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PREFACE


ONE OF THE GOOD THINGS in life is getting a personal letter. Not many come in the mail anymore. They’ve been replaced by the telephone, the form letter and now, email. Too bad. There are not many little pleasures better than going to the mailbox and finding a real letter from a friend.

Most of the letters in this book were written in response to ones sent to me by readers or viewers who liked, disliked or had a comment to make about something I wrote in my newspaper column or said on television. Others are friendly letters to friends, angry letters to government functionaries or representatives of a business with which I’ve had some dealing—usually an unsatisfactory one.

There are a lot of letters having to do with my work as a writer for newspapers, magazines and television. I have worked for every president CBS News ever had.

While it was not my intention when I started this, I realized halfway through that I was writing—or assembling—a sort of striated autobiography. There’s a lot of my life in this book but I say “striated” because there are whole strains of it that don’t come up here because I never wrote letters about them. Still, a great many of the thoughts I’ve ever had about almost everything come up somewhere in a letter I wrote. They’re here.

You don’t need a detailed chronicle of events in a person’s life to know almost everything about him. The smallest things we do often give away our whole character. We can’t get away from being ourselves or sounding like ourselves all day long, all life long. Whatever we do, we do it the same way we did the last thing we did. The same things  keep happening, good and bad, to the same people all their lives because of what they are like and how they do things.

After reading some of the letters I’ve written, I think less of myself than I did before. I have frequently been dumb, sometimes unnecessarily nasty or negative. Reading these letters, I’ve been an unpleasant surprise to myself sometimes and may be to you. On the other hand, if I don’t come off as nice, I sound basically decent and, as far as my intellect goes, intellectually honest.

In my own view of myself, I am normal beyond the ability of anyone who knows me only as a public figure to believe. I am a middle-of-the-road, average, everyday American. I’m so normal and average (and normal, average people are so rare) that I’m practically one of a kind.

My life has divided itself into five major sections—childhood, school and college, World War II, marriage and a family and my work as a writer. I have a big appetite for both food and life and each of those divisions has been so satiating that I could not say which of them has been best, happiest or most satisfying. They have all been those things.

This book often concerns itself with things that came about as a result of my work as a writer, including those parts of my writing I did as a reporter for the Army newspaper, The Stars and Stripes, between 1942 and 1945. That war was an incredible experience, many of the details of which won’t go away. Sometimes I can’t keep myself from repeating them even though I know that people who weren’t there may be bored by them. I wrote hundreds of articles for the paper and almost daily I receive mail from someone who has been rummaging around the attic and came on a story I wrote about him or his unit. He wants to share it with me.

My childhood and youth was ecstatically happy. I’ve often thought I might have been a better writer if I had lived a tortured, miserably unhappy early life but I didn’t and I haven’t said much about that here. 


Considering what a major part of my life my family has been, it doesn’t come up much, either. You don’t write letters to people you see every day.

A person is much less guarded about what he writes in a letter than what he says in public and there are a lot of unguarded comments I’ve made in these letters. There are some little bombs that may go off and I’m not sure which letters will cause the explosions. I’m doing this anyway—putting the letters in print anyway—because it’s satisfying fun.

Over the years, on television and in articles for print, I have curbed myself from writing and saying some of the things that are in these letters. You have to choose your causes in public because you can’t fight a battle on every front. My manner of dress is an example of that. I don’t like neckties but I wear a necktie because I’m not interested in taking a stand there. Neckties are not a battle I want to fight. It often saves time to blend in with the crowd. I have never said much about religion or even politics because I wanted to blend in but I do say things about both of them here.

All the letters in this book were written by me. When someone writes a letter, the words remain the property of the person who put them down on paper. The paper itself belongs to the person the letter was sent to. For this reason, and because I have no interest in being really fair, I have not included letters written by anyone else in this book. Joyce Maynard sold the fourteen love letters written to her by the reclusive J.D. Salinger but, while she could sell the paper they were written on, she could not have included Salinger’s words to her in a book without his permission.

Having almost no words but my own in the book gives me an advantage over the letter writers. I always win because there is no rebuttal and, except occasionally where I have paraphrased their point as an introduction to my own letter, they don’t even get to present  their original argument. My position is “Let them write their own book.”

I have taken liberties with some of my original letters, editing many of them and even making a few word changes where it should have been said better or quicker in the first place. For an example, I often begin a letter with something like “Thank you for writing” or “I enjoyed your good letter.” I took all of those out. I edited out whole paragraphs where they were too personal and had nothing to do with the basic point of the letter.

