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  Introduction




  After Ogden Nash died in the spring of 1971, various critics and friends tried to assess his place in American letters. The New York Times said America had lost its Master of Light Verse. Archibald MacLeish, in the foreword to a collection of Nash’s works, concluded that he was more than poet and master of light verse, he was also an important American philosopher and conscience of the people.




  Ogden Nash’s friend S. J. Perelman appeared at a memorial service to give a eulogy:




  

    That his poetry was so widely acclaimed and his audience so devoted never surprised me, for the man himself had all its qualities—wit, compassion, and the extraordinary ability to enchant his readers—in the highest degree. I am grateful to have known Ogden Nash, and only sorry that those who know him merely from the printed page cannot share my love.


  




  Ogden’s contemporaries of The Century Association did even better in delineating the man and the poet. Here is a bit of their tribute:




  

    . . . he used to say, “I do have a little joke,” and the world is richer for his decision to let his sense of humor be his guide. . . . It should be said, moreover, that he had no use for practical jokes and no taste for the unprintable.


  




  One of The Century Association members recalled that Ogden had never lost his temper. Another said he could not recall that Ogden ever had an enemy. Another recalled him as a family man, deeply involved with his wife and children all his married life long. Another said he was very religious, though not openly so. Still another recalled how Ogden had mellowed with age, how he was a charming, considerate host, and a delightful, warmhearted guest, given to writing bread-and-butter letters to people who had entertained him, and often including a poem written especially for them. Friends and acquaintances were known to frame those notes.




  He was also inclined to sit down and dash off verses on occasions such as when his car was broken into and robbed while he was in Boston. He sent a poem to the Boston Globe, it was published, and one of The Century Association members saved it out of the paper, and it was included in the Association tribute to Nash after his death.




  “But,” continued The Century Association tribute, “it was his ability to make us laugh—especially at ourselves—that brought him fame. He carried so much to his writing: enormous range of interests, encyclopedic knowledge of the world and world affairs, politics, sports, learning, literature, birdwatching, travel, food, family life, English at its best—Shakespeare didn’t write ‘Like You Like It.’ He would never be ‘congratulated’; prime ribs of beef ‘with au jus’ would shock him. One thinks of a line in Macbeth: ‘More is thy due than more than all can pay.’ ”




  Finally, The New Yorker magazine, for which he wrote three hundred and fifty-three verses in forty-one years ran his last poem, “You Steer and I’ll Toot,” beneath a black line. “There is no way to comment adequately upon such an enormous body of joyful, surprising, pointed, and always gentle poetry, and no way to express gratitude for a man who gratified four generations of readers . . .”




  There is a bit of hyperbole in those tributes. Ogden did lose his temper occasionally, even with his wife, and most notably with Little, Brown and Company.




  No, Ogden Nash was not perfect. Sometimes he drank too much, a matter that caused difficulties in the family, as any careful reader of Ogden’s will gather. He did have a taste for the unprintable—what used to be unprintable—especially limericks, and he often circulated these privately among his friends. He also wrote in his second book a poem about four prominent bastards, which was about as hairy as you could get in print in the 1930s.




  He also abandoned an early sense of ars gratia artis shortly after he began writing for a living. When he first became a celebrity in 1931 a shoe company offered him money to write a poem commending their shoes. He refused disdainfully. But later, he succumbed to the lure of Hollywood’s filthy lucre, and, even later, wrote poems in praise of the Reader’s Digest, vermouth, and the New York Stock Exchange.




  He was also a very proud man and more than a little resentful that the awarders of prizes in American society never saw fit to give him any. The behavior of the Pulitzer committies, in particular, is inexplicable, since at various times when they wanted to honor someone they simply invented a new category. But never for Ogden Nash.




  No, Ogden Nash was not perfect. The above are the worst sins I could find in tracing his history. He was a man, and therefore he was full of foibles. Fortunately for the world, he recognized them better than anyone and wrote about them constantly, to the enrichment of the American language and the betterment of society. Here, in the following pages, is the story of this remarkable artist and American of the twentieth century.




  

    Tell me not, in mournful numbers




    Life is but an empty dream!




