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			“Time, just as it is, is being, and being is all time.”

			—Zen Master Eihei Dogen (1200–1253)

			“All the old rhythm is gone and in its place is heard the hum of 
an engine, the whirr of wheels, the explosion of an exhaust. The 
leisurely songs that men hummed to the clatter of horses’ hoofs do not fit into this new rhythm. . . . The new age demands new music for new action.”

			—Master Songwriter Irving Berlin, 1924

		

	


	
		
			Introduction

			Clock. Clock. Clock.

			On an October morning, when the air and light were like a tonic, I sat in a museum of stilled machines and old filed papers, the only visitor. I sat at a desk between two clocks. A grandfather clock was behind me and an office regulator clock, with a large pendulum, was in front. The clocks ticked loudly; they ticked in unison. Clock-clock-clock. I could feel the pendulums swing in my gut. Everything else in the museum was mute—the Model A, the steam-engine pumper, the children’s toy metal cars. The clocks were insistent. Time was ticking through me.

			I have been to this small museum several times. Each time I am the only visitor and each time I am welcomed by an elderly volunteer happy for the company. On this visit, a woman, who had lost some portion of her sight, insisted on showing me around. She wanted to be of help, but when I asked her for the files in “Drawer E,” she had no idea that they had a Drawer E, or where it might be, or even where to find the pencil sharpener. She went off to call someone who might know. I was alone with the clocks. 

			Out the window I could see the electric current of October light. 

			Clock-clock-clock. 

			On my next visit, an elderly gentleman met me. He knew where Drawer E was, but before he took me to it, he insisted on telling me a long story, the story of his life. He began when his ancestors came to town in the 1880s from a neighboring town, and he took me through various summer jobs spent haying and roofing, followed by college (only the fourth person from his town to go), then World War II (32 months in the Pacific without firing a shot—he’d seen more action on the Fourth of July), and home to a long career with one company in some kind of engineering and management. He fixed his gaze on me. The clocks ticked. Though I was anxious to finally read what was in Drawer E, I followed his story and asked questions. He was presenting me with another clock.

			We now had at least four clocks in the room: his clock (how-it-was, how-it-was), my clock (can-we-get-going?), and the two antiques clocking away. If he ever did bring me the files, there would be another clock in the room. Every historical event moves to its own time, and if you pay close attention, you may catch its cadence—in a phrase in a letter, in the poise of the handwriting, or in the way one letter answers another. What we want from the past is presence. We want the moment restored. We want the October day that I could see out the window: a row of old maples shimmering yellow-gold. A blue sky. The sound now and then of children at recess, mobbing a soccer ball.

			I finally did read the papers in Drawer E. When I drove away, I could still hear those two clocks. I have thought about the clocks for years. Why did this bother me? I have heard these clocks in other places. I have heard them in the ordinary sentences of local histories, sentences like: “Josiah Prescott arrived in 1798, cleared sixty acres, married Ann Cummings who died in childbirth leaving nine children, four of whom were lost to the epidemic the following year. Prescott abandoned the homestead, which eventually burned, went west, remarried, and was never heard from again.”

			This kind of two-sentence biography is common in local histories. These sentences swim by in schools, each sentence a lifetime of suffering and struggle. Mortality: Another clock ticking.

			Clock-clock-clock. The clocks were like a heartbeat, that’s why I found them so disturbing. We are all clocks. We are time, says Zen Master Dogen. “Time, just as it is, is being, and being is all time.” Jorge Luis Borges says, “Time is the substance I am made of. Time is a river which sweeps me along, but I am the river; it is a tiger which destroys me, but I am the tiger; it is a fire which consumes me, but I am the fire.” This is what I heard in the old clocks. It’s why I first began to think about this book.

			My previous books have searched for ways to see the deep time hidden in the common place. In the Memory House looked at the way we create our history. Each chapter explored how we choose our ancestors, choose who gets to enter the memory house—whose names are on the landscape, monuments, and holidays. The Same Ax, Twice pursued a living past, a past that gives us the vision to shape the future. I was searching for a past that wasn’t stop-time, wasn’t a frozen museum. My last book, The Bones of the Earth, looked at the way people still carry the allegiances to the oldest landmarks—sticks and stones.

			This is a book about time and place. They were once inseparable. Science historians note that before Thomas Edison, light and fire were the same thing; after Edison they were separate. The same can be said of time and place. Before the railroads created Standard Time zones in 1883, and international time zones were adopted the next year, time and place were one. After this, time was divorced from the rising of the sun—off four minutes in one place, 18 or 36 minutes in another place. Time became a uniform commodity. Local time is “a relic of antiquity,” said the director of an astronomical observatory that sold time to subscribers, just as the utilities sold gas or water. Go down the long roster of 19th-century inventions, and you can check off the many inventions that wrested local time from its throne—the railroad, the telegraph, the limited-liability corporation, to name just three.

