Norway, Italy, and France; all manner of beef, lamb, fish, cheese; grapes, figs, pears, apples, melons, which he would worship when he had satisfied his hunger. He would place a bunch of red grapes on a dish beside two black figs, a large yellow pear, and a green apple. He would hold a cut melon to his nostrils for hours. He would buy great brown loaves of French bread, vegetables of all sorts, meat; he would buy life.

         From a hill he saw the city standing majestically in the east, great towers, dense with his kind, and there he was suddenly outside of it all, almost definitely certain that he should never gain admittance, almost positive that somehow he had ventured upon the wrong earth, or perhaps into the wrong age, and now a young man of twenty-two was to be permanently ejected from it. This thought was not saddening. He said to himself, sometime soon I must write An Application for Permission to Live. He accepted the thought of dying without pity for himself or for man, believing that he would at least sleep another night. His rent for another day was paid; there was yet another tomorrow. And after that he might go where other homeless men went. He might even visit the Salvation Army—sing to God and Jesus (unlover of my soul), be saved, eat and sleep. But he knew that he would not. His life was a private life. He did not wish to destroy this fact. Any other alternative would be better.

         Through the air on the flying trapeze, his mind hummed. Amusing it was, astoundingly funny. A trapeze to God, or to 7nothing, a flying trapeze to some sort of eternity; he prayed objectively for strength to make the flight with grace.

         I have one cent, he said. It is an American coin. In the evening I shall polish it until it glows like a sun and I shall study the words.

         He was now walking in the city itself, among living men. There were one or two places to go. He saw his reflection in the plate-glass windows of stores and was disappointed with his appearance. He seemed not at all as strong as he felt; he seemed, in fact, a trifle infirm in every part of his body, in his neck, his shoulders, arms, trunk, and knees. This will never do, he said, and with an effort he assembled all his disjointed parts and became tensely, artificially erect and solid.

         He passed numerous restaurants with magnificent discipline, refusing even to glance into them, and at last reached a building which he entered. He rose in an elevator to the seventh floor, moved down a hall and, opening a door, walked into the office of an employment agency. Already there were two dozen young men in the place; he found a corner where he stood waiting his turn to be interviewed. At length he was granted this great privilege and was questioned by a thin, scatterbrained miss of fifty.

         Now tell me, she said; what can you do?

         He was embarrassed. I can write, he said pathetically.

         You mean your penmanship is good? Is that it? said the elderly maiden.

         Well, yes, he replied. But I mean that I can write.

         Write what? said the miss, almost with anger.

         Prose, he said simply. 8

         There was a pause. At last the lady said:

         Can you use a typewriter?

         Of course, said the young man.

         All right, went on the miss, we have your address; we will get in touch with you. There is nothing this morning, nothing at all.

         It was much the same at the other agency, except that he was questioned by a conceited young man who closely resembled a pig. From the agencies he went to the large department stores: there was a good deal of pomposity, some humiliation on his part, and finally the report that work was not available. He did not feel displeased, and strangely did not even feel that he was personally involved in all the foolishness. He was a living young man who was in need of money with which to go on being one, and there was no way of getting it except by working for it; and there was no work. It was purely an abstract problem which he wished for the last time to attempt to solve. Now he was pleased that the matter was closed.

         He began to perceive the definiteness of the course of his life. Except for moments, it had been largely artless, but now at the last minute he was determined that there should be as little imprecision as possible.

         He passed countless stores and restaurants on his way to the Y. M. C. A., where he helped himself to paper and ink and began to compose his Application. For an hour he worked on this document, then suddenly, owing to the bad air in the place and to hunger, he became faint. He seemed to be swimming away from himself with great strokes, and hurriedly left the building. In the Civic Center Park, across 9from the Public Library Building, he drank almost a quart of water and felt himself refreshed. An old man was standing in the center of the brick boulevard surrounded by sea gulls, pigeons, and robins. He was taking handfuls of bread crumbs from a large paper sack and tossing them to the birds with a gallant gesture.

