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PREFACE

I thought to myself, lying in bed one night, in an uncharacteristic moment of modesty, “How much do I have to say that anyone cares about reading?”

If you write for a living, you have to put modesty out of your mind. It is a great privilege to have something you have written preserved in type and printed as a book.

One thing I know is, you can make an essay out of anything. There are times when I’ve written on subjects about which I know very little. A writer can do that. He has the advantage of being able to look things up, to ask questions of other people more knowledgeable than he. He can sit back and think before putting anything down on paper. This puts the writer one up on readers and often makes him sound smarter than he is. I try to do that. It doesn’t seem dishonest. I comb my hair and try to wear decent clothes so I’ll look better than I would naked, so why shouldn’t I try to write in a style that makes me sound smarter and more interesting than I am?

This book is made up of all essays. The essay is a grand and classic writing format. Igor Stravinsky, the musician, tried to write at one point in his career. He said, “I experience a sort of terror if I sit down to work and find an infinity of possibilities open to me. No effort is conceivable.”

Stravinsky said he conquered that terror by turning his creative urge to the seven notes of the scale and writing music. “For then I have something solid and concrete,” he said. “I am saved from the anguish of unconditional liberty.”

I turn not to the piano, but to the essay form. The essay offers a writer a great deal of freedom but falls short of offering the “unconditional liberty”  that stopped Stravinsky. The essay provides a writer boundaries within which he can go to work. Confinement is conducive to creativity.

I am not a great writer, but I don’t write badly very often. This passes for good writing. As a matter of fact, there’s just so much good writing anyone can take. To some extent, it’s like acting. If you notice the acting, it probably isn’t good. Good writing shouldn’t call a lot of attention to itself, either.

Something happens to a lot of people when they write. Their voice changes—even on paper. They tighten up and are not themselves. One thing of which I am certain is that no one writes as he speaks and no one speaks as he writes. When a writer is faced with the choice of styles, it is always better if he writes more like he speaks. If you know the writer, you should be able to hear his voice as you read the words.

You can’t take the idea too far because when we talk we are hesitant, discursive and repetitive. If you make a verbatim transcript of a conversation, it invariably needs to be heavily edited before being printed.

The writer gets a good break in newspapers. His or her name is right there up front, available for credit or blame on whatever has been written. In the arts, it has always bothered me that the writer takes last place. The credits on a movie or a play almost always list the writer in small type where it’s hard to find. I never knew why this was because actors are a dime a dozen and good writers are hard to find. The production of a play or a movie or the publication of a book stands still until the writer gets the words down on paper. No one can do anything until the manuscript appears. There are a dozen editors, publishers, directors, producers and investors waiting for one writer to get something down on paper. Then they change it.

Writing an essay is, for me, always a pleasure because people tend to leave it alone. An essay isn’t important enough to change.

The essays in this book were written over the past four years. Some of them show their age. I have rewritten small parts of some of them for that reason. Margie, my wife of sixty years, died in 2004 and her name does not appear as often as it originally did because it hurts too much to write it.

—ANDY ROONEY






PART ONE

Daily Life

We all look for that perfect day when we have enough to do but not too much.




WE’RE WASTING AWAY 

Last Saturday, I filled the trunk of my car and the passenger seats behind me with junk and headed for the dump. There were newspapers, empty cardboard boxes, bags of junk mail, advertising flyers, empty bottles, cans and garbage. I enjoy the trip. Next to buying something new, throwing away something old is the most satisfying experience I know.

The garbage men come twice a week but they’re very fussy. If the garbage is not packaged the way they like it, they won’t take it. That’s why I make a trip to the dump every Saturday. It’s two miles from our house and I often think big thoughts about throwing things away while I’m driving there.

How much, I got wondering last week, does the whole Earth weigh? New York City alone throws away 24 million pounds of garbage a day. A day! How long will it take us to turn the whole Planet Earth into garbage, throw it away and leave us standing on nothing?

Oil, coal and metal ore are the most obvious extractions, but any place there’s a valuable mineral, we dig beneath the surface, take it out and make it into something else. We never put anything back. We disfigure one part of our land by digging something out and another after we use it and throw it away. I say “away,” but there’s really no such place as “away.”

After my visit to the dump, I headed for the supermarket, where I bought $34 worth of groceries. Everything was in something—a can, a box, a bottle, a carton or a bag. When I got to the checkout counter, the cashier separated my cans, boxes, cartons, bottles and bags and put three or four at a time into other bags, boxes or cartons. Whatever came to her hand on the conveyor belt in a bag, she put in another bag. Sometimes she put my paper bags into plastic bags. One bag never seemed to do. If something was in plastic, she put that into paper.

On the way home, I stopped at the dry cleaners. Five of my shirts, which had been laundered, were in a cardboard box. There was a piece of cardboard in the front of each shirt and another cardboard cutout to  fit the collar to keep it from getting wrinkled. Clipped to the front of each shirt was a cloth tag that identified the shirt as mine. The suit I had cleaned was on a throwaway hanger, in a plastic bag with a formfitting piece of paper inside over the shoulders of my suit.

When I got home, I put the groceries where they belonged in various hiding places in the kitchen. With the wastebasket at hand, I threw out all the outer bags and wrappers. By the time I’d unwrapped and stored everything, I’d filled the kitchen wastebasket a second time, already getting ready for next Saturday.

It would be interesting to conduct a serious test to determine what percentage of everything we discard. It must be more than 25 percent. I drank the contents of a bottle of Coke and threw the bottle away. The Coca-Cola Company must pay more for the bottle than for what they put in it. Dozens of things we eat come in containers that weigh more and cost the manufacturer more than what they put in them.

We’ve gone overboard on packaging in the United States and part of the reason is that a bag, a can or a carton provides a place for the producer to display advertising. The average cereal box looks like a roadside billboard.