			Timekeeping changed in two important ways in the late 19th and early 20th centuries—clocks became more accurate and were linked to each other. Time reformers spoke of linking all clocks on earth to one master clock. But at the same moment, time escaped out the front door. “There are many clocks,” said Einstein in 1905. “There is no time, but times,” said his teacher, the physicist Hermann Minkowski in 1908. “Space and time are in the eye of the beholder. Each of us carries our own clock, our own monitor of the passage of time,” physicist Brian Greene writes in The Fabric of the Cosmos.

			This book is a look at some of the clocks we carry. I look at time in the invention of Continuous Vaudeville; in a once-common, now-vanished dry-goods shop; in an old mill family defending water-power rights; in a Broadway hit of the 1880s that is still performed annually on an outdoor stage; and in the lingering effects of a bloody war that one historian calls the first American Revolution, a war many Americans don’t even know happened. As in my other books, most of the stories come from the New Hampshire land in sight of Mount Monadnock. After twenty-five years, this place is still teaching me to see.

			This book’s title—Turn & Jump—is taken from the pioneers who helped to build a national culture: variety and vaudeville actors. For their “turn” on stage they traveled long distances, spending days and nights on trains making the “jump.” Turn and jump. Slapstick and knockabout. The language has the feel of rough travel over badly maintained railroad track. Business travelers live this life today. Turn and jump: it’s the cadence of many lives.

			Each chapter moves to its own clock. In each essay we take the measure of a different time flow. “No single clock can in itself measure time. It is always necessary to compare at least two clock-like processes,” writes philosopher J. T. Fraser, in Time, The Familiar Stranger. I’m looking for levels of time, different clocks that I can set running and then compare, metaphors with which to unlock the ordinary. 

			The longer chapters are introduced by short “Timescape” chapters. Each Timescape sets up the theme of the next chapter. Time-
scapes are landscapes of time—the tempo and duration that live in a place. “Just as we can survey space as a landscape spread before us, so we can survey time (in our mind’s eye at least) as a timescape timelessly laid out,” Paul Davies writes in About Time. I apply this idea to get away from the past-present-future timeline and to regard “time,” as Davies writes, “like space, as simply there.” 

			Turn & Jump explores the divorce of time and place, of timekeeping from the way we dwell in and tend the places we call home. 

			Many years after I had sat between those two insistent clocks, I learned that my unease was one that folklorists had also noted. When people began to live with clocks in their homes, a body of popular belief and superstition grew up to domesticate the strangeness. It was considered bad luck to have two clocks ticking in the same room, or the same house. “My grandmother would not do that for anything, for she said it was sure death,” one folklorist was told.

			One clock in your house changed things, changed the way the day itself was lived, but two clocks (almost certain to disagree) could call into question the authority of this machine, or even mock God, the master clockmaker. Two clocks, sounding noon minutes apart, speak too plainly the truth that clocks are a fiction we accept in order to get on with our day. In the time between two noons in one living room, there is the space for doubt to enter. It allows the truth to come calling: We don’t know what time is, but we know that our allotment is limited. 

			We domesticate time the best that we can. It’s why we do not understand the physicists when they throw out past-present-future, and why no matter how many times they explain that time slows down as you approach the speed of light, we walk away still married to a notion of absolute time, steady time, from Newton’s lips to God’s ears. It’s been a hundred years since Einstein began to shake things up, but still we live as if Newton had gotten in the last word on the apple falling from the tree. In our time-ignorance, we are adherents of the flat earth. But there is no one absolute time. We live in many times, with many clocks. We are ourselves many clocks—biological rhythms upon rhythms.

			Once I saw a great clock in an old family home. The family had lived for several generations in a grand Federal-style house built in 1821 on a New England common. They were one of those outstanding families whose house, with its casual grace, makes you think they are on a first-name basis with time, and that while they haven’t cheated mortality, they’ve done some trick with mirrors and portraits and memoirs that has stretched time—as if one of their years is equal to seven of ours. 

			The house had an elegant entrance, a central hall with a stairway spiraling up three stories. The cherry handrail was satin to the touch. In the entry stood an antique grandfather clock. The works were missing. The hands were missing. The inside of the clock, where the pendulum would have been, was filled with mittens and gloves, layers of red wool and black leather, of blue, white, and green, going back winters upon winters. It was like a geological deposit, like snowfall. There were children’s mittens deep in the pile that once belonged to boys and girls who were grandparents now. This is a measure of time we can understand. Tell us how many mittens it has been since then, how many gloves since the winter the blizzard shut everything down for days. This was a clock within a clock, with the minutes and hours silenced and the generations ticking away. There is always more than one clock in the room.

