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FOREWORD








It is amazing how many of these you will remember.

You first read them with your morning coffee, or on the subway, or waiting for the computer to boot up—always while you were moving headlong into another day of busy and ordinary life. And yet they stuck, to the mind and heart. During the last half of the 1990 s, the obits became a must-read for thousands of New Yorkers who let the latest doings of Bill Clinton and Rudy Giuliani wait a few minutes, until they had found out what Charles McCartney (“Known for Travels with Goats”) and Angelo Zuccotti (“Artist of the Velvet Rope”) had been up to all their lives. Of an art that stretches from Milton to the webmasters of Good Bye!, the on-line “Journal of Contemporary Obituaries,” Robert McG. Thomas Jr. (1939–2000) was the modern and too shortlived American master.




A lover of the far-fetched and the overlooked, he reveled in making sure that even in the Newspaper of Record, the last could be first. Assigned to the obits desk in 1995, after a long Times career that took him from copyboy up through the sports and society sections, the burly six-foot-four Thomas was ready to escort a parade of eccentrics and unknowns through a needle’s eye toward improbable fame and, for all one knows, heaven. His send-offs were funny, stylish and unfailingly soulful. He could be a New Orleans jazz band or a hushed friar as occasion demanded and always, unbelievably enough, on the pages of The New York Times .




Luckily enough, the paper—in particular, editor Marvin Siegel—realized what it had in Thomas. “They learned to assign him the disenfranchised,” says Bill Brink, his friend and onetime colleague on the sports desk. The paper also let him rearrange the obituary’s hitherto rigid formulae and put him to work more often on deadline than in advance. “If they didn’t give him something until three o’clock, they’d have something great by eight,” says Brink.




“Philip O’Connor, an incorrigible, flamboyant and decidedly self-absorbed British eccentric who turned a fulsomely frank account of his abject childhood and misspent youth into a rollicking literary sensation in 1958, died on Friday at his home near Uzes in southern France.” Every lead was the subject’s life. Thomas had to keep syntax steady and see things whole, get the corpse across the Styx and into the reader’s field of vision—to say nothing of his weekday-morning attention span. In a genre that requires cramming, he never seems rushed. He could get things done with the confident simplicity of Trollope. “Mr. Anderson, a bachelor, was rich as well as lonely”—thus is an ex-slave and old soldier readied for his marriage to Miss Daisy Graham, the subject of the first piece in this collection. (It’s no wonder Thomas did Maurice Sagoff proud on March 29,1998, commemorating the art of another compressor who had reduced the plot of Crime and Punishment to twenty short lines of verse.)




Thomas had dozens of playful tricks that, in the end, the Times ’s editors decided could safely be used upon the obscure departed if not the living luminaries of the A section. If they hadn’t been dead already, Thomas might have killed some of his subjects with his puns; and he could parody with the best. About Anne Hummert, the creator of over a dozen soap operas, he asked: “Can a career woman who sacrificed her leisure to keep a nation of enthralled housewives glued to their radios for the better part of two decades survive a heart-wrenching regimen of producing as many as 90 cliff-hanging episodes a week to live a full, rich and long life?” Beautifully alert to verbs—“Hal Lipset, a storied San Francisco sleuth who helped elevate, or rather reduce, electronic surveillance to a miniature art”—Thomas wrote as if he’d never heard of an exclamation point, let alone thought of using one. In his hands, irony was not the allpervasive, self-congratulatory thing it is today. He loved it for its funny, cosmic consolations: Sidney Korshak, the lawyer-fixer, “became so valuable to the mob and its corrupt union allies that lower-level mobsters were ordered never to approach him, lest they tarnish his reputation for trust and integrity.”




