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PREFACE

Almost everyone has in mind writing a book someday. The assumption by so many people that a book is easy to write—if they could only find the time—is irritating to writers who actually write books. Although there is no evidence one is any harder to do than the other, people who wouldn’t think of operating on a friend for a brain tumor have no hesitation about trying to write a book. Most of them don’t actually want to write anything, they just want to be authors.

I like being a writer but I also like writing. The only time I feel in control of my life is when I am sitting at my typewriter—computer now—typing.

This book was three quarters written when the publisher, Peter Osnos, started pressing me for a title. Coming up with the name for a book has never been one of my strengths. It doesn’t seem important because the name of a book doesn’t have anything to do with whether a book sells well or not. The title only seems like a good one after it becomes a best-seller. When John Steinbeck submitted his book during the great depression of the thirties, it seems unlikely that the publisher thought The Grapes of Wrath was a title that would become one of the best known of all time.

I tried to think of a name for this book. There is no orderly process to go through thinking of a name for a book. If you’re naming a child, there are long lists of names you can look through. It’s more difficult naming a book than naming a baby because of the multitude of options. Just to give you some idea, every child’s name there ever was is the potential name for a book.

As my brain flipped through possibilities, it seemed as if all the good  book names had been taken. I started making notes of titles I’d like to have for this book and in every case, someone had thought of it first: War and Peace, Pale Horse, Pale Rider, Catch 22, Cry the Beloved Country, Heart of Darkness, The Joy of Cooking, Gone With the Wind, Never So Young Again, The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, Brave New World, The Naked and the Dead, Darkness at Noon, Tender Is the Night, The Postman Always Rings Twice, From Here to Eternity. Now those are great names for books. What could we come up with to match one of those in the unlikely event this becomes a classic?

We ended up with Common Nonsense. I cannot remember whose idea it was. Five of us were sitting around a table and it may have been mine. At first glance it’s pretty good. It’s short and mildly clever being a play on a cliché. As the others around the table agreed that Common Nonsense would be the name of the book, the problem with me giving the name Common Nonsense to a book I wrote, came to me. Why am I saying the material in it is both common and nonsense? I guess the answer is that the book comprises 154 essays about a wide variety of subjects and is a reflection of a flawed brain with a capacity for being interested in more things than it can comprehend. We need fewer mysteries in our lives though and holding up any subject, no matter how trivial or how profound, to the strong light of day, takes the mystery out of it. But we could have called it 154 Essays by Andy Rooney. That would have been a good, straightforward name for the book. Making my name part of the title would have been a trick way of getting it mentioned more prominently than if the book was called 154 Essays and then, down below in smaller type, “By Andy Rooney.” Because of the exposure my name gets on the television broadcast 60 Minutes, its prominence in the title is considered to be a sales tool.

We’ll see.






PART 1

Daily Life in America


Further proof of the fact that hope springs eternal is everyone’s anticipation that the mail will bring something wonderful even though it almost never does.







DO NOT PUT BOOK IN WATER!

The directions that come with any new appliance or tool must all be written in one place in some remote foreign country because they all sound the same. They also sound as if they’ve been written by a Japanese who went to college in the United States.

As part of my vacation pleasure, I have just treated myself to a new, heavy duty cordless drill. The book of instructions that came with it clearly states, in big, bold letters:

WARNING! READ ALL INSTRUCTIONS BEFORE OPERATING THIS TOOL!

I don’t do that. From many years experience buying new tools, gadgets and appliances, I have learned that the best thing to do is ignore the instructions, put the manual aside and start trying to use the new toy right away. If you don’t try to use it, you can’t understand the instructions. If you fool with it for a while and run into some problems using it, then you are better equipped to understand what the instructions are talking about. I realize, of course, that I am never going to get a book of instructions that says:

FOOL WITH YOUR NEW TOOL FIRST, THEN READ THE INSTRUCTIONS!

Neither am I going to read a book of directions that says:

THIS IS NOT A DANGEROUS TOOL!

Or:

KIDS WILL ENJOY PLAYING WITH THIS TOOL!

As careful as they want me to be, the instructions I have in front of me now don’t give me a lot of confidence in whoever wrote them. I already owned an electric drill but I decided it would be handy if I had one that didn’t have to be plugged in so I got this cordless model with a big battery. The fourth paragraph in the manual advises me: DO NOT ABUSE CORD. NEVER USE CORD TO CARRY TOOL. KEEP CORD AWAY FROM HEAT, OIL, SHARP EDGES OR MOVING PARTS.

What’s that all about? I bought this piece of equipment because I wanted a drill that doesn’t have a cord. It has a battery. Why do they tell me not to abuse the cord when it doesn’t have one? They must be saving money by writing a single, all-purpose manual for every tool they make. All they have to say is generalities like KEEP YOUR WORK AREA CLEAN AND WELL LIT.

Whether my work area is clean or not is my business and I’ll thank this big corporation to mind its own business. Do I write telling them to keep their factory clean? First thing you know, the manual will be telling me to make my bed in the morning and wash the dishes before watching television.

DO NOT OPERATE TOOL WHEN YOU ARE TIRED.

Oh, fine. If I didn’t operate the tool when I’m tired, I’d never operate it because woodworking is my hobby and I only do it when I’m tired of working.

DO NOT IMMERSE IN WATER!

Gosh, it’s a lucky thing you told me that. I was just going to fill the bathtub and put my new drill in there to soak.

