The Duty of Delight
The Memoirs of William Alfred
The 1930s, The 1940s, The 1950s

It is not possible for a Christian man to walk across so much as a rood of the natural earth,
with mind unagitated and rightly poised, without receiving strength and hope from some
stone, flower, leaf, or sound, nor without a sense of a dew falling upon him out of the sky;
. .. in much of the doing and teaching even of holy men, who in the recommending of the
love of God to us, refer but seldom to those things in which it is most abundantly and
immediately shown; though they insist much on his giving of bread, and raiment, and
health, (which he gives to all inferior creatures) they require us not to thank him for that
glory of his works which he has permitted us alone to perceive: they tell us often to meditate
in the closet, but they send us not, like Isaac, into the fields at even; they dwell on the duty
of self-denial, but they exhibit not the duty of delight.

John Ruskin, The True and the Beautiful.!

The following pages complete what we have of William Alfred’s autobiography. They
comprise a sequel to those memoirs published in Fiction,? accounts which take us up to
the mid-1930s. The accounts added here proceed with Alfred’s continued family strife
and his studies at St. Francis Prep and Brooklyn College through the war years and into

his first years at Harvard and the premiere of his first play, Agamemnon.

After entering Brooklyn College, William Alfred comes under the influence of a genial
professor and works on the staff of a new periodical The American Poet. This begins his
literary career. Meanwhile his parents continue to engage in the deep quarrels that are
to wound and scar his growing up. Then in 1943 he is dragged out of Brooklyn to
become part of the World War I1. Deeply pacific, he is fortunate enough never to fire a
shot. After playing a part in the tank corps that often crosses over into low comedy, he

goes to language school and learns Bulgarian. Consequently, the army, with the army’s

1 Whether Alfred took his title directly from Ruskin is uncertain. In the archives is a copy of an essay by Rev. John
Catoir, who mentions Dorothy Day’s frequent use of the phrase. She attributes it to Ruskin.

2 Volume 18, Number 2, with memorable introductory essays by Mark Mirsky and Mark O’Donnell. Additional
autobiographical writing by Alfred is included in The Immigrant Experience, Thomas C. Wheeler, ed. (Penguin,
1992).



peculiar logic, sends him to the south Pacific, where he is on duty in the Quartermaster’s

Corps for the remainder of the war.

This is his grand tour, his introduction to the wide world. Raw recruit that he is, he is
already armed with the strong moral courage he attributes to his mother’s influence. His
depiction of wartime, moreover, carries with it a commentary. Implicit in the narrative
is the idea that although leaders were often villains, solders were for the most part
innocents. The nightmare vision he has towards the end of the wars suggests a moral
seriousness elevated out of sight of patriotism or politics. If this war was “the good war,”

it wasn’t good enough for him.4

He comes home to peace-keeping duty in the demilitarized zone between his parents’
lives and to his pursuit of a vocation. His mother, protagonist of his early memoirs,
returns as the central beloved figure in his life. She and he go off on their own for a while
and settle in Manhattan. There he finishes his degree at Brooklyn College. He describes
himself as a desultory undergraduate (although the enthusiastic support of his teachers
at Brooklyn College seems to belie that). He is accepted for graduate study at Harvard
and he is undisciplined enough during his first semester to risk flunking out. His
turnaround is sudden, activated by a strong will. Although he understates the outcome,
his oral exams are evidently a triumph. And, after one false start, he finds a thesis topic
and settles on his field of medieval studies. His account of those early years at Harvard
also includes the production of his Agamemnon at Sanders Theatre. Thus, his academic
career and his career as a playwright are launched simultaneously. His story leaves off

with Alfred as a section man in the English department and a tutor Kirkland House.

Alfred had a wonderfully robust and warm sense of humor and in these memoirs, he
coins a kind of metaphor that I call “Alfredisms.” They are characteristically
extravagant, employing so steep a hyperbole that they end up making fun of themselves.
Some are relatively simple like this one: “I was always late. That cost a nickel fine for a
“tardy slip” and a glare from the first period brother that could have dropped a charging

wolf to its belly.” My favorite of all of them is more complex; it presents his attempt to

3 Encapsulated later in his Clytemnestra’s “. . . some default of faith too base for words,”
4 His Agamemnon shifts Aeschylus’s emphases to one in which the sacrifice of a child for political ends is the crux.



explain to a class of undergraduates a new verse form, “. . . my innovation, the involute
rhyme, which after an eye-crossing morris dance through the rhyme schemes left [the]
class splay-legged in their seats like a Brady photograph of the field after the Battle of
Bull Run.”

That sense of humor, which was often irreverent, easily coexisted with a deep religious
faith. The happiness of this contrast was part of what he meant by “the duty of delight.”
He went to Mass every morning. Readers of the 1950s chapter will get a sense of how
strong his Catholicism was and, to an extent, why it was that strong. The ecstatic
moment he experiences for a few moments in his 20s gives a final and indefatigable

form to his devotion.

His faith did clash, however with the general spirit of the Harvard community, where a
mild ambience of agnosticism ruled. He sees the dominant spirit of the place as
contemptuous of his Catholicism, treating it as aberrant and provincial. This contempt
for his beliefs causes him pain. It sometimes makes him very angry. This is something
he expresses to some of his friends, but with his students he shows no sign of the
conflict. His devotion is as unobtrusive as it is intense. Perhaps this is because he sees
nothing exclusive about his faith. If he is heartened by his religious observances, he sees
nothing wrong in those who do not believe as he does or even those who do not believe
at all. Of all the rules of his religion, he seems to find the injunction against judging

paramount.

And so it has to be, because it is his nature to delight in people, and that is apparent
throughout his memoirs from his accounts of his early childhood friends through the
strong bonds he shares with fellow soldiers and fellow students and through his
establishment of a coterie of highly distinguished friends at Harvard and on Broadway.
“Lillian Hellman used to say that I loved people as compulsively as dog-lovers did dogs.