    For the soul is dead that slumbers,




    And things are not what they seem.




    Life is real! Life is earnest!




    And the grave is not its goal;




    Dust thou art, to dust returnest,




    Was not spoken of the soul.




    Not enjoyment, and not sorrow,




    Is our destined end or way;




    But to act, that each tomorrow




    Find us farther than today. . .




    “A Psalm of Life”




    Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
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  The Proper Boyhood of a WASP





  To begin with, you would have to call him Scion of the Establishment. Frederic Ogden Nash, Scion of the Establishment. That is not to say that he was born with a gold spoon in his mouth, silver plate it turned out to be, or that the Nashes rivaled the Roosevelts and the Burdens in early American pedigree; they didn’t, although the Nash history is long enough and respectable enough to qualify Nashes for various clubs and associations, mostly WASP and Confederate, if such still exist these days. But Establishment he was. His great-great-great grandfather was governor of North Carolina during the Revolutionary War. The governor’s brother, Francis, founded Nashville, Tennessee.




  Ogden’s father was a Southern gentleman, a North Carolinian who had participated in the Civil War, in a way: Edmund Strudwick Nash had been twelve years old in 1865 and had patrolled the family estate with a shotgun, the only male left at home to protect his mother and sisters from looters and worse. After the war, sensing where the future lay, Edmund Nash had gone north to the very heart of Yankeeland, New York City, and there he had cast anchor in New York harbor, starting a business to sell North Carolina resin and turpentine to the Union navy and to private shipowners. Half the year was spent in the chandler’s trade in New York and the other half in Savannah, where he arranged for supplies to sell up north. He married a Kentucky girl, Mathilde Chenault, whose father was a professor of classics. They moved for summers to the commuting town of Rye, New York, on the New Haven Railroad’s main line. Very Establishment, indeed.




  After Mattie Chenault became Mrs. Edmund Nash, along came a clutch of children, in the middle of them Ogden, who was born on August 19, 1902, and properly baptized at Christ Episcopal Church in Rye on November 20.




  As a boy, Ogden was unexceptionable. He collected frogs, and hated girls properly, and did all the usual boyish things. At home he acquired manners of a sort common among upper-middle-class Americans of the first quarter of the twentieth century; he learned about spoons and shaking hands and white gloves and the waltz. The summers in Savannah instilled in Ogden a southern courtliness that would mark him forever. From the church he acquired the outer trappings of Anglican Christianity, proper reverence for bishops, and more; he was a churchman all his life, although not a flamboyant one.




  In his education one bit stood out: his appreciation of the American English language. He attributed this to his education. That began with his mother, who had received her standards from Professor Chenault. So Ogden and his siblings grew up exposed at home to the classics. It was the family’s intention to send him to good boarding schools, but naval architecture intervened. The U.S. Navy began in the late nineteenth century to convert from sail to steam and from wooden hulls to steel, and the need for resin and turpentine began to dry up. Also Edmund Nash fell at odds with the U.S. government, which began a series of lawsuits against his firm, which played hob with the assets. The family’s finances rocked with the shocks. Ogden went to day school in Rye for a time, and when he was about ten years old the family went to Europe, and he was sent to a boys’ boarding school at Groton, Massachusetts, notable for cramming boys to get into the Groton—the Reverend Endicott Peabody’s famous character-building establishment. That year Ogden remembered as first six months of miserable homesickness, then six months of acquisition of a taste for Latin and a superior knowledge of the geography of Groton and environs, gained by frequent bicycle excursions around the territory.




  At about this time, Ogden recalled, his eyes became a problem. Probably his family discovered his myopia. His mother was so seriously concerned that she had him take a course in touch-typing as a hedge against the threat of blindness, a fortuitous action that served Ogden well in the business world. She also took him out of school entirely and undertook his education in the classical mode.




  Rye was a country town in those days, with dirt roads for the most part, but the Nashes lived on the main north-south thoroughfare, the Boston Post Road, which provided the Nash children with its own entertainment. Ogden and his brother Ted would sit on the wall above the Post Road by the hour and count the automobiles that moved up and down. Ten cars was a high mark.




