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  This Trifling Distinction . . .




  . . . when these Ephraimites which were escaped said, Let me go over; that the men of Gilead said unto him, Art thou an Ephraimite? If he said, Nay, then said they unto him, Say now Shibboleth; and he said Sibboleth; for he could not frame to pronounce it right.




  For my Dorothy






  Apology


   

  THE trifling distinction has been that I chose to live in Maine. When I became an “author” I noticed that bookstore sales of my Maine yarns did not immediately burst into profusion here in Maine, or even here in the East. After good sales in Los Angeles, Seattle, San Francisco, a book would work back this way, gaining as it came, and some time after publication one of my neighbors would say, “Hear you’ve got another book out!”




  It is not uncommon for random cow-jockeys, auctioneers, sawmill operators, postmasters, ministers, and other Mainers to have a book out. That non-Mainers buy them is gratifying. There persists something about Maine that edifies and amuses the rest of the country. My reminiscences here are not meant to be an autobiography (a high-school boy in Greater Portland is writing my autobiography), but I would like them to convey some of the fun it has been to live and write, as I have, in the Pine Tree State.




  A summercator once said to Hod Carter, “I find it interesting that nobody in Maine ever says ‘yes.’”




  Hod said, “Eyah.” That’s a Shibboleth.








  He’s used me, too.




  (signed) Peter Partout
Peppermint Corner




  This Trifling Distinction




  1




  AUTHORS was a tedious card game we children were permitted to play on Sundays, and because it wasn’t any fun Mother thought it couldn’t be evil. We children mastered cribbage, pinochle, poker, high-low-jack, and other wicked instruments of the devil at early ages, but on Sundays we had to play Authors. Scores were made by matching up beaded pictures of Longfellow, Browning, Bryant, Dickens, and other writers who had whiskers, causing me to believe from childhood that barbers were enemies of literature. My mother was not against cards, and in her nineties will still skunk you two games out of three if you suggest cribbage. But while her down-east casuistry frowned on playing cards on the Lord’s Day, she saw noting evil in playing with pasteboard objects that had authors on them. I hated authors, and I was concerned to learn, precisely in 1945, that I had become an “author.”




  Whiskers had nothing to do with it. I had been writing for the newspapers and keeping the grocer paid. In 1932 I had brought my bride out of the horrors of Boston onto the Maine farm where my father and my grandfather had been born, and her adjustment to country life gave me many things to write about. I peddled them variously as each vignette of farm affairs matured, and Lester Markel, who was then Sunday editor of The New York Times, used a few in the paper’s magazine. One of them caught the eye of Frances Phillips, an editor with the publishing house of William Morrow & Company, and she wrote to say she felt these pieces would make a book, then the pile was big enough, Morrow brought out Farmer Takes a Wife. The unsettled condition of public affairs during the war caused a lot of people to take a fancy to these quiet tales of farm life (“with roots down” was frequent in reviews) and the book stayed on the best-seller list for a long time.




  But royalty payments are delayed. The book was earning money, all right, but I wasn’t going to get any until the next April, so we struck into the winter on our usual farm program of make it do, use it up, and do without. We had skating and a roast of pork for Thanksgiving, good snow for yarding logs by Christmas, and January was real Maine-ish throughout. Impending wealth tad not caused us to take on any upstairs maids.




  It was in January, about seed-catalog time, that I became an author. In the same mail with the Burpee book, I got this letter from a woman in Boston I’d never heard of who told me — she didn’t ask me — to be at the Copley Plaza Hotel on such-and-such a date to speak at an ”authors’ luncheon.” My wife, who was now naturalized and speaking the Maine lingo like a native, read the letter and said, ”Lah-di-dah and oops! This calls for a necktie!”




  There was a dear, sweet, and extremely efficient maiden lady at William Morrow, name of Polly Street, who was in charge of sales, promotion, and advertising, and as a new and untried trotter in her stable I felt I should let her know that I had been thus honored. I wrote across the bottom of the letter Is this in my contract? and sent the letter to Polly in New York. I was not seriously thinking about going to Boston.