Saving a copy of a letter you’ve written is not a sign of humility but in most cases the letters I wrote and saved copies of were not so much ego as accident, the efficiency of an assistant or a matter of technology. Jane Bradford worked with me for years and she kept the original letters sent to me and copies of the ones I wrote in reply. After about 1989, when I started using a computer full time, I automatically stored away the letters I wrote on my hard drive. Susan Bieber, who works with me, did a lot of sorting things out.

I have removed such unnecessary details as dates, addresses and formal closings to my letters where they have no bearing on the content. The names of some of the people I wrote to are often without any further identification because I don’t have any and where dates were of no significance, I’ve left those out.

Geoff Shandler is no doubt handsomely paid as chief among editors at PublicAffairs but I thank him in addition for his good work and for throwing out some letters I liked. Kate Darnton threw out some letters I liked, too. When anyone edited anything that Fred Allen wrote, he said “Where were they when the paper was blank?”

Peter Osnos, the publisher at PublicAffairs, decided to do this book but you don’t thank publishers because it can only make things worse.






PART ONE

My Government, My Money
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There was no logical order in which to assemble this disorderly book. It has not been laid out chronologically and, while there may be a logical place to end it, there was no obvious beginning. Starting it will be more like opening your refrigerator door.

 



I’ve always had a special talent for bookkeeping and financial transactions.

 



Lost Securities 
First Chicago Trust Company of New York 
SBC Communications, Inc. 
Box 2506, Jersey City, New Jersey

 



I am missing 1700 shares of Exxon stock bought in May 1986. The certificate, issued 7/22/86 according to the broker’s record, was number 648912.

I don’t know whether or not the circumstances matter but I am certain that the stock was simply misplaced and is somewhere in my possession. It has been missing since I moved my office with hundreds of boxes, books and files four years ago.

Could you please advise me on how to proceed and what the procedure will cost? I am also missing an explanation of why your company is called The First Chicago Trust Company of New York in Jersey City. 


 



Mr. Art Semione 
Tax Technician II 
New York State Department of Taxation and Finance

 



Dear Mr. Semione,

Today I received your letter asking for more information, which you want in a hurry, about my 1987 New York State income tax . . . which I filed 210 days ago.

As a resident of Connecticut and frequent traveler, I filed for a rebate for tax deducted from my paycheck for days I worked out of New York State. That payment is still due me.

Your letter poses four questions.

You ask, for instance, for “the exact location where your services were performed and the nature of the services performed at each location.”

This is a tough question for a writer to answer in a way that might satisfy a Tax Technician, Mr. Semione. You see, a writer is often working even when he isn’t typing and the “nature” of his work is a little vague.

I don’t know how to say this to a Tax Technician in a way that won’t sound silly to him but sometimes a writer only watches. It probably wouldn’t seem to a lot of people as though a person was working when he was merely watching but that’s the way a writer works.

Years ago, a good writer named Morley Callaghan said “There is only one trait that marks the writer. He is always watching. It’s a kind of trick of mind and a writer is born with it.”

In view of this, how exact do you want me to be about the location and nature of my work? If I answered that question by saying “Watching in Philadelphia” would that be exact enough?

To be honest with you, Art—can I call you Art?—I wander a lot when I’m working and wandering is just the opposite from being at an “exact location.” I’m almost certain you wouldn’t accept “Watching and  Wandering outside New York” for the nature of my work and its exact location but that’s the truth of it.

No days “worked at home” were included in my days worked outside NYS because, while I did actually work at home for my company on at least ten days of the year, I know that it is considered a suspicious activity by you IRS people so I thought it wise not to claim them. I worked at home on some of those days because the railroad I use to get to work on in New York was shut down and getting to work would have taken more time than my work was worth.

On other days I worked at home because it was the efficient thing to do under the circumstances although I use the word “efficient” reluctantly because when it comes to efficiency I rank right alongside your Department of Taxation and Finance.

Your question #4 asks for “the date of each non-working day other than Saturdays and Sundays.” I take exception to your always excluding Saturdays and Sundays from the work week. We are not all government workers. I do some of my best work Sundays.

You’re welcome to come to my home and see the work areas I have. There are eight file cabinets, several hundred reference books, seventeen typewriters and two computers in my office.