They ought to have an instruction manual you had to read before they’d allow you to buy a tool.

ATTENTION! DO NOT BUY THIS TOOL UNLESS YOU ARE CERTAIN YOU REALLY WANT IT. MAKE SURE THIS TOOL DOES WHAT YOU WANT IT TO DO BEFORE YOU WASTE A LOT OF MONEY ON SOMETHING YOU DON’T REALLY NEED!

I don’t keep warranties, factory guarantees or promises of any kind that come with stuff I buy because I know from experience that if something goes wrong, there’s nothing good to do but throw the thing away and buy a new one. I don’t keep the box stuff comes in, either, even though they tell me to.

“For service,” the booklet says, “contact your nearest factory service center. A list of the factory service centers nearest you appears on page 14.”

My nearest factory service center is always someplace like Dayton,  Ohio. I suppose I could just drive by someday and drop the tool off in Dayton when it breaks except that Dayton just doesn’t happen to be on my way to anyplace I go these days.




THE UNREMOVABLE TOP

The problem and the joke about it is old now. We’re used to it. They’ve beaten us down and we’re no longer complaining.

The fact remains, tops of jars and bottles are too hard to take off. Stuff that comes packaged in plastic is too hard to open and get at. Even cardboard boxes have become more impenetrable than a cave in Afghanistan. You shouldn’t have to go to the garage to get a hatchet. Big envelopes that say “tear along dotted line” don’t tear there at all. How come companies are selling us stuff we can’t get at?

Something as simple as the twist-off cap on a bottle of soda is often impossible to remove with the normal strength of your bare hands. I have normal strength in my hands. I work with them in my shop all the time. I’m not embarrassed about my strength. I just can’t get the tops off about half the things I try without wrestling with them.

If the average person was on a desert island with boxes full of bottles and jars of food, he or she could starve to death simply because it was impossible to get the tops off anything. Anyone in dire need of medicine in the middle of the night could die trying to get at a pill in a bottle. They aren’t just “child-proof,” they are “adult-proof.”

About half of the cardboard milk or orange juice containers that have arrows saying “push here” or “open here,” do not push or open there at all. You have to pry them open with a knife which creates a spout that drips.

Do the manufacturers who sell us these products understand how angry we are? They may not know and I have one possible explanation. It may be that the people who can’t get the tops off things feel inadequate. They don’t want to admit they can’t do it so they don’t complain. They assume everyone else can get the tops off and, if they can’t, they figure they must be too dumb or too weak. No one wants to admit either of those things so they remain silent.

Men, in particular, don’t want to admit they aren’t strong enough. My friend Garry Moore had a great sense of humor. He was married to a woman quite a bit bigger than he was and he liked to joke about her size and strength. When he couldn’t get the top off something, he enjoyed needling her by handing her the jar and saying “Here, Dear. Would you take this top off for me?”

The other conspiracy I suspect is that the inventors of tops are in cahoots with the people who make a wide variety of gadgets designed to help people remove tops. Inventing new kinds of openers is a cottage industry and many of them don’t work. Even if they do, no one should buy something like a jar of jam and then have to buy something else to get the top off.

Some of these gadgets are designed to remove small tops, others large tops and people have to buy a different kind of top remover, depending on their problem and the size of tops they want to remove. Sales of these faulty gadgets are brisk and top designers may be in on the profits.

When it comes to taking the tops off things, I’m a rapper. I give anything that resists a sharp rap with the handle end of a table knife and this sometimes loosens it. I have even taken a jar to the basement and inserted it in my vise while I try to twist the top with a pair of pliers.

Last week I bought a can of something that’s supposed to cut through the buildup of baked-on grease in the oven. The top of the can says “TO REMOVE TOP, SQUEEZE, TWIST AND PULL.” I squeezed, twisted and pulled with all my might and couldn’t get the top off.

In a moment of fury, I had a wild idea. I was going to find out who designed the top, locate his home or office and then take off in my car with a camera crew. Once in the presence of this inventor of tops, I’d whip out the jar or can from my bag, push it at him with the camera  rolling and say “Here. You invented this damn thing. Let me see YOU squeeze, twist and pull it off.”

All this would be caught on camera. After the inventor failed miserably removing his own top, which I am convinced he would, I would come back with my pictures and sell them as an expose to one of the television shows that exposes things. I would have exclusive pictures of an inventor of tops who couldn’t get one of his own tops off.




HOW TO SAVE TIME

It’s important to be on the lookout for ways to save time. Here are some tips:
• There is no sense in wasting time being open-minded about everything. Don’t waste time listening to arguments in favor of something you thought through years ago and decided against.

• Dressing in the morning, make sure you have both shoes and two socks together in front of the chair so you only have to bend over once to put on all four of them.

• If the printer on your computer is slow and you’re thirsty, press PRINT and then go get a drink. By the time you get back, the printing will be finished and you’ll no longer be thirsty.

• When opening mail, slit open all the envelopes before reading anything. It takes longer to slit, read, slit, read, slit, read so it’s quickest to slit, slit, slit, slit, slit, read, read, read, read. Save time by not reading anything in an envelope that says IMPORTANT!

• Read the newspaper during the commercials on television news.

• Never start a crossword puzzle. If you have that much time to waste, take a nap.

• When boiling water, put the water in two pans or one kettle and one pan. Use the first to boil to start the coffee.