         Dimly he felt impelled to ask the old man for a portion of the crumbs, but he did not allow the thought even nearly to reach consciousness; he entered the Public Library and for an hour read Proust, then, feeling himself to be swimming away again, he rushed outdoors. He drank more water at the fountain in the park and began the long walk to his room.

         I’ll go and sleep some more, he said; there is nothing else to do. He knew now that he was much too tired and weak to deceive himself about being all right, and yet his mind seemed somehow still lithe and alert. It, as if it were a separate entity, persisted in articulating impertinent pleasantries about his very real physical suffering. He reached his room early in the afternoon and immediately prepared coffee on the small gas range. There was no milk in the can, and the half pound of sugar he had purchased a week before was all gone; he drank a cup of the hot black fluid, sitting on his bed and smiling.

         From the Y. M. C. A. he had stolen a dozen sheets of letter paper upon which he hoped to complete his document, but now the very notion of writing was unpleasant to him. There was nothing to say. He began to polish the penny he had found in the morning, and this absurd act somehow afforded him great enjoyment. No American coin can be made to shine so brilliantly as a penny. How many pennies would he need to 10go on living? Wasn’t there something more he might sell? He looked about the bare room. No. His watch was gone; also his books. All those fine books; nine of them for eighty-five cents. He felt ill and ashamed for having parted with his books. His best suit he had sold for two dollars, but that was all right. He didn’t mind at all about clothes. But the books. That was different. It made him very angry to think that there was no respect for men who wrote.

         He placed the shining penny on the table, looking upon it with the delight of a miser. How prettily it smiles, he said. Without reading them he looked at the words, E Pluribus Unum One Cent United States Of America, and turning the penny over, he saw Lincoln and the words, In God We Trust Liberty 1923. How beautiful it is, he said.

         He became drowsy and felt a ghastly illness coming over his blood, a feeling of nausea and disintegration. Bewildered, he stood beside his bed, thinking there is nothing to do but sleep. Already he felt himself making great strides through the fluid of the earth, swimming away to the beginning. He fell face down upon the bed, saying, I ought first at least to give the coin to some child. A child could buy any number of things with a penny.

         Then swiftly, neatly, with the grace of the young man on the trapeze, he was gone from his body. For an eternal moment he was all things at once: the bird, the fish, the rodent, the reptile, and man. An ocean of print undulated endlessly and darkly before him. The city burned. The herded crowd rioted. The earth circled away, and knowing that he did so, he turned his lost face to the empty sky and became dreamless, unalive, perfect.

      

   


   
      
         
            Seventy Thousand Assyrians

         

         I hadn’t had a haircut in forty days and forty nights, and I was beginning to look like several violinists out of work. You know the look: genius gone to pot, and ready to join the Communist Party. We barbarians from Asia Minor are hairy people: when we need a haircut, we need a haircut. It was so bad, I had outgrown my only hat. (I am writing a very serious story, perhaps one of the most serious I shall ever write. That is why I am being flippant. Readers of Sherwood Anderson will begin to understand what I am saying after a while; they will know that my laughter is rather sad.) I was a young man in need of a haircut, so I went down to Third Street (San Francisco), to the Barber College, for a fifteen-cent haircut.