In conclusion, let me ask you four questions:

1. Your letter came the day the newspapers carried the story saying New York State is two billion dollars over budget. Is New York State trying to help make up that deficit by being deliberately slow in paying me what it owes?

2. How much interest has the State made on the money it owes me?

3. You ask that I reply “within 20 days so that this matter may be handled promptly.” Having delayed handling this matter for seven months, why is the State tax department now in such a hurry?

4. Could you tell me what the average payment is for someone in my  tax bracket and also whether anyone in my tax bracket paid more taxes than I did? Just a general statement. I wouldn’t ask you for names.

If you come to my home to see my office there, bring your own coffee because I wouldn’t want to be accused of trying to bribe a tax agent with a cup of that.

And, if it is in your power, please issue orders for me to be paid the amount due me within five days . . . to ensure that this matter is handled promptly.

Andrew Rooney

Taxpayer

[image: 003]

Mr. James SQRX QXZinn, 
District Director 
Hartford District 
Internal Revenue Service

 



Dear Mr. X,

Because your name is illegible as signed in your form letter to me dated February 8, 1999, and because you failed to provide me with a legible, typed name I am unable to address you properly. I assume the signature was made illegible intentionally to preclude your getting angry letters from taxpayers like myself. I would like to have sat in at the meeting in your office when the decision was made to obscure your signature. It accurately reflects the inept arrogance with which my case was handled by your Norwalk office.

 



James E. Quinn 
Internal Revenue Service 
Hartford, Connecticut

 



Dear Mr. Quinn,

Thank you for your restrained response to my testy letter. I did talk with Edward Connelly, of your Norwalk office, on the phone and told him I’d come up with something more in a month. I have not done that because I don’t know what to come up with.

The matter is further complicated because New York State is also after me, charging that I’m a resident of that State. I am not. If I were a resident of both New York and Connecticut, I should have the right to vote in both States. Could you arrange that for me?
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Thomas D. Ritter 
House of Representatives 
Hartford, Connecticut

 



Dear Mr. Ritter,

Thank you for your invitation to visit the State Capitol Building. There are a great many things I’d like to do and can’t find time for and that’s one of them. Having a reception there in my honor is a terrible idea. I’m at my worst at receptions for me.

It was nice to be put in a category of “notable Connecticut residents” but you should know that, in the eyes of New York State, I’m not a resident of Connecticut but of New York. I worked more than 183 days in New York in 1991 and anyone who does that is a resident on their  books. I am not a resident of New York, of course. We’ve lived in the same house in Connecticut since 1951 and raised a family there. I pay Connecticut taxes but New York doesn’t care about details. Can they tax me without allowing me to vote? I’m going to register to vote in New York next year with a Connecticut address and see what happens. I plan to vote in Connecticut, too.

Having paid my 1994 taxes on time after preparing it with the help of a good accountant who doesn’t fudge the numbers, I was angered to get another letter signed by James E. Quinn, my IRS District Director.

“We selected your Federal Income Tax return for the year shown below for review to examine the items listed at the end of this letter” he wrote.

I went to the end of the letter to see what they wanted to examine. Among other items listed was:

“JOB-HUNTING EXPENSES”

“Log or diary showing job-hunting activity, and cancelled checks or receipts showing expenses paid for this activity, including payments to employment agencies.”
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Dear Mr. Quinn,

Before I come in for the review you demand, let me ask you some questions:

1. Does someone in as responsible a job as you have send out letters over his signature without reading them?

2. Are you reviewing a lot of returns needlessly to provide people in your office with work because you have more people working for you than you need?

3. When you signed the letter to me, did you look at my tax return before you decided to put me to all the trouble and angst of preparing for a review?

4. Did you see how much money I made last year? Did you note that at my age I get a pension from the Writers’ Guild, the American Federation of Radio and Television Artists and from Essay Productions? Did you see where I get $13,000 in Social Security? Did you know I’ve worked for the same company since 1949 and still work there? Do you ever watch television? Do you know I am well paid for doing a regular piece on one of the most popular shows? Do you read your local paper and note that they carry this column along with 150 other papers in the Country, each one of which pays me money? Have you ever read a book? I spent long hours writing my World War II memoir that’s in bookstores now and for which the publisher paid me a handsome advance.

In view of all this, Mr. Quinn, how much time, money and effort do you think I spent looking for work or, as you say “job-hunting?” Do you really think I listed my name with an employment agency? Have you ever thought of looking for another job yourself?