		

	


	
		
			Timescape:

			“Did But Little. Caught One Shad.”

			Esq. Stiles can remember when (1786, or thereabout) there were but four time-pieces in town. These were old-fashioned box-clocks, which, together with the chimney, took up no small part of a house in those days, reports The History of Temple, New Hampshire (1860). “Most people used the hour-glass....Some people used sun-dials, and all had their ‘noon-marks.’” The hour and the minute were not important. Time was kept in other ways, marked in the terse entries of farmers’ diaries:

			April ye 4th 1803. Fair; began ploughing in earnest; sowed peas.

			April ye 8th 1803. Cloudy; raw and chilly wind from S.E. to S.W. alternately; small rain at evening; sowed 1 bushel of rye & ½ bushel of wheat. Set cabbage stumps . . . 

			April ye 22d 1803. Fair & pleasant wind [from] N.W. Augustus fortunate in catching trouts.

			April ye 27th 1803. Cloudy & chilly wind N.E. Sowed 12 qts F. seed & peas and turnip seed.

			April ye 29th 1803. Planted 4 Bush of Potatoes.

			May ye 17th 1803. Warm & pleasant, wind W. Did but little. Caught 1 shad.

			This is Ebenezer Edwards’ diary. Edwards was a representative man of the early period, coming to Temple in 1780. Originally from Acton, Massachusetts, he had served with the Acton Company of Minute Men at Concord Bridge in April 1775. Edwards represented Temple in the state legislature for fourteen years, and was a “fluent and dignified” town meeting moderator for twenty years. He ran a store and built a “pearl ashery.” Pearl ash, a refined potash (which is made from wood ash), was used for making soap. “Trade was carried on upon credit altogether. The store-keeper collected all the country produce and sent it to market by ox-teams; sometimes five or six ox-teams filed along the road,” says the Temple history. “The main articles were butter, ‘3 or 4 tons potash, and 3000 or 4000 yards tow cloth.’” The Temple of Edwards’ era, a town of some 850 people, included these enterprises: carpenters, plough makers, blacksmiths, millers, cider makers, maple-sugar makers, tanners, and shoemakers. (“If you wanted a pair of shoes . . . you would get your leather at the tanner’s and carry it to the shoemaker.”) By 1817, Temple had four grain mills, three sawmills, and one fulling mill.

			Edwards’ diary was a companion to the almanac, the most popular book in America after the Bible. (The second book published in America was an almanac.) Almanacs—“timetables of the skies”—were household necessities. With their tables of sunrise and sunset, almanacs were the indispensable clocks of their day. Calendars, either on the wall or the desk, were not common until after the Civil War. Diaries were sometimes kept in almanacs, amendments to note local conditions. Some almanacs provided empty pages for notes. (It is not known how Edwards kept his diary.)

			In Edward’s diary the chief unit of time is the season. It is a local almanac:

			May ye 26th 1803. Fair & warm; wind S.E. planted squashes, cucumbers, water-melons and muskmelons.

			June ye 29th 1803. Finished hoeing corn ye 
2d time.

			July ye 4th 1803. Fair & pleasant; wind N. 
Began haying in earnest.

			July ye 10th 1803. Sunday, fair & warm; wind W. Dined on green peas. Mr. Farrar preached with us.

			Aug. ye 2d 1803. Fair and warm; wind N.W. put in 2 Load Rye.

			Aug. ye 14th 1803. Had roasted corn.

			Sept. ye 12th 1803. Fair & pleasant; wind E. Gathered onions & beans & began to dig potatoes.

			Oct. ye 21st 1803. Fair and pleasant. Wind W. Finished gathering apples.

			The sun was the chief clock, but the moon was also a watched clock. Almanacs had tables for “The Rising, Setting and Southing of the moon;” tables listing the lunar influence on “head, neck, arms, breast, heart, belly, reins [ribs], secrets, thighs, knees, legs, feet;” and advice to plan your work by the phases of the moon. (“On the 15th day of the moon, you must begin no work; it is a grievous day.”) Edwards, too, followed some of this practical astrology: 

			April ye 20th 1803: Cut pine timber for shingles & left one log to see if ye worms will injure it: it being the day before the moon changes.

			July ye 26 1803: Cut two pine trees precisely on the 1st quarter of the moon.