The Earth we inhabit could end up as one huge, uninhabitable dump.

You’d see me there Saturday mornings . . . throwing stuff away.




JUST ANOTHER DAY 

“Days” don’t move me much. Memorial Day is not a day I remember friends who died during World War II any more than I remember them other days. Fragmentary memories of them often come to mind, evoked by something I see, hear or experience.

I enjoy thinking of them for a moment, wince at the thought they’re gone forever, then put them out of mind and go about my day. Tears  come to my eyes unbidden ten times a year when I think of my boyhood friend Obie Slingerland, who died on the deck of the Saratoga when he landed his plane with a bomb hung up in its bay.

I don’t need a Memorial Day to remember friends like Obie or Bob O’Connor, Bob Post, Bob Taft, Charley Wood or Bede Irvin. They died in World War II having lived less than half the life I’ve enjoyed.

We have so many “Days.” Memorial Day used to be called Decoration Day when I was a kid. At some point, the name was changed to Memorial Day and set aside to honor all war dead. That seemed like a step in the right direction. Armistice Day, a federal holiday, was changed to Veterans Day in 1954.

It seems to me all these “Days” don’t really do much for those they’re intended to honor. When my mother was alive, I didn’t love her more on “Mother’s Day.” I got caught up with the “Mother’s Day” pitch by the card, flower and candy promoters but I always resented it. She would laugh if I bought her flowers or candy, dismissing it as silly and something I didn’t have to do. However, I always suspected she might have missed it just a little if I hadn’t done it. Margie doesn’t sit by the phone waiting for it to ring on Mother’s Day but when it did ring at 6 P.M. on May 12, she said, “There’s the last one.” She’d kept track.

If none of our four children ever called me again on Father’s Day or my birthday, it wouldn’t make me think they didn’t like me. I know them too well.

Columbus Day, St. Patrick’s Day and Martin Luther King Jr.’s birthday are good rallying days for the Italians, the Irish and black Americans. It’s good for them to get together to indicate their pride in their heritage, but I don’t think Columbus Day or Martin Luther King Jr.’s birthday should be federal holidays. The Irish, at least, have had the good sense to celebrate with their St. Patrick’s Day Parade on Sunday when drivers are not trying to get to work.

Washington’s Birthday is observed as a federal holiday on the third Monday of February. Twelve states have tried to make sense of honoring Lincoln and Washington by establishing “President’s Day” to honor  both of them but it isn’t a federal holiday. The silly but good holidays are Halloween, Valentine’s Day and Thanksgiving. I don’t know how we let Thanksgiving in so close to Christmas. It’s good if you don’t mind having turkey on two occasions so close together.

The fastest-growing religion in the United States is Islam and you can bet the Muslims are going to demand holidays of their own before many moons.

I don’t like to see days off proliferate. There are five great American holidays: Thanksgiving, Christmas, New Year’s Day, the Fourth of July and Labor Day. We need Labor Day because it’s the real New Year’s Day and a signal that summer vacation is over.




STATES BY THE NUMBERS 

Minnesota is the best state to live in, according to a book of statistics called State Rankings, put together by Kathleen and Scott Morgan, who live in Kansas, the thirteenth best state to live in.

After Minnesota come Iowa, New Hampshire, Virginia and Massachusetts.

The worst states to live in, according to the book, are Alabama, Louisiana and Mississippi. Florida is ranked way down as thirty-ninth best, which is strange, considering how many people choose to go there from some other state to live.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, there are now about 300 million people in the United States. I’m glad we didn’t decide to have a celebration when we hit 300 million because it’s nothing to celebrate. Empty lots have been disappearing under houses, apartment buildings and office structures all my life. The more people we have, the more buildings we put up.

It hasn’t been long since New York had the largest population of any state but it’s been dwarfed in the last twenty years by California. California, with 34 million people, is almost twice as big as New York, with  18 million. Even Texas is bigger than New York now with 20 million people. Lucky Wyoming has fewer than half a million. There are seven other states with fewer than a million people.

The worst statistic is the number of people in state prisons. There were 1,236,476 people locked away in the year 2000, and that figure hasn’t changed much. Most prisoners are men. There are only 93,000 women in the pokey. No one seems to know whether women are more honest or just smarter and don’t get caught as often.

It costs approximately $60,000 a year to keep each prisoner. You’d think there might be some way prisoners could be put to work and pay their keep. The trouble with that is, of course, if you give a prisoner a job, someone will complain that this deprives an honest person of a job. It just seems like there’s so much work to be done in the world that we ought to be able to find something useful for more than a million and a quarter people to do rather than sit in prison cells all day.

A lot of those prisoners probably were put away for stealing cars. In the whole United States, an amazing 1,165,559 cars were stolen in 2000. You wonder why we go to all the trouble of locking them. What good are locks if we have that many cars stolen every year?

People make the most money in Connecticut, where the average salary is $40,870. I live in Connecticut and make more than that and am surrounded by people who make more than I do. Massachusetts, New Jersey and New York are next. The lowest average incomes are in Mississippi, New Mexico and West Virginia. The average salary in those states is about half what it is in Connecticut.

In Massachusetts, 35 percent of the people have college degrees.

Maine is one of my favorite states but it has some unusual statistics. In almost every category, it’s near the top or the bottom of the list. For example, more people vote in Maine than almost any other state. It has the most number of veterans per capita, the highest local taxes but a low crime rate.

More people own their own homes, 77 percent, in Michigan and Iowa, and fewest own them in New York, 53 percent. That’s because in New York City, there are relatively few private homes. Most people live in rented apartments.




WEATHERING THE STORM 

The financial experts who predict trends in the stock market’s rise and fall have something in common with meteorologists who tell us what the weather is going to be: They are both wrong about half the time. This makes their guess as good as ours.