In an era of bloated life-writing, Thomas restored the biographical essay. Try to cut almost any of the pieces in this volume and you’ll be cutting, in more than one sense, into bone. One doubts, however, that this grand obituarist would have made a good book-length biographer. Like Hal Lipset, the electronic eavesdropper, Thomas was a natural miniaturist. Full-blown biography would have required him to situate, evaluate and categorize—to take the long, chronological view when he was so much inclined to the shapely, enthusiastic burst. Besides, he probably never would have finished the book. A literary agent once approached him to do a life of Jack Kerouac, and “the way he reacted was typical,” recalls Bill Brink, now the Times ’s deputy sports editor. “He went out and bought fifteen books by and about Kerouac. He plunged in and then never got around to the proposal.”




The pages that follow are full of wit and without a trace of snideness. When Thomas needs to debunk—say, the claim that Walter J. Kuron flew in the Red Baron’s flight wing—he does the job with an almost regretful gentleness. He never condescends, especially to the kind. The Mormons who sew mittens for people with AIDS are “elderly volunteers for whom the familiar act of knitting or crocheting became a way to relate to a baffling world beyond their experience.” And the Reverend Louis A. Saunders is celebrated as a fellow artist of concision for “one of the briefest eulogies ever: ‘Mrs. Oswald tells me that her son, Lee Harvey, was a good boy and that she loved him. And today, Lord, we commit his spirit to Your divine care.’”




Thomas loved oddball information for its own sake, but one shouldn’t ignore the casual, inductive education so many of these pieces provide without even trying. An obit for R. V. Patwardhan, the Manhattan Hindu priest who modified the incendiary portion of his faith’s wedding ceremony to conform to New York’s fire laws, brings to life the beginnings of a whole community prior to a sea change in immigration law. Similarly, Thomas’s treatment of Sydney Guilaroff, “Stylist to the Stars,” shows him playing both the white and black keys with a lovely lack of strain; a man, a milieu and an era are unrolled in twelve harmonious bars.


 

Thomas did not need a subject’s life to be “crowded with incident,” as Lady Bracknell once put it. He was more intrigued by accident—Edward Lowe’s now legendarily fortuitous discovery of Kitty Litter, or the way Fred Feldman became a helicopter traffic reporter. He was especially pleased if the unexpected occurrence had led the subject into a lifetime of doing what he loved. Versatility did not impress RMcGT Jr.; being steadily tickled by something did: Milton Rubincam’s genealogy; Toots Barger’s championship duckpins-playing; Francine Katzenbogen’s cats. Thomas loved charming inanities—the state sport of Maryland is jousting, not duckpins—and people who are, above all, harmless, a human condition far rarer than one might think.




The photographer Alfred Eisenstaedt once told me that he didn’t like “gruesome” pictures, but the sunniness of his art proved no impediment to his becoming one of the twentiethcentury’s most vivid chroniclers. Thomas, too, didn’t relish unpleasant subject matter: his obituary of Nguyen Ngoc Loan, famous for executing a Viet Cong prisoner with a shot to the head in exactly the kind of photo Eisie disliked, is wisely included here, even though the piece is not one of Thomas’best. A reader can tell that his heart isn’t in it.




He was better let loose upon the odd and the humble. His best, most talked-about obits, in the sort of paradox he relished, gave relief from the 1990 s culture of celebrity. In fact, if Thomas had come upon the same epitaph that Hawthorne once spotted in the Lillington churchyard—




Poorly lived,


 And poorly died,


 Poorly buried,


 And no one cried




—I suspect he would have taken the words as a challenge to his profession and, perhaps, his soul.


“He singlehandedly humanized the paper,” says Michael T. Kaufman, another friend and Times colleague, to whom fell the truly unenviable task of writing an obituary for Thomas himself.




He is survived by everyone he ever wrote about. If you still can’t take it with you, you can now—thanks to his fan and posthumous editor, Chris Calhoun—take up, once more, with several dozen personalities that Thomas, on deadline, brought to life. “He was a bon vivant,” remembers Bill Brink, “who would literally grab people in the elevators or lobby to get them to go to dinner. We’d start out as a twosome and end up as five.” At the restaurant, “he’d put together the most eclectic table arrangements, pretty young girls next to grizzled newspapermen.” Like his ultimate employer, Death, he was a great leveler.