• When driving on a road with no traffic, stay on the inside of every curve, thus straightening out the road thus saving both distance and time.

• While brushing your teeth in the morning, turn on the shower so you don’t have to wait for hot water when you’re ready to get in.

• If you work on an upper floor in an office building, wait until you have pressed the elevator button before starting to put on your coat. If it takes 15 seconds to button your coat and two minutes for the elevator to come, you’re only losing a minute and 45 seconds.

• In the supermarket, don’t pick the shortest line. Choose the line in which people have least in their shopping carts.

• This is personal but when I’m writing I save time by not putting apostrophes in words like “isnt,” “dont,” “arent” and “wouldnt.” I estimate that in a 400-word letter, I save as much as five seconds by not putting in about 30 apostrophes.

• Don’t put everything back where it belongs every time you use it. Wait until you have a lot of stuff out of place and put it all back where it belongs at one time.








THANKS A LOT FOR NOTHING

Common courtesy has all but disappeared in many public places. We are no longer polite to strangers as a matter of course and that has contributed to the decline of what is called the quality of life in America. It varies in different parts of the Country but nowhere is common courtesy the same as it once was.

It may be simply because, on one hand, we are closer together physically than people used to be but farther apart in mind and spirit. In our cars we don’t hesitate to blow our horn at someone in another car because we are remote from that person.

At one time it was quite usual in a crowd for both the jostled party  and the jostler to say, “Excuse me.” Or perhaps one would say “Excuse me” and, simultaneously, the other would say “Pardon me.” It still happens but a much more common response than “Excuse me” to an unintended jostle now is “Why don’t you watch where you’re going.” It’s a comment, not a question.

Part of the new rudeness can also be attributed to the fact that we have diminished the importance of good words like “please” and “thank you” by using them indiscriminately and too often when we don’t mean them.

We’ve weakened their meaning by using them always in some superlative form. We seldom say just “Thank you” anymore. We routinely say “Thank you very much.” We say it for the most inconsequential things people do for us. When someone holds open a door for the person following, “Thank you” would seem an adequate acknowledgment of so routine a courtesy but we never let it go at that. It’s always “Thanks a lot.” If someone provides us with change for a dollar, we’re apt to say “Thanks a million.” Thanks ten, or at the most a hundred, would seem to be thankfulness enough.

Excessive thanks for a simple gesture leaves us nothing in reserve for the important occasions when we want to thank someone for some extraordinary courtesy they have extended us.

I stopped for gas last month in New Jersey where self-service is still illegal. A sign near the pump said “If our attendant fails to say ‘Thank you,’ the gas is on us.”

Is that kind of “thank you” from the heart? I don’t think so.

If the attendant didn’t say “thank you” and I reported him for it and the owner had to make good on the sign’s promise to give me the tank of gas free, the attendant would be fired. When the attendant thanks me, it doesn’t come from his gratitude, it comes from his fear of the boss. It’s a meaningless “thank you.” Too many “thank you’s” are these days.

When you get into a taxicab in New York City now, a recorded voice thanks you for using the taxi. Thanks for what? Thanks because we had to go someplace and needed transportation?

My trusty old Underwood typewriter and my Toshiba computer sit here on my desk side by side. The typewriter has the good taste not to say anything to me. It just does its job, silently and well.

My computer, on the other hand, won’t shut up. I touch a few keys and the screen reads: PLEASE WAIT

Why “please”? Do I have a choice? Does my computer mean that it’s grateful to me for being patient, which I am not? It’s meaningless for a machine to ask you anything as if it were being polite. Traditionally, the word “please” has been used as the polite introduction a person uses before making a request that may or may not be fulfilled. The word has even acquired a whole new meaning in the last few years.

When someone starts giving a friend advice he doesn’t want, the friend is apt to say “Please!” He doesn’t mean “Please give me more.” In this sense, the word retains some of its pleading quality but what the person using it means is “Please stop” or “Who needs your advice” or “Please knock it off with the advice.”

The word “thanks” is used in the same ironic sense. You might say to me after reading this column, for instance “Thanks for not lecturing me again about courtesy.”




THE TRUTH ABOUT LYING

Lies are a part of life. In spite of the admonitions we get beginning in childhood to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, the most honest people among us don’t live by that standard. It’s too hard.

“How does this look?” a woman asks her husband as they’re going out the door to a party. If he’s lucky, he genuinely likes what it looks like. If he doesn’t he’s in trouble because either he has to lie or tell the truth and start the whole evening off on the wrong foot. He not only has to lie but has to add to the deceit by lying enthusiastically. “It’s okay” is not enough.

It’s at least partly the woman’s fault for asking the question in the first place. Samuel Johnson put his finger on the problem when he said “Nobody has the right to put another under such a difficulty that he must either hurt the person by telling the truth or hurt himself by telling what is not true.”

Truth has a much better reputation than lying. We propagandize ourselves in favor of it every chance we get. All the wise men have endorsed it:

Plato—“Truth will prevail.”

H. W. Shaw—“Truth is the edict of God.”

Emerson—“Every violation of truth is a stab at the health of human society.”

Woodrow Wilson—“The truth always matches, piece by piece, with other parts of the truth.”

Mark Twain—“When in doubt, tell the truth.”

In spite of the lip service we pay truth, we spend a lot of time deciding when to lie. It’s good that it doesn’t come easily or naturally to most of us. We spend even more time trying to determine when we’re being lied to and when we’re being told the truth.