She was right.”s He celebrates his friends to create a special celebrity for both the

5 Perhaps more right than she knew because his descriptions of dogs and cats are some of the | have seen, He has a
loving touch in these descriptions, but they are also comic, some of them reminding me of the best Booth
cartoons.



famous and the obscure. Some of them are so well known that they require no

identification on my part; others, sadly, seem to have their names “writ in water.”

Since his friends constituted a great joy of his life, and since it is clearly his intention to
give some of them the fame and visibility that life denied them, I have made it my duty
to identify them and their accomplishments. When he talks about the people he loved
most, the rich lyricism of his prose gives him away. Clearly his early friendship with the
poet Shirley Freisinger is of an extraordinary intensity, and I have found where some of
her poems were published. I wanted to find out more about her but could not. His
description of her, however, grants her aa memorability to make up for her biographical

obscurity.

.and | still can see her dashing in, laughing, petit and “saftig,” the
bleached tin-tin cowlick of hair above her brow ablaze with the springdusk that
caught the plastic bubbles she was the first at Brooklyn to sport rainbowing her

fine heart of a face.

Other early friends die young, like the brilliant young Talbot, a classmate at Saint
Francis Prep, who is killed in the war, and Martin Berman, a talented translator, who
dies of disease, before making much of a mark. Then there is the child Helen, dead of

peritonitis, whom he has fixed in my memory when he says he can still see her

sometimes, even now, when I'm doing something automatic, ... racing Topsy
past the Parade Grounds free-roots, a winged maple seed on the bridge of her

nose, her crisp hair bouncing as her heels hit earth.

His account seems to trail off rather than to end. He meant to go on, as his hand-written
outline suggests.i That outline goes through his assuming the Abbott Lawrence Lowell

Professor of the Humanities in 1980. The final chapter noted on the outline breaks the



chronological order, shifting from chronology to topic: “Theater and Famous
Acquaintances.” The emphasis thus created is not surprising. He has been fascinated by
celebrity all his life. As a teenager, he opens a correspondence with Gertrude Stein. As a
young soldier on leave he manages to interview Thomas Mann and has the thrill of a
chance meeting with Marlene Dietrich and Jean Gabin. He closes the 1940s chapter
with glimpses of Nelson Eddy and Greta Garbo®. Later at Harvard and with this success
as a playwright he meets many more celebrities, and some, Robert Lowell and Faye

Dunaway, for instance, and Lillian Hellman, become his close friends.

Had he gone on to write this chapter on celebrity, perhaps he would have left us some
thoughts about his own. Given the ordeals of his childhood and the war and his lifelong
fascination with fame, I imagine that the success of Hogan’s Goat must have delighted
this man deeply. It is heartening to know that so beautifully kind and humble a man was
eventually, finally, so rarely satisfied with his life. Could he ever, who in his youth “knew
[he] had the chances of a cockroach in the Plaza ballroom of ever being respectable. . . ”

have imagined so fine a success?

But the chapter lies unwritten. The text strands us somewhere in the 1950s with Alfred
climbing through the lower academic ranks. He is a resident tutor at Kirkland House
and a section-man in the English Department. He has had his quarrels with Harvard,
but at the end of his account he seems to be at peace with the place and happy. I think
that if this was not the end of what William Alfred wanted to say, it still has a ring of
consonance, a sense of resolution, all dissonance resolved, to the tonic chord. Perhaps
he stopped when his health sapped his energy, but maybe he took time to revisit that

abruptness and, following his duty as a writer, made it into an ending at last.

6 This fascination with fame bled into his early scholarship. His initial (and abandoned) choice of a thesis topic was
a study of the diaries of Charles Boyle, 4th Earl of Orrery, who was not a writer but a friend to famous writers and
whose diaries recorded conversations with them.



A note on this text. What | submit here was first the mooncalf issue of a union | presided
over between an Epson scanner and Microsoft Word. It arrived as a mishmash of crazy
margins, great formless blotches, and fonts so outlandish that even Microsoft could not
identify them, and generally in such a condition as might have made Miss Havisham
reach for a broom. Much of the editorial time | have spent on this manuscript, therefore,
was in fact janitorial if all the more necessary.

As to why | have taken it upon myself to edit these memoirs, | can offer only one
excuse. | did not know William Alfred nearly as well as many others did. | was first his
student, and then | worked for him as a teaching fellow and enjoyed his extraordinary
generosity and company over a period of four years. Others might possess much more
knowledge about him and thus might have undertaken to do a better job than | have.
But no one has, and it seemed to me unlikely that anyone would. So | decided to take
on the task. The ways in which it has enriched my knowledge of a man | greatly revered
is more than payment enough for the time | have spent. | hope | have been
instrumental in enabling William Alfred’s memory to persist if only to make it clear to any
reader that a man of such generosity and kindness really lived.

Peter Grudin
December 2016

i My Mother’s Family
I Anna Maria
Il St. Ann’s Academy
IV Holy Innocents School
V St Francis Preparatory
VI Brooklyn College
VIl Harvard University
VIII Grading and Leading Sections
VIII Tutorial and English 10 91)
IX Instructorship
X General Education
Old English and Chaucer
Xl Assistant Professorship through A. Lowell Chair
Xl Theater and Famous Acquaintances
For some reason this outline makes no mention of his war years. Perhaps he had already written that section.



The Duty of Delight
The Memoirs of William Alfred
The 1930s, The 1940s, The 1950s

It is not possible for a Christian man to walk across so much as a rood of the natural earth,
with mind unagitated and rightly poised, without receiving strength and hope from some
stone, flower, leaf, or sound, nor without a sense of a dew falling upon him out of the sky;
. .. in much of the doing and teaching even of holy men, who in the recommending of the
love of God to us, refer but seldom to those things in which it is most abundantly and
immediately shown; though they insist much on his giving of bread, and raiment, and
health, (which he gives to all inferior creatures) they require us not to thank him for that
glory of his works which he has permitted us alone to perceive: they tell us often to meditate
in the closet, but they send us not, like Isaac, into the fields at even; they dwell on the duty
of self-denial, but they exhibit not the duty of delight.