Last week, the weather reports we heard in New York were saying we could expect a dusting of snow over the weekend. By Saturday, the reports were upgraded, and on Monday morning, by which time we’d had 14 inches of snow, they were saying we could have as much as 14 inches of snow. All this was unusual because meteorologists are more apt to err on the side of excess to make their reports sound more interesting. Their guess is seldom less than the snow or rain that actually comes down.

On television, the weather reporters pad their parts by saying things like, “There will be an accumulation of 8 inches of snow on the roads tomorrow morning during the rush hour, so allow yourself extra time and drive carefully.” Has any driver in history ever driven more carefully because of being admonished to do so by a radio or television announcer?

The traffic reporters and weather experts both give a lot of advice. The traffic reporter will say, “There’s a four-car pileup with an overturned tractor trailer on I–90, so stay to your right.”

The other advice they like to give, as though they were being helpful, is to travelers: “Kennedy Airport is closed to all traffic, so call your airline in advance for flight information.” Have they ever tried to call an airline? Airlines don’t have people answering telephones. You have as much chance of getting information about a flight from an airline as you have of finding out whether we’re going to war with Iran by calling the White House and asking to talk to President Bush.

Because I had work to do and knew I wouldn’t be able to get into New York from our home in Connecticut Monday morning, I drove to New York on Sunday. New York is good with snow, but there’s always one building in a block where the tenants don’t shovel and it makes it difficult to get around. Snowplows clear the streets but block the crosswalks in the process.

Taxi cabs are scarce after a snowstorm. Cabs have two-wheel drive and bald tires and can’t move in snow. Buses come in clusters of three, then none for an hour.

A friend of mine was in town from Des Moines and couldn’t leave because the airports were closed. He called me at the office to ask if I’d have dinner with him. His situation made me question how hotels handled incoming reservations when people already in the rooms couldn’t get out. Most of the people employed in hotels probably couldn’t get to work. How did they get the beds made, the sheets washed?

Monday night, most restaurants in the city were closed because their waiters, cooks and managers couldn’t get to work. Suppliers had not supplied them. We found a good restaurant, but I felt guilty after dinner. At home the morning newspaper had been covered with snow and couldn’t be found in the driveway. The oil company had come but couldn’t get the tanker into our snowbound driveway. There was no way the mailman could get to the box on our front door.

Margie said she was going to try to get the car out in the morning and go to the store.

I wanted to be as nice to her as I knew how, so I told her to drive carefully.




FORGET THE BIRTHDAY GREETINGS 

We are awash in remembrance. We need some special occasions in our lives. It’s nice to make one out of some anniversary, but eventually, as we accumulate friends over the years and relatives proliferate, there become more special occasions in our lives than we can handle—or even remember.

There are people who never forget a birthday or wedding anniversary and others who never remember one. Some tidy people keep track of these dates in other people’s lives in little black books. They spend more time remembering than is called for by the unimportance of many of  these occasions. While it may be fitting to make an event out of a fifth, tenth, twenty-fifth or fiftieth wedding anniversary, those like the sixth, eleventh or forty-third would be better forgotten. I resent the remembers.

The idea of making a joyous event out of getting a year older doesn’t make sense. We all hate our age. Not only that, we find it ridiculous and humiliating not to be able to blow out the burgeoning number of candles on a cake. And we shouldn’t be eating cake anyway.

There are a few people who never mention their birthday because they don’t want to call attention to it. This seems more sensible than setting off bells and whistles to proclaim to the world that you’re a year closer to the end of your life. I’m more apt to be depressed than elated on the occasion of mine.

We’ve always tried to soften the blow for people getting old in every way except by ignoring the fact. Old age is called “the golden years,” but anyone old enough to fall in that category knows there’s nothing golden about them.

Then there’s the commonly accepted notion that wisdom comes with age, as if this made aging an occasion for joy. We all know, however, in our heads if not in our hearts, that this is not true. We are as dumb at sixty, seventy, eighty or ninety as we were at twenty-one. We may know more but our brain doesn’t work any better, and probably less well, than it ever did. Like the look of our face or the shape of our feet, we’re stuck with the brain we came with and it functions with less and less agility as the years pass.

Annual celebrations probably ought to end the day a child blows out the candles on his or her twelfth birthday cake. We leave little monuments of special occasions throughout our lives but there isn’t time to stop and celebrate all of them and we should stop trying.

We ignore some of the most important dates in our lives because they’re not sentimental occasions. Depending on the state we live in, the fifteenth, sixteenth, seventeenth and twenty-first birthdays are vital because it is on those days we become old enough to marry, drive, vote or drink. They don’t bring funny cards from friends.

What I most want is a couple of weeks during which there are no days to celebrate. That would be worth celebrating.




THE JUNK BUILDING BOOM 

There are times when I yearn for a czar or dictator. It would have to be me because I’d disagree with the dictates of any other.

Today I’m thinking how badly we need someone with absolute power in charge of controlling the buildings people erect. I’d not only want to control new construction, I’d also want the power to tear down some of the buildings already up. I’d like to have the power to drive through our small town in Connecticut and mark certain homes and commercial buildings for demolition.

There are monstrosities in every city and town in America. The construction of many of these buildings could have been prevented if we didn’t have this perverse notion that people can build anything they want as long as they own the land they put it on. Clearly there should be a law against some buildings. Fair-minded people who object might ask who would decide what could be built and what could not. I’ll decide, that’s who.

The accepted idea is that what someone does with an empty lot is strictly his or her own business but that isn’t true. It’s the business of everyone who lives anywhere nearby. An unattractive building intrudes on their lives every day they pass by and are forced to look at it. You could say no one is forced to look at an ugly building but this ignores the magnetic attraction anything unlovely holds for our eyes.

The construction of a home or business in a town should not be taken lightly. Buildings last. An ugly house is practically immortal. Badly built office towers often stand for a hundred years and the rent is still rising. A house may get painted, added to or subtracted from but once one is built, it’s there for good as far as our lives are concerned.