         Third Street, below Howard, is a district; think of the Bowery in New York, Main Street in Los Angeles: think of old men and boys, out of work, hanging around, smoking Bull Durham, talking about the government, waiting for something to turn up, simply waiting. It was a Monday morning in August and a lot of the tramps had come to the shop to brighten up a bit. The Japanese boy who was working over the free chair had a waiting list of eleven; all the other chairs were occupied. I sat down and began to wait. Outside, as Hemingway (The Sun Also Rises; Farewell to Arms; Death 12in the Afternoon; Winner Take Nothing) would say, haircuts were four bits. I had twenty cents and a half-pack of Bull Durham. I rolled a cigarette, handed the pack to one of my contemporaries who looked in need of nicotine, and inhaled the dry smoke, thinking of America, what was going on politically, economically, spiritually. My contemporary was a boy of sixteen. He looked Iowa; splendid potentially, a solid American, but down, greatly down in the mouth. Little sleep, no change of clothes for several days, a little fear, etc. I wanted very much to know his name. A writer is always wanting to get the reality of faces and figures. Iowa said, “I just got in from Salinas. No work in the lettuce fields. Going north now, to Portland; try to ship out.” I wanted to tell him how it was with me: rejected story from Scribner’s, rejected essay from The Yale Review, no money for decent cigarettes, worn shoes, old shirts, but I was afraid to make something of my own troubles. A writer’s troubles are always boring, a bit unreal. People are apt to feel, Well, who asked you to write in the first place? A man must pretend not to be a writer. I said, “Good luck, north.” Iowa shook his head. “I know better. Give it a try, anyway. Nothing to lose.” Fine boy, hope he isn’t dead, hope he hasn’t frozen, mighty cold these days (December, 1933), hope he hasn’t gone down; he deserved to live. Iowa, I hope you got work in Portland; I hope you are earning money; I hope you have rented a clean room with a warm bed in it; I hope you are sleeping nights, eating regularly, walking along like a human being, being happy. Iowa, my good wishes are with you. I have said a number of prayers for you. (All the same, I think he is dead by this time. It was in him the day I saw him, the low malicious face of the beast, and at the same 13time all the theatres in America were showing, over and over again, an animated film-cartoon in which there was a song called “Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf?”, and that’s what it amounts to; people with money laughing at the death that is crawling slyly into boys like young Iowa, pretending that it isn’t there, laughing in warm theatres. I have prayed for Iowa, and I consider myself a coward. By this time he must be dead, and I am sitting in a small room, talking about him, only talking.)

         I began to watch the Japanese boy who was learning to become a barber. He was shaving an old tramp who had a horrible face, one of those faces that emerge from years and years of evasive living, years of being unsettled, of not belonging anywhere, of owning nothing, and the Japanese boy was holding his nose back (his own nose) so that he would not smell the old tramp. A trivial point in a story, a bit of data with no place in a work of art, nevertheless, I put it down. A young writer is always afraid some significant fact may escape him. He is always wanting to put in everything he sees. I wanted to know the name of the Japanese boy. I am profoundly interested in names. I have found that those that are unknown are the most genuine. Take a big name like Andrew Mellon. I was watching the Japanese boy very closely. I wanted to understand from the way he was keeping his sense of smell away from the mouth and nostrils of the old man what he was thinking, how he was feeling. Years ago, when I was seventeen, I pruned vines in my uncle’s vineyard, north of Sanger, in the San Joaquin Valley, and there were several Japanese working with me, Yoshio Enomoto, Hideo Suzuki, Katsumi Sujimoto, and one or 14two others. These Japanese taught me a few simple phrases, hello, how are you, fine day, isn’t it, good-bye, and so on. I said in Japanese to the barber student, “How are you?” He said in Japanese, “Very well, thank you.” Then, in impeccable English, “Do you speak Japanese? Have you lived in Japan?” I said, “Unfortunately, no. I am able to speak only one or two words. I used to work with Yoshio Enomoto, Hideo Suzuki, Katsumi Sujimoto; do you know them?” He went on with his work, thinking of the names. He seemed to be whispering, “Enomoto, Suzuki, Sujimoto.” He said, “Suzuki. Small man?” I said, “Yes.” He said, “I know him. He lives in San Jose now. He is married now.”