John Ruskin, The True and the Beautiful.!

The following pages complete what we have of William Alfred’s autobiography. They
comprise a sequel to those memoirs published in Fiction,? accounts which take us up to
the mid-1930s. The accounts added here proceed with Alfred’s continued family strife
and his studies at St. Francis Prep and Brooklyn College through the war years and into

his first years at Harvard and the premiere of his first play, Agamemnon.

After entering Brooklyn College, William Alfred comes under the influence of a genial
professor and works on the staff of a new periodical The American Poet. This begins his
literary career. Meanwhile his parents continue to engage in the deep quarrels that are
to wound and scar his growing up. Then in 1943 he is dragged out of Brooklyn to
become part of the World War I1. Deeply pacific, he is fortunate enough never to fire a
shot. After playing a part in the tank corps that often crosses over into low comedy, he

goes to language school and learns Bulgarian. Consequently, the army, with the army’s

1 Whether Alfred took his title directly from Ruskin is uncertain. In the archives is a copy of an essay by Rev. John
Catoir, who mentions Dorothy Day’s frequent use of the phrase. She attributes it to Ruskin.

2 Volume 18, Number 2, with memorable introductory essays by Mark Mirsky and Mark O’Donnell. Additional
autobiographical writing by Alfred is included in The Immigrant Experience, Thomas C. Wheeler, ed. (Penguin,
1992).



peculiar logic, sends him to the south Pacific, where he is on duty in the Quartermaster’s

Corps for the remainder of the war.

This is his grand tour, his introduction to the wide world. Raw recruit that he is, he is
already armed with the strong moral courage he attributes to his mother’s influence. His
depiction of wartime, moreover, carries with it a commentary. Implicit in the narrative
is the idea that although leaders were often villains, solders were for the most part
innocents. The nightmare vision he has towards the end of the wars suggests a moral
seriousness elevated out of sight of patriotism or politics. If this war was “the good war,”

it wasn’t good enough for him.4

He comes home to peace-keeping duty in the demilitarized zone between his parents’
lives and to his pursuit of a vocation. His mother, protagonist of his early memoirs,
returns as the central beloved figure in his life. She and he go off on their own for a while
and settle in Manhattan. There he finishes his degree at Brooklyn College. He describes
himself as a desultory undergraduate (although the enthusiastic support of his teachers
at Brooklyn College seems to belie that). He is accepted for graduate study at Harvard
and he is undisciplined enough during his first semester to risk flunking out. His
turnaround is sudden, activated by a strong will. Although he understates the outcome,
his oral exams are evidently a triumph. And, after one false start, he finds a thesis topic
and settles on his field of medieval studies. His account of those early years at Harvard
also includes the production of his Agamemnon at Sanders Theatre. Thus, his academic
career and his career as a playwright are launched simultaneously. His story leaves off

with Alfred as a section man in the English department and a tutor Kirkland House.

Alfred had a wonderfully robust and warm sense of humor and in these memoirs, he
coins a kind of metaphor that I call “Alfredisms.” They are characteristically
extravagant, employing so steep a hyperbole that they end up making fun of themselves.
Some are relatively simple like this one: “I was always late. That cost a nickel fine for a
“tardy slip” and a glare from the first period brother that could have dropped a charging

wolf to its belly.” My favorite of all of them is more complex; it presents his attempt to

3 Encapsulated later in his Clytemnestra’s “. . . some default of faith too base for words,”
4 His Agamemnon shifts Aeschylus’s emphases to one in which the sacrifice of a child for political ends is the crux.



explain to a class of undergraduates a new verse form, “. . . my innovation, the involute
rhyme, which after an eye-crossing morris dance through the rhyme schemes left [the]
class splay-legged in their seats like a Brady photograph of the field after the Battle of
Bull Run.”

That sense of humor, which was often irreverent, easily coexisted with a deep religious
faith. The happiness of this contrast was part of what he meant by “the duty of delight.”
He went to Mass every morning. Readers of the 1950s chapter will get a sense of how
strong his Catholicism was and, to an extent, why it was that strong. The ecstatic
moment he experiences for a few moments in his 20s gives a final and indefatigable

form to his devotion.

His faith did clash, however with the general spirit of the Harvard community, where a
mild ambience of agnosticism ruled. He sees the dominant spirit of the place as
contemptuous of his Catholicism, treating it as aberrant and provincial. This contempt
for his beliefs causes him pain. It sometimes makes him very angry. This is something
he expresses to some of his friends, but with his students he shows no sign of the
conflict. His devotion is as unobtrusive as it is intense. Perhaps this is because he sees
nothing exclusive about his faith. If he is heartened by his religious observances, he sees
nothing wrong in those who do not believe as he does or even those who do not believe
at all. Of all the rules of his religion, he seems to find the injunction against judging

paramount.

And so it has to be, because it is his nature to delight in people, and that is apparent
throughout his memoirs from his accounts of his early childhood friends through the
strong bonds he shares with fellow soldiers and fellow students and through his
establishment of a coterie of highly distinguished friends at Harvard and on Broadway.
“Lillian Hellman used to say that I loved people as compulsively as dog-lovers did dogs.

She was right.”s He celebrates his friends to create a special celebrity for both the

5 Perhaps more right than she knew because his descriptions of dogs and cats are some of the | have seen, He has a
loving touch in these descriptions, but they are also comic, some of them reminding me of the best Booth
cartoons.



famous and the obscure. Some of them are so well known that they require no

identification on my part; others, sadly, seem to have their names “writ in water.”