Reader, consider yourself grabbed. You’re off to a marvelous party, and Robert McG. Thomas Jr. is still the life of it.




T HOMASM ALLON








 

EDITOR’S NOTE














My efforts to get this little book published were for the most part selfish. My clippings ofNew York Timesobituaries written by Robert McG. Thomas Jr. were unorganized and disintegrating. Some were tucked into books, several sat in various desk drawers, others rested on my kitchen table yellowing next to a stack of bills. One summer day, I found a well-worn obit of Patsy Southgate in the glove box of my old Cutlass and reread it with delight while passing through a car wash.

Missing Thomas’s byline for several weeks that same summer, I asked around and learned he was away from work, fighting cancer. I had never met him, but wrote him a fan letter and getwell note introducing myself. I explained that my friends and I adored his stories of the recently dead, even collected them and passed them around, that we called them McGs. and missed him every day.




I was hoping to hear back from Thomas but knew I never would when I read with sadness Michael Kaufman’s obituary of him in theTimesof January 8,2000 (brilliantly McG-ish in its own right, it is included at the end of this book). Several weeks later I was amazed to learn from a friend that my letter was read at his memorial service. Later still, I was told by his son, David, that the letter had hung on the wall of his hospital room. Thrilled to know Thomas had received my note, I pondered the nice irony of this last minute connection with the man I so admired for the connections he made with the dead.




After transferring to theTimesobit desk full time, Thomas wrote a total of 657 McGs. From that lot, with a couple of early exceptions, I have chosen these fifty-two to show Thomas at his coolest, corniest, smartest, sweetest and all-time greatest.Naturally,  it was difficult to limit the selection and exclude over six hundred pieces—all true McGs.—but I liked the sound of fifty-two, and that is enough, I think, for a good sample of his ungovernable range. Plus, I want to suggest that the reader need not approach the book in the usual front-to-back way but can proceed randomly as one would pick a card, any card, from a deck. A loaded deck, however, for these are all aces.


I would like to thank Judy Greenfeld, Linda Lake, Marvin Siegel, Phyllis Collazo and especially Mike Levitas atThe New York Timesfor their time and generosity. Thanks to my friends Rick Woodward and Christine Buckley, who helped me with selecting and confirming the choices, and to Tom Mallon for his wonderful foreword. Thanks also to Mary Beth Keane and Rachel Sussman, who were instrumental to this project, and to Bob Thomas’s friends Bob Grossman, Bill Brink and Michael Kaufman for their encouragement and kindness. Finally, without the vision and wisdom of Gillian Blake, senior editor at Scribner, there would be no book. I thank her the most.


C HRISC ALHOUN
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DAISY  ANDERSON, 97, 









WIDOW OF  FORMER  SLAVE  









AND  UNION  SOLDIER














Daisy Anderson, an old man’s darling who kept the flame of her own youthful love and her husband’s searing slave memories burning for more than three quarters of a century, died last Saturday at a nursing home in Denver. She was 97, and, as the oldest of the nation’s three known surviving Civil War widows, may also have been the last widow of a Southern slave.

The death of Miss Daisy, as she was known, leaves only two known surviving widows of Civil War veterans, one each from the Union and Confederate armies.




One, Alberta Martin,91, of Elba, Ala., whose husband fought for the South, joined Miss Daisy at a ceremony at Gettysburg last year. The other, Gertrude Grubb Janeway,89, of Blaine, Tenn., is the widow of a Union soldier.




No official records exist of the marital histories of former slaves, but the arithmetic suggesting that Miss Daisy may have been the last woman married to a man born into Southern bondage is compelling.




When they were married in Forest City, Ark., in 1922, Miss Daisy was 21, and her husband, Robert Anderson, was 79.




For Miss Daisy, or Daisy Graham, a native of Hardin County, Tenn., whose impoverished sharecropping family had moved to Arkansas because of racial tensions when she was 17, it was hardly love at first sight.




