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The following people are of extreme importance in the creation of this book:

First, Alexander William Black, the unwitting recipient of the letter the book consists of, who I am certain will at first give it a low priority, deciding not even to read it until some years have gone by.

Second, Johannes (Gänsfleisch zur Laden) Gutenberg, whose famous invention of movable type allowed it to be printed. (It would have been a letter in any case, but not a book.)

Third, Bill Adler, to whom I expressed my desire to write such a letter, and who immediately said, “That would make a book!” (As was the case with Gutenberg, it would have been a letter in any event, but not a book.)

Fourth (there is no particular order in these acknowledgments—a theme carried out in the book itself), Lisa Drew, whose editorial wisdom in matters of style and whose patience and literary advice were invaluable.

Fifth, Erin Curler, whose shepherding of logistics back and forth—in getting manuscript drafts and the inevitable communications regarding details, deadlines, etc., was executed with calm efficiency.

Sixth, Ruth Downs, one of Master Black’s four great-grandmothers, but the only one living in the same house as the author, and thus finding herself in a position to give excellent and needed suggestions for thematic material and improvement of expression.

Seventh, Xander’s parents, already acknowledged in the dedication, but worthy of being saluted again for creating with apparent ease, a miraculously superior human being—the target of the book, and in the fair and balanced opinion of the author, the hands-down greatest great-grandchild in the history of the human race.

And, of course, whatever merit the book has is due solely to the author, and any errors in it were caused by the above-named people.





Letter to a Great Grandson
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This is not a letter to a little boy. It is a letter to one human male of different ages: a youngster just able to read, a young adult, a middle-aged man, and an old man. If he reads it at each of those four stages of life (and I would like it if he did), he will get something different from it each time.

I grant that at times I appear to be talking to him while he is an infant, and I asked my wife why I would do this. She said, “Simple. It’s because he is so cute.”

Okay.

I can’t know the events of his life, but I will be relating many of mine, and interspersing fragments of advice, opinion, prediction (attempts to picture what I think his world will be like at different dates in his lifetime), plus personal feelings.

This document will be long for a letter—short for a book.

I can’t mail it into the future, but published books can sit patiently on shelves, and I count on his parents to let him know it exists. I will, of course, personally hand him the first copy, but its chances of surviving the gauntlet all family documents must run to become valuable make its publication desirable. These documents face six steps of evolution: (1) important, (2) filed, (3) forgotten, (4) trash, (5) rediscovered (sometimes), (6) treasured.






The fact that Alexander arrived before I left is very pleasing to me. If I’m still here when he has a family I will qualify as ancient. I would certainly welcome an opportunity to know his children.

—Hugh Downs Paradise Valley, Arizona November 25, 2003







LETTER TO A GREAT GRANDSON
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Dear Alexander,

Two weeks ago, as I write this, you came into the world, a little astonished and distressed, which is quite natural, considering how we all arrive—naked, cut off from the nourishment of umbilical blood and the warmth and comfort of the womb, and thrown suddenly into a place of bright lights, loud noises, cold air (which must now rush into lungs never before used—air containing, along with nitrogen and some trace gases, oxygen, known to be the most corrosive gas there is), and the harsh new sounds of voices no longer muffled by abdominal walls and amniotic fluid—voices trying to express love and protection, but not immediately recognized as such.

And very soon you were hungry. Without any knowledge of where the restaurants are.

But like all of us at the very beginning, you took it in stride, with the almost infinite capacity newborns have to deal with frustration and discomfort—and the merciful amnesia that keeps it from being so traumatic it scars you for the rest of your life. Nature is kind, basically, and I want you to realize this. At various times in your life you will not think so, but it’s true. Only years and years later will you somehow remember that you came here “trailing clouds of glory,” and that your home is a cosmos that harbors no hostility toward you. My hope is that you will come to know the truth of this early enough to enhance the quality of your life.