			Almanacs and the importance of being weatherwise kept farmers attuned to time, but it was time as set by the sun, moon, and stars, not set by other clocks. Noon time is unvarying by the clock, but it changes daily if you read the shadows cast by a “noon mark.” This was strictly local time—the time of this place, the time to plant in this particular field. By the standards of his era, Edwards was on time. He attended to the seasons; he worked hard. In New England, the work ethic and religious injunctions against idleness were in place long before clocks were common. In 1633 Massachusetts Puritans passed a law against time-wasting: “No person, householder, or other shall spend his time idly or unprofitably, under the pain of such punishment as the court shall think meet to inflict.” Time belonged to God and wasting it was an offense. This was a culture that believed in “improving the time.” English Puritan Ralph Thoresby invented the alarm clock. Boston-born Benjamin Franklin (“time is money”) invented Daylight Saving Time in an effort to reform slothful, late-rising Parisians. 

			Lucy Larcom, a Lowell mill girl born in 1824, recalled a Massachusetts childhood “penetrated through every fiber of thought with the idea that idleness is a disgrace. It was taught with the alphabet and the spelling book; it was enforced by precept and example, at home and abroad; and it is to be confessed that it did sometimes haunt the childish imagination almost mercilessly.” Some schools had a clock in each classroom by the 1830s. “Time discipline” was also taught to “civilize” Indian children and to “Americanize” 
immigrants. 

			Improvements in timekeeping were encouraged. The first colonists imported expensive clocks. By 1830 more than a hundred workshops in Connecticut were mass-producing cheaper, more demo-cratic models with wooden gears. These clocks were sold by peddlers throughout the countryside on sales routes that lasted months. Travelers found Connecticut clocks on the frontier. “Wherever we have been, in Kentucky, in Indiana, in Illinois, in Missouri, and here in every dell of Arkansas, and in cabins where there was not a chair to sit on, there was sure to be a Connecticut clock,” reported an English visitor in 1844.

			Throughout the 19th century a more uniform clock time began to take hold. “Nature” and “time” had meant the same thing, says historian Michael O’Malley. But “by the 1830s a sense of time rooted in nature confronted a seemingly arbitrary time based in commerce, revealing itself in machine movements and the linear progress of invention.” At first only a few businessmen and postmen required accurate time. The federal government built post roads and in 1796 published a popular map showing an hour-by-hour schedule of the north-south postal route—Maine to South Carolina. Postmasters enforced the schedule on mail riders and coaches. In the 1790s, a letter took forty days to travel from Portland, Maine, to Savannah, Georgia; by 1810 this had been shaved to 27 days. Edwards’ small New Hampshire town was fortunate to have regular service on a local postal circuit—the post rider came through every two weeks. 

			The tempo of commerce quickened. The average Colonial American merchant in a thriving port spent only three hours a day on business, leaving many hours free to spend in the tavern or at church. A busy merchant, trading overseas, might handle about thirty transactions a day, dispatch four to six letters a week, and receive two or three letters. It took four months to exchange letters between Boston and London. Sailing ships crossed the Atlantic only when fully loaded and in good weather. A three-month layover in port was common; it could take a month just to load a ship. There were almost no crossings in January and February, but starting in 1818 regularly scheduled packet lines reduced the crossing time. As factories increased in size, more people went on the clock, paid by the hour, not the day. Ebenezer Edwards’ village world of almanacs, hourglasses, “noon marks,” and a few clocks was rapidly receding. 

			Americans in Edwards’ day regarded watches and clocks “as mere representations or symbols of time, not as the embodiment of time itself,” writes O’Malley. When they had clocks, each town, each farm, set them to follow the transit of the sun. Each spot on earth had its own local time. “But in the act of telling time the clock tended to become the thing it represented—clocks became not imitations or transcripts of time, but time itself.”

			Two generations after farmer Edwards, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote in 1841, “The civilized man . . . has a fine Geneva watch but he fails of the skill to tell the hour by the sun . . . the man in the street does not know a star in the sky. The solstice he does not observe; the equinox he knows as little; and the whole bright calendar of the year is without a dial in his mind.”

			America was a crucible waiting for accurate clocks and organized schedules.

		

	


	
		
			The Continuous 

			I. Striking the Endless Match

			Benjamin Franklin Keith was an orphaned New England farm boy trying to make his way in the world. In his first boyhood money-making ventures he drove cows to pasture (six cents a week) and caught rats for a neighbor (a penny each). Starting out on his own just after the Civil War, he peddled pictures of Abraham Lincoln, clerked in a grocery store, worked as a mess boy on a freighter, lost money making and selling brooms, traveled with several circuses, ran a freak show, and sold “endless” matches. He would go on to combine the last two schemes to create something new. 