  In this bucolic atmosphere Ogden spent a good deal of his time reading. A. Conan Doyle was a favorite author, beginning with The White Company and ending with the adventures of fiction’s greatest detective.




  In 1916, when Ogden was fourteen years old, he was keeping a diary fitfully. He was going to send something to St. Nicholas magazine, he wrote in his diary on February 1, a poem.




  The poem was of the sort of romanticism one might expect from an intense member of the teenage literati: it told of a handsome prince who had a little mockingbird that he loved dearly. One day the prince rode off hunting deer and chanced upon a castle where he saw a beautiful princess. He cast himself at her feet and proposed, but, cruel wench, she would not accept until he brought her a bloodred rose.




  And so the sad prince rode home to his own castle, devastated; there was only one rose in his entire realm, and that was white.




  On his return to his castle, the forlorn prince told the mockingbird his troubles and popped off to bed, to sleep like a log. The next morning he awakened early and looked out into his garden. There on the rosebush was a beautiful red rose, and draped over it was the poor old mockingbird, dead, having given his all for his lord.




  What the editors of St. Nicholas had to say, if indeed the poem was dispatched, is not recorded in literary history. Spring came on March 25, and Ogden noted gleefully that he had seen two rabbits and played his first game of baseball. Exeunt poet and diarist for the season.




  The government finally relented, World War I came to Europe, creating new demands for turpentine and resin, and Edmund Nash managed to pull the family finances together enough to educate the children. Ogden was sent to St. George’s boarding school for boys in Newport, Rhode Island.




  He learned to dress in a style made famous by the tailors J. Press and Brooks Brothers: button-down collar shirts, slope-shouldered jackets, and very seldom to be caught, particularly for photos, without a necktie. Even as a youth he was a very dignified fellow, and he either inherited or developed a wry sort of humor at an early age.




  At St. George’s Ogden distinguished himself. He played football and baseball well enough to make the first teams. He was a member of the editorial board of the literary magazine, Dragon, and of the school yearbook, The Lance. He belonged to the glee club and the choir and was president of the civics club in his senior year.




  He won prizes for scholarship and particularly for languages, Latin and French, and he was on the honor roll. He acquired that veneer peculiar to his class, a manner marked by a practiced indifference to practically everything.




  At St. George’s he continued his pursuit of the classics with considerable success. In later years one teacher would stand out in memory: Arthur S. Roberts, his English instructor at St. George’s. In a letter to Roberts more than half a century later, Nash expressed gratitude to the man who had given him such a basic grounding of the language that he could later successfully toy with that same language in his poems.




  During Ogden’s St. George’s years, the family deserted Rye and took residence at 20 Fifth Avenue in New York City. In the autumn of 1920 Ogden Nash journeyed up to Cambridge and the Harvard Yard, entering the class of 1924. His Harvard career, however, lasted but a single academic year. Later Nash told two stories about his reason for leaving Harvard so soon; one was that the family had suffered economic hardship. The other was that Ogden had tired of formal education. Perhaps it was a bit of both. The Western world was finally feeling the results of the Peace of Versailles and the accumulated overproductions of every sort of crop and many goods for war. The German mark collapsed, and so did the British market. The trouble spread across the Atlantic, so 1921 was a year of serious recession in America, and the elder Nashes were touched by the same reverses that sent the stock market tumbling.




  Ogden might have set out to work his way through college. (Advertiser-publisher William Benton worked his way through Yale as a cardshark.) But Ogden Nash did not. He faulted himself on that score: he didn’t, at the time, have the necessary drive to do so.




  Three pages of two hundred devoted to Ogden Nash’s formative years; it seems such a slight amount. But the fact is that Ogden Nash’s youth was totally unexceptionable, and he showed no sign of the genius he would begin to exhibit a few years later when he was involved in the publishing scene. Harvard left little mark on him in his attitudes or associations. He was a product of the Eastern Establishment, to be sure, but an establishment that was already beginning to crumble a little bit.