Advertising puts us to the test and gives us a lot of experience in detecting untruths. We know they lie so how good is this product they’re telling us about? And what about politicians? Not many people pick up the newspaper and read a story coming out of Washington without wondering whether they’re getting the truth or some altered version of it. The elected official who lies or tells less than the whole truth may, like the husband, believe that it’s best for everyone if he doesn’t go overboard being honest. He can get himself believing it’s best for the American people if they do not know the whole truth. He is not lying for personal gain. This is called “Lying Made Easy.”

It is even sadder to consider the possibility that many Americans know it and accept it. They don’t want the burden of knowing the truth because they are then confronted with solving some of the problems.

Trying to discern whether we’ve been lied to or not is complicated  when we start considering that maybe we were told part of the truth but not all the truth. Part of the truth is like a lie but worse because it’s more devious and more difficult to detect.

As a guest on the Larry King show one night I said some things, in answer to his questions, that I would have been better off lying about or avoiding. My superiors at CBS were angry. It was not that the people who objected to what I said necessarily thought I was wrong. They simply thought I shouldn’t have said it. It was, they thought, disloyal to be critical of CBS while I still took a salary from the company.

In my own defense, I told a boss of mine that I thought if all the truth were known by everyone about everything, it would be a better world. He scoffed. I think “scoff ” is what he did. I know he rejected the idea.

I’ve thought about it and in retrospect decided he was right. It was a pompous statement that sounds true but probably isn’t. Our lives could not survive all the truth about everything. If my boss asks me about it again though, I’m going to lie and repeat it. I like the sound of it. Maybe I can get my name in Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations by saying “It would be a better world if everyone in it knew all the truth about everything.”




SMILING

Words are what we use most often to communicate information or a thought but we transfer a lot of ideas from one of us to another using means other than the written or spoken word. For example, we smile.

A smile is a complex way of indicating what we think to someone else because there are so many ways to smile, each with its own meaning. We smile when we are amused. We smile to indicate we are pleased. If we wish to let the person looking at us know that we agree with what he or she said, we smile and nod. We frown to convey the opposite of those ideas but we don’t frown as often as we smile.

There are compulsive smilers. Even when they tell a sad story, they  smile. I frown more than most people and smile less often although I don’t think my reaction to the world is any less positive than people who smile a lot. Smiling just doesn’t come naturally to me.

A smile loses its effectiveness if a person smiles too often. You can usually tell when a person is smiling for effect and when he or she is smiling naturally. At its best, smiling is one of the nicest things to do.

Laughing is an extreme smile. It doesn’t have as many nuances as smiling has although you can laugh, you can chuckle or guffaw. Laughing can be nasty too. When you “laugh at” someone, you are not being friendly. You’re putting the person down.

There are an infinite number of ways to smile. A smirk is a nasty smile. A grin is getting close to a laugh. A smile can even be evil. Mona Lisa’s smile is enigmatic. You wouldn’t ever say that someone had an enigmatic laugh. When you see someone laughing, it seems as though the eyes are laughing too although eyes don’t change. Not even Irish eyes laugh. When the rest of the face, including even the nose, sometimes changes during a laugh, it gives the illusion that the eyes have joined in the fun.

The best smiles come unbidden. That’s when you don’t decide to smile. Your mouth just widens and, involuntarily, the corners turn up slightly. That’s why smiles are so good. The best ones are unplanned.

You see a lot of fake smiles. People use their smile for a purpose. For example, I enjoy watching Goldie Hawn in a movie but I wish she’d stop smiling. The world isn’t that funny all the time, Goldie. Although, come to think of it, the smile Goldie uses doesn’t suggest she is amused. It suggests someone is taking her picture and she decided many years ago that she looked better in a picture if she was smiling. I don’t know whether she does or not because I’ve never seen her when she wasn’t.

Professional photographers almost always insist that you smile.

“Okay, look at the camera and smile.”

Why in the world should I smile because a photographer thinks I look better doing it? I don’t think I look better. If the smile didn’t come naturally as the camera clicked, I look foolish, not friendly.

In newspaper pictures of businessmen, they are often seen smiling when in actual fact, they seldom smile on the job. When a corporation spends a fortune having its annual report printed in an elaborate brochure, it’s full of hot air and the pictures fit the text. All the executives are smiling as if they were nice guys and they are not. I don’t want a business executive smiling at me in his pictures. I know it’s just a pose. It’s known in song as laughing on the outside, crying on the inside.




 NO CLOTHES MAKE THE WOMAN

Unless you know a lot of people I don’t know, you don’t know anyone who looks like the women wearing the clothes in fashion magazines and newspaper ads. I stare in amazement at what I see, hoping no one will catch me looking.

Who are the women in your crowd who don’t put on any underwear from the waist up and then get into loose-fitting, V-necked dresses cut down to their waistline?

It would be interesting to watch these women, wearing these so-called clothes, perform any normal, everyday chore. They certainly couldn’t bend over to pick up a quarter if they dropped one on the sidewalk without falling out of what little they have on.

There are newspaper ads showing pictures of women in clothes so revealing that editors at the same newspaper would refuse to use them on grounds they were indecent if they were submitted by a staff photographer to illustrate a news story.

What I fail to understand is the theory behind fashion advertising. Do stores show their clothes on these glamorous, barely-covered models because they think the average American woman will be fooled into thinking she’ll look like that if she buys the dress?