Since his friends constituted a great joy of his life, and since it is clearly his intention to
give some of them the fame and visibility that life denied them, I have made it my duty
to identify them and their accomplishments. When he talks about the people he loved
most, the rich lyricism of his prose gives him away. Clearly his early friendship with the
poet Shirley Freisinger is of an extraordinary intensity, and I have found where some of
her poems were published. I wanted to find out more about her but could not. His
description of her, however, grants her aa memorability to make up for her biographical

obscurity.

.and | still can see her dashing in, laughing, petit and “saftig,” the
bleached tin-tin cowlick of hair above her brow ablaze with the springdusk that
caught the plastic bubbles she was the first at Brooklyn to sport rainbowing her

fine heart of a face.

Other early friends die young, like the brilliant young Talbot, a classmate at Saint
Francis Prep, who is killed in the war, and Martin Berman, a talented translator, who
dies of disease, before making much of a mark. Then there is the child Helen, dead of

peritonitis, whom he has fixed in my memory when he says he can still see her

sometimes, even now, when I'm doing something automatic, ... racing Topsy
past the Parade Grounds free-roots, a winged maple seed on the bridge of her

nose, her crisp hair bouncing as her heels hit earth.

His account seems to trail off rather than to end. He meant to go on, as his hand-written
outline suggests.i That outline goes through his assuming the Abbott Lawrence Lowell

Professor of the Humanities in 1980. The final chapter noted on the outline breaks the



chronological order, shifting from chronology to topic: “Theater and Famous
Acquaintances.” The emphasis thus created is not surprising. He has been fascinated by
celebrity all his life. As a teenager, he opens a correspondence with Gertrude Stein. As a
young soldier on leave he manages to interview Thomas Mann and has the thrill of a
chance meeting with Marlene Dietrich and Jean Gabin. He closes the 1940s chapter
with glimpses of Nelson Eddy and Greta Garbo®. Later at Harvard and with this success
as a playwright he meets many more celebrities, and some, Robert Lowell and Faye

Dunaway, for instance, and Lillian Hellman, become his close friends.

Had he gone on to write this chapter on celebrity, perhaps he would have left us some
thoughts about his own. Given the ordeals of his childhood and the war and his lifelong
fascination with fame, I imagine that the success of Hogan’s Goat must have delighted
this man deeply. It is heartening to know that so beautifully kind and humble a man was
eventually, finally, so rarely satisfied with his life. Could he ever, who in his youth “knew
[he] had the chances of a cockroach in the Plaza ballroom of ever being respectable. . . ”

have imagined so fine a success?

But the chapter lies unwritten. The text strands us somewhere in the 1950s with Alfred
climbing through the lower academic ranks. He is a resident tutor at Kirkland House
and a section-man in the English Department. He has had his quarrels with Harvard,
but at the end of his account he seems to be at peace with the place and happy. I think
that if this was not the end of what William Alfred wanted to say, it still has a ring of
consonance, a sense of resolution, all dissonance resolved, to the tonic chord. Perhaps
he stopped when his health sapped his energy, but maybe he took time to revisit that

abruptness and, following his duty as a writer, made it into an ending at last.

6 This fascination with fame bled into his early scholarship. His initial (and abandoned) choice of a thesis topic was
a study of the diaries of Charles Boyle, 4th Earl of Orrery, who was not a writer but a friend to famous writers and
whose diaries recorded conversations with them.



A note on this text. What | submit here was first the mooncalf issue of a union | presided
over between an Epson scanner and Microsoft Word. It arrived as a mishmash of crazy
margins, great formless blotches, and fonts so outlandish that even Microsoft could not
identify them, and generally in such a condition as might have made Miss Havisham
reach for a broom. Much of the editorial time | have spent on this manuscript, therefore,
was in fact janitorial if all the more necessary.

As to why | have taken it upon myself to edit these memoirs, | can offer only one
excuse. | did not know William Alfred nearly as well as many others did. | was first his
student, and then | worked for him as a teaching fellow and enjoyed his extraordinary
generosity and company over a period of four years. Others might possess much more
knowledge about him and thus might have undertaken to do a better job than | have.
But no one has, and it seemed to me unlikely that anyone would. So | decided to take
on the task. The ways in which it has enriched my knowledge of a man | greatly revered
is more than payment enough for the time | have spent. | hope | have been
instrumental in enabling William Alfred’s memory to persist if only to make it clear to any
reader that a man of such generosity and kindness really lived.

Peter Grudin
December 2016

i My Mother’s Family
I Anna Maria
Il St. Ann’s Academy
IV Holy Innocents School
V St Francis Preparatory
VI Brooklyn College
VIl Harvard University
VIII Grading and Leading Sections
VIII Tutorial and English 10 91)
IX Instructorship
X General Education
Old English and Chaucer
Xl Assistant Professorship through A. Lowell Chair
Xl Theater and Famous Acquaintances
For some reason this outline makes no mention of his war years. Perhaps he had already written that section.



Williamm Alfred The Duty of Delieght The 1930s

Three years later in Flatbush, when hostilities broke out again in my parents' Civil
War, my father beat a retreat to the Hotel Dixie above the BMI entrance onto Forty
Second Street (“A radio in every room.”) Two days later, when | got home from
school, he was waiting for me downstairs. He asked me if since he'd left I'd heard a
man's voice in the living room after my mother sent me off to bed. I told him no. He
put me in the car and drove me back to New York, and bought me a box of blocks in
the stationery store across Third from our old apartment. That shook me up. In time
as well as space. | was too old for blocks, and too near St. Anne's for comfort. On the
steering wheel, his right thumb kept massaging the web of skin between his fourth
finger and pinky. He faced the oncoming traffic with the unfocussed stare | once saw
on his face when he lost a dime or thought he had, and took apart the steel green

Windsor bed he shared with my mother in search of it.