  Ignorant bumpkin that I was, I didn’t know that this dame in Boston was in charge of the book department at Jordan Marsh, New England’s largest department store, and the ”authors’ luncheon” was her gimmick to stimulate the sale of books. Accordingly, I didn’t know that Polly Street had been working her head to the bone to get me on that program. Polly's telegram, telephoned to the farm next day by the Western Union office in Lewiston, said, ”You go.” So I went, and I was glad I did — because I didn't have to face anything like that again. I became an author in the golden ballroom of the Copley Plaza.




  On the day of this authors’ luncheon, I finished milking, had a good breakfast, and plowed the door-yard after an eighteen-inch February snowstorm. The morning was so cold I couldn’t start our 1931 Model A on the battery, so my wife pushed it with the tractor until it coughed, and I took off for Brunswick, twelve miles away, to catch a train. The Ford would be waiting at the depot when I returned in the evening. The Jordan Marsh woman was waiting for me at the Copley Plaza. “Good of you to come,” she said.




  The ornate ballroom filled just before noon with an eager assembly of typical Boston ladies — of both sexes — who had paid, I learned, five dollars each for this cultural experience. The experience was a lunch and three authors who were to tell how they wrote their books. There could be no better place to become an author, and no better audience to assist. All the little Boston ladies wore hats. (“We don’t buy our hate — we have our hats.”)




  They had the little lace choke collars.




  Each was carrying The Atlantic Monthly.




  They wore Ground Gripper shoes.




  They had the S. S. Pierce breath;.




  So they luncheoned and looked forward to the stirring remarks of us authors, who were on exhibition at the head table and trying to look literary. The woman from Jordan Marsh said we would have fifteen minutes apiece, and we should explain how we wrote our books. One of us was a young fellow named Davis who taught in a college in New York State and had written a book about General Eisenhower. This was truly prophetic. At that time Ike was just another general mopping up Europe. The second author was Laurie Hillyer from New Hampshire, and I seem to recall her book’s title was Time Remembered. I brought up the rear. The only things we three had in common were our books on sale at Jordan Marsh and the fact that until now none had heard of the others. Some professor from a college m Boston had been persuaded to introduce us, and I was familiar with the book from which he lifted his anecdotes. He told the stories well; I had never heard them told better.




  Davis went first. He told how he had recognized Eisenhower as a comer, and how he researched him: He went to West Point for facts and got more from the War Department. He visited Kansas and Texas to get Eisenhower’s family background. Then he went to Europe, and his efforts were crowned by an interview with Ike himself. There came a day, he told the Boston ladies, when he was quite ready and now all he had to do was write the book. He repaired to his “study.” In creative surroundings he turned out the manuscript, which was edited and revised and rewritten. At last it was set in type and manufactured, and it was on sale at Jordan Marsh, and he had used up fourteen minutes and sixty seconds so he sat down.




  He was rewarded by a furious flurry of polite Boston applause. Those ladies were some pleased. They had paid five dollars for this, and by God they were going to enjoy it if it killed them. Boston applause is loud enough to be heard, but never rude and overdone. Little fingers are held aloof so they won’t be involved in the clapping. Now the professor told a rousing good joke about Daniel Webster, because he was from New Hampshire and so was Laurie Hillyer, who needed no introduction but who was now introduced.




  I liked her. I liked her fine. She was what my mother calls a “good, hearty woman,” and New Hampshire is the next-best thing to Maine. But as she spoke, it became clear that her way of writing was a lot like that of Davis. She wanted a book that would illustrate a little three-part quotation from some poem or other. The first part of the book illustrated “youth,” which was the first part of the quotation. She communicated a good deal with her small daughter while working on this part, to get the feeling of youth. The second part was about “maturity,” and she communicated with her husband on that part. 'Then everybody in Peterborough turned out to communicate about “life entire,” and there was nothing more to do now but retire to the “study” and write the book. This seemed reasonable to me. I thus learned about studies, which in Maine seem to amount to a kitchen table. When the book was finished, it got edited and revised and rewritten, it was now on sale at Jordan Marsh, and fifteen minutes had passed. The Boston ladies responded with another genteel ripple of appreciation.