When she first saw Mr. Anderson, in church, she recalled snickering at the sight of his bushy white beard.


 

But Mr. Anderson, who was born into slavery in Green County, Ky., in 1843 and grew up on a flax and hemp plantation before fleeing with his master’s blessing to join the Union Army in the waning days of the Civil War in 1865, had more than whiskers to offer the lithe young woman who eked out a living teaching the alphabet to neighborhood children and owned one dress.




Mr. Anderson, who saw no action in the Civil War but later took part in the western Indian campaigns, had done well since being mustered out of the Army in 1867.




After several abortive farming ventures he had acquired a 2,000-acre homestead in Nebraska and made such a success of it that by the time he visited a brother in Forest City in 1922, Mr. Anderson, a bachelor, was rich as well as lonely.




Whatever her reaction to his whiskers, once Mr. Anderson began talking about his experiences as a slave, soldier and gentleman farmer, Miss Daisy was captivated.




Thirty days after being introduced by a matchmaking preacher, they were married and began what Miss Daisy later described as an eight-year honeymoon, which ended when her husband was killed in an automobile accident in 1930.




Mr. Anderson took his bride on an extensive trip through the West and lavished her with clothes and other gifts. The gifts continued after they settled on his ranch, which she recalled had 20 hands and two cooks.




He also regaled his wife with stories of his childhood as a slave, so impressing her that she turned them into a book, “From Slavery to Affluence: Memoirs of Robert Anderson, Ex-Slave,” which was published privately in 1927.




After her husband’s death, Miss Daisy, who said she had been spoiled by his generosity, became such a spendthrift that she soon lost the farm in the Depression.




After that she had a largely hardscrabble life, joining a sister in Steamboat Springs, Colo., and eventually acquiring a 10-acre farm in nearby Strawberry Park, where she raised geese and chickens, kept a garden, ran a restaurant with a sister and worked as a guide.




For all the drama of her own life, Miss Daisy, who lectured widely in her later years, becoming such a celebrity that she was introduced to Pope John Paul II in Denver in 1993 and presented President Clinton with a copy of her book there last year, made it her life’s mission to work for racial harmony and keep the memory of her husband alive.




Originally named after his owner, Col. Robert Ball, Mr. Anderson, who never saw his mother after she was sold to a Louisiana sugar plantation when he was 6, later adopted the name Anderson after the neighboring farmer who owned his father.




Although he always described his own master as kind, Mr. Anderson suffered horribly at the hands of the man’s third wife, a drunken harridan who once gave him a savage rawhide whipping, then rubbed salt and black pepper into his wounds, leaving such extensive scars that Miss Daisy later said the welts on his back were as thick as her own fingers.




She was in a position to know. She had lovingly used her own fingers to trace the very scars of slavery and had vowed that they would not be forgotten.




Miss Daisy, who never remarried and had no children, is survived by two nieces, Mary L. Cox of Westminster, Colo., and Anne Williams of Los Angeles.




September 26, 1998








 

LEWIS J. GORIN JR., 









INSTIGATOR OF A 1930’S CRAZE, 









DIES AT 84














Lewis J. Gorin Jr., a Princeton-educated, Harvard-trained lawyer who had a long, respectable and thoroughly obscure career as a business executive, gentleman farmer and amateur military historian, died on Jan.1 at his home in Louisville, Ky. He was 84 and all but forgotten as the man who had tickled a dispirited nation’s funny bone in 1936 with a tongue-in-cheek tour de force that created a brushfire national student movement and made Mr. Gorin the most famous collegian in America who did not actually play football.

If Mr. Gorin’s 1936 achievement is hardly remembered, there is a reason. For if fame is fleeting, so is innocence, and World War II is no longer the laughing matter it could still be in March 1936, when as a Princeton senior Mr. Gorin founded and became the first national commander of the Veterans of Future Wars, an organization formed expressly to obtain an immediate $1,000 bonus for each of the 15 million young Americans who were sure to serve in a war that had not even started.