On the way back to Brooklyn, he cross-examined me. “You didn't even hear a man's

voice on the radio?” “Maybe. | might have.” “Are you sure it was on the radio? Were

there visitors? Miggsy, maybe?” “I don't remember. | was half asleep.” “You aren't
sure it was Miggsy?” “No. I'm not.” By then my mother [was] walking home after work
with the supper groceries [and] asked me what | was doing in my father's car. |
jumped out with a box of blocks in my hands. “What’s that?” she asked. “He gave it to
me,” | said. She looked at me. “You rat,” she said. “Then I'm right.” he said. “You dirty,

rotten thing,” she said to me, and ran upstairs.

He followed, and holding the blocks like eggs, | hung back behind them. Their voices
rang up the stairwell. Doors opened and slammed on the landings. My mother unlocked
our door and shot through it. | ran into the bedroom and lay down on my bed. Topsy

jumped up from beneath it to join me. It lasted only minutes; my father made for the

William Alfred The Duty of Delight The 1930s (Addenda)
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door, my mother slammed it behind him, and glared into the bedroom. “Go with him,

you, why don’t you? You're his, not mine.”

Topsy jumped back under the bed. My mother turned her back on me and stabbed back
to the living room on her high heels. | sat tight. Twenty minutes later she called in coldly:
“Your supper's on the table. Do your homework and go to bed.” She put on her hat and
coat, and left me there. | ate, fed Topsy, washed and dried the dishes, and went to bed.
| lay there till near ten when her step woke me. Through slitted eyes, | saw her look in
on me. She walked back to the living room. She didn't talk to me then or speak a word

to me for the rest of the week. | read myself to sleep as best | could.

| turned away from the memory of my parent's infuriated faces as | turned away from
the frown on Anna Maria dead, and the smile on the boy next door looking down at the
boat his father made him. Like my great-uncle Mutton before me, what | could not

control | deflected my gaze from and would not “deign to notice.”

Dealing with death, that seemed to work; life was a different matter. Imperceptibly my
body changed. By twelve my arms and legs were downing, and | felt an irresistible
elation. Why | did not know, for raised as | was by celibate nuns and brothers and
edgy parents, | did not know a single thing about my body. Because of the distance
kept from me by my father, it was my mother that gave me intimate instruction. When |
was mistaking nocturnal emissions for bed-wetting, she said | was to shave and
shower each day (I was thirteen), making sure to wash and rinse beneath my foreskin.
The other boys were as virginal as I. Sometimes in summer when the sap ran high,
underneath the shrubbery in the Park, we'd drop our pants and with twigs for scalpels,

take turns playing doctor with each other.

Only once, did we see a girl in what we called “the altogether,” standing on the kitchen-

table in her apartment, after which she may as well have been the Whore of Babylon,

William Alfred The Duty of Delight The 1930s (Addenda)
2



poor soul, so deep and frigid was the Coventry she was sent to. Our ruttishness we took
for “animal spirits,” and drained it off in the violence of play, winters in tag, shoving and
punching each other in the muscles, summers, at Ravenwood Pool in Coney Island, our
elastic locker anklets rattling on the concrete, snapping our knotted towels at each
other's backsides. One boy's favorite pulp, “Doc Savage,” was passed from hand to
hand, its black, blurred woodcuts of half-naked girls about to be beaten for “having
proven false.” When it came round to me, my mother tore it in pieces and told me never
to bring such filth in the house again. To our minds, attraction and violence went
together. Once Helen's mother asked me to hear her spelling, and when she spelled a
word wrong, | banged her marbleized notebook down hard on her head. Years later, in
the Leicester Square public convenience in London, | recoiled and looked away from a
message scrawled there: “MASTER WANTS SLAVE” in crazy-looking jagged capitals,
and under it, in the same jagged hand, but tiny, “slave wants master.” That madness
seems to have figured in accounts of loving from Catullus on, if not even earlier,
entranced subjection then enraged rejection. Perhaps it goes beyond gender to animal
condition. Augustine thought so when he identified the primal sin as pride, the satanic

first under whose spell,

Each woman and each man
Craves what it cannot have
Not universal love,

But to be loved alone.

All that going on in me, | deflected my gaze from in the next two years. At thirteen, | was
so full of baffled “ragerye” (as Chaucer called it) that | made a male dummy which |

bound and flung downstairs.

Up to then, my evasions worked, mostly through reading. Summer and winter |
devoured book on book: Oliver Twist, the story of the bastard who turned out well born

(one of my fantasies was | was the dead Tsarevich), Jo the girl in Little Women with

William Alfred The Duty of Delight The 1930s (Addenda)
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boy's hair, and the books of the founder of the naturalistic novel, Horatio Alger, where

boys on their own bested vicious foes and made themselves millionaires. And beside

the books, there was the weekend glamour of New York, the dream of the wild nobility
to be won by art.

Imperceptibly as my manhood, my future deepened. Commencement finally came in
1936. I've lost the picture they took of all of us, the boys in blue suit coats and long
cream flannels (for some our first longs), the girls [in] starched white dresses to the
shin, Evangeline-caps on their hair of delicate, stiffened chiffon. Soon we moved to a
house near Brooklyn College, four subway stops away, my father pooled his bonus
money with Miggsy to buy. There, to celebrate my fourteenth birthday, they gave me
my first party (Miggsy, the strait-laced widow next door and my mother and father, the
sole guests) where Miggsy danced his “goat-dance” and yelled that if he drank another
drop of lager, he'd have a “wet dream”, meaning he'd piss himself, at which the widow
next door turned the color of blanc-mange.

Two weeks later (we left no forwarding address and had no telephone) | learned that
Helen had died of peritonitis on the operating table. | put it out of mind. But sometimes,
even now, when I'm doing something automatic, | see her racing Topsy past the Parade
Grounds tree-roots, a winged maple seed on the bridge of her nose, her crisp hair

bouncing as her heels hit earth.