There’s not a community in America that doesn’t have buildings so unattractive that they should be leveled and carted off to the dump in small pieces to raise the value of others in town. (It is incumbent upon me to say here that our house might be considered by some to be a candidate for destruction on grounds of its aesthetic shortcomings.)

“Developer” is a dirty word. Developers are moving in on open fields, wooded hills, vacant lots and even back yards everywhere. In many  wealthy communities, they’re tearing down perfectly good $500,000 homes to put up $5 million display houses. We need de-developers to undevelop places that were developed badly. As building dictator, I would prohibit the intrusion of one brick or 2-by–4 on a back yard for the purpose of enlarging an existing home. A back yard is more important than any additional bedroom or two-car garage.

The disappearance of back yards in city and suburb followed the demise of the front porch fifty years ago. There was a time when half the population of small-town America sat on its front porch watching the passing scene from a comfortable position in a hammock, swing or rocking chair. No longer. The inaction has moved inside to a position in front of the television set in the living room. People don’t live in the living room, they watch there. It has become the watching room.

A city back yard is an oasis cordoned off from the parade of machinery passing by in the street out front. There can be quiet, grass, flowers, peace and tranquillity just a short distance from the frenetic world of moving machinery. In a back yard, flowers do not rush to grow, grass does not have a horn to blow, or radio to blare out. As the population multiplies and the demand for space increases, back yards, like front porches, will become a thing of the ancient past. They’ll be replaced by brick and steel with no personality but a life expectancy of 500 years unless, of course, I am appointed the first czar of deconstruction.




LIFE BECOMES LESS NEIGHBORLY 

Growing up, I knew everyone on our block and most of the people around the corner and up the street. The Duffeys were on one side, the McAnenys on the other. The Gordons lived next to the Duffeys and the Buckleys were next to them. Dick Stephens lived across the street. He had a chow named Chummy. The Hessbergs were next to the Stephens. Their German Shepherd was called a “police dog.”

We have lived for more than fifty years in our present house. Don’t ask me to name more than four of ten neighbors who live within 100 yards of us—or any of their dogs. People move more often than they used to. Neighbors have gone out of style in America. No one borrows a cup of sugar.

We are no longer active in many of the hometown organizations whose meetings we once attended regularly. Attendance at the meetings of all local organizations is dramatically lower. A notice in our current town bulletin says, “The Town Meeting scheduled for June 27 was canceled for lack of a quorum.”

They’re having a terrible time getting anyone to come to Parent-Teacher Association meetings. Even organizations like the American Legion, the Rotary, the Kiwanis and the Knights of Columbus have lost 25 percent of their membership in many communities. Most of the people listed as members no longer go to church. We don’t chat over the back fence. We get in the car and go someplace, or stay inside and watch television. Not as many kids are playing Little League baseball.

If we needed a quart of milk, I used to walk down to the grocery store a block from our house. If Tom was in his yard, cutting the grass, I stopped and we talked. Now if we need milk, I get in the car and go to the supermarket.

Margie used to belong to a bridge club, a book club and an investment club. She never missed a meeting. Several years ago, Robert D. Putnam wrote a good book called Bowling Alone. He spoke about the virtues of “civic engagement and social connectedness,” saying they produce better schools, economic progress, lower crime and more effective government.

Young people don’t get married half the time until they’re middleaged, so many of them live in apartments with strangers next door, not neighbors. Gay Americans often keep to themselves, and half of all Americans who marry get divorced. They separate from both spouse and neighbor.

You can’t beat a good, hometown newspaper as a cohesive force in a community, but hometown newspapers are having a tough time. The readership of USA Today and newspapers like the New York Times, the Washington Post and the Los Angeles Times is a problem for small papers that live in the shadow of their circulation.

Local newspapers have tried to become less local by not excluding neighboring towns with the paper’s name. My hometown newspaper is no longer the Norwalk Hour. Now it’s simply The Hour. A newspaper I used to deliver, the Albany Times Union, is now the Times Union. In the same area, the Troy Record has become The Record and the Schenectady Gazette is The Gazette. I wouldn’t be surprised to see the New York Times drop “New York.”




THE RETRACTABLE WEDDING 

There isn’t time to read everything in the newspaper, and we all pick and choose. I glance at page one to see if we’re at war and to check on how many Israelis were killed by Palestinians or how many Palestinians were killed by Israelis.

The business section seems like someone else’s business, not mine, and I don’t read real estate because I have my house so I quickly turn to the editorials, letters, columnists and the sports section.

I skim the wedding announcements and try to guess, on very little evidence, whether the marriage will work or not. If there’s a picture of the couple, they look happy together and the announcement is upbeat, but buried in the story there is often a sign of trouble lurking. When the parents of one of the couple are from two different places, you know that marriage didn’t work out and I suspect statistics would bear out my suspicion that children of divorced parents are more apt to divorce.

In the Sunday newspaper I have in my hand, I see these sentences:

“Ms. Kirwan, 29, is keeping her own name.”

“Ms. O’Hara, known as Nell, is keeping her name.”

“Miss Woo, 29, is keeping her name.”

“Miss Heins, 40, is keeping her name.”

“Ms. Scop, 26, will keep her own name.”

“Anna Mills Smith . . . was married to Robert Brett Hickman.


. . . The bride and bridegroom will be known as Mr. and Mrs.

Hickman-Smith.”



If I was a young woman who had had some success starting a career before I met a guy I wanted to marry, I’d choose to keep my name. I don’t know how the custom of the woman taking the man’s name ever got started. However, while there are no statistics to back me up, I’d be willing to bet that there are more divorces in marriages where the woman keeps her name than in ones where she takes the man’s name.