  So after but a year of college, he set out to make himself self-supporting. Ogden was scarcely equipped for many genteel occupations, but he did learn of an opening as a master in French at St. George’s, and he got the job, which spoke eloquently for his record there. The St. George’s experience lasted only a year. “. . . I lost my entire nervous system carving a lamb for a table of fourteen-year-olds,” he said later. Through his family he found a job with Dillon, Read and Company. Later biographical sketches called him a “bond salesman.” No such glory came to Ogden Nash. He worked in the mail room from four o’ clock in the afternoon until midnight, coming out onto Wall Street with no one about but the cats prowling the garbage cans. “It was a lot like Don Marquis’s Mehitabel.” (Don Marquis’s famous alley cat and her sometime correspondent, Archie the cockroach, were enormously popular in the New York literary world in the early 1920s, when Ogden Nash was yearning on the edges.)




  During that year of sorting mail, Nash learned what he did not want to do: work on Wall Street. He thought he wanted to write seriously, but he did not know quite what he wanted to write. Since the age of six he had been writing “verses, jingles, rhymes.” He had already considered the matter many times and had produced a large number of serious poems.




  “I wrote sonnets about beauty and truth, eternity, poignant pain,” he said. “That was what the people I read wrote about too—Keats, Shelley, Byron, the classical English poets.”




  But somehow—he was not loquacious about it—he got the idea that such heroic poetry was not his style, and mostly he kept quiet about it. Later, he said, “I decided I’d better laugh at myself before anyone laughed at me.”




  Should he be a playwright? Should he write the Great American Novel?




  What he wanted at this point was an exposure to a writing life, and he found it in the world of commerce, writing advertising copy for car cards. The company was Barron G. Collier, named for its president, who proudly called himself “the king of streetcar advertising.” Collier had a franchise for the New York streetcars, and Ogden’s work appeared all over New York, in those card cases above the seats of the streetcars and the elevated railways that coursed up the avenues. He spent nearly two years writing advertising copy for straphangers at $25 a week. He was miserable almost from the beginning; the hurdy-gurdy prose demanded by the trade depressed him.




  In search of independence, Ogden had moved out of the family apartment on lower Fifth Avenue to a place on Nassau Street, nearer the Wall Street district. But when he got into car cards, farther uptown, he moved again, this time to move in with five other New York hopefuls in a cold-water flat in the shadow of the Third Avenue elevated railway in the East 60s. He and roommate Joseph Alger decided to write a book. Alger had been two years ahead of Ogden at St. George’s and had gone on to Harvard where he made a name for himself on the comic magazine Lampoon and was elected to the Hasty Pudding Club, one of Harvard College’s sacrosanct institutions that makes its way into grown men’s Who’s Who biographies. They wrote a children’s book, called The Cricket of Carador, highly regarded by the authors at the time, but later to be a mild source of embarrassment to at least one of them.




  However, Doubleday saw fit to publish it.




  At Doubleday Ogden Nash ran into Daniel Longwell, a young Columbia University graduate who was then advertising manager of Doubleday, Page & Co., which had its headquarters at the Country Life Press in Garden City, Long Island. Longwell and Ogden had known each other since boyhood. The Longwells lived up the street from the Nashes in Rye, and Longwell had looked on superciliously at the kid who used to play with his little sister.




  In 1925 when The Cricket of Carador was in the publishing works, Long-well was looking for a new assistant. His advertising copywriter at the time was Frank Chapman, who then had the sort of literary imprimatur common to the gentleman’s trade: he was married to the daughter of writer Irvin S. Cobb. That year Chapman decided he was not cut out for a publishing career and told Longwell he had decided to quit Doubleday to study singing.