Repeal made facing losses easier. Saturdays, my parents would take Topsy and me to
Bock and MacCarthy’s, a tavern facing Seventeenth Street on Church, and drink
themselves mellow on three pitchers of beer while | took in the neighborhood dirt the
regulars were dishing and sneakily matched the both of them glass for glass. We had to
take Topsy. Much though she hated the smell of the malt and the shoes charging in and
out the tables, she loved the potato-chips; and left home, she would howl like the Hound
of the Baskervilles, gnaw anything in reach to splinters, and soak the floor in a one-dog
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Johnstown Flood. There, as my mother had in the second place kitchen, | learned the

lives of grown-ups by transfusion.

The Mitchells and MacShanes were my best teachers. Kathleen MacShane was the
secretary of one of the partners in Hemphill, Noyes, where my mother ran the
switchboard. As such, in rank she was to my mother what a full colonel [is] to a
corporal. She was married to a gentle southerner, the son of an Episcopalian prelate,
and every weekend her husband and she entertained their “star-border,” a droll,
handsome man who, marinated as jar of pickled herring, kept them laughing in a soft,
sighing way with outlandish fancies (I will trade you the Brooklyn Bridge for the Empire
State Building, but only if you wrap it first in brown paper.) They had a set of Dickens,
onion-skin and limp-leather. They sometimes brought me to look at in their apartment,
picking up a pint of chocolate ice cream on the way. They'd down one stiff Tom Collins
after another while | downed the ice cream out of the carton, washed my hands and
covetously turned the Dickens page by page, decoding the plot from the Cruikshank

illustrations.

Families were vibrant enough those days in New York and Brooklyn to evolve into
legends. Through my mother, | had the luck to be admitted into one of them, the Mitchell
Family. Children of an Ancient Mariner of a retired policeman and a daughter of the
American Revolution, they had their father's mesmeric fascination and the poise that
was the heritage of their dead mother. If beauty is nature's wealth, they were
millionaires. Dorothy, the eldest, trim as Chanel, and as definitively chic, was married to
a solid and generous bail-bondsman and lived in an apartment house “with a canopy”
down Twenty-first near Dorchester, the Faubourg St. Honoré of Flatbush. Up from
there, in a seraglio of a railroad flat on Regent's Place, their eldest sister, Margaret,
Peggy, thin and tough as a poker, but tirelessly loving, kept house for her pasha of a
father and his breathtaking court. Patricia, long-legged, soft but lithe as panther with a
black bob shaggy as her monkey skin coat, and a sardonic tongue as quick as her

breasty high-shouldered lope, and opal-eyed Joan, christened Adelaide, blonde and
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cherishing as summer light, at whose passing | have seen Times Square mounted cops
pretend to swoon, worked as showgirls in the Broadway nightclubs. James, six foot
when that height was still princely, of whom Gary Cooper seemed a mere working copy,
clerked in Purchase-and-Sales at Fenner Beane on Wall Street. The eldest sister was,
they all said, the only one that really “had the looks.” She had taken the prize as the
loveliest girl in Brooklyn, married early and died bearing her first child, Rita, near my
age, who'd sit spellbound over a book with cantilevered heels, twirling a lock of her hair,
whenever Peggy ran the carpet-sweeper straight at her shins.

It was my New York Saturdays with Albert Geiger?! that truly laid the ground of my
education. Along with such necessary certainties as my faith, the multiplication tables,
and how to spell, my vague caravanserai through Holy Innocents' left me with a loose
confetti of such facts as “Haverstraw is famous for its bricks; and Troy is famous for its
washable collars.” Those didn't earn me the grades to get into St. Augustine's, the
diocesan high School. Cash was for the moment easy enough for my mother to offer me
the choice of Brooklyn Prep, the Jesuit Academy on Crown Heights, or St. Francis
Preparatory, the high-school run by Franciscan Brothers in Anna Maria's neighborhood.
Hierarchies still obtained then in everything from hand-laundries to religious orders.
Jesuits were to Brooklyn what they were to Joyce's Dublin, the major-domos of
respectability, the ushers into the world of the lace curtains. | would no more have
dreamed of aspiring to that world than of waltzing into the posh Flatbush Avenue
Schraffts in my ripe corduroy knickers and joining some lady in her kidskin gloves over
“The Tomato Surprise.” Deluded as | was about my ambition of becoming “a great
American writer,” | knew | had the chances of a cockroach in the Plaza ballroom of ever
being respectable. | took one look at the prim registrar behind the gleaming counter at

Brooklyn Prep, turned tail and ran.

11922- A highly popular and prolific designer of women’s clothes.
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What sold me on St. Francis was where it was. Fronting Baltic Street, shaded by two
elephant-leg sycamores, like the Portuguese mahogany bookcase in Gertrude's back-
parlor it had a look of having made a rakish peace with change. A stately brick L built
in the ample days of the eighteen forties as a Protestant seminary, its three tall stories
of Pugin Gothic windows cradled a yard, once grass, now slated over. Its dignity
shone through what it had weathered as good-naturedly as Marguerite Dumont's the
wild attentions of all four Marx Brothers. Bridging Court Street and Smith, it
symbolized the social mobility it offered as casually as its eroding precincts did what
such mobility might cost. It had the air of invincible generosity. Its gate wide open to a
homey street edited out for me the pain of St. Anne's soccer yard. Behind it was a

“I”

capital “I” of grass, with a toy-fountained gazebo in its middle at the foot of a broad
flight of stairs from the long monastery Saratogan verandah. It was two of a very hot
July afternoon that | walked down them, and still except for the trickling of the fountain.
| asked a dozing old brother in a shabby cassock where | should go. (He was Brother
Vincent, | later discovered, an admired acquaintance of President Roosevelt's.) He
looked at me deeply. “The way is through there dear,” he said, and reclosed his eyes.

It was through there in every sense of that phrase there is.