			On the day before Thanksgiving 1869, Keith was hired on the Ashland, a freight steamer working the coast from New York City to New Orleans. He had put to sea for the promise of a Thanksgiving dinner. “I had no where else to find it,” he said. He was paid $25 a month. “But it was a shame to take the money, even in so small an amount for I was perfectly useless on board when the waves commenced to roll. I persevered, however, for one whole year, after suffering more than I ever wish to again, in that kind of way.” He learned to “shift for himself.” “In those days I would not have been afraid to be set down empty handed in any quarter of the world where I could speak the language,” he recalled. “I felt sure of the ability to produce in some kind of industrial way.” 

			Back on land he started in business, buying a job lot of the “endless match.” “This was a match which would furnish 10,000 lights for your cigar provided you were fortunate enough to be able to light it at all. While it was generally possible to light it, occasionally it failed. This caused a decrease in its original popularity, so that I was able to buy up the remnant at job lot prices.” Rather than rent a store, he “took possession of any stretch of sidewalk that seemed promising by right of eminent wandering domain and attracted the multitude by continually ‘striking a light.’ I became so expert at this as to be able to challenge the ability of the famous ‘Irishman who can always light his pipe in a gale of wind.’” He sold all his matches, at half their original price, made a “good profit” and moved on.

			“I was at Wabash, Indiana, and had negotiated for the privilege of selling my wares during the week on the Fair Ground by paying the sum of one dollar for the entire week, when along came the famous Bachelder and Doris Show consisting of an aviary, caravan, hippodrome and Quinquplexical circus. What that lengthy word may mean I have never been able to ascertain,” he said, but he was smitten. “When I got with the circus and heard the band play I felt that I had reached the Elysium Fields where there could be no more sorrow and care.” He left with the circus, and traveled an entire season with it. He traveled with other circuses, including Barnum’s. Keith did not say what he did for the circus, but he was likely a grifter, a word applied to those who ran the sideshows and to swindlers. Usually the two went together. Circuses and carnivals lived by short-changing the locals. Keith, by character, was more of a hustler than a swindler, someone with a talent for picking your pocket by getting you to buy something that might be less than promised. He looked like the kind of proper dry-goods merchant found in any town. His studio photo shows a respectable bald man with a full mustache. He worked twelve hours a day for the circus and for himself, buying and selling retail and wholesale goods. “There really were no days that I did not enjoy,” he said.

			The circus was a great school, offering “more practical education for a limited period than the better average of other fields of labor, recreation and enjoyment combined. . . . One possessing a grain of ambition cannot fail to learn much that is of the greatest value in after years, and many will be inclined to add, much that is injurious.” 

			At age 37 he moved to Boston to start his own show. He had been on the road, on trains and horse-drawn wagons, and at sea, for more than twenty years. With a partner he opened a museum—the high-toned name fronted by variety shows—with one attraction, “Baby Alice: The Midget Wonder.” Baby Alice, a premature black baby, weighed one and a half pounds. As cruel as this seems today, such “freak” attractions were common. Business was light, so he added the “Circassian Lady” and the “Three-Headed Songstress”—one woman and many mirrors that took up the six-foot square stage. The “Tattooed Man” and “Dog-Faced Boy” followed, and Keith began to prosper. He and a partner opened a new theater, an ornate (and reputedly fireproof) fantasy with a large “ormolu” chandelier “made for the Khedive of Egypt” hanging from the center of a “Moorish” dome. 

			From one show to the next, Keith struggled to fill the new theater. “I was at my wits end what to do in order to have the appearance of success or in other words, to always have an audience.” 

			Each day, each hour, a showman faces one challenge: Get people in the seats. Keith had been schooled in the ballyhoo of the circus and of sidewalk sales. What draws people? Other people. Crowds attract crowds. This is why a hot Broadway show will prolong the wait at the box office. They want long lines in front of the theater. This is the mob mentality that inflates stock market bubbles and propels bestselling books. Popularity builds on itself.

			“In the days of my first shows,” Keith said, “I was always maneuvering to keep patrons moving up and down stairs in view of passersby on the sidewalk for the specific purpose of impressing them with the idea that business was immense.” Keith’s motto, said one employee, was “get the coin.”