  Dan Longwell was fretting over the loss of his dogsbody when he happened to think of that young man from the past who had wandered into the present: that man with the lugubrious expression, Ogden Nash, who had just produced half of a publishable children’s book, who had two years’ experience in advertising copy writing, and who had expressed interest in a literary career. Longwell offered Nash the job at $90 a month, which was a cut almost to the quick, and so desperate was Ogden to get away from card advertising that he took the job, even though it meant he would have to buy a reserve-commuter’s ticket, to get from Manhattan to Garden City, and spend many hours a month on the trains.
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  The Young Publisher





  It was a lively literary world into which Ogden Nash stepped in 1925. He came at the most productive period of American literary history: down in Greenwich Village Eugene O’Neill was experimenting with the drama at the Provincetown Playhouse, and Paul Robeson’s career was beginning there. On Broadway, Elmer Rice, Maxwell Anderson, and Sidney Howard were enjoying commercial success. F. Scott Fitzgerald’s novel The Great Gatsby was published that year, and Edna Ferber’s So Big. Sinclair Lewis’s Arrowsmith won the Pulitzer prize. John Dos Passos brought out another of his social novels, Manhattan Transfer, and Theodore Dreiser published An American Tragedy, which was recognized by many, but not all, as a classic piece of literature. Ernest Hemingway, in Paris, was writing short stories and novels and this year published In Our Time. Several veterans of Stars and Stripes, the soldiers’ newspaper of the American Expeditionary Force, were talking of starting a magazine, something to fit the times and titillate those who had traveled afar and could no longer be kept down on the farm, in other words, New Yorkers, and the New Yorkers who swarmed to the city after their experiences in Europe. Leader of the group was Harold Ross, a Coloradan. He was determined to operate on the premise opposite from that of Collier’s, The Saturday Evening Post, the Ladies’ Home Journal, Woman’s Home Companion, American, Country Life, and Country Gentleman. Those magazines were designed to appeal to the broad spectrum of American society, still heavily rural and small-town oriented. Editor Harold Ross set out to produce a magazine “which is not edited for the old lady in Dubuque . . . a magazine avowedly published for a metropolitan audience . . .” It was named by John Peter Toohey, a well-known press agent. When Ross and backer Raoul Fleischmann were asking about for a name, they sought out, among others, Toohey, who at that moment was eating lunch at a restaurant near offices they had rented on West 45th Street, the Algonquin Hotel Rose Room.




  “What kind of magazine?” said Toohey.




  “A metropolitan magazine.”




  “What metropolis?”




  “New York.”




  “Then call it The New Yorker,” said Toohey, turning back to his soup. Editor Ross had announced that the new magazine would encompass “gaiety, wit, and satire, but it will be more than a jester. It will not be what is commonly called sophisticated, in that it will assume a reasonable degree of enlightenment on the part of its readers . . .”




  Into The New Yorker’s fold and around it had crept such figures as Ross’s pal Alexander Woollcott, the critic and essayist who had first made his name by facing down the Shubert brothers when they tried to control the theater reviews of The New York Times. The reason Ross had found press agent Toohey at the Algonquin was that he had gone there seeking advice from any and all of a formidable group of litterateurs who assembled there each day at luncheon because the food was good, the prices were reasonable, and the Algonquin was located on West 44th Street in the heart of the magazine offices and on the edges of the newspaper and theatrical districts, just a stroll through the arcade from Ross’s establishment. Ross was probably also seeking Woollcott, the mainstay of that informal New York club that had captured the imagination of the “sophisticated”—the Algonquin Round Table. The members assembled in the Rose Room around a big table, first come, first served, except that few had the nerve to take the chair Woollcott had chosen as his own. Woollcott was usually there, along with playwrights George S. Kaufman and Marc Connelly; novelist Edna Ferber; magazine writers Dorothy Parker, Robert Benchley, and Robert Sherwood; newspaper columnists Franklin P. Adams and Heywood Broun; and a traveling circus of stars and comets, the bright luminaries of Ogden Nash’s universe.