The last item you want me to justify is “UNIFORMS, EQUIPMENT, AND TOOLS.” You ask for “a description of the item.”

It surprises me that you didn’t already know this, Mr. Quinn, because I listed my occupation as “writer.” Writers do not wear uniforms. I’ve known a lot of them and I don’t think I ever recall seeing a writer in any kind of a uniform unless you call baggy corduroys and an L.L. Bean blue denim shirt a uniform. I wear those a lot but if you’ll take the trouble of actually looking at my tax return, you’ll see that I didn’t even take the prorated cost of wear-and-tear on my ten-year old corduroys.

As for equipment, I don’t remember what I put in for on my tax form and I don’t have it on hand here, but it couldn’t have been much. I have seventeen old Underwood #5 typewriters and, while I only use a  couple of them, I think I have enough to last me to the end of my writing life so I won’t be asking for a tax deduction there for “equipment.”

I use a computer a lot now but I’ve had mine for several years and I don’t think I applied for much of any equipment deduction. Maybe a few typewriter ribbons.

You ask about tools. I did get a new, very small, screwdriver to fix the handle on my laptop but that’s all I can think of and I doubt if I put in for that screwdriver.

My basic question to you is this, Mr. Quinn, and I’d like an answer within ten days: Are the people in your IRS office stupid, inefficient or did someone there think it would be fun to have Andy Rooney come in so they could get his autograph?

Do you understand, Mr. Quinn, that sexual is not the only form of harassment?
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E.B. Gurewitz 
Dept. of Taxation & Finance 
New York, New York

 



Dear Mr. Gurewitz,

This is to confirm our tax review date for January 7th, 1993.

I received your request asking me to sign an extension beyond the April 15, 1993 limit. This suggests you are busier than I am. It seems to me as though there’s ample time to resolve this in the more than four months left before the statutory limit expires. I certainly would like to have it off my mind before then and I could be available at any time.

I was gratified to note that the person from your office who wrote the consent request letter is as bad with language as I am with numbers. Some of it borders on being illiterate. For example, this sentence: “Since failure to receive these Consent forms timely automatically results in the issuance of an assessment for tax due, plus penalty and interest, please be sure that the forms are completed properly and mailed promptly.”

I thought we had resolved most of the issues at our first meeting. There is something wrong about any citizen paying taxes to both New York State and Connecticut unless he can vote in two States. I should pay non-resident taxes on my New York State income to New York. Tax on other income on work done in Connecticut where, for example, I write my newspaper column, should be paid to Connecticut. I am indeed, a resident of Connecticut, not New York. My doctor, my dentist, my stores are in Connecticut. I have a Connecticut driver’s license. I vote there. I do not live in New York even though I spend several days a week working there.
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June 2, 1999

Julianne Martinez 
Chase Visa 
Fraud Operations

 



Dear Ms. Martinez,

Your letter dated May 21, calling for my prompt attention to a possible fraudulent use of my Visa card, was postmarked May 24 and delivered June 2nd.

I will give it my prompt attention sometime soon.






PART TWO

A Funny Business

[image: 008]

The world is divided between people who keep stuff and people who throw it out. I keep it.

For what reason I don’t know but immediately after World War II, Communism appealed to a great many bright American intellectuals—there are dumb intellectuals.

Some of my friends from The Stars and Stripes and YANK magazine met regularly at Tim Costello’s bar on Third Avenue in New York and were trying to organize to get Henry Wallace, the most liberal of the candidates, elected President. I went to Costello’s occasionally and was surprised to find, later, that some of my friends had actually joined the American Communist Party. It didn’t seem terrible to me, just dumb.

Later, when I worked at MGM in Hollywood, I made friends with a man named Lester Cole. He was one of their best screenwriters. I liked him and we had lunch together frequently and dinner occasionally. I don’t ever recall talking politics or economics with Lester.

He invited us to an anti-Franco fund-raising dinner for what was called “the Barsovie Hospital” which I understood to be somewhere in the Basque region of Spain where wounded Spanish freedom-fighters were treated. We sat at a table in the banquet room and when the master of ceremonies started pointing at tables to ask how much we’d give, I didn’t want to call attention to myself by being the only piker in the crowd and offered a table-low of $25.

It was months before I knew “the Barsovie Hospital” dinner was a Communist Party event. For some reason my name never surfaced and the $25 didn’t buy me entrée to any list of “subversives.”