It seems apparent that the growing trend is for a woman to keep her own name. I approve but I don’t know where it leads us. Having a name assigned to every person is a convenience for society and certainly friendlier if not so practical, as if we each had nothing but a number to identify us. Taking both names and inserting a hyphen, as the Hickman-Smiths have, may seem like the answer, but what happens when they have children who want to marry? Say they have a girl named Samantha Hickman-Smith. Samantha meets a boy whose parents merged their names just as hers did. Their name is Billingham-Watson. Their son’s name is Rutherford. If Samantha and Rutherford marry, do they become Mr. and Mrs. Hickman-Smith-Billingham-Watson? And if they do, what will ever become of their children’s names when they marry?

One newspaper, the New York Times, is now publishing news of gay unions. “Thomas John Michael Mirabile and William Edward Doyle, Jr. celebrated their partnership last evening at the Brooklyn Botanic Garden in a commitment ceremony.”

Neither of the men in a gay union ever seems to take the other’s name.

Wedding announcements are chock full of miscellaneous facts you don’t get any place else.

“The couple was married at the Salsa del Salto Bed and Breakfast in Taos.” I wonder if they slept there that night?

Or, “Her father is vice president for finance at Retractable Awnings.com in Miami.”

Too many weddings, like awnings, are retractable.




BETTER BY FAR 

Sometimes, when I worry about little things like the future of mankind, I deliberately turn my thoughts to how great life could be for us in the future.

I did a morning radio interview last week, and the interviewer asked if I thought things were better for people than they used to be.

I said “better,” but I wasn’t articulate explaining why I thought so.

Life is better than it was for our parents, grandparents, great-grandparents and ancestors because invention has enabled us to fill our lives with more good things and more interesting times, and with less onerous physical labor. We live much longer because our doctors know more and have better medicine. We’re filling those extra years with five times as much living as people living in 1900 got into one year.

One hundred years ago, a woman never left the house most days. She got lunch and dinner ready for her working husband and children. She cleaned. There was no vacuum cleaner, no dishwasher, no clothes washer and drier. She scrubbed the clothes on a washboard after heating water on a wood-burning stove.

After dinner, 100 years ago, people either went to bed or sat in the dark. Some read with difficulty by the flickering light of a candle or oil  lamp. The women knitted, men whittled. For music, they whistled. No word from the outside world entered the house. No radio, no television.

Sure, we have it better. Thomas Edison’s light bulb turns night to day with a flip of the switch. We read the newspaper and watch what went on in the world on a picture box across from our chair. We are entertained, enlightened. If we don’t like what we see, we can change what we’re watching without moving any more than a finger.

We have done an amazing job delivering clean water and electrical power into our homes through unseen pipes and wires. Our waste is spirited away.

Houses that were once warmed in freezing winter weather by the spotty heat thrown off by wood-burning fireplaces are evenly heated by oil, electricity or coal.

I often look at old buildings in New York City that are five and six stories high. Someone had to live on the top floor a hundred years ago. The only way to get to the upper floors before elevators were invented in 1852 was to walk up carrying what you needed. In summer heat, a top floor apartment without air conditioning (invented recently in 1911) often reached 120.

We recently celebrated the 100th anniversary of flight. Travel that once took days or months by foot, horse-drawn carriage or sailing ship, now takes a small part of one day. Great as the Wright Brothers invention has been in providing us with mobility, airplanes do not compare with automobiles in the convenience they provide us moving around our own personal little world every day.

Traveling farther and more often doesn’t necessarily add to our lives, but travel helps us get to know more about how others live.

Inventions have created a world our grandparents and great-grandparents could not have imagined. The good old days were not that good. That ’s what I should have told the man who interviewed me on radio.




WEDDING DUMBBELLS 

President Bush wants to strengthen the institution of matrimony in America. As one way of doing this, he proposed an amendment to the Constitution that would ban gay marriages.

If Congress is going to consider this seriously, it ought to broaden the search for ways to strengthen marriage and look into all aspects of this custom that has developed in every part of the civilized world. The custom is that two people pair off to live together, love together, have children and help each other through life. Most problems develop when the issue arises about what role the man and the woman play in their relationship. Some men are carried away with their masculinity and some women are not satisfied with their femininity.

The great number of divorces make pretentious wedding vows, organ music and expensive bridal gowns seem silly. It’s no longer just death that do them part. They part for dozens of other reasons long before they die.

The divorce rate varies by state. In Oklahoma, 70 percent of all marriages ended in divorce in 2000 . . . must be something in the water out there. Millions of Americans everywhere have been married twice and, while there are no statistics, millions more have been married three times. Someone who gets divorced twice is more apt to get divorced a third and fourth time than someone who’s been divorced once. This is my own, homemade statistic.

There are no statistics yet on whether gay marriages will be any more successful than heterosexual marriages. The President feels strongly about the sanctity of marriage and maybe one way he could promote longevity in a union between a man and a woman would be to make divorce illegal. Along with banning gay marriage, the Constitution could be rewritten to ban divorce. If people knew they weren’t going to be able to get out of it, they’d be more careful about getting into it.

There are too many happily divorced people for the President to make such an amendment retroactive, but once passed, henceforth and  from that day forward, couples would be forbidden to divorce. There would be no such thing.

At the very least, it would be illegal for a couple with children to get divorced. Any man who left his wife with children to take care of would have to undergo an unpleasant operation to assure society that it didn’t happen again. Any woman who had more than one child without being married would be subjected to a comparable procedure. We don’t need a lot of children by people who don’t know how to take care of them because the children grow up and have children of their own that they don’t know how to take care of.

There’s something else the President might do besides making it illegal for same-sex couples to marry and making divorce illegal. He could make it more difficult for anyone to get married in the first place. Obviously, when you look at our high divorce rate, you have to conclude that too many men and women are going into marriage without thinking it through first.