  Trade publishing—the publishing of books for the general public—was then an exciting gentleman’s profession, lucrative, as one could see by the Rolls Royces and Cadillacs lined up in front of The Century Association clubrooms, or by the rolls of the Ivy League clubs. Macmillan dominated lower Fifth Avenue in its big stone building (big for those days) below 14th Street. The black front of the Charles Scribner’s Sons building stood above the bookstore’s show windows on the same avenue, near 48th Street, and lesser publishers built their rabbit warrens in the office buildings on the side streets off the avenue. A new man, Bennett Cerf, had just bought the Modern Library series from Boni and Liveright and was getting ready to establish Random House, in space rented from the hard-up Roman Catholic Archdiocese of New York, a part of the cardinal’s palace at 51st Street and Madison Avenue. Alfred A. Knopf was busily promoting books by European authors, and Americans, exposed to Europe by the events of 1914–18, were responding nobly. Richard Simon and Max Schuster had joined forces to establish another publishing house. Doubleday, which had been in business since 1900, was in the middle of this exciting world. Ogden Nash leaped into publishing like a trout into a stream; he was in his element, moving among the scions of wealth, those who had attended boarding school and Harvard College. The three years at St. George’s and the one at Harvard had paved the way; he was eligible to join the Harvard Club of New York City, an association that would be of enormous benefit to him in years to come. He had all the right attitudes, social standing, and credentials for a successful publishing career.




  This new world of publishing was a delight to Ogden Nash. Dan Long-well started by teaching his assistant how to write a letter—not a bookkeeper’s “yours of 21st inst.” as Nash was wont to begin in those days. None of those stuffy business letters would do. Longwell told him to write as if he were talking directly to the addressee, not “smarmy” (gaudy) letters, but straight and to the point.




  Doubleday’s list was eclectic, to put it mildly. Ogden was writing copy for Booth Tarkington’s new novel, Women.




  “At a thousand tea tables indigestion seethes against Mr. Tarkington’s frank and malicious amusingness . . .”




  And then there was Hopalong Cassidy’s Protege by Clarence Mulford.




  “Ambushin’ is goin’ out of style around here! swore Mesquite Jenkins as he gazed on his pal Hopalong Cassidy, dangerously shot by sneaking rustlers . . .”




  Amusingness? Dangerously shot? Those were the 1920s, when American usages were still trembling on their British bases, and adverbs were used adjectivally with impunity. Doubleday did have need of a copywriter with a command of the American, not the English, usage.




  Very shortly Ogden was caught up in the excitement of controversy. Doubleday had published a book called The Constant Nymph by Margaret Kennedy, which the old-fashioned Doubledays of the family considered to be on a level with Lady Chatterley’s Lover, that famous banned-in-Boston romance. These were the Doubledays who had thrown Theodore Dreiser off their list for writing obscene and immoral books, and they considered The Constant Nymph to be as bad or worse. Dan Longwell met the bosses head-on, fought for the book, and finally won on the argument that it would be a bestseller if they would leave him alone. They did, the advertising program was successful, and The Constant Nymph sold several hundred thousand copies. Writing advertising copy for it, in those columns in newspapers and magazines headed L. L. Day (Doubleday), Ogden Nash felt at that moment that he had found himself.




  It was a life suitable only for a young man. Up at six and down to Pennsylvania Station to get the 7:49 train to Garden City. A day’s work at the office, and then back on the train to commute in reverse home to Manhattan. The trains were slow in those days and the stops were frequent. Nash managed to read Tolstoy’s War and Peace from cover to cover, and once, when there were difficulties on the line, he read the entire day’s edition of The New York Times.




  The routine was often broken. Sometimes he stayed after work for a few drinks and dinner on Long Island with Dan Longwell, then an avowed bachelor, and more talk in the Longwell room in a boarding house about half a mile from the office, until the last trains to Manhattan loomed. Sometimes Nash got home at midnight and was up at six again to make the circuit the next morning.




  At other times he and Longwell came into Manhattan, ostensibly on business, and stopped off at the Columbia University Club on 43rd Street to enjoy the forbidden fruits of America’s prohibition laws. Bourbon whiskey, the sort made in Kentucky, was illegal, and the only decent distillations of that sort seldom traveled. What was sold in the speakeasies as “bourbon” either had been stolen from a bonded warehouse or, more likely, blended in the basement of the establishment from alcohol and caramel coloring. It was the sort of liquor that made men go blind. The expert bartender of the Columbia club, sometimes in those days called a mixologist by jokers, eschewed such dangers and turned to Scotch whisky for cocktails. He knew that the Scotch had been brought safely across the sea in the original bottles, if carried illegally into the United States by fast speedboat, and so the old-fashioneds the young men drank were concocted of Scotch. For the first decade of his drinking, said Nash, he did not realize that Scotch whisky was not the normal ingredient for an old-fashioned.