St. Francis was a subway school, all boys, predominantly Brooklyn working-class. It
took almost a full hour hip to hip in the morning Brighton Local (what it now takes to fly
to New York from Boston) to get from Avenue H to Borough Hall, plus fifteen minutes
more at a dead trot, bright, dim or wet, to make it down Court from Montague Street to
Baltic. | was always late. That cost a nickel fine for a “tardy slip” and a glare from the
first period brother that could have dropped a charging wolf to its belly. I didn't care.
There was a skit of Grock's?, says Erich Heller3, where a drunken man in white tie and

tails reads the gutter underneath a street lamp in search of a lost key. A policeman asks

2 Charles Adrien Wettach, 1880-1959. A famous Swiss clown.
31911-1990. Writer and scholar with a special interest in in German philosophy.
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him if he is sure that's where he lost it. “No,” the man replies, “but here the light is

better.”

Court Street was that to me, a site of memory where light erases loss. Down it,
consecrated and retouched into a holy picture like the photo of a modern saint, lay the
stoop at Second Place, Anna Maria on it with her lapful of kittens, her stories and her
lunges towards the clarity of learning. Four years had cushioned me that well from the
horror her death. And every day the subway-ride from Flatbush put the troubled
certainty of home behind. When | came out of subway dark into the light of common
day, the street belonged to me as much as to any energetic stranger hurtling past to
offices or college (Brooklyn College, as scattered then as my brain, was holding classes
on random floors throughout the downtown buildings). | felt the panicky elation | used to
feel on Champlain, when, untaught to swim, the water-lights in my eyes, | dived off the
big boys' diving board into the rubber snake that was all that stood between me and the
smothering muck below. My mother's hope was that | would be the first in the family to
finish high-school and maybe even college if the luck held out. The luck held out, but

more heroically, so did my mother's purpose.

Hard up like everybody, it was not only a pink slip we feared, but a policeman at the
door as in Seventy-Sixth Street. We lived fugitive, the name on the letter box the alias |
still live by, the phone when we could at last afford one unlisted. We therefore prayed
for luck. Ten o'clock Tuesday morning never passed without my mother's having said
nine “Our Father’s, “Hail Mary’s and “Glory Be”s in honor of St. Anthony, patron saint of
lost persons and things. And my father, in the full stare of his insomniac remorse, every
week put a fresh buck from his pay under his chipped doll of the Infant of Prague.
Everyone on the job did something like that; and those without a religion prayed as best
they could, by chain letters, sweepstake tickets and the pari-mutuel numbers in the
back of The Daily Mirror. Turner’s wide West had shrunk to the corner newsstand, but

its dream of Eldorado never died, perhaps because it was as absurd as the nightmare
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of Depression that had canceled the idea of security of income and with it the mirage of

the inviolability of home.

The more implausible the mirage, the more irresistible its allure. After the fiasco of
sharing the house with Miggsy, we finecombed the Eagle real-estate pages every
Sunday. We moved four times in four years. The apartment | loved most was four
rooms on the top floor of a completely renovated tenement house, Eighth Street near
Third, at the run-down heels of Park Slope. Its plaster hard as marble and dazzling
white as a hospital surgery, light shot through it North to South all day. It fronted on a
street out of Currier and lves, what those days was called an “island street,” an oasis in
a slum, tight-bricked four-storied houses, with swept stoops and sidewalks, preserved
from disorder by the strict ties of the Italian families that owned them and the Mafia that
served them as police. Its rear windows held all Bedford-Stuyvesant in fee, the
Williamsburg bank with its golden filigreed clock throbbing into light as the sky went
navy-blue behind it and my mother's heels on the stairs sent Topsy into her nightly tap-
dance.

The soul of the day was that hour life returned to the rooms as breath to stunned body. |
would open the door and in she would fling, rosy with sunset: hugging the big brown
grocery bags to her like babies, her own person the first time that huddled day. She
rarely carne in without something special or droll she had picked up from a posh place
or a toy peddler, a flawless Bartlett pear and a quarter pound of English Stilton wrapped
in the distinctive white ribbed paper with the white twine double knot of Callahan’s, the
rich brokers' delicatessen in the Fulton Market, a dog house she'd set up, her back
turned toward you, stand back from and shout, which shot a tin Boston Bull out onto to
the table, a piece of waked string passed through a needle's eye in the bottom of
topless tin can, which yipped “Hello Sweet Tart!” in piercing soprano when you pulled
the string through fast, and drove Topsy mad, thick tablets of Baker's chocolate in their
small blue boxes, the Belle Chocolatiere on it in the colors of an old book.
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Food was numinous to her, our supper her Mass. Nothing she touched did not
transubstantiate into life's flavor, not even the pound of chopped round steak when the
week's cash sank (“Cut all the fat off: I'm on a doctor's diet”), which she deepened the
taste of with a peeled, crushed tomato, or turned into Burgoo King (an A and P stew out
of Woman's Day) [which] she turned into Boeuf Bourguignon with her own Masonically
secret spices (“That's the secret!” she’d say, with ill-concealed triumph [dried basil].)
She served that with Irish boiled potatoes that laughed out of their skins and exploded
into lightness crowned with “the best tub-butter” we bought by the half-pound and used
with abandon (“To Hell with poverty!”). While she was cooking, I'd take Topsy out for a
dash in and out [of] the scruffy lots along Third Avenue in and out [of] their cowlicked
weeds “to read the papers” as my mother called her navigation by nose. Occasionally
I'd hotfoot it to Ebingers near the full state of Sixth Avenue for a rugged-crusted caraway
rye and three Othellos, sliced round spongecakes sandwiching butter cream so good

you felt the chocolate had died and gone to chocolate-heaven.

More often, waiting for my father, she would make her own desert, sometimes cream-
custard laced with chewy rice, or in season a thin-crusted rhubarb pie, its latticed top as
buttery as the “best imported toffee.” My father adored the custard so much he once

spooned down a half pound bowl of it before the pork chops made it to the table.