         I want you to know that I am deeply interested in what people remember. A young writer goes out to places and talks to people. He tries to find out what they remember. I am not using great material for a short story. Nothing is going to happen in this work. I am not fabricating a fancy plot. I am not creating memorable characters. I am not using a slick style of writing. I am not building up a fine atmosphere. I have no desire to sell this story or any story to the Saturday Evening Post or to Cosmopolitan or to Harper’s. I am not trying to compete with the great writers of short stories, men like Sinclair Lewis and Joseph Hergesheimer and Zane Grey, men who really know how to write, how to make up stories that will sell. Rich men, men who understand all the rules about plot and character and style and atmosphere and all that stuff. I have no desire for fame. I am not out to win the Pulitzer Prize or the Nobel Prize or any other prize. I am out here in the far West, in San Francisco, in a small room on Carl Street, writing a 15letter to common people, telling them in simple language things they already know. I am merely making a record, so if I wander around a little, it is because I am in no hurry and because I do not know the rules. If I have any desire at all, it is to show the brotherhood of man. This is a big statement and it sounds a little precious. Generally a man is ashamed to make such a statement. He is afraid sophisticated people will laugh at him. But I don’t mind. I’m asking sophisticated people to laugh. That is what sophistication is for. I do not believe in races. I do not believe in governments. I see life as one life at one time, so many millions simultaneously, all over the earth. Babies who have not yet been taught to speak any language are the only race of the earth, the race of man: all the rest is pretense, what we call civilization, hatred, fear, desire for strength … But a baby is a baby. And the way they cry, there you have the brotherhood of man, babies crying. We grow up and we learn the words of a language and we see the universe through the language we know, we do not see it through all languages or through no language at all, through silence, for example, and we isolate ourselves in the language we know. Over here we isolate ourselves in English, or American as Mencken calls it. All the eternal things, in our words. If I want to do anything, I want to speak a more universal language. The heart of man, the unwritten part of man, that which is eternal and common to all races.

         Now I am beginning to feel guilty and incompetent. I have used all this language and I am beginning to feel that I have said nothing. This is what drives a young writer out of his head, this feeling that nothing is being said. Any ordinary 16journalist would have been able to put the whole business into a three-word caption. Man is man, he would have said. Something clever, with any number of implications. But I want to use language that will create a single implication. I want the meaning to be precise, and perhaps that is why the language is so imprecise. I am walking around my subject, the impression I want to make, and I am trying to see it from all angles, so that I will have a whole picture, a picture of wholeness. It is the heart of man that I am trying to imply in this work.

         Let me try again: I hadn’t had a haircut in a long time and I was beginning to look seedy, so I went down to the Barber College on Third Street, and I sat in a chair. I said, “Leave it full in the back. I have a narrow head and if you do not leave it full in the back, I will go out of this place looking like a horse. Take as much as you like off the top. No lotion, no water, comb it dry.” Reading makes a full man, writing a precise one, as you see. This is what happened. It doesn’t make much of a story, and the reason is that I have left out the barber, the young man who gave me the haircut.

         He was tall, he had a dark serious face, thick lips, on the verge of smiling but melancholy, thick lashes, sad eyes, a large nose. I saw his name on the card that was pasted on the mirror, Theodore Badal. A good name, genuine, a good young man, genuine. Theodore Badal began to work on my head. A good barber never speaks until he has been spoken to, no matter how full his heart may be.

         “That name,” I said, “Badal. Are you an Armenian?” I am an Armenian. I have mentioned this before. People look at me and begin to wonder, so I come right out and tell 17them. “I am an Armenian,” I say. Or they read something I have written and begin to wonder, so I let them know. “I am an Armenian,” I say. It is a meaningless remark, but they expect me to say it, so I do. I have no idea what it is like to be an Armenian or what it is like to be an Englishman or a Japanese or anything else. I have a faint idea what it is like to be alive. This is the only thing that interests me greatly. This and tennis. I hope some day to write a great philosophical work on tennis, something on the order of Death in the Afternoon, but I am aware that I am not yet ready to undertake such a work. I feel that the cultivation of tennis on a large scale among the peoples of the earth will do much to annihilate racial differences, prejudices, hatred, etc. Just as soon as I have perfected my drive and my lob, I hope to begin my outline of this great work. (It may seem to some sophisticated people that I am trying to make fun of Hemingway. I am not. Death in the Afternoon is a pretty sound piece of prose. I could never object to it as prose. I cannot even object to it as philosophy. I think it is finer philosophy than that of Will Durant and Walter Pitkin. Even when Hemingway is a fool, he is at least an accurate fool. He tells you what actually takes place and he doesn’t allow the speed of an occurrence to make his exposition of it hasty. This is a lot. It is some sort of advancement for literature. To relate leisurely the nature and meaning of that which is very brief in duration.)