As Mr. Gorin deadpanned at the time, with war in Europe clearly imminent and with eventual American involvement a foregone conclusion, the future veterans wanted their bonuses while they were still young and healthy enough to enjoy them—and (as he made clear in a follow-up satiric book, “Prepaid Patriotism,” published two months later) while the nation still had enough money to pay them before greedy World War I veterans succeeded in squeezing the country dry.








 

At a time when there was widespread resentment against the American Legion and the Veterans of Foreign Wars for having browbeaten Congress into passing, over President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s veto, $2 billion in accelerated bonuses for 4 million World War I veterans, most of whom had never made it beyond stateside training camps, Mr. Gorin’s inspired spoof had farreaching resonance.




Mr. Gorin, who said he got the idea while drinking tea at a campus coffee shop, had no intention of forming an actual organization until a friend, Robert G. Barnes, bet him $5that he could get the group national publicity if it had a program. Mr. Barnes, who happened to be the campus correspondent for The New York Times and The Associated Press, won the bet.




Within days after Mr. Gorin, Mr. Barnes and a handful of others had founded the organization and published a manifesto in the student newspaper on March 16, the movement had generated reams of headlines, spread to scores of campuses across the country, enlisted tens of thousands of members, and spawned a women’s auxiliary, the Association of Future Gold Star Mothers. Instead of bonuses, the women demanded free trips to Europe to view the future graves of their unborn sons.




Catching the spirit, students elsewhere added wrinkles. At Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, Future Profiteers demanded advances on future war contracts, and Sweetbriar College students formed a chapter of Future Golddiggers “to sit on the laps of future profiteers while they drink champagne during the next war.”




Not everyone was amused. James E. Van Zandt, national commander of the Veterans of Foreign Wars, denounced the Gorin group as “a bunch of monkeys,” and declared they would never be veterans because they were “too yellow to go to war.”




Like others, including some who saw the Veterans of Future Wars as pacifists and others who viewed them as communists, Mr. Van Zandt missed the point.




A descendant of the Revolutionary War general Artemus Ward and a man who was later active in the Sons of the American Revolution, the Society of the Colonial Wars and the Society of the Cincinnati, Mr. Gorin saw himself as the consummate patriot, one who would willingly answer his country’s call in time of war, accept his soldier’s pay, then return to civilian life without feeling entitled to further feedings at the public trough.




By the fall of 1936, with Mr. Gorin at Harvard, the country distracted by a Presidential campaign and the gifts that had kept the group’s headquarters humming now drying up, the joke was over. The Veterans of Future Wars suspended operations, revoking the charters of 500 posts across the country.




Four years later, as a young lawyer in Louisville, Mr. Gorin was among 21 civic leaders who signed an ad calling for an end to American neutrality laws that blocked aid to allies.




As he had expected, when the United States did go to war, Mr. Gorin, along with the vast majority of the former Veterans of Future Wars, went with it, serving as an artillery captain in Italy, France and Germany and later writing and publishing “The Cannon’s Mouth,” a history of field artillery in World War II.




After the war, he accepted an offer from a childhood friend, Billy Reynolds, to join the family’s aluminum company, Reynolds Metals, and became an executive with its international subsidiary, first in Louisville, where he made an abortive run for Congress in the 1950’s, later in Bermuda and ultimately in Richmond, Va.




After his retirement in 1981, he returned to Louisville, operated a farm in southern Kentucky and continued to amuse his friends with his geniality and once-renowned wit.




Mr. Gorin is survived by his wife, Eleanor; a daughter, Eleanor Leuenberger of Schlossrued, Switzerland; a son, Jeff of Tempe, Ariz.; a brother, Standiford of McMinnville, Tenn., and five grandchildren.