You are actually the first real newborn I ever saw. I gazed on you about seven minutes after you emerged from your mother’s insides. When my own children were born I was in a waiting room and didn’t get to see them until about a half hour had gone by and they were all cleaned up, and not red and wrinkled. They were very young babies, but no longer newborns. I saw you when you were very little, very unhappy, and very red and wrinkled. But you had a good voice and powerful lungs, which knew how to function the minute you got here. And in less than a half hour you were a clean and hungry baby.

Now, having settled into the routine of your full-time employment—sucking and swallowing, emptying breasts and bottles and filling diapers—you are on the standard track of development. You will gradually come to log the sights and sounds that will allow recognition of faces and voices—your mothers and your fathers, and those of others you know to be relatives and friendly—and finding the difference between you and not-you. This is not easy, but you will stumble onto how you can move an arm or leg in the direction you want—in a blinding flash you will know that a desired motion is not coincidence, but that you actually caused it. You can implement volition! It is amazing how early these profound enlightenments occur.

What a fortunate young man you are! This is not something I expect you to appreciate when you first read this. But there are people who come into this world in places and under conditions that put them at tremendous risk of not living long, or living a life of misery—hungry, unloved, diseased, abused, or neglected. Too many of these arrive on earth daily. You have parents who love you, who love each other, and who consider you their highest priority. This will not spoil you. Rather it will allow your development to include a sense of security and a love for yourself—your own existence—that leads to the capacity to love others. And to feel concern for those less fortunate.




JUST WHO AM I?

I should explain who I am. You will know shortly that the two people who love you and take care of you are called your parents. (Actually they will be called Mommy and Daddy, but it’s the same thing.) You have to have a mommy and a daddy to be here, and if you’re lucky they will both be around a lot of the time while you are growing up. In time you will learn that everybody has to have a mother and father—even your own mother and father have mothers and fathers. This leads to a lot of relatives and ancestors, most of whom you’ll never know, but you don’t need to.

Where was I? Yes. Who I am: I am one of your eight great-grandparents. Your father’s mother is my daughter. So my daughter is your grandmother. I contributed twelve and a half percent of your DNA. Another twelve and a half percent was contributed by your great-grandmother Ruth, who is my wife. (I’ll have to explain “wife” later.)

Surely your eyes have glazed over by now and I don’t blame you. But we are related.

I hope you come to like me, to maybe look forward to visiting me and your great-grandmother Ruth. What you mean to us is more than you can grasp right now, and you won’t fully understand until you have been alive for several decades, but you will get a glimpse of it when you have children of your own, and a wider view when you become a grandfather.

And when you are a great-grandfather, you will experience something so much more powerful and meaningful than being a father or a grandfather that you will look at the march of generations with new eyes.




WHAT’S THE POINT OF THIS LETTER?


I would like you to read this letter as soon as you can read anything—and I would be happy if you read it all as a young adult, and again when you are middle-aged. And if you should go through it again in old age, even if it reveals to you my limitations and causes you to find many of my ideas quaint, I would hope that from the perspective of your world, whatever it is at that time, you will be able to muster some affection for your old ancestor who loved you.

What I hope to do is to present four things for your review: (1) some of my philosophy of life, (2) some biographical material, including stuff about other family members that I believe you will be glad I wrote down, (3) speculation on what your world will be like at different stages of your life, and (4) advice (unasked for, I grant, but possibly useful). If you are true to human nature, you will (a) disagree with the advice and not act on it, (b) agree with the advice and not act on it, or (c) in your mature years, say, “By George, he was right—I should have acted on it.”

Quite often I will wonder about some event, or branch of the family tree that I never knew or have forgotten, and I will think for a split second, I’ll have to ask Dad (or Gramp) about that. And of course right away I realize I can’t ask them. Some cemeteries, as a poet wrote, are filled with the bones of people I’d like to talk to.

I wonder how old you’ll be before you understand what you did for my life. I only hope I can do a fraction as much for yours.

Your arrival replucked old resonances—from my own early childhood, and that of my children, and from the childhoods of my grandchildren, one of whom is your father.