If that isn’t the theory, what is? What does the average woman think? She’s 53 years old, 5 feet 2 inches tall, weighing 141 pounds. She’s neither  homely nor beautiful. Does she look at the ad with the voluptuous model, 19 years old, 5 feet 7 inches tall, who weighs 103 pounds, and envision herself, in the mirror, looking like that if she buys the dress?

One Sunday fashion section carried a story saying that women are once again wearing high-heeled, high-fashion shoes to work. Several pictures accompanied the story, showing women wearing platforms attached to their shoes with elaborately cut leather straps. These shoes would inhibit the most athletic woman alive from getting out of her own way.

The thought I had seeing women in these ridiculously high heels is that someone in the shoe industry got to a fashion writer or an editor at the newspaper. That occurred to me because from my experience, women are clearly NOT wearing high heeled shoes to work. It is not a trend. It may be a wish that shoe manufacturers have but it is not a trend.

My office is on the same floor of a building with a lot of other offices that are occupied by at least 25 women. I see them come to work every day and none of them ever wears high-heels. High heels are as rare at work as slinky, low cut dresses. Some working women may keep a pair of shoes with high heels in their desk drawer in the event they have an evening date but they do not wear them at work.

Nothing has done more for the women’s movement than when they moved out of high-heeled shoes and into flat-soled shoes. It changed their image and for the better. I looked at those pictures of what the newspaper called the latest thing and it reminded me of stories I’d read of the days when Chinese women bound their feet to misshape them into little arched stubs that they couldn’t walk on.

The makers of women’s shoes must be distraught over the move women have made toward wearing sensible shoes and sneakers. Shoe manufacturers would love a newspaper story suggesting that the new fashion among women is high-heeled shoes even if it is not. I’ll bet they’d even be willing to pay someone to suggest women are returning to high heels as a trick to encourage it. I don’t want to suggest a newspaper editor was less than honest but it comes to my mind as a possibility.

It’s hard to say how much influence advertising has on what people wear. Obviously the people who design and sell clothes think it has a great deal. I can’t help thinking though, that fashion has a mind of its own independent of designers or fashion section editors. There is no telling where the latest fashion comes from or where it goes when we’re done with it.




 NAPPING

It isn’t right for anyone to talk about the things he or she does well. It is for other people to point out your strengths.

Having said that, I want to tell you about something I do exceedingly well. If there were some way of ranking the people who do it in order of their proficiency at it, I believe I’d be near the top of the list. I’m that good.

What I do so well is nap. There are few people I know who nap as well as I do. I have a couch in my office and I often close the door, take off my shoes and lie on it. The duration of my nap time is seldom more than five minutes. An eight-minute nap would be like a night’s sleep. I awake from a four-minute nap completely refreshed and ready to face a new day—even though the day is half over.

People who don’t nap well miss one of life’s great pleasures. I think they realize this because they try to make up for their disappointment over not being able to nap by making derogatory remarks about people who do nap. They assume a superior attitude.

“You didn’t hear it because you were asleep” a family member will say to me in a holier-than-thou tone of voice if I miss a little of Jim Lehrer’s NewsHour. A drink before dinner is nap-inducing and I enjoy dropping off briefly before going upstairs to bed. You might think that would take the edge off a night’s sleep but it does not.

Last Sunday I made a three-hour drive from upstate New York down  to The City and I had to pull over twice and doze briefly. I can be asleep in the car before the residual vibrations of a running engine subside.

There are several things that put me to sleep and driving with the sun in my eyes is principal among them. Other somnifacients are a bad movie, a dull concert or a company treasurer’s report.

A book, The Art of Napping by William Anthony, a Boston University professor, has encouraged me to come out of the bedroom closet. Professor Anthony argues in favor of the recreational nap. Taking a nap not because you’re tired or sleepy but simply because taking one is a pleasant pastime. (It seems possible that the phrase “taking a nap” might be responsible for napping’s negative reputation. “Having a nap” might be better.)

For years I was a secret napper but The Art of Napping has changed all that. I am now an outgoing, up-front napper. I no longer feel I have to steal a nap or hide the fact that I am taking one. I nap with confidence and pride in how good I am at doing it.




AVOID THESE WHEN POSSIBLE

There is solace in the fellowship of adversity. I am, therefore, undertaking the job of cataloging some of life’s unpleasant little tasks in an effort to bring us all together:

The following are hard little jobs:
• Filling out a form that has boxes too small for what they want you to write in them.

• Washing the frying pan in which you’ve cooked scrambled eggs. It is difficult to remove the egg that sticks to non-stick pans.

• Mowing the lawn when the grass is wet.

• Pulling out the stem of a watch to reset the time.

• Cleaning the garlic press.

• Untwisting the wire that cleaners use to hold two hangers together when you don’t know which way to twist.

• Plugging a cord into an outlet that’s behind the couch or a dresser—which seems to be where they usually are.

• Programming a VCR to record a show you want to see that’s being broadcast next Tuesday while you’re out.

• Erasing anything you’ve written with a pencil.

• Looking up a word you don’t know how to spell to find out how to spell it.

• Choosing the fastest lane at the checkout counter in the supermarket.

• Getting to talk to a real live person who can help when you call a store, an airline, a doctor’s office, a bank or a big company.

• Picking a ripe melon.

• Remembering which side the gas tank is on if you have two cars that have them on opposite sides.

• Getting back to sleep if you have to get up in the middle of the night when there’s a full moon.