By the time I went to work for Arthur Godfrey at CBS, in 1949, Senator Joseph McCarthy was on a vicious campaign to purge the news and entertainment business in both Hollywood and New York of all its communist, socialist or left-leaning members. A serious Democrat could easily have been swept up by McCarthy’s broad broom and I was lucky it missed that $25 check of mine and my friendship with Lester Cole because Lester had been sent to prison as one of “The Hollywood Ten.”

A great many Americans approved of McCarthy but a great many detested everything about his campaign. Unfortunately, even some of those who hated it knuckled under and submitted to McCarthy because they were afraid. He could ruin a person or a company by merely suggesting a communist connection. Executives of the Columbia Broadcasting System did not distinguish themselves in this regard.

Dr. Frank Stanton has been the object of a lot of criticism for his part in the corporate cave-in. While I know nothing about the part he played, he may have made a mistake. If he did, he more than made up for it in his subsequent years as president of the company with his brilliant and courageous defense of the network’s First Amendment rights.

One of the things I never threw away is a collector’s item today. It is the original memo from a CBS executive asking CBS employees to sign the non-communist oath.

 



Columbia Broadcasting System, Inc. 
OFFICE COMMUNICATION 
December 19, 1950

 



To: The Organization

From: Joseph Ream

In the last war, radio, and CBS, played a vital and important role. In some areas of our operations—short wave programming and transmitter  operation, and laboratory developmental work—were under direct contract with the federal government. The value of broadcasting’s contribution has been attested by high government officials and, even more significantly, by the many millions of listeners who depended on radio for information, inspiration and entertainment during the period of crisis.

Today, we are faced with a new crisis in our national life. The President of the United States has declared a national emergency. If we are to fulfill our obligations and responsibilities as radio and television broadcasters in this new crisis, we must do at least two things: First, we must make sure that our broadcasting operations in the public interest are not interrupted by sabotage or violence; second, we must make sure that the full confidence of our listeners and viewers is unimpaired.

To accomplish the first objective we will institute measures for physical security generally similar to those existing in the last war.

To accomplish the second objective we are asking each employee to answer the questions on the form attached, which we will keep confidential, unless at some future time the information is demanded by a governmental security agency. These questions are identical to those appearing in the Civil Service Commission application for federal government.

Because of the unique nature of broadcasting, it is most important that, for the good of both the country and our own organization, there be no question concerning loyalty to our country of any CBS employee. We are all aware that in the past year certain groups have raised questions concerning alleged subversive influences in broadcasting. It is important that the true facts—based on the statement of each employee—be established.

J. H. R.

Note: Please return signed questionnaire to your department head or, if you prefer, direct to my office.

The questionnaire asked each of us to swear we were not now and never had been members of the Communist Party and had never worked for anyone who was.

My response to Ream’s memo was a tortured attempt on my part to be funny by parodying his memo.

 



To: Mr. Joseph H. Ream, Columbia Broadcasting System

From: Andrew A. Rooney

In the last war, I played a small unimportant role. I was for four years a soldier in the United States Army.

Today we face a new crisis. The President of the United States has declared a National Emergency.

If I am once again to fulfill my obligations as a citizen of this free democracy, I must do at least two things: First, I must try to maintain my personal liberty; second, to continue to enjoy the pursuit of happiness (and what of it I catch), I must continue to be employed for the satisfaction of having an outlet for my work and for the income which supports my wife, self and three children.

To accomplish both these objectives, I am signing the memorandum which I first received on February 2, 1951, and in return I am asking that I be sent a statement to the effect that neither the chairman of the board, William S. Paley, nor the president of the Columbia Broadcasting System, Frank Stanton, is now or ever has been, a member of the Communist Party or any of the organizations listed as totalitarian, fascist or communist or subversive by the Attorney General of the United States.

The only good sense I showed was in not sending that memo and neither did I return the questionnaire with my signature.

Several weeks later I got a second memo from another CBS executive.

 



Columbia Broadcasting System, Inc.

OFFICE COMMUNICATION

January 29, 1951

TO: CBS contract personnel

FROM: Gerald F. Maulsby

On December 19, 1950, the attached memorandum and statement for signature were distributed to all CBS payroll employees and contract personnel.

As it is possible a copy may not have reached you, this further one is now being forwarded to your attention. After it has been checked and signed, will you please return it to the office of Joseph H. Ream, Executive Vice-President.

Many thanks.

G.F.M.