January 31, 1999








 

TED HUSTEAD IS DEAD AT 96; 









BUILT THE POPULAR WALL DRUG














Anybody who watched Ted Hustead roll into Wall, S.D., on a cattle truck in December 1931, his wife and 4-year-old son at his side, the family’s entire stock of meager possessions piled in the back, would have needed quite a crystal ball to predict that by the time Mr. Hustead died two-thirds of a century later, the governor of South Dakota would be moved to open his annual stateofthe-state address with a tribute to the man who became a beloved South Dakota legend by turning a small-town pharmacy named Wall Drug into the world’s most popular drugstore.

A sprawling tourist attraction of international renown, it takes in more than $10 million a year and draws some two million annual visitors to a remote town whose population has never risen above 800.




Then again, hot, dusty and remote as Wall was and is,50 miles east of Rapid City on the edge of the notorious Badlands, not even Mr. Hustead could have predicted just how far a pharmacist could go—or how far people would travel to come to him—with the offer of a free drink of ice water and a ubiquitous, worldfamous network of clever roadside signs and bumper stickers.




Or as Gov. William J. Janklow put it on Wednesday, a day after Mr. Hustead died at 96 at a hospital in Philip, S.D.: “He’s a guy that figured out that free ice water could turn you into a phenomenal success in the middle of a semi-arid desert way out in the middle of someplace.”




Or nowhere, as it seemed at the time.




Certainly, in 1931 it would have been hard to predict that anyone who settled in Wall would make much of a mark, let alone a 28-year-old pharmacist who had used the entire $3,000 he inherited from his father to buy the town’s lone drug store.




A doctor’s son from Phillips, Neb., Mr. Hustead had earned a pharmacist’s degree from the University of Nebraska and worked as a farm laborer and later at a grain elevator in Sioux Falls before heeding his mother’s advice to seek independence.




According to family lore, as the truck made the 300-mile trek to Wall, the driver described the rigors of the West with such mounting fervor and in such vivid detail that by the time he got around to the snakes, little Billy was so distraught he asked why in the world the family had left its nice little brick house in Sioux Falls for such a forsaken place.




“Because,” his mother, Dorothy, explained, “your father is crazy.”




Settling in the store’s back room, the Husteads agreed to stick it out for five years, but after taking in only $360the first month and not much more after that, it began to seem that Wall Drug had been a dead end.




Then, with only six months to go on the five-year limit and just after the family had moved to a house out near the highway, Mrs. Hustead had a brainstorm.




Going home for a nap on an especially hot Sunday in July 1936, she was back in an hour complaining that she hadn’t been able to sleep because of the incessant rumble of traffic on Route 16.




It got her to thinking, she said, that if they put up a little sign out on the highway offering free ice water to tourists on their way to Mount Rushmore maybe some of them would turn off to quench their thirst and perhaps even buy something.




Inspired by the proliferating Burma Shave ditties of the day, she even composed a little jingle: “Get a soda / Get root beer / Turn next corner / Just as near / To Highway 16 and 14/ Free Ice Water / Wall Drug.”




Mr. Hustead needed no further prodding. By the time he got back from putting up the sign the next day, cars had already started turning off and making the block and a half to Wall Drug on Main Street.




They haven’t stopped. Fired by the initial success, Mr. Hustead began expanding the store, adding wares and attractions while installing signs along every highway in South Dakota and neighboring states, all proclaiming just how much farther a motorist had to go to reach the promised land of Wall Drug.




In time Mr. Hustead was spending $300,000 a year on billboard advertising, including Wall Drug signs on London buses and in every train station in Kenya. But it was American G.I.’s who took up the craze and spread the Wall Drug word to the far corners of the world. During World War II it seemed that every sign saying “Kilroy was here,” was accompanied by one giving the mileage to Wall Drug.




(Regulations to keep the nation’s scenic highways free of visual pollution eventually crimped the Hustead style. Still, after I-90 replaced the old highways, periodic surveys showed that as much as three-quarters of the traffic turned off to visit Wall Drug, but then who can resist an exit marked by an 80-foot dinosaur?)




In addition to delighting motorists, the signs generated hundreds of newspaper and magazine articles, many displayed on a wall of Wall Drug, a tourist attraction that seems famous largely for its very fame.
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