• Finding anything you want to watch on television from the descriptions of them in the newspaper listings.

• Opening a carton of milk that doesn’t open when you press where it says “Open here.”

• Attaching a hose to the faucet and the nozzle to the hose so that neither of them sprays water all over you when you turn it on.

• Changing a light bulb in the ceiling from a short ladder.

• Separating the bottles, the newspapers, the cans and the garbage when you suspect the people who pick up your trash dump them all together wherever they take them.

• Keeping a canoe going in a straight line when you’re the only one paddling it.

• Maintaining a handy balance of money in your pocket without ending up with too many dimes, nickels and pennies and not enough five and ten dollar bills.

• Finding anything in the Yellow Pages. If you look under “Doctors,” it’ll be under “Physicians.” If you look under “Cars,” it’ll be under “Automobiles” but if you look under “Automobile Rental,” it’ll be under “Car Rental.”

• Getting the wire on the back of a picture to catch the hook you hammered in to hang it from when you can’t see the hook because of the picture.

• Cooking the right amount of rice or pasta without making either too much or too little.

• Not letting someone dumber than you are know that you think so.

• Throwing away something you’ve had for a long time that is of absolutely no use to you.

• Leaving the theater in the middle of a movie you hate but that you paid $9 to get in to see.

• Reading in bed when the table the lamp is on is too low.

• Doing anything just because it’s good for you.








UNEASY CHAIRS

There’s a problem with chairs.

People almost never sit on chairs the way chair-designers intended they should and perhaps it’s time to rethink the chair in relation to the shape of the human body and the positions it assumes while in or on them.

There is a difference between sitting in a chair and sitting on one. It depends some on the chair. There are chairs you sit on and chairs you sit in. The in chairs are more comfortable for lounging. They have arms and soft cushions. You wouldn’t want to watch a long night of television seated on a chair. They are straight-backed and hard. On the other hand, you wouldn’t be comfortable at the dining room table trying to eat while seated in the chair you like for television watching.

At a college graduation ceremony I attended, 500 students and 1,000 parents sat on card-table chairs temporarily lined up on the lawn of the campus quadrangle. During parts of the commencement ceremony that I didn’t find compelled to give my total attention to, I stared at the sea of people and could tell they weren’t happy with their seating arrangements. They fidgeted. They crossed their legs, twisted them like pretzels, put their arms over the back of the chair next to them, squirmed continuously. Some of the college girls curled one leg up under themselves and sat on that.

It concerned me because I was the graduation speaker and it’s hard enough to keep the attention of an audience when they’re comfortably seated. In a survey I made while waiting to speak, I determined that, at one time or another 84 percent of the seated audience crossed their legs. This is evidence of a chair’s basic inadequacy. If chairs were comfortable and supportive of us where we most want support, we would not feel that great urge to lift one foot off the floor and hook the back of the knee over the other knee. Men often don’t actually cross their legs, they place one ankle on top of the knee of the other leg and simultaneously rest the palm of one hand on the ankle that is on the knee. This is a ridiculous bit of contortion that points toward bad chair-design.

The average chair is a straight right-angle with four legs supporting the flat seat. The human body, seated, is not a perfect right angle. No straight chair can be expected to be much comfort to a round bottom.

The answer may be that each of us should choose our chairs to fit our body much as we choose our clothes. One-size chairs do not fit all. If we ever come to the time when we can order a chair to fit our size and shape, it should be a consideration when large groups are being seated at parties or meetings. Just below the RSVP address would be a discreet notation “Please indicate chair size.” Theaters and ball parks should have seats small, medium, large and X-large. One airline has announced it’s going to charge extra for over-sized people who need two seats. Anyone who has ever had to sit in the middle of a three-across airline row between two out-sized men or women will approve of this.

There are restaurants with excellent food and bad chairs. The most frequent problem with a restaurant chair is its height in relation to the table. No one wants the table up under his or her chin. The average table is 29 inches high. The seat of many chairs is only 17 inches off the floor and the disparity is too much for anyone short of six feet. Banquettes are softer and may be more comfortable but they are usually lower than the chairs. No one wants to eat lying down.

I propose a Congressional investigation into chairs.




BARNS

There’s nothing Americans of another age have built on the land that makes more difference to what our country looks like than barns. When you drive a long distance and get out of town, you look out your car window and what do you see? In many parts of the Country you see barns. You see lots and lots of barns.

Barns look good because they’re built for what they do. Nothing fake about a barn. Skyscrapers have been tortured into shape by architects who had only some vague idea what would happen inside them. Barns, on the other hand, are purposeful. They provide a roof overhead for everything a farmer can’t take into his farmhouse. A barn covers cows in winter, horses if a farmer has them, hay, machinery and, on a rainy day, the kids who play in it.

Barns are bigger than farmhouses and very often, better looking. A well-built barn is a thing of beauty. An 8 by 8 inch oak beam 14 feet long dovetailed into another is practically immortal and exceeds in beauty any picture ever hung on a wall.

The bad news is, wooden barns, like farmers, are disappearing.

There were once three million farms in the United States and every farm had at least one barn. Most farms had two, some had three and a few farms had a whole family of barns . . . big barns, middle-sized barns  . . . small barns. Barns can’t move to the city so when the farmer does, barns stay where they are and fall first into disrepair and then down.