 



For many years, when I had been asked if I had signed the non-communist oath at CBS during the blacklisting scandal, I had told people that I had refused. It turns out I was not so brave as my memory of myself.

I wrote a second memo which I did send and did sign.

 



TO: Gerald Maulsby

FROM: Andrew A. Rooney

I have signed and am returning the so-called “non-communist oath” paper which I first received December 21, 1951 from Joseph Ream. I assume there will be made available to me a statement to the effect that neither the chairman of the board, William S. Paley nor the president  of the Columbia Broadcasting System, Dr. Frank Stanton, is now or ever has been a member of the Communist Party or any of the organizations listed as totalitarian, fascist, communist or subversive listed by the Attorney General of the United States.

 



I never got the statement I asked for attesting to the fact that neither Paley nor Stanton were communists.
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August 25, 1950

David Klinger

CBS Business Affairs

 



Dear Dave,

Charley Slocum and I have never read the contract we signed last year to write the Talent Scout show for Arthur Godfrey. Contracts are not designed to be read by writers.

I think it ran for two years but it may have been life. If it was for life, I don’t know whether it was for my life or the life of the show, whichever is longer.

Neither of us honestly believe Arthur would be back in Baltimore selling birdseed without us, but we thought we did a good job of writing last year for both Arthur and Cedric Adams the night he stood in when Arthur was away. We were paid $150 a week each. The show was the #1 rated show on television for nine weeks last year and always in the top five.

Charley and I thought it would be best to make a direct approach, without going through the Guild or an agent, and simply ask for more money.

I know little or nothing about who has anything to say about the writing budget for the show but I feel sure they’ll agree the $300 we split is not enough considering the ratings and the work involved.

I should think $250 each would be a reasonable boost. If I am in error in not saying $350 please consider my having done so.
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In 1961 I was working in an office adjacent to the main CBS building at 485 Madison Avenue in New York. I received a memo from a CBS vice president. It’s hard to believe the same vice president would handle two such disparate matters but he was the same one from whom I got a memo asking that I sign the non-communist oath.

In the memo he said, “I would appreciate very much your not asking to have your building reopened after hours.

“Once the doors are locked for the night—after determining there is no one on the premises—the guards have been instructed not to unlock them except in extreme emergencies.”

 



Dear Mr. Maulsby,

I have your note requesting me not to ask admittance to 46 East 52 Street “after hours.” After whose hours?

Garry Moore is leaving New York for thirteen weeks at the end of June and we are trying to get enough shows taped ahead of time to carry us through that period. Writing sixty-five, ten-minute shows entails more work than I am able to accomplish during a vice president’s working hours.

I had planned to work both tomorrow, Saturday, and the next day, Sunday. Will I be able to get into this building? If I can’t could you make arrangements to cancel The Garry Moore Show for thirteen weeks? 


May 22, 1962

TO: Lawrence W. Lowman 
Personnel Vice President, CBS 
FROM: Andrew A. Rooney

 



Dear Mr. Lowman,

For the past eight months I’ve been writing the Calendar show five days a week with John Mosedale.

The Calendar script is usually finished by 7:00 P.M. and has to be retyped, duplicated and delivered to five producers, the director and to Mary Fickett and Harry Reasoner.

It was decided it would be practical to have a male typist who could clean up the script when we finished it, mimeograph it and then deliver it that night to five locations around town.

We had five unsatisfactory candidates and finally settled on a twenty-nine-year-old colored [We were still using “colored” in 1962] man named Ernest Hall. [I’ve changed his name, although he probably wouldn’t care.] He came from Olsen’s Employment Agency and was an exceptionally fast typist. A whiz. He didn’t look like the all-American boy. His dress was strange but he was pleasant and extremely helpful with everything.

After four months, it was decided he should be put on staff. He filled out the CBS forms and expressed what I thought was an unusual degree of delight over having a steady job. He said he hadn’t had anything regular in some time.

Some strange things happened with Ernie around the office. Two television sets disappeared and one day he came to me and asked to borrow $150. He said he had to go see his mother who was sick in Detroit. I doubted his story about his sick mother but loaned him the  money and he disappeared for five days. When he returned, his jaw was swollen and his eyes discolored.

A short while later, Tom Wolfe, the Calendar producer, told me Ernie had been called the previous evening by the CBS Employment Office and told not to come back to work the next day. They had discovered he had spent a year in a Federal prison in Detroit six years ago.