         “Are you an Armenian?” I asked.

         We are a small people and whenever one of us meets another, it is an event. We are always looking around for someone to talk to in our language. Our most ambitious 18political party estimates that there are nearly two million of us living on the earth, but most of us don’t think so. Most of us sit down and take a pencil and a piece of paper and we take one section of the world at a time and imagine how many Armenians at the most are likely to be living in that section and we put the highest number on the paper, and then we go on to another section, India, Russia, Soviet Armenia, Egypt, Italy, Germany, France, America, South America, Australia, and so on, and after we add up our most hopeful figures the total comes to something a little less than a million. Then we start to think how big our families are, how high our birth-rate and how low our death-rate (except in times of war when massacres increase the death-rate), and we begin to imagine how rapidly we will increase if we are left alone a quarter of a century, and we feel pretty happy. We always leave out earthquakes, wars, massacres, famines, etc., and it is a mistake. I remember the Near East Relief drives in my home town. My uncle used to be our orator and he used to make a whole auditorium full of Armenians weep. He was an attorney and he was a great orator. Well, at first the trouble was war. Our people were being destroyed by the enemy. Those who hadn’t been killed were homeless and they were starving, our own flesh and blood, my uncle said, and we all wept. And we gathered money and sent it to our people in the old country. Then after the war, when I was a bigger boy, we had another Near East Relief drive and my uncle stood on the stage of the Civic Auditorium of my home town and he said, “Thank God this time it is not the enemy, but an earthquake. God has made us suffer. We have worshipped Him through trial 19and tribulation, through suffering and disease and torture and horror and (my uncle began to weep, began to sob) through the madness of despair, and now he has done this thing, and still we praise Him, still we worship Him. We do not understand the ways of God.” And after the drive I went to my uncle and I said, “Did you mean what you said about God?” And he said, “That was oratory. We’ve got to raise money. What God? It is nonsense.” “And when you cried?” I asked, and my uncle said, “That was real. I could not help it. I had to cry. Why, for God’s sake, why must we go through all this God damn hell? What have we done to deserve all this torture? Man won’t let us alone. God won’t let us alone. Have we done something? Aren’t we supposed to be pious people? What is our sin? I am disgusted with God. I am sick of man. The only reason I am willing to get up and talk is that I don’t dare keep my mouth shut. I can’t bear the thought of more of our people dying. Jesus Christ, have we done something?”

         I asked Theodore Badal if he was an Armenian.

         He said, “I am an Assyrian.”

         Well, it was something. They, the Assyrians, came from our part of the world, they had noses like our noses, eyes like our eyes, hearts like our hearts. They had a different language. When they spoke we couldn’t understand them, but they were a lot like us. It wasn’t quite as pleasing as it would have been if Badal had been an Armenian, but it was something.

         “I am an Armenian,” I said. “I used to know some Assyrian boys in my home town, Joseph Sargis, Nito Elia, Tony Saleh. Do you know any of them?” 20

         “Joseph Sargis, I know him,” said Badal. “The others I do not know. We lived in New York until five years ago, then we came out west to Turlock. Then we moved up to San Francisco.”

         “Nito Elia,” I said, “is a Captain in the Salvation Army.” (I don’t want anyone to imagine that I am making anything up, or that I am trying to be funny.) “Tony Saleh,” I said, “was killed eight years ago. He was riding a horse and he was thrown and the horse began to run. Tony couldn’t get himself free, he was caught by a leg, and the horse ran around and around for a half hour and then stopped, and when they went up to Tony he was dead. He was fourteen at the time. I used to go to school with him. Tony was a very clever boy, very good at arithmetic.”