  It was my turn. I had meant to do about as the others. I had thought up some scholarly remarks that sounded good to me when I ran through them at milking time, and I thought the cow was attentive, too. But as I bowed at the professor, I changed my mind. I felt the time was right for the State o’ Maine to take over. So I began: “This has been a moving experience for me. Up in Maine we don’t have all the great advantages, and I never knew just how books were written until I listened today. We don’t write books in Maine. We live books. We go hunting and fishing, we tend out on Grange meetings, we socialize as time permits, and after we’ve done enough living in Maine the pile is big enough and we send it to a publisher. That’s it.”




  It was great fun to watch the ladies when this came out. Nobody before had ever said any such a thing at the literary luncheons in the Copley Plaza ballroom. Some of the ladies turned their heads cautiously in their lace choke collars, to see if a neighbor was belaying surprise.




  “I’ll give you an example,” I said. I told them how my wife had pushed the Model A, and how I had come coughing down off Lisbon Ridge to turn onto State Highway 125, and how I had found Walter Keith standing there in the frigid dawn flailing his arms to keep warm and looking as if he wanted a ride.




  “You don’t know Walter Keith,” I said. “He’s a neighbor lives over on the Rabbit Road, he lives in a tar-paper woodchopper’s shanty, and he does his own housekeeping and cooking. In Maine [I said] everybody is either an author or a character, and sometimes it’s hard to tell us apart, but to a Maine author, Walter is what we call a Maine character. Walter is book material.




  “So here I am, doing nothing more literary than going to catch a train, and all at once I have my next chapter sitting in my automobile all cocked and primed to help write my next book.”




  By this time the ladies were getting the hang of the thing, and they perked up some. I heard a smallish titter, And every word I spoke was the truth, because Walter gave me a chapter.




  “As a Maine author,” I said, “I have nothing whatever to do now but listen. You will notice the high quality of my approach. Since it is unusual to find Walter Keith standing in the road at eighteen below zero on a February morning, the literary requirements were aided by simple curiosity, so I had only to ask, ‘Where’re you goin’, Walt?’




  “To this straightforward approach, Walter replied in kind. He said, ‘I'm goin’ to town to buy myself some pastry.’




  “Now, I’ve just told you that Walter did his own cooking, so the ingredients of a smallish plot are unfolding, or whatever it is ingredients do for authors. All I, the author, had to do was keep the ball on Walter’s side of the net, so I lobbed back the most literary remark I could think of at the time. I said, ‘Thought you did your own cookin’!’




  “Walter said, ‘Gen’ally I do, but my oven door’s broke off.’




  “This [I told the ladies] is basically what any high­school teacher of English composition would identify as the catastrophe, and it must be logically escorted to a satisfactory solution. I thereupon said to Walter that I would presume his well-known flair for Yankee ingenuity could easily overcome a minor problem like that.”




  Telling the rest, here on a printed page, is different from telling it to audience of ladies in the ballroom of the Copley Plaza three decades ago. While I was getting the most out of Walter Keith, I was getting quite a good bit from the ladies. They were leaning forward now, and at one of the back tables a pair of opera glasses appeared. Right now literature stood still until Walter’s Yankee ingenuity should reconcile his culinary catastrophe.




  I quoted Walt. “Walter said, Well, I tried. I mixed some cake batter and some cookie dough, and where I couldn’t bake it off — I fried it.’




  “And now you can see how we authors in Maine pursue the muses. Author or not, the next question is one everybody will ask: ‘How’d it taste?’




  “Walter said, ‘Just like fritters, b’god!’ ”




  I drew the right conclusions from this, making my truly valid point that after one has given enough rides to enough Walter Keiths, the book is inevitable — a book that rather much wrote itself. No work; just fun. I added that we’d had a mild winter in Maine — it went down to forty-five below zero only twice, and then only for a week at a time. I said the snow clogged the fans on the Warren windmill, but a crew shoveled down and got the blades turning again. Bostonians love to hear about rugged Maine winters. I had used up maybe nine minutes, and I sat down. If applause measures success, I rated with Davis and Hillyer.




