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  I




  There are few perfect moments in a man’s life. One is when he sees genius plain. Millions now living will die and never know this ecstatic pause in eternity because there is, of course, not always a genius in every lifetime; more often there are none in several.




  One defines genius by the kind of gift it gives to posterity. To have received two such perfect gifts in one lifetime is not a matter of choice. It is only by the grace of God that I have heard Artur Rubinstein play Chopin, and Robert Frost talk.




  In the presence of genius the world falls away and a human being is one with the cosmos. The privilege of being moved by Rubinstein and by Frost into perfect grace is too rare and unique an experience to bear examination, or to explain.




  One does not sit and hear Rubinstein play or Frost talk. Hear is too prosaic a word to describe some kind of assimulation into the inner recesses of the heart. A man who has been lucky enough to embrace such magic will never be the same again. He no longer exists, he lives.




  I began to assimilate Robert Frost’s conversation and verse forty years ago; I have never been the same since.




  II




  Vermont Afternoons with Robert Frost is a tribute I want to pay to a friendship. In some friendships the colors fade. Not in this one. Phyllis McGinley, in her charming book, Saint Watching, describes it perfectly when she writes that “it restores the spirit to learn that there can be friendships where nothing is asked and everything given.”




  During the decade of the 1920s Frost was living in the stone house on Route 7 in South Shaftsbury, Vermont. Later, about 1930, he gave that to his son Carol and moved to “The Gully,” a small one-storey Vermont farmhouse a mile or so on a back road east of the village. I formed the habit from 1930 on of going to visit with him, hoping I’d not wear out his generosity if I stopped an hour. These memorable visits did not stop in one hour. They usually went on all the afternoon; sometimes into the evening and once in a while all night. Frost would also come over to visit at my house, but most of these sessions took place at his. His generosity was inexhaustible.




  I suppose it may be said that those were afternoons I did not spend . . . I saved them up.




  
III




  One afternoon we were talking about what makes poets poets. Frost said, “What you say isn’t yours.” And then he quickly added, “A poet can brag only about form.”




  Of course he said it better in his well-known lines:




 

    Let chaos storm!




  Let cloud shapes swarm!




  I wait for form.







  To me, over thirty-five years ago, that was a profound remark. I never dreamed that the day would come when I should enjoy the proof of it. It was a long wait!




  But the day came, or rather the night.




  It was like this: about the year 1960, I’d suddenly awake, out of a sound sleep, at three o’clock in the morning. In that strange, eerie and uncanny interlude between consciousness and sleep, some of the conversation I’d enjoyed with Robert Frost thirty years before seemed to be striving for expression. It was not exactly a dream nor exactly a memory. I can’t explain it very well because sometimes only a few words would emerge crystal clear out of the mind. Sometimes two or three sentences . . . never more. But always enough to make sharp sense and to evoke vividly a perfect recall of those days when every sentence Robert Frost uttered was to me heavy with meaning, wisdom, and light. So lucid were these moments that I’d come wide awake, take up a pencil and write exactly the words the subconscious had given up.
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