He was dismissed by CBS, they said, not because of his prison record but because he falsified his CBS application by failing to mention it.

Jack Kiermaier and Tom Wolfe put some pressure on the Employment Office and were told they didn’t want to hear any more about it. The case was closed.

They added that Ernie had “been in trouble” in New York as recently as January for breaking into an apartment and that he also had a record as a homosexual.

Ernie came to my office in tears. “Six years ago and I can’t lose it,” he said. “I was working at a Detroit radio station. They had some contest where people sent in a dollar. One of the executives and I opened a bunch of the envelopes and took a lot of dollars over a period of a month. We got caught and we both went to Federal prison because it was tampering with the U.S. Mail.”

“Every time I get a job they find out and I get fired. If I tell them about it first I don’t get the job.”

“Tell me the truth, Ernie” I asked him. “What about your sick mother in Detroit?”

He said he was homosexual and he was having trouble with his lover. He told me that after they had an argument, his partner had decided to go back to Puerto Rico. Ernie picked up with another man  and, unfortunately, his original partner returned unexpectedly to the apartment one night. That accounted for his bruises.

“That’s why I needed that $150 to get out of town,” he said. “I was scared. Did I thank you?”

He knew it was funny. It’s hard to describe how charming Ernie could be. He was quick and disarming, especially about himself.

I asked him about breaking into the apartment. He told a long story about having fallen behind on his rent and the landlady changed the lock on his door. He climbed up the drainpipe on the side of the building to get through a window so he could get his clothes.

He was caught by two cops and charged with “breaking and entering.” It didn’t matter to the police that it was his apartment and his own clothes he took.

To make certain Ernie was telling me the truth, I tracked down the court record and called the arresting officer, Patrolman Francis Magan of the Tactical Patrol. He confirmed the story and I have the court record.

I asked Ernie if he had any other problems the Employment office was going to throw at us and he broke down in tears.

“Andy” he said. “I have every problem you can imagine. I’m an ex convict, I’m a drug addict, I’m homosexual . . . and I’m black.” [Ernie used “black.”]

No one could talk CBS into rehiring Ernie and I knew better than anyone how good he was at his job.

I went to Europe for two weeks and Ernie got two weeks’work typing a novel. I mention this to account for the gap between his dismissal and this note to you.

He said he found it difficult to say but what he said didn’t surprise me. He was the youngest of seven children, all boys. His mother wanted a girl desperately and had dressed him as a girl and let his hair  grow to his shoulders until he was twelve. He had always had a sex problem he said and had been turned down by Army psychiatrists. I believe the CBS doctor he saw when he started to work here, knew of this.

That’s the story. I wish you could find a way to arrange for Ernie to be rehired. Are we—and I’m proud of CBS, I say “we”—are we just talkers about doing the right thing when it comes to being open and forgiving? I believe this man has fine potential for being a happy useful citizen and a good CBS worker. I’m confident enough of Ernie that I’d be willing to post a bond against any loss to CBS caused by him. I have too much to do. I would rather forget this whole thing but this seems important and I hope you can help. If CBS fired all the people who have falsified their employment records or all the people on staff who are homosexual it’s going to be very short-handed.

You are the only person who might be able to prevail over the Employment Office. I hope you can help get Ernie Hall reinstated.

Andrew A. Rooney

 



Short term, the story had an unhappy ending. Ernie was not rehired. Long term, it’s a success story. Ernie straightened himself out, got off drugs and has a good job with a big agency as a drug counselor. He travels around the Country making speeches. I’ve had lunch with him several times in the CBS cafeteria and he’s as funny and likeable as ever. . . and never asks me for a loan so he can go see his sick mother in Detroit. We laugh about it.

[image: 011]

Jack Kiermaier became head of the CBS News documentary unit in the 1960s. Dick Salant, the president of CBS News, had already approved an idea I had approached him with, to be called “An Essay On Doors.”

Jack didn’t disapprove but he was understandably unclear about what I intended to do and asked me to explain it.

 



TO: Jack Kiermaier

“An Essay On Doors” will be taped Saturday, February 29, in Studio No. 3. Harry Reasoner will narrate it. The broadcast is in these four parts:

1. There will be fourteen working doors set up for the cameras in the studio by CBS set designers.


• Hospital door with two small, oval glass windows. They lend drama to a door.

• French doors. We will try to determine why they are called French.

• Swinging saloon doors.

• Victorian brownstone-house double doors, inner and outer.