  Then the professor said for a few minutes the folks might visit with our distinguished authors, and quite a few ladies came forward. One singled me out, and came charging up as if starting a Sears walk to Providence, thrusting a hand that sparkled with heirlooms. She was a thousand percent Beacon Hill. She pumped my hand as if priming a well, and she said something to me that nobody else has ever said. (There are words and expressions that get written, but never get spoken. The best example is “Alas!” Distraught females in all manner of novels have wrung their hands and cried, “Alas!” But nobody yet has actually said, “Alas!”) What this Boston lady said was: “My good man!”




  “My good man!” she said, “we do so love your Maine! We’ve passed forty-two seasons at Baw Hawbor!”




  I said I thought that ought to be enough.




  She didn’t know what I meant.




  But I did.




  There are altogether too many places in Maine where the natural literary potentials, which amount to my bread and butter, have been sloughed off by too many people who have passed too many seasons. There are fine people in Bah Hah-b’h and I know many of them, but it’s rare you’ll pick up a Walter Keith at that crossroads.




  I came home, and in spite of me Jordan Marsh did well with the book. The weaker had softened somewhat, so the Model A kicked over and I got home in time for the barn work. My wife was in the kitchen, her feet in the oven of the range; she was reading a biography of Talleyrand, and she asked, “How’d things go?”




  “They didn’t believe a word I said.”




  “That’s not important — did they have fun?”




  “I don’t rightly know.”




  “Well, did you have fun?”




  “I always have fun.”




  “That’s all that matters.”
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   IT WAS NOT, as has been said, the Brain Trust of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal that put gobbledegook into Americanese and began the erosion of our language. Instead, this crime was perpetrated by the 1862 act of Congress that created the Department of Agriculture. This act established the land-grant colleges and the Extension Service; the intention was to bring information and culture to the farmers out on the land, who supposedly were intellectually starving and thirsting for knowledge. The government bulletin was invented. Available free for the asking, the government bulletins were written by “experts” who knew everything except how to write. There wasn’t one in five hundred of the pen-pushing professors who had grounding in the gentle art of composition — however much they knew about manuring celery, breeding hogs, building henhouses, preserving kumquats, and fly-proofing privies.




  The essence of gobbledegook appeared at once. A professor in a cow college would isolate the biodegradability factors in the bacterial composition of bovine lacteal fluids, and he would pass to typewriter and whip off a bulletin. Without any kind of editing, the public printer would bring the thing forth at the taxpayers’ expense, and the Extension Service would mail it postage-free to the thirsting farmers. Every farmer in the United States knew that milk will sour, and he now had it confirmed in elegant language. Early bulletins included The Cumulative Effect of Fungicidal Treatment, Factors of Economy in Preparing Agrarian Cuisine, and Fertility Status of Soils Relating to Increment and Exhaustion of Nitrogen Sources.




  These bulletins became status symbols in the academic community — the first offenders in the “publish or perish” doctrine of faculty priorities. It is outrageous that so-called institutions of learning nurtured this bastard art, and that capped-and-gowned professors practiced it. Any student of American letters, and anybody “interested in writing,” should study the government bulletin as the supreme bad example.




  The first thing to be observed is the stupid fascination for big words. No bulletin yet has ever used anything; the word is utilize. Chicken feed is nutriments. Feeding the pigs is administering nutrimental concentrates and roughages. A favorite bulletin word is factor, and while a factor should be an exact part of a conclusion, one professor found that a “factor” in mowing hay is the “custom of the driver.” This means that Charlie drives the horses faster than Hank does; a discerning author careful with his words might think twice about erecting this difference into a scientific formula. Another “factor” in mowing hay with horses was “other stops.” (Horses like to pause while they urinate.) The third factor was “size of mowing machine.”




  The early bulletins established an irrevocable form based on 1-2-3 or A-B-C. There must, sometime, be Something that can be considered in twos or in fours, but all government bulletins have an early sentence that says something like “Three types are common.” One bulletin said “Three types or methods are common.” I suspect that professor didn’t know what a type was, much less a method. This suspicion of mine rests somewhat on his topic — he was writing about cesspools.