Two people who wish to get married should have to take a test to see whether or not they’re going to be able to maintain the relationship. No one should be able to get married on a whim. You can’t get a driver’s license without taking a test to prove you’re capable of driving a car. Why can you get a marriage license without first providing some evidence that you’re capable of living with someone?

Still another possibility President Bush might consider is to make marriage licenses good for a limited time, perhaps five years. When a marriage license expired, it would have to be renewed. A couple would no longer be married for life.

A marriage board would study the application and approve or disapprove it.

President Bush should think through this whole custom of marriage before we start amending the Constitution.




A JOB EASILY DONE 

It’s a welcome relief to find yourself performing some job you know how to do. When I come on an easy one, it keeps me from despair over my ineptness at all the others I don’t know how to do.

Shaving every morning might seem to a woman like a nasty little job for men. The fact is, shaving is easy, quick and men get a sense of accomplishment from it. He is so familiar with the job that he can preview the day’s work while he’s doing it without cutting himself. I know how to shave and I look better after I’ve done it. That’s the most you can ask of a job.

Cutting the grass has not been hard work since the advent of power mowers. The operator directs a machine with whirring blades from a comfortable perch in a saddle behind the engine. The swath a mower cuts as it traverses a lawn becomes satisfyingly wider with each pass, and if there’s anything at all difficult about mowing the lawn now, it’s filling the tank of the mower with gas.

We had four or five inches of snow in Connecticut this week. Shoveling snow is overrated as hard work. All the alarm bells about snow shoveling and heart attacks have added prestige to the shoveler, but I have never once died moving snow with a shovel. I suspect more people die in their sleep on a snowy night than shoveling snow the next morning.

Many of the easy jobs are ones I save for the weekend when I seek the illusion I’m accomplishing something without actually doing any work. Shopping, of course, is the number one time-spending amusement in the country.

To say, “I’ve got to go to the store” or “I should do the shopping” makes it sound like work, which it isn’t. Shopping is almost always an excuse for getting out of the house and away from the work you ought to be doing.

The best jobs to do are ones that look hard but aren’t because you get more credit for doing those. I don’t want to alienate women who do a lot of it, but vacuuming is imitation hard work. There is nothing in any way difficult about rolling a roaring wind machine around a room on its  little wheels. The noise it makes seems unnecessary but adds to the suggestion that it’s work.

The only hard part of vacuuming the living room rug is putting the damned vacuum back in the closet when you’ve finished. Vacuum cleaners are unwieldy. If he invented them, Hoover stopped too soon.

Washing the car in the driveway on a spring or summer day is another job that has the reputation of being hard but isn’t. The only hard part of washing the average car is getting to the middle of the windshield with a sponge or cloth without getting your shirt and pants wet where you lean up against the car.

This morning, something happened to the computer on which I write. Finally, after a frustrating hour, I called for assistance and the technician came to fix it.

In an effort to help, I brought in a small lamp and put it on the desk near the computer. As I plugged it in, there was that familiar flash indicating the bulb had blown. I went to the closet, came back with a new bulb and screwed it in until it was snug. The bulb glowed. At last, a job I knew how to do: changing a light bulb.




SOME THOUGHTS ON VACATIONS 

Taking a vacation isn’t easy. There are all sorts of ways to do it wrong and I suspect that a lot of you make a mess of your vacation.

First, we all ought to face the fact that planning a vacation is more fun, more satisfying and more restful than actually taking one. It’s certainly less expensive. Looking forward to a good vacation is one of the great pleasures of life, yet very few of us can say that about actually being on vacation.

In the first place, planning a vacation doesn’t cost anything. Nothing goes wrong when you’re planning. There are no endless hours of driving, no lines at the airport, no unexpected expenses, no rainy days to endure when you’re in the planning stages.

I am something of an expert on ruining a vacation because I’ve done it often.

I know what’s wrong, but I can’t correct my mistake. I have made one of the basic vacation errors. I try to do too many things in too many different places.

Cramming it full is not the way to take a vacation. The things I planned all seemed good to me when I was thinking about them, but now that I’m halfway into my month off, I realize I’m not having a lot of fun or getting much rest because I keep going someplace. Wherever I am, I decide to pick up and go somewhere else.

The places I go all look good from a distance but once I get there, they’re pretty much like where I came from but with different people and a different, unfamiliar bed to sleep in. I know now that I should have gone to a nice house we have in the country and stayed there. I shouldn’t have done a lot of moving around. It might have been a good idea to have had the telephone disconnected but I’m too insecure for that. I’m afraid no one would have called me and I’d never have known they hadn’t.

I’m already planning next year’s vacation while I’m still on this one. I know what I’m going to do. I’m not going anywhere. I’m going to stay home, go to bed early, get up when I feel like getting up, watch some latenight television, eat what I feel like eating with no regard for the diet advice everyone is shoving down our throats in books and magazine articles. Next year, in order to have a real, restful vacation, I’d like to be bored for a few days because I had nothing to do. Being busy is never restful.

I hardly ever read a whole book anymore and even the morning newspaper is a challenge if you’re on a busy vacation. If you’re traveling, you have to read someone else’s hometown newspaper and it’s never the same as what you’re used to. Next year, I’m going to spend two hours over breakfast, drink three cups of coffee and read the whole newspaper, including the Help Wanted pages. I may take a nap after breakfast instead of doing an errand. I’ll do a lot of errands on my vacation, though, because buying something can be very relaxing.

I grew up with boats on a lake we went to summers, but boating is one of the most tense ways to relax. Unlike cars, boats very often don’t work. There’s often something wrong with a boat and boats are certainly one of the most expensive pleasures known to man. A boat is more expensive than a hotel and then you have to pay to put it away in winter.

I often pass a big boatyard or docking area with hundreds of boats just sitting there in the water, doing nothing. There’s no single toy Americans own so many of that they use so infrequently, as their boats. The places you can go in a boat are much more limited than the places you can go in a car. There are no four-wheel drive boats.