  Pleasant as these sessions were, they were filled with shop talk. Cornucopias of ideas spilled across the bar tables as these two publishing people plotted to sell their company’s wares to the public.




  The Doubledays knew how to live, certainly. Much of their time was spent on the golf courses of Long Island, and so, of course, was that of their minions. Longwell brought Ogden into the golfing fraternity, and they got on famously since both shot in the high 90s. Occasionally they golfed with one of the Doubledays, which meant more shop talk and more ideas.




  In addition to his advertising copy, Ogden aspired to write “seriously.” He began several short stories and a novel. He also continued to write poetry, but, as he said, he did like his joke, and he found that what was coming out was more light verse than poetry, and he had the good sense to realize very early what his poetic limitations were.




  “I’d written a great deal of verse throughout my youth; I like to think of it as poetry, and it certainly was serious in conception and execution, but sometimes I was writing like Swinburne, sometimes like Browning, then like Kipling, then like Tennyson. There was a ludicrous aspect to what I was trying to do; my emotional and naked beauty stuff just didn’t turn out as I intended.”




  It would be better, Nash decided in a burst of what had to be genius, to be a “good bad poet than to be a bad good poet.” And he abandoned Swinburnism, Tennysonism, and Browningism for Nashism, to look back only occasionally later on.




  Lest all that early effort be a complete loss, Ogden Nash began to turn his old poems upside down, accentuating the ludicrous. His energy was boundless. Many nights, after he got home from Garden City, he worked at his own writing. In the summer of 1926 Country Life gave Nash his first sale, a poem for the Christmas number, called “The Bishop’s Christmas Wish.”




  But these efforts were so slight a bit of Ogden’s career that most of his associates were not even aware of them. He really expected to continue in publishing. Writing was just something he wanted to do on the side. Advertising was the thing, but not only advertising, for Dan Longwell had the confidence of the firm and soon Ogden was given the responsibility for reading some of the manuscripts that came in over the transom and a few guidelines that enabled him to reject most of them without further consultation. On December 19, 1927, for example, he wrote a hopeful young writer named Gloria Goddard that her novel, And Ever Shall Be, would not do for the Doubleday list. It was Doubleday, Page’s experience, said Editor Nash, from the depths of his full year of experience, that books dealing with the future did not work very well. And so author Goddard’s work was rejected by Ogden.




  The name of the game was to find books that would make money and new authors who would produce such books. Anywhere and everywhere was their raw material, in newspapers, of course, and above all, magazines.




  One night in 1927 at Longwell’s they went through the Saturday Review of Literature from cover to cover, as publishers did in those days when that magazine’s praise could make a book commercially successful almost overnight. The issue contained the invocation to Stephen Vincent Benét’s long poem, “John Brown’s Body.” The two young men were fascinated, and next day at Longwell’s instruction, Ogden telegraphed Benét asking that Doubleday be allowed to publish the book. He had a letter back, announcing regretfully that Benét was already under contract to his college classmate, John Farrar of George Doran publishing company. But the Doubleday boys had their way, finally, because George Doran’s company was swallowed by Doubleday, which was on its way to becoming the behemoth of the book trade.




  At Garden City, Nash met Christopher Morley, a novelist who had promoted himself a job as “editorial advisor and consultant” to Doubleday. Morley lived with his wife in Roslyn, Long Island, and occasionally met with Longwell and Nash to address some thorny problem.




  Their first encounter concerned Morley’s new novel, Thunder on the Left, for which Ogden wrote advertising copy:




  

    NO NEUTRALS . . .




    What ringing echoes at discussion follow Thunder on the Left!




    Those who know say “It always thunders twice in the same place.”




    . . . for readers of Morley’s tingling novel become re-readers . . . they can’t help themselves. There are no neutrals about this provocative book.


  




  Morley’s major interest at that time was The Foundry, an omnibus enterprise conducted in an abandoned factory in Hoboken, New Jersey, with any number of young hopefuls from the New York subliterary scene. The idea was to publish The Foundry magazine, which accepted, but did not pay for, literary contributions, and to encourage books and to stage plays. It cost Ogden $55 to “join” the club. He also believed in it enough to solicit others, among them Longwell and other Doubleday people.