			An empty theater was “dreary” and it was hard to get people in for the next show. In “a sort of half dream between waking and sleeping” Keith found the way to fill seats: Don’t let the audience leave. Keep them as bait, as the seed for the next crop. Run the show continuously. “Did you ever notice the hesitancy on the part of early comers to a playhouse to assume their seats in the auditorium, how they hang back until reassured by numbers?” he asked. “Well, that is one of the things the continuous performance does away with. It matters not at what hour of the day or evening you visit, the theater is always occupied by more or less people, the show is in full swing, everything is bright, cheerful and inviting.” He improvised and sent out one act for the second time, a lecturer on the tragic Greely Expedition. The act’s sole prop was “The Arctic Moon,” a handmade newspaper composed by a member of the expedition who had starved to death.

			The lecturer was reluctant. “Really, Mr. Keith, it’s no use to go out there; they are all the same people and have been here for two hours now, but of course I will go if you say so,” he said.

			“I’d rather you would,” Keith replied. The act went on “and that was the beginning of the second show of the ‘continuous.’” Keith later framed that small newspaper and hung it in his office.

			Continuous Vaudeville was born. It was like the endless match. Keith just had to strike a light once—attract that initial audience—and he could keep his theater going.

			The Continuous ran for twelve hours. The better acts appeared twice, and the lesser acts three times. For ten cents you could sit there all day, but only about two percent of the audience did. The management expected to sell out the house two-and-a-half times a day, and four times on holidays. 

			Keith wanted the audience to stay, but not all of it, so he sent out a “chaser.” Lecturers like the one on the Arctic Moon were usually chasers. The chaser was a turnover specialist, an act poised between attraction and repulsion. He had to be good enough to be entertaining once, but not so entertaining that the audience wanted to see him again. Some vaudeville artists spent their entire careers knowing that they were there to perform to the accompaniment of seats snapping closed and people trooping up the aisles. Loew’s American Music Hall employed an act so adept at chasing away customers they had the poor man running between their main theater and their rooftop garden theater. He did impressions in clay, modeling famous faces. He was an “inept” sculptor, but “he never had to worry about being laid off because he was the best chaser in vaudeville.” (Only at Sing Sing, doing a Christmas show, did the chasers fail, for obvious reasons. The inmates called the chasers back for encores.) 

			A competing showman beat Keith to New York City with Continuous Vaudeville. Like Keith, F. F. Proctor was a New England farm boy who had left home in his youth. Proctor was nine when his father died and his mother moved her children back to her family’s farm. Starting out, the young Proctor worked as a dry-goods clerk. On his lunch hour he practiced acrobatics on a trapeze in the store’s basement. He created a successful vaudeville “equilibrist” act and toured for years before buying his first theater. In 1892 he converted his New York theater from two shows a day to a continuous performance in order to attract the women in the Ladies’ Mile department stores. He offered “Ladies Club Theatre,” twenty acts from 11 a.m. to 11 p.m., advertising in “every shop window, trolley car, hotel news-stand, every elevated train” in the city. “One of his greatest advertising slogans at this time,” says a biography, “impressed upon the public the meaning of continuous:”

			After Breakfast Go To Proctor’s

			After Proctor’s Go To Bed

			He found ingenious ways to get his message heard. “Mr. Proctor’s press agent trained two hundred or more parrots to repeat the words, ‘After Breakfast Go To Proctor’s.’ These birds were offered as prizes to all holders of green admission tickets.” Another ad defined the novel idea of “the continuous” this way: “Come At Any Time. Remain As Long As You Please. . . . Always Crowded.” 

			Some mothers found Proctor’s “home of perpetual entertainment” wholesome enough to use as a daycare center, sending their children off in the morning with lunch and even supper. “Mothers would sometimes come to the manager and say, ‘Will you please help me find my children in your theater? I know they’re here, for I sent them here after breakfast and told them to stay all day. It’s safer for them in the theater than in the street.’” The manager would make an announcement from the stage. 

			The public took to Continuous Vaudeville. By 1901 the Continuous was a familiar term; in newspapers it no longer appeared inside quotes. Proctor continually updated the Continuous, “interlarding” short plays with vaudeville acts, and later staging a three-hour program consisting of a short play, vaudeville, and a circus show.

			The Continuous was the making of vaudeville. Keith, credited with first applying the word vaudeville to variety shows, was a founder of the vaudeville era that thrived from the 1890s to the 1920s. Keith became a millionaire, one of the first ever in show business.

			Keith’s one theater in Boston drew 40,000 people each week, about 14 percent of the city’s population in 1900. This is a conservative estimate by a theater historian who figures the house at only 65 percent of capacity, which the major vaudeville circuits regarded as a profitable operation. With his partner, E. F. Albee, Keith built a circuit of lavish theaters and dominated big-time vaudeville with a monopoly booking acts.