I keep hearing about other people’s vacations. Not many will admit they were terrible, but if you listen carefully, you can detect telltale signs that give it away. We had friends who went to Europe on the Queen Mary. We did that ourselves many years ago on the old Queen Mary. Call it luxurious, call it unusual, call it interesting, but don’t call it a vacation. On board, they make you feel as though having a good time is compulsory. There’s nothing restful about being on a boat.

A friend gave me a great hammock for Christmas several years ago. Hammocks are a genuine vacation item. They are hard to get into and hard to get out of, so once you’re there, you tend to stay. That’s vacation kind of time.




THE SMELL OF A NEW CAR 

There are times other than birthdays, weddings, anniversaries and holidays that mark the personal history of each of us. In the past fifty years, I have bought fourteen new cars and each time was a special occasion in my life. I don’t buy a new car lightly.

The price of a new car ought to be firmer than it is. I always have the feeling I could get the same thing for less if I shopped around more. It is  obvious that car manufacturers have deliberately done things to obscure the price so that potential buyers can’t figure out how much they are paying for what.

My old car, a 1999 model, had 86,000 miles on it and a few dings that needed paint. I usually drive a car for 100,000 miles before I trade it in, but I needed new tires and didn’t want to put out $750 for four new tires on a car with that many miles on it. Tires last about 40,000 miles and I knew I’d never drive it another 40,000 miles.

My new car is from another manufacturer. It’s a lot like the old one but three inches shorter. Many of the features on the car I bought—which I’m not going to name—were what they called “optional.” My dictionary says: “Optional: left to choice. Not compulsory.” In the car dealer’s lexicon, “optional” means “take it or leave it” because you can’t buy the car without most “optional” equipment.

I did not want the “Panorama Moonroof.” My old car had one (called a “sunroof ” by that manufacturer) and I never—not once—used it. I had to take the “Moonroof.”

“If you want that,” the salesman said of another feature, “it’s $350 extra.”

“What if I don’t want it?” I asked.

“Well, you don’t have to take it, but we don’t have a car on the floor right now without it.”

In every case, when they say something is “optional,” they mean it costs extra if you want it. And if you want the car, you have to take it.

“Do I get four wheels?” I asked, “or are wheels optional?”

Car salesmen are deaf to attempts at humor.

The only “optional” equipment I seem to have avoided was the “genuine leather-wrapped steering wheel.”

There are so many variations on basic models that I question whether manufacturers ever make two cars alike. Anyone looking to buy a car can’t compare prices of two different kinds of cars or two different cars in the same showroom because no two are the same.

Years ago, when I was buying my first car, it was simple. I had the choice of buying a Ford, a Chevrolet, a Buick or an Oldsmobile. Maybe  I’d look at a Pontiac or a Chrysler, but I wasn’t faced with 19 different models of each make. It was either a Ford or it wasn’t.

Now every manufacturer puts out a dozen models, each with a different number. My car comes in an X3, an X5 or an X7. I asked why they skipped model X4 and model X6 and the salesman didn’t know. He thought it was strange that I asked.

At the bottom of many of the pages in the glossy brochure for my car, there are explanations for the asterisks like:

“Optional: included in X3 3.3Oi Premium Package.”

“Halogen free-form fog lights (std on 3.3 Oi, opt on 2.5i).”

“Included in Optional Premium Package.”

What “optional” means in every case is, it isn’t included on the basic car or if it is included you can’t buy the car without the optional features because they don’t make a car without it. I am perfectly willing to have car salesmen make a decent living. Most of them have good personalities and are pleasant to deal with, but what we all want and can’t get from them is a firm price that we can compare with the price of a car we’re looking at somewhere else.




EXPENSIVE BED, BAD BREAKFAST 

I don’t know what it is about them, but I remember hotels I’ve stayed in and I was saddened to read that the Rossiya Hotel in Moscow is being closed and torn down.

I stayed at the Rossiya twice years ago and I’ve never forgotten because it was the worst hotel I was ever in. The Rossiya was built by the Communist regime in 1967. At the time, it was the biggest hotel in the world—3,000 rooms. That’s a lot of little cakes of soap in an American hotel but the Rossiya didn’t have soap.

When you left your room at the Rossiya, you turned in your key to a woman sitting at a desk by the elevator on every floor. When you came  back, you stopped and got your key from her. The Communists always wanted to know when foreigners were coming and going.

They were proud to tell you there was a telephone in every room in the Rossiya, but they didn’t tell you there was no switchboard in the hotel. If anyone wanted to call you, they had to know the number. No one knew the number, of course.

If the Rossiya was the worst hotel I ever stayed in, the best was a suite I once had on the top floor of the Fairmont in San Francisco. I had a four-way view of the city, including the Golden Gate Bridge. Even breakfast was good.

The year after I was discharged from the Army after World War II, I wrote a book with a friend, which we sold to MGM. We went to Hollywood and our agent put us up at the Beverly Hills Hotel. It was such a grand experience that I’ve never stayed anywhere else when I go there. It’s cost me dearly over the years. The hotel is owned by the royal family of Brunei, who probably took the money for it from the people of Brunei. I have breakfast in the Polo Lounge and always hope Clark Gable or Lana Turner will come in. They used to, but don’t anymore.

In Paris, we stay at a small Left-Bank place called Le Relais Christine. It used to be a monastery and each of its fifty-one rooms is different. The Claridge in London is special. They tolerate Americans but don’t really like them. When I’m in San Diego, I stay at the grand old Hotel Del Coronado. In 1978, I was on the top floor during an AARP convention. (I was hiding with a camera crew trying to question the president, Leonard Davis—the insurance salesman who invented the AARP as a sales tool for his Colonial Penn Insurance Co.)