  Ogden’s latest creation was an untitled novel, set on the Atlantic shore. The hero is a gentleman who had made a fortune at an early age manufacturing rubber pants for babies. At the beach he dives in recklessly, forgetting that he is not Johnny Weissmuller. He swims out too far, very nearly going down to the deep six, and then is hied in, beneath hissing rollers, up onto the wet and shining sand, where he lies quivering with emotions that race between annoyance at the inconvenience and gratitude at his deliverance. After quivering a while, he gets up and wanders along the beach to his destiny, which is Margaret, the wife of another man . . .




  The novel did not get a great deal further, thank goodness, and reading it one wonders why it got that far, for the octane rating was extremely low from the beginning.




  In spite of the novel, Christopher Morley encouraged Ogden and befriended him. And soon Ogden was talking like a man who knew his publishing, suggesting that Chris concentrate at The Foundry on books about the theater.




  Morley was very much interested in the theater and was actually trying a sort of Off Broadway for the Roaring Twenties. By 1928 the hopeful Nash was writing sketches and stories for The Foundry and working on several ideas for plays to be staged there.




  In 1928 Ogden Nash was living on East 84th Street. His social life consisted of dinners, usually at his parents’ apartment or his brother’s place on 55th Street, weekends at the house of his sister who had married and lived on Long Island, or weekends elsewhere to attend house parties and the balls that were still given by East Coast Society. One weekend in the fall of 1928 Ogden traveled to Baltimore to attend such an affair. There he met a young lady named Frances Leonard, a flower of Baltimore’s very proper and very southern Society. To say that he was smitten is inadequate; he was overwhelmed. When he returned to New York after the weekend, he began writing Miss Leonard.




  In his first letter he promptly asked her to come to New York so they could meet again. He put on his brightest, most self-deprecatory tone to tell her what he was doing: trying to persuade citizens to rush to the bookstores and buy Doubleday, Doran’s wares. He also let her know that he was really an important executive, by telling the story of his stenographer, who had quit to get married, and how she had mixed up letters on her last day so that one of Doubleday’s authors received a note thanking him for applying for the job but turning him down.




  He amused her with his troubles. That day he had received a letter and twenty-eight volumes of Doubleday’s edition of Rudyard Kipling’s works from a furious bookbuyer who had seen a picture of Kipling with a pipe in his mouth.




  That day, said the ardent swain, pressing to impress, he had a letter from an Oriental gentleman named Mirza Mahmoud Khan Saghappi, page to the Mad Shah of Persia and son of the royal physician, who said that Nash was threatened with death if Saghappi’s book (published by Doubleday) was not better advertised.




  He wrote glowingly of New York in the autumn, the chestnut vendors on the corners, the policemen in their blue overcoats, and the lights going on at four thirty.




  But Frances did not come to New York; rather, in mid-December Ogden went to Baltimore again. If he had been overwhelmed before, he was now drunk with her. On his return to Manhattan he counted the minutes since he had gotten off the Congressional Limited and refrained from writing her for an hour and eighteen minutes. Again, he asked her to come to New York.




  She did not. She did tell him he could write her occasionally, and he warned her that she did not know what she was bringing on herself. How true that was! For the smitten young man began deluging the young lady with letters. What it meant to Miss Leonard is hard to tell from the correspondence. He did amuse her, that much was clear. But it seems apparent that whatever interest she had was perhaps ten percent of his. But, as Ogden Nash knew only too well, Miss Leonard was one of the prime belles of Baltimore that year. Nash had been enormously lucky to have enjoyed Miss Leonard’s company for most of that first evening. Her escort had been a Naval Academy midshipman, resplendent in his uniform. Under normal circumstances, a stranger from New York might manage one dance or two, but on this evening the midshipman apparently looked too long upon the wine. Ogden had been able to virtually monopolize the young lady and had escorted her home. Now, still writing from New York, he knew there were other midshipmen and dozens of young men in Baltimore and Annapolis who had the enormous advantage of propinquity.
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