When we take you for a jaunt in your stroller and meet neighbors who are fairly sure we don’t have a child your age, and they say, “Oh, is this your grandchild?” we smile and say, “No.” Then we explain that you are a great-grandchild, and they feel obliged to say that we don’t look old enough to have a great grandchild, and we feel wonderful, our vanity carefully obscuring whatever falsehood might be a component of their politeness. They then get to the proper point and comment on how handsome you are, and then we really salute their taste and intellect. It’s all very courtly.

Your reaction, from inside your stroller, is one of indifference to the whole conversation. Your mind is, wisely, on other things. Like where your pacifier fell to, or why one sock is half off. It makes a pleasant day.

You’re beginning to smile a lot and to laugh occasionally. Is it possible you already sense the comic nature of the human condition? You will be a philosopher.

Naturally I am concerned about your world. You have come into it at a time of some uncertainty and danger. I have to admit I know of few times in history when an infant was born into a time generally considered secure and benign. Maybe during some of the decades of Queen Victoria’s reign there was such a time, at least for some citizens of an empire on which the sun never set. (The empire, of course, owed its existence to the exploitation of people for whom the world was not benign.)

My mother (one of your eight great-great-grandmothers) had reason to be very worried about the world in the 1930s. With three sons who were little boys at the time of the 1929 stock market crash, she saw disaster ahead. She was right in almost everything. The banks closed in 1932, the Great Depression came down on all of the poor and middle-class and many of the rich. Before it was over, war clouds had darkened Europe. She was convinced there would be a war. Her sons would surely be involved in it, and it would be a world war. There hadn’t been a world war since 1918. She was right about all this. My father probably worried also, but he was not as vocal about it, and managed an optimism born of his tendency to look at history with a stand-back attitude, distancing himself from all apocalyptic potential. He had a long enough keel to escape despair in the face of short-term crises.

As it happened, my two brothers and I survived the war, even though all of us were in the military, and so here, through luck, my mother was wrong and had worried for nothing.

Now your parents will worry about you.




WHO CAN KNOW THE FUTURE?


If I give you advice on how to order your life into the future, of what value is it, you might ask, unless my view of the future is right? But even knowing I can’t know the future with any accuracy, some of my advice will be of use—because I do know something about the past. Our country has been built on principles and ideas that we value, though we don’t manage to live up to them very well, and in the framework of those principles you can garner a lot of happiness and satisfaction if you take the right road.

You are very lucky to have been born in this country, but you were not born into Utopia. Utopia is not something you need to understand now because there is no such thing.




HERE COMES A CHUNK OF ADVICE


In your early weeks just eat everything you are offered, at every chance. It will be almost exclusively milk. Maybe a little fuzz off your pacifier that has fallen onto the rug, but the milk from your mother’s body has given you enormous immune protections, and you won’t be harmed. Be as much of a glutton as you can. There is no danger of obesity at your age. When you are about two months old, your parents may be told to extend the time between feedings if you are getting a bit pudgy, but that is not a problem now. Pay no attention to adults who love you and would give their eyeteeth to see any sign of appreciation or understanding or affection or true humor or consideration and apology for the sleeplessness you cause them. Don’t feel guilty about soiling diapers they buy or dousing their clothes or faces with urine during a change. You are at the center of your world, which is where you belong, and everything revolves around you. Do whatever you like. When you want something—anything—holler. Hungry? Holler. Too hot? Holler. Too cold? Holler. Uncomfortable? Too long before you have summoned your servants to see them come running? Too intolerable to remain sitting in your own excrement? Holler. This is part of your job, along with eating and sleeping. You have no employer, no government regulations, no community responsibilities, no reason to feel any impending duties….

But, you poor guy, neither do you yet have any capacity to enjoy the anticipation of good things, or the savoring of past comforts and satisfactions. Good things are either now—in the immediate present—or they don’t exist; and generally they don’t exist unless they are in your mouth. One other thing, a technique that will make any opposition or annoyance melt away: when you get a handle on facial muscles, try to make your lips wider and have your cheeks pull your mouth into a grin, which will probably produce dimples and give the impression that you are amused. After doing this a few times, you will feel amused, because the effect on adults is impressive. They fall apart with admiration and affection. You will follow this with laughter because they will laugh, and laughter will increase your bond with them and your ability to get your way. Keep on with it, and you can reign as sovereign in the household, at least until you get siblings (something I’ll explain later).