• Forbidding dentist office door with opaque glass and sign.

• Typical American home front door.

• Closet door.

• Revolving door. (Women never take the first one available.)

• Door on a prison cell

• Two screen doors, one old wooden with a spring that pulls it closed, another modern aluminum one with a pneumatic closer. With scrollwork.

• Swinging dining-room-to-kitchen door.

• Refrigerator door.



Harry will make whatever observations there are in the script about these doors.

2. A still picture piece with about thirty photos of specifically historic, architecturally noteworthy or interesting doors. For instance, we have good pictures of the majestic Ghiberti bronze doors in Florence.

3. A montage of film clips showing the use of doors in dramatic situations, serious and comic. We have some movie clips of Loretta Young sweeping out a French door to the garden.

4. A pantomime study of door manners, mannerisms and problems. Franz Reynders, the pantomimist, will perform in the frame of a suggested door. Opening a door for a woman, getting through one with a bag of groceries etc.

Special effects has about seventeen door sounds they use in certain situations for the soap operas. This will make a brief spot for us.

My intention is to make it apparent that the most ordinary objects around us—doors in this case—hold extraordinary interest when viewed from a good angle or from a sufficient number of different angles. There are a great many things to be said about doors and I’ll try to say some of them in the script. There is something basically dramatic about a door because our attitude toward one is markedly different if we are outside, wanting to get in, than it is if we are inside, wanting to get out. I don’t have a finished script because it will be easier to fit the words to the pictures than it would be for me to write it first and try to find pictures to fit what I’ve written.

This isn’t very convincing, is it? Find it in your heart to trust me.

 



“An Essay on Doors” was produced and broadcast.

[image: 012]


Will Rogers, Jr. was elected to Congress before WW II and resigned to enlist in the Army in 1942. I met him in Germany in March 1945. He was commander of a Sherman tank during the rough part of the war and I wrote a story about him for The Stars and Stripes.


Bill and I met again eleven years later when I was hired as “head writer” for the CBS Morning Show. It was a silly title because there was nothing head about me, but the staff, including Barbara Walters, who did the fashion pieces, was capable and we had a lot of fun.


Bill never got out from under his famous father’s shadow. He was one of the most charming, likeable, bumblingly inept former tank commanders who ever hosted a television show.

CBS had never been able to compete with NBC or ABC in the morning and this may have been the worst of a lot of CBS morning shows. I kept in touch with Bill for years after it ended.

 



July 7, 1959

Will Rogers, Jr. 
Tubac, Arizona

 



Dear Bill,

What am I doing you ask? You will be hurt to know that The Morning Show—“The Good Morning Show” was it?—was but the beginning of my retreat from literary respectability. I’ve sold some magazine things—three, successfully, and this must be a First—to Readers Digest, Harper’s, Look . . . and Playboy.

I’m currently writing a genuinely dreadful show replacing Perry Como on Saturday nights. It is called Perry Presents and the other writer is Allen Sherman.

The Perry Como offices are on Park Avenue and Perry has an interesting piece of furniture that turns on its axis. It’s an altar where mass can be said on one side and a bar on the other.

Perry seems like a good guy although I haven’t seen much of him.

On the first show, we had Hans Conreid as “Our Guest-Host.” “Guest-host” meant he was only hired for one night I think. The regular stars were Tony Bennett and Teresa Brewer and, although I wrote for them, we never had much contact.

I don’t understand why, when someone intelligent and respectable like Hans Conreid takes a job like that for money, the reviewers say only that it was unfortunate that so talented a fellow was trapped in such a bad show. Why don’t they say this about me, a writer? I too am urbane, witty, lovable, fair, intelligent—but what they say about me is not that I was unlucky to have been involved with a bad show. They say, in effect, that the writing is terrible. Was I not as trapped by my need for money as Hans Conreid?

The answer in my mind is that acting is a lot easier than writing and critics never seem to understand that. They almost always say that the acting was fine and the sets by Mielzener de Arutunian were exceptional but they say the writing was lousy. I’m not asking for mercy though. Allen Sherman is very talented and I know how but the writing is poor. The critics are right.

I’m writing worse than I know how for money.

It worries me occasionally to think that my taste is superior to my talent.

Please find me when you come to New York, even if it means buying my dinner again. I’d like to ask you to ask me to come out there to your ranch and see a real live horse sometime. I’ve always wondered whether horses really neigh as much as they always do in the movies.
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