			Keith and Albee cleaned up the old variety shows, creating middle- class entertainment. Variety shows were vulgar, performed in smoky beer halls or dives for working-class men. Vaudeville took the acts out of the saloons and made them respectable for women and children to see in attractive theaters. A 1910 survey showed that women made up one-third of New York’s vaudeville audience. In San Francisco, Milwaukee, and other cities, women and children were nearly half the audience. Vaudeville was a New England reform.

			Keith’s New Theatre opened in Boston in 1894. It was a “dream palace” with marble, mirrors, large paintings, leather-and-brass sofas, swinging doors upholstered in leather and trimmed with silver plates, “elegant vases and jardinières,” and a gilded proscenium arch. In the boiler room, the coal came down a polished brass chute. The coal was shoveled into the furnace by firemen in white uniforms. (On request they used “solid silver” shovels.) The furnace room had a red velvet rug, marble-topped tables, and potted plants. It was a good show; it was good press. It advertised Albee’s motto: “Cleanliness, Comfort, and Courtesy.” People came from afar to see the furnace room and the marble switchboard for the theater’s electric system.

			The elaborate Boston theaters were reportedly financed by the Catholic church. Performances were monitored by the superintendent of one of Boston’s biggest Sunday schools. (If you’re going to be idle, at least don’t be profane.) Performers called Keith’s “the Sunday School circuit.”

			Every Keith theater reviewed and censored all acts. “I must know exactly what every performer on my stage would say or do. If there was one coarse, vulgar, or suggestive line or piece of business in the act, I cut it out,” said Keith. He banned material that would offend “the Irishman, the Jew, or the Down East Yank like myself.” He banned mother-in-law jokes and streetcar conductor jokes. Long after he had stopped managing his theaters, there was a regular column in Variety called “You Mustn’t Say That.” Forbidden in 1921: songs with the words “hot dog,” “that’s the cat’s meow,” “the cat’s pajamas,” and “hot cat.” Backstage was posted: 

			NOTICE TO PERFORMERS

			You are hereby warned that your act must be free from all vulgarity and suggestiveness in words, action, and costume
. . . all vulgar, double-meaning and profane words and songs must be cut out of your act before the first performance. . . .

			Such words as Liar, Slob, Son-of-A-Gun, Devil, Sucker, Damn, and all others unfit for the ears of ladies and children, also any references to questionable streets, resorts, localities, and barrooms, are prohibited under fine of instant discharge. 

			 GENERAL MANAGER

			Just as Keith taught his actors to behave, he taught his audiences to behave. At the first performance in his Providence house he came on stage to quiet the rowdy “gallery gods” who hissed, cat-called, and clapped in unison to shut down an act. “You can’t do that here,” he announced. “While I know that you mean no harm by it, and only do it from the goodness of your hearts, but others in the audience don’t like it and it does not tend to improve the character of the entertainment.” He was applauded.

			Competitors countered Keith with Polite Vaudeville, Refined Vaudeville, Family Vaudeville, Hytone Vaudeville, High-Class Vaudeville, Fashionable Vaudeville, Advanced Vaudeville, Electric Vaudeville, Colossal Vaudeville. In the first two decades of the 20th century there were 1,000 theaters in the United States exclusively devoted to vaudeville, and about 20,000 actors looking for work on the big-time and small-time circuits. The vaudeville circuits “strung America together just as surely as did the railroad tracks,” said vaudevillian Joey Adams. The performers referred to each circuit as “time”: they were on the Keith Time, Orpheum Time, Pantages Time, doing a turn at two-a-day, three-a-day, and continuous performance houses. One actor, booked for a circuit he hadn’t heard of, asked: “What is it? Small-time, medium small-time, big small-time, little big-time, medium big-time, or big-time?” Small-time could be very small—tiny Western circuits the actors nicknamed “The Death Trail” and “The Aching Heart.” Groucho Marx said, “We played towns I would refuse to be buried in today.” 

			The vaudeville actors were importing a kind of time, an urban, continuous, up-tempo time. They had only a few minutes to get their song or joke across. “The effect must be vivid, instantaneous and unmistakable,” theater critic Caroline Caffin wrote in 1914. Each gesture counted. It took “the hurried American type” to present in a sketch what was previously spun out over three acts, said comic Joe E. Brown. The vaudevillians were on the frontier of a national culture in the making. The local culture could veto the national product—hiss, stomp, spit tobacco, throw tomatoes, or just “sit on their own hands.”