The landscape will generally be the same until a couple of things unfold. Here is my advice at a somewhat later stage.




IMPORTANT ADVICE AT A LATER STAGE


When you are several months older, maybe eighteen or twenty months, you are old enough not only to understand some words but to utter them. Practice saying no to everything. This is a smart move. Up to now, out of the obsequiousness of agreeing with your parents because you crave their favor and approval, you have gone along with whatever they have suggested. You’ve said yes to everything. But you’ve finally realized you are in a complicated situation, because you haven’t known what you have said yes to. You might have to backtrack if your agreement leads you to something you don’t like. But saying no is a much better thing to do. When you say no, you don’t have to wonder about what it is you are saying no to: it is a blanket statement. Doesn’t matter what there is to say no about—it simply solves the problem by ending the discussion. Since most of what your parents want you to do or not do is contrary to your desires, it is valuable to make a blanket negation of anything they suggest. You should be able to achieve this before the age of two, but at age two you should have it perfected. It will, unfortunately, lead to some confrontations where you will be the loser, but you should not give it up until your third birthday, when you will have learned some other techniques of getting your way. But meantime rehearse the word “no” and use it at every opportunity. It will give you a sense of power and self-importance for a while, until you are bruised enough to consider the possibility that other people have rights and valid opinions, and that you might possibly get your way more often in the long run by yielding to them on occasion.

Now some weeks have gone by (in fact, nine weeks and three days), and I have seen you smile and try to say a word every now and then. You have your own language, which I cannot speak, but you will learn my language before I learn yours, so I don’t worry about it.

Three of your four grandparents are living. Six of your eight great-grandparents are living. And you have one great-great-grandmother—your mother’s mother’s father’s mother! A great-great-grandmother! I can tell, because we have a picture of the two of you, how thrilled she was to hold you for the first time when you made that trip west to see her! Having a living ancestor of that generation is a twenty-first-century thing. In the past, people rarely knew all four grandparents or any great-grandparents. Having a great-great-grandmother is a real indication that things have changed.

I’m sure the times will have changed a lot more when you are my age.




WHAT WILL THINGS BE LIKE WHEN YOU ARE GROWN?

When you are your father’s present age (thirty-three years as I write this) it will be 2035. A third of the twenty-first century will have passed. When you are your grandfather Surles’s present age, you will be into the third quarter of the century. And when you are my age you will find yourself in the last quarter of that hundred-year block of time you chose to arrive in. It will be 2083. You will likely live to celebrate the arrival of the twenty-second century. After all, you will only be ninety-eight. There are over sixty thousand centenarians now in the United States. What will the world be like when you join their expanded ranks?

I suspect that among today’s prophets neither the optimists nor the pessimists will prove correct in their view of the future.

The optimists will tend to envision a world of peace, a stabilized population, enormous medical advances, a higher percentage of democratized countries, established renewable energy sources, more rapid communication and transportation, and breakthroughs in longevity.

The pessimists will dwell on the risks of high-tech weaponry available to paranoid dictators, uncontrolled diseases ravaging the worlds population, and hatred and aggression growing on a planet far too crowded and nearing the exhaustion of resources.

The most likely scenario is somewhere in between.

If wars were to end it would be the first time in scores of centuries. (War as we know it did not exist thousands of years ago—there was violence and tribal strife, but not organized armies or national entities vying for territory or natural resources.) I wish I could offer some rational hope that we might put an end to war, but right now I think it is unlikely.

You are an American, by virtue of having been born here. Will your country still be what it is today when you are an old man? I hope not. I hope by then it will have moved toward a better ability to live according to the excellent principles on which it was founded. I hope it will have reduced injustice and discrimination. I hope it will have taken its place in the community of nations as a leader and an example, admired for its moral strength and not feared and hated for its military and economic strength. I hope it will by then have proved what the great Indian leader Mahatma Gandhi said when asked what he thought of Western civilization: “It would be a good idea.” Civilization is a work in progress, and the United States has the opportunity to contribute to its development.
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