         We began to talk about the Assyrian language and the Armenian language, about the old world, conditions over there, and so on. I was getting a fifteen-cent haircut and I was doing my best to learn something at the same time, to acquire some new truth, some new appreciation of the wonder of life, the dignity of man. (Man has great dignity, do not imagine that he has not.)

         Badal said, “I cannot read Assyrian. I was born in the old country, but I want to get over it.”

         He sounded tired, not physically but spiritually.

         “Why?” I said. “Why do you want to get over it?”

         “Well,” he laughed, “simply because everything is washed up over there.” I am repeating his words precisely, putting in nothing of my own. “We were a great people once,” he went on. “But that was yesterday, the day before yesterday. Now we are a topic in ancient history. We had a great civilization. 21They’re still admiring it. Now I am in America learning how to cut hair. We’re washed up as a race, we’re through, it’s all over, why should I learn to read the language? We have no writers, we have no news—well, there is a little news: once in a while the English encourage the Arabs to massacre us, that is all. It’s an old story, we know all about it. The news comes over to us through the Associated Press, anyway.”

         These remarks were very painful to me, an Armenian. I had always felt badly about my own people being destroyed. I had never heard an Assyrian speaking in English about such things. I felt great love for this young fellow. Don’t get me wrong. There is a tendency these days to think in terms of pansies whenever a man says that he has affection for man. I think now that I have affection for all people, even for the enemies of Armenia, whom I have so tactfully not named. Everyone knows who they are. I have nothing against any of them because I think of them as one man living one life at a time, and I know, I am positive, that one man at a time is incapable of the monstrosities performed by mobs. My objection is to mobs only.

         “Well,” I said, “it is much the same with us. We, too, are old. We still have our church. We still have a few writers, Aharonian, Isahakian, a few others, but it is much the same.”

         “Yes,” said the barber, “I know. We went in for the wrong things. We went in for the simple things, peace and quiet and families. We didn’t go in for machinery and conquest and militarism. We didn’t go in for diplomacy and deceit and the invention of machine-guns and poison gases. Well, there is no use in being disappointed. We had our day, I suppose.” 22

         “We are hopeful,” I said. “There is no Armenian living who does not still dream of an independent Armenia.”

         “Dream?” said Badal. “Well, that is something. Assyrians cannot even dream any more. Why, do you know how many of us are left on earth?”

         “Two or three million,” I suggested.

         “Seventy thousand,” said Badal. “That is all. Seventy thousand Assyrians in the world, and the Arabs are still killing us. They killed seventy of us in a little uprising last month. There was a small paragraph in the paper. Seventy more of us destroyed. We’ll be wiped out before long. My brother is married to an American girl and he has a son. There is no more hope. We are trying to forget Assyria. My father still reads a paper that comes from New York, but he is an old man. He will be dead soon.”

         Then his voice changed, he ceased speaking as an Assyrian and began to speak as a barber: “Have I taken enough off the top?” he asked.

         The rest of the story is pointless. I said so long to the young Assyrian and left the shop. I walked across town, four miles, to my room on Carl Street. I thought about the whole business: Assyria and this Assyrian, Theodore Badal, learning to be a barber, the sadness of his voice, the hopelessness of his attitude. This was months ago, in August, but ever since I have been thinking about Assyria, and I have been wanting to say something about Theodore Badal, a son of an ancient race, himself youthful and alert, yet hopeless. Seventy thousand Assyrians, a mere seventy thousand of that great people, and all the others quiet in death and all the greatness crumbled and ignored, and 23a young man in America learning to be a barber, and a young man lamenting bitterly the course of history.

         Why don’t I make up plots and write beautiful love stories that can be made into motion pictures? Why don’t I let these unimportant and boring matters go hang? Why don’t I try to please the American reading public?
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