  From the first it has been the custom to begin each bulletin with a short history of the subject. One bulletin about improving farm woodlots started off: “The American forest-products industry commenced when the good stop Tied Cowe loaded at Pipestave Landing.” It occurs to me that a competent writer might take that line and bring forth a real Kenneth Roberts historical novel, but the professor thus covered the history of his topic and then trailed off into scaling tables and pine blister rust. (I’ve wondered if the Pied Cowe truly was a “good ship” — or was the professor beguiled by a tritie?)




  Gathering factorial designs to support a bulletin is known as “confounding statistics.” Not long ago two professors who couldn’t think of anything else to gather factorial designs about gathered factorial designs about that, and their treatise on confounding statistics brought everything full circle: their government bulletin told how to prepare government bulletin. In taking soil samples, it advised, one must take many and find an average — a single sample might coincide with a spot where a squirrel peed, and you’d have the richest soil in the world, or “fertility status.” In spite of this helpful, widely available treatise, a recent bulletin “averaged” the ratio of male to female in the deer harvest, and mother “averaged” the number of times a glass milk bottle gets broken. other speaks of “selected random numbers.”




  The student will be interested in the government bulletin’s preoccupation with the footnote, the figure, the diagram, and the appendix. An experienced writer knows he shouldn't fool around with the attention of his reader. If you’ve got a reader, hang on to him. Don’t, just when you’ve got him excited, stick in an asterisk and divert his attention. But with footnotes, figures, diagrams, and appendices, the professors keep their readers hopping all around. A bulletin on packaging “pomological products” (apples) ended a paragraph with this: . . amongst other factors. (See Fig. 12.)” Figure 12 (which was just a picture) had a footnote, and the footnote said to see the appendix. After all that, a reader might be led astray.




  Telling a professor he can’t write doesn’t appeal to me. Suggesting any kind of editing would insult the learned man. Besides, the government bulletin has good intent, and even the worst of them have important information — although it can be obscured by “factors” and “types” and “statistical designs,” and usually it is. The government bulletin turned farming to “agriculture,” agriculture to “agronomy,” and agronomy to “nonurban production service,” and it wrought a big change in our language. People who object to finalize and all such ugly dalliance with our good mother tongue, should give credit where credit is due.




  The student of composition perusing government bulletins to find out what not to do will discover they are not without a major redeeming “factor” — they are loaded with that best of amusements, unconscious humor. So seriously intent on his confounding of factorial designs, and so lacking in the rudiments of prose and poetry, the professor pays no attention to what he, himself, hath set down. The dissertation on cesspools (cesspools have now become “sanitary disposal systems”) says that summer visitors to the homestead will not affect the efficiency of the disposal system.




  Without the slightest doubt, the funniest unconscious humor any government bulletin has offered was a study of toilet postures issued by the Extension Service of the University of Maine. It began innocently enough as a set of instructions to people planning bathrooms, and offered such bland information as the fact that a toilet should stand out from the wall nineteen inches. Fine, so far. Soon, the reader was engrossed in some strange situations — people were milling around this professor’s clinical bathroom in unprecedented numbers, brushing their teeth so it interfered with somebody in the tub or somebody else sitting on the hopper. The bulletin was illustrated with the usual “figures,” and in this instance the word was apt. Young ladies, presumably students at the university who had assisted in the confounding of factorial designs, posed for photographs — modestly blindfolded so readers would not recognize them. A caption under one such photograph said:




  Fig. 12, above. One of the postures used to predict the elbow room needed while seated at the toilet.




  The young lady was seated, elbows up, on a simulated flush hopper.




  In the ancient days of darkness and ignorance, the country backhouse always had a “children’s hole.” James Whitcomb Riley noted that in his celebrated paean to the privy. There came a day when a child was ready for the grown-ups’ hole, and as it was some-what larger than his baby perch, the safety admonition called to him when he went to the backhouse was “Keep your elbows up!” This has come over into Maine speech as a jocular warning in almost any situation — if you keep your elbows up, you won’t fall through, Here was a young lady with her elbows up, and the professor was saying without the slightest touch of a smile, “Predicted: One-half of the hands-on-hips span if the front of the lavatory insolation extends beyond a line through the greatest width of the opening m the toilet seat, but a lesser distance if the front of the lavatory is to the rear of this line.”
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