Barns don’t give up easily but our countryside is littered with abandoned barns that are deteriorating. It’s sad to see something so noble as a barn die a slow and painful death. They deserve better than what most of them get. There is no society devoted to saving them. Their roofs no longer keep out the weather but some barns were so honestly built that they last 50 years after they’re left for dead. Old barn boards cling where they were nailed to old beams. Our houses should be so well built.

Barns age more gracefully than most buildings and certainly more gracefully than people. They actually improve in appearance with age. Their weathered wood turns silvery gray. Or if they were painted barn red, they never give up being red. Some farmers, in need of cash, sold the side of their barns to companies advertising chewing tobacco or some other commercial product. A sign painter spent a day applying a grossly commercial advertisement to the side of the barn most visible from the road. In many cases, the fading picture on the side of the barn outlasted the farmer and the product.

Barns last for another reason, too. They don’t have to take indoor heating or leaky plumbing fixtures. A barn is pretty much the same temperature inside as it is outside so barns remain standing long after the farmers who built them have been laid to rest.

Everyone says they love the Country but everyone moves to the city. There are about 800,000 fewer farms in the United States than there were just 20 years ago. Most of the deteriorating barns are right where the farmers left them, evidence of their sad and desperate departure.




 PENMANSHIP WITH AN ACCENT

Do they really make glass by melting down sand?

I sat down at my typewriter—computer actually—and considered  what I might write about. There is no shortage of things to write about but a writer has to settle on one. I looked up from the keyboard for a minute and idly stared out my window.

“What wonderful, absolutely amazing material,” I thought to myself as I stopped looking through the window and started thinking about glass. There may be nothing we so routinely take for granted that is more important.

That this material we can see through, which stands between us in our homes and the threatening outside world, makes a loud noise when it breaks is, as Walt Whitman said of a mouse, “miracle enough to stagger sextillions of infidels.”

We double-lock and bolt our doors when we leave the house or at night but all there is between the thieves and our treasures is that thin, fragile pane. We would be constantly vulnerable if it didn’t register the kind of high decibels that discourages thieves when it crashes. I suppose eventually someone will invent glass that doesn’t make a noise when it breaks but it’ll never catch on.

It is absolutely incredible that we can see through something so fragile in one way and yet so strong and durable in another. We have windows in our house that were put in when it was built in the 1860s. It’s a good thing windows don’t get harder to see through as they get older.

If it were not for glass, we’d still be driving open cars because we couldn’t sit inside a dark metal box on wheels without seeing where we were going and cruise down a highway at 60 mph. Imagine a house, an office, a factory or a school room without glass. Imagine a bar without a glass. Or people without glasses.

Here’s this transparent material they can do optical tricks with so that when we put it in front of our eyes in little oval shapes, contained in a metal frame held in place with a hook that goes over our ears, we can see better.

If it were not for glass, Thomas Edison never would have invented the light bulb and nothing is more amazing about the property of glass than the fact that if we coat one side of it with a mercury solution, the  material we could previously see through becomes opaque and something in which we can see our own likeness reflected, a mirror. Without mirrors, we could never have been able to see ourselves as others see us.

No historian has been able to put a finger on when glass was invented. In London, the British Museum has example of it 5,000 years old. The earliest glass was probably made in the Middle East in places like Syria and Palestine because the pure sand there was its principal ingredient although there’s no mention of glass in the Bible. It’s best if we don’t worry our heads over how they make glass out of sand.

The Indians didn’t have glass in their tepees when the Pilgrims got here but early settlers built a glass factory in Virginia in the early 1600s and started putting windows in their houses.

When I was in the third and fourth grades, the boys often got into fights out on the playground but even back then we had a code of honor: it was considered cowardly to hit a boy who wore glasses. It was okay to be mean to them though. We often called little Eddie Williams “Four Eyes.”

In my teenage years, it was considered unfortunate if a girl needed glasses. Dorothy Parker made that memorable with her famous couplet:

“Men seldom make passes

At girls who wear glasses.”

More recently glasses have been turned into a fashion item that people wear, not because they need them to see with, but for effect. There are Hollywood stars who wear dark glasses in the dark.

So much for glass.




THE SOUND OF NOISE

There’s a difference between sound and noise. Noise is objectionable. Sound can be objectionable sometimes and not other times. Good music is sound. Music you don’t like is noise.

Saturday morning at 5:30 I awoke to the sweet sound of chirping birds. I lay there wondering why the birds were chirping. Were they communicating with other birds? If they were, what were they saying? Was it a form of singing or was it just an ode to joy, a sound they were making for the fun of it? Sound is impossible to describe with words. We fail when we try to name a bird after the sound it makes. Whippoorwills, don’t say “whip poor will” anymore than chickadees say “chickadee” or cuckoos say “cuckoo.” Ducks don’t go “quack quack” but that’s as close as the human voice can get.

After breakfast that morning, as we sat reading the paper, the woman across the street put her two dogs out in her yard and they started yapping. Yapping is a noise. These two dogs are not trying to say anything. They’re barking their little heads off and driving everyone else crazy for the fun of it. Their owner ought to point out to these dogs that they are being a nuisance and should stop barking.

My plan is to hide a tape recorder in the bushes near her porch and record the barking dogs. That night, at 2 a.m., I’ll sneak over, put the recorder on her porch and turn it on full volume.

I considered the possibility that the birds had awakened the dogs and wondered whether barking dogs annoy birds as much as they annoy me.