I like hotels but do have some complaints. Nothing, with the possible exception of movie tickets, has gone up in price more and faster than hotel rooms. In 1955, I stayed in a good hotel in New York for $4 a night. The same room today costs $230.

I wish they wouldn’t put so many pillows on the bed. Sometimes they’re piled so high that you can’t see the clock on the table.

I wish there were an industry standard for shower controls in hotel rooms. It’s easy to get burned or frozen in a strange shower.

Call me cheap, but I prefer to bring my suitcase to the room myself, not have it brought up by a bellboy. That was the only good thing about the Rossiya. They didn’t have bellhops.




THE RAIN IN SPAIN AND HERE 

It has never been determined whether human beings thrived on the planet Earth because conditions of atmosphere and weather were suited to their continued existence or whether, over thousands of years, humans went through some evolutionary process and adapted themselves to the conditions. For example, we sweat to cool our bodies. The process of evaporation uses energy—heat—which it takes from the body. The mechanism is all too complicated to comprehend and most people give in and just call it God.

Sometimes it seems like a close call whether we’re going to survive with the weather we have. It is often perilously close to being too hot for us to live or too cold. We’ve been smart at countering the effect of weather on our lives. We no longer live in cold caves. We live in houses we heat and cool.

The trouble with these man-made weather deflectors is that they depend on electricity. When we lose our power, we’re helpless. To keep from freezing to death we can heap on more clothes and survive, but there’s no hiding from heat if the air conditioning is out.

There are occasional aberrations in our weather patterns that have a major effect on where Americans live. The hurricanes that hit Florida have a permanent effect on that state. A great many older people, living in other parts of the country, who were planning to retire to Florida, are going to rethink that plan. Florida has been hit too often by hurricanes over the years for anyone to think of it as the idyllic place for retirement. The real estate market in Florida may be depressed for years because of the memory of these hurricanes.

The real estate industry in California has suffered some of the same setbacks that Florida’s has. People look favorably on the generally sunny weather in California, but then every few years there’s a catastrophic fire, flood or earthquake that makes it seem something less than the ideal place to live. Surprisingly enough, California holds the one-day snowfall record. One mountainous area in the eastern part of the state got sixty inches of snow in one day years ago.

My choice for the spot with our country’s worst weather is Washington, D.C., even though it ruins my theory that the most work gets done in places with bad weather. Washington gets the worst of northern cold weather and the worst of southern hot weather. If terrorists wanted to bring this nation to its knees, they wouldn’t need to resort to nuclear or biological weapons. They could just pray to Allah for a few feet of snow in our capital. Half an inch brings Washington to a halt. They send people home and close government offices when it’s cloudy.

New York, Massachusetts, Maine, New Hampshire and Vermont are not known for their good weather but their extremes are predictable. Arizona and Nevada are the new fad states. Their populations are growing faster than any other states’. Maybe it’s because they don’t have snowstorms or hurricanes, but what both need and don’t have is rain. They get only about eight inches of rain a year so they could use a sprinkler system in the sky. There’s nothing I like better than a good, drenching rain. I enjoy both a raincoat and an umbrella. They give me the same good feeling I had as a kid in a tent in our back yard.

New York has a fairly consistent rainfall of about forty-two inches a year. Maine gets about forty-five inches but a lot of that comes down as snow. Ten inches of snow is the equivalent of one inch of rain.

You don’t think of Arkansas as wet, but three years ago Little Rock got seventy inches of rain. Mobile, Ala., also gets a lot of rain.

Most of us prefer the weather we have wherever we are—bad as it may be.




RING A DING DING 

There’s nothing civil about the way Democrats and Republicans are behaving. It should be called “The Uncivil War.” It isn’t just politicians, either. It’s their supporters, as well, and I’m having nothing to do with all of them until it’s over. I got a new toy yesterday that took my mind off the election.

Having recently lost my third cellphone, I acquired another. I write “acquired” instead of “bought” because the companies that make phones are so interested in having us buy their service that they’re often willing to give us the instrument if we sign up. You know right away when they offer you anything free that they’re going to get you later.

The people designing portable telephones in India or China or wherever they are, ought to take some time off. We don’t need any new developments in their technology. We do not want our telephones to do the things they are designing them to do. All I want is an instrument that allows me to call home or the office. I don’t want to see anyone on the screen. I don’t want to “add to your database.” I don’t know what my database is or what data it contains.

If there are young computer geeks who are amused by telephones that do a hundred things other than what a telephone was invented to do, good. Make a phone for them but make one for the rest of us that sticks to the basic job that Alexander Graham Bell had in mind when he called Watson.

My new phone plays what its designers must have thought was a cute tune when I turn it on or off. I’m not only disinterested in cute noises that alert me to the status of my phone, I’m damned irritated by them. When I leave my new phone on to get incoming calls, it gives forth a loud beep every four minutes to let me know it’s on. I know it’s on. I turned it on and I don’t want to be annoyed by any damned beeping designed to inform me of something I already know.

The noises my new phone makes got me thinking about all the sounds used to alert us to a wide variety of occurrences. I’m always impressed, when I travel to another country, by how different their sounds  are. In London, ambulances and fire engines have a distinctive sound that I find more compelling and alarming than the sirens our ambulances and fire trucks use.

The family always enters our house through the kitchen door. The front door is for strangers, people selling something or kids at Halloween. There is a doorbell, but there’s also a grand, heavy brass knocker on the door. I’ve noticed, over the years, that I like the people who use the knocker better than I like the bell-ringers. Brass knockers have gone out of style as sounding devices designed to alert the house’s occupants to visitors. Too bad. There’s something firm and deliberate about a knock on the door that a shrill bell doesn’t have. Many old homes have both a bell and a knocker like ours, but I suppose some cost-conscious nitpicker decided both were unnecessary and chose to eliminate the knocker on new homes.
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