			Vaudeville itself, in its form, was continuous—a series of acts shuffled for the best effect, an assembly line of novelties. Every fifteen to thirty minutes brought something new. Magicians, comedians, singers, trapeze acts, tumblers, playlets or sketches, hoofers, contortionists, regurgitators, living statues, animal acts (cockatoos, monkeys, elephants, donkeys, mules, bears, pigs, dogs, cats, and rats), cartoonists, sand artists, shadowgraphers, jugglers of hats, balls, plates, cannon-
balls . . . dancing jugglers, singing jugglers, comedy jugglers, barrel jumpers, bag punchers, bicyclists, tank acts (swimmers and divers), wirewalkers, sharpshooters, headliners (famous boxers, baseball players, six-day bike-race winners, marathoners, jockeys, billiards champions, champion typists [300 words a minute], Helen Keller and her teacher), mimes, impersonators (doing William Howard Taft and William Jennings Bryan), whistlers, mind readers, male singing quartets, ventriloquists, balancing acts, archers, boomerang throwers, xylophone players, xylophone tap dancers. . . .

			In a rare moment, the assembly line and vaudeville were one. In 1916 at Keith’s Palace—the premier vaudeville theater, the stage that all vaudeville acts aspired to play—“Twelve Speed Maniacs” assembled a Ford on stage in two minutes.

			With “the Continuous,” Benjamin Franklin Keith had found the pulse of the American city. Industrial production was continuous; democracy was a continuous cycle of election-scandal-election. European visitors wrote home that there was always an election going on. “Elections are in the United States as plentiful as revolutions in Peru,” the Englishman James Bryce wrote in The American Commonwealth (1888). The cities were in a continuous state of building up and tearing down. “Overturn! Overturn! Overturn! is the maxim of New York,” wrote former mayor Philip Hone in 1845. The greatest undertakings were constantly under construction. When the Erie Canal opened in 1825, the longest canal in the world, its reconstruction began immediately. The British had engineered careful, dead-level, dead-straight runs of track—some of it able to support high-speed trains more than a 150 years later. Yet in America railroads were built as quickly and cheaply as possible and then rebuilt as roadbeds washed out or track was proven unreliable and unsafe. In just fifteen years the Americans built the largest network of railroads in the world. “This country is completely cut up with railroad tracks, telegraphs, canals,” Andrew Carnegie wrote home to a cousin in Scotland. “Everything around us is in motion.” 

			In the new industrial world, the blast furnace fired 24 hours a day and some factories worked around the clock. The assembly line was supposed to join thousands of tasks into one continuous motion. Goods moved from the factory to the store in a continuous flow. Interruptions were shortages. Goods did change with the seasons, but it was meant to be seamless: the winter coats arriving after bathing suits as if they were all tied to one thread, like a clown’s multicolored handkerchief.

			The old life moved to an ancient time: the circle of the seasons, moonrise, sunset, the mystery of darkness, annual spikes in sickness, death, marriage, and conception. The old life had holidays, feast days, mourning, harvest hurry, indolence, and the pooling of slow time. There were crops and chores in season. Entertainment was seasonal. A circus, menagerie, or medicine show might stop by for a few days each summer. But the continuous is a uniform time; it paces forward no matter the season or day. At the end of the 19th century, the continuous still slowed at night and in the summer, and stopped for holidays and Sundays, but those holidays increasingly became uniform goods. 

			The new order moved to a quicker tempo, promising novelty even as people were employed in repetitive work. In William Dean Howells’ novel Letters Home, the young hero, recently arrived in New York City, writes home about the scene in the neighborhood of Proctor’s 23rd St. Theatre and Keith’s Union Square Theatre. 

			“I would like to walk you down Twenty-third Street, between Fifth and Sixth avenues, and wake you up to the fact that you have got a country. Only you would think you were dreaming, and it is a dream. What impresses me most is the gratis exhibition that goes on all the time, the continuous performance of the streets that you could not get for money any where else, and that here is free to the poorest. In fact, it is for the poor. There is one window on Fourteenth Street where the sidewalk is a solid mass of humanity from morning till night, entranced by the fair scene inside; and most of the spectators look as if they had not been to breakfast or dinner, and were not going to supper.” 

			“To everything there is season”—that was the old continuous. In the new continuous, everything was in season everywhere. In the 1870s, a grocer in Lincoln, Nebraska, far from either ocean, could routinely offer his customers oysters. The railroad could bring oysters from the Atlantic, a complete house from Sears & Roebuck in Chicago, or the latest dance and joke from New York City. 





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/Once-Again-block_fmt.jpeg
Onceagain for

e B A Milmoss






OEBPS/OEBPS/images/Title_fmt.jpeg
T
J

HOW TIME & PLACE
FELL APART

Howard Mansfield





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Howard Mansfield





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/DE-Logo_B_M_O-k_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/Turn---Jump-Cover-fina_fmt.jpeg
Howard Mansfield