Dogs can vary the sounds they make almost as much as humans can. You know a lot about what your dog has in mind from the manner in which it barks, yelps or whines. It doesn’t seem to me that birds can alter the noise they make but I don’t know that. When a flock of them in a tree senses the presence of a cat, the bird noises are louder and more frequent but otherwise sound the same as their chirps.

The difference between sounds is often definite but not easy to define. We can tell a yell from a scream but couldn’t say precisely why. A scream is more apt to be involuntary. One of its characteristics is the element of terror in it. If we hear a yell in our backyard, we figure there are some kids out there. If we hear a scream, we rush to the window, alarmed.

Not everyone agrees on which sounds are good and which are bad. I  like the sound of great, rolling thunder with its promise of lightning and rain.

A squeak or a rattle is a bad sound because either means trouble. Something is loose, broken or needs oil.

The abrupt closing of an expensive car door is a good sound. You can tell how much a car cost by hearing one of its doors slammed shut.

The sounds of screeching brakes, skidding rubber wheels and the noise of metal hitting metal are some of the worst sounds.

The sound of a typewriter clacking away is a sound I miss now that everyone is writing on computers that just go ticky tack.

In summer I like the sound of a screen door slapping shut.

The eerie sound of a distant train whistle is distinctive.

Noises in war were important. A good infantryman could identify a dozen weapons by the noise they made. It was important for the soldier to know whether the sound he heard was from the rifle of a friend or a foe.

Ornithologists have certainly studied the sound birds make but no one, to my knowledge, has ever done a report on the sound a house makes in the middle of the night. Sometimes you could swear there’s someone downstairs but there never is.

What mysterious force is it in a house that makes the sound of someone creeping up the stairs when there is no one creeping up the stairs?




IS IT SOUND OR NOISE?

I have written the essays in this book over a period of about five years. No one has so many thoughts that the same ones don’t keep recurring in your mind. I can’t get noise out of my head.

Everything is too loud, that’s what I notice most when I come back to the City after vacation.

There is some inevitable noise in our lives but we shun silence. We don’t seem to want it even though silence is the natural condition of  earth. We equate silence with nothingness and nothingness is like death. That scares us most of all. Young people, in particular, are uneasy if there’s no sound. If it’s quiet, they turn on the radio.

Radio was a great invention but it is more intrusive than television because it doesn’t demand the attention that comes with watching so people have it on when they aren’t listening. You can have noise without any obligation to listen.

There are gadgets sold that produce a barely audible sound called “white noise.” They are supposed to help people who have trouble getting to sleep. Technically, white noise is sound whose emphasis is the same at all frequencies. It might be called “dull noise” because it’s the opposite of the elaborately contrived difference in the emphasis on frequencies that make music.

It is almost as if we are afraid of silence. If I call a company with which I do business the person I wish to talk to is usually busy but will be with me in a minute. I am put on hold and immediately my ear is filled with music I don’t want to hear. The company is afraid that a little silence will indicate to me that they aren’t there or don’t care that I’m waiting. I don’t want to think about what their music makes me think of. I want to think my own thoughts in silence while I wait and I’ll thank them to shut up and turn off their damn music.

There are good sounds but good sounds are not noise. Good sounds are those of a distant cricket, the chirping of early morning birds, a well-played instrument, a trained voice singing, a well-tuned engine running. Noise is the neighbor’s power mower, a chain saw, jackhammer or an outboard motorboat on the lake early in the morning.

The greatest quiet of all is falling snow late at night in winter. You don’t actually hear the sound of it, you sense it and it’s pervasive. The sound of rain on the roof is pleasant although louder than snow. There is a pervasive quietness to rain. It drowns out noise.

Horn-blowing is worse in many foreign cities than it is in American cities. Would it be possible to ration horn-blowing? Maybe every car should come equipped with a counter that registers every toot. When  the number hits some arbitrary figure, the horn would deactivate and the driver would have to submit an explanation for his horn-blowing to the motor vehicle bureau before getting it back. Notice of the horn reactivation would be entered on a driver’s license, like a speeding conviction. I might use my horn twice a year.

The drivers of cars with their tops down and their radios blaring rock music ought to be given tickets. I look at the drivers of those cars and I’d be condemned as prejudiced if they knew what I was thinking. “They’re stupid,” I’m thinking. “They don’t want to have to think because they’re incapable of thinking so they’re drowning out thought with noise.”

It’s difficult to think when noise is entering your brain through your ears. If someone made an audio cassette of beautiful quiet, it might sell to people who dislike noise. There’s a marginal difference between quiet and silence. Quiet is beautiful and comforting. Silence can be scary.

There are people who seem oblivious to sound. They can edit it out. They leave their radios and television sets on while reading the newspaper. They find the sound of voices comforting. Well, I don’t. I find soundlessness comforting. In the country this summer, I’d awaken every morning to the sound of absolutely nothing and the silence was golden.




DON’T YOU HATE IT WHEN . . . ?

Don’t you hate it when:
• You finally find time to go to the movies and the only thing playing is something you don’t want to see?

• Your suitcase is the last one off the airplane?

• They put you on hold and play canned music you can’t stand?

• You pay too much for a melon and find out at breakfast that it’s hard and green?

• You let someone use your car and when you get it back the gas is below a quarter, the seat has been moved and the radio is on FM.

• The guy in front of you is moving at 10 miles an hour when the light turns yellow and he makes it but you don’t?
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