Those last three years at St. Francis in order to measure up to my best friend, Talbot,
who got the best grades in every course in the school and pitched a no-hit game his
junior year, | moved out of my long sulk at duty and promised myself | would work hard
and learn. Up to then such a sense of purpose used to come and go with the red paper
leaves and marbleized notebooks in the Five-and-Dime windows. It wasn’t reading texts

that | held back from, but the stupefying boredom of their style.

But from 1936 on, the world invaded Brooklyn. Friday nights on Albemarle Road and
Flatbush, Father Coughlin's Christian Front, a pro-Franco group, harangued the

passers-by with threats of the red menace and Jewish domination, that in a largely
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Jewish neighborhood in years when the venom of Fascism was slowly paralyzing
Europe from Berlin to Madrid. Even if you never read the papers, you could not help but
see what was happening. My refugee doctor on King's Highway was treating me
Thursdays for sinus. While | was waiting, a woman, in black from head to foot, would be
led in by two young men. | never saw her face. She wore a satin-hemmed widow's veil
to her waist, and never opened her mouth to either escort as she waited her turn. Shy
though | was at seventeen, | finally dared to ask the Doctor what she suffered from.
“The Nazis murdered her husband in front of her,” he said. “I'm giving her injections.
They seem to help.” Our French Teacher spoke at one Christian Front meeting, with a
Mack Truck of a boy from the Literary Club standing guard beside him. Two of my idols,
Dorothy Parker and Hemingway, gave me the guts to try and make a stand. | typed out
a pro-loyalist plea based on Christian Charity and tacked it on the Sycamore to the right
of the schoolyard gate. You'd have thought | was Luther. The French teacher put me
into Coventry and the beefy member of the literary club delicately suggested that people
who did not know what they were talking about generally got into more trouble than they
were trying to cause. | typed a second manifesto out and posted it. When | went out at
noon, it had been taken down; and | was summoned by Brother Charles, the Principal,
to his office. “You are to post no more ‘manifestos’ on that tree,” he said. | tried my
skinny best to assume the burly indomitability of Paul Muni as Emile Zola. He smiled.
“‘Because, you see, | have instructed them under the counsel of charity that as
members of a Franciscan school, they are strictly bound by, that they are never again to
vent social hatred on Flatbush Avenue on the Jewish Sabbath, or even to stand by
while it is being vented. You've won. Go back to class, for the love of God.” | was

moved as | always have been by unexpected decency.

Up to then, my religious education having been straight Baltimore Catechism. | had not
as yet seen the famous prayer ascribed to St. Francis) which put that root of that

decency into words:
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Lord, make me an instrument of Thy peace:
Where there is hatred, let me sow love;
Where there is resentment, forgiveness;
Where there is doubt, faith;

Where there is despair, hope;

Where there is darkness, light.

O divine Master, may | not seek to be consoled,
Not to be understood, but to understand,
Not to be loved, but fo love;

Because in giving we receive,

In pardoning we will obtain Thy Pardon;

In dying in Thee we are born to eternal life.

And even though | had been appointed Novice-Master of our branch of The Third Order

Secular of St. Francis (a lay order dedicated to deepening the spirituality of souls in

ordinary life) | had never been shown the one letter that is provably by the saint, to a

young follower who had been scandalized by someone in his community (cited by

Auerbach in Mimesis):

All those things which get in the way of your loving the Lord God,

and anyone-members of the community or others—who creates a

stumbling-block, even if he beats you, you most hold as a grace.

And you are to want it that way and not otherwise. And that must

be your true obedience to the Lord God and me, because | know

for sure that is what it is. And love those who do these things to you,

and you are not to wish anything else from them except such as

the Lord may have given you, and you are not to wish that they be

better Christians. And through that, | will understand whether you

love God and me, His servant.

William Alfred
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Yet from my very first sight of Brother Vincent by the fountain, | sensed that charity
every day around me like good weather. Once, however, | felt its rougher side, and
deserved to. Brother Patrick, our Latin teacher, was my particular hero. He embodied
the highest stage of the Franciscan ideal, Franciscan poverty, doing without with not a
second’s repining. The arm with which he wrote out the steeplechase of paradigms he
put us laughing through had been warped by birth or disease. His cassock, separating
at seams and hem, shiny and scuffed by turns as an old patent leather shoe, shone for
me like the biblical wedding garment. And yet once when | mocked a boy in the class
for using a word wrong, he landed on me like a falling wall, made me see the hurt he
saw in the boy's face. Arrogant and skinless though | was, | bore the scalding without

resentment. | moved a quarter inch toward manhood.

Most of the time, however, | was the star of an interior extravaganza that would have
beggared the Radio City Music Hall to produce. My faith in that figmentary majesty, a
mirage of glory plagiarized from good books and bad movies, and lit by my adoring
mother (I was at that time, her "tall, slender jackrose”) made an image of me, the kind,

as Yeats wrote, nuns and mothers worship.*

How compelling such images are, you have only to leaf through the pictures of the young
in the Sunday ads to grasp, as virginal as Narcissus, as inhuman as flowers. At any rate,
mine took classmates in as wholly as my mother. | too had my day-dream Elysium. Its
Pan was the Picasso of the blue period; its tutelary genius was Gertrude Stein. Even then
| saw that Picasso wanted to be what he imagined, the arrogantly beautiful gipsy boy of
“Youth,” unmoved by anything else but his untouched self. | saw that the gipsy meant to

him what the Indian guide did to me in the Smitty Comic book my parents gave me when

4y “Among School Children.”
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they brought me back from camp and gave me back my home, a visual mantra of who |
really was. The statue of Miss Stein by Davidson that stands, the Lord be praised, in
Bryant Park captures what she meant to me those days. The careless topknot, the open
lap turned her into an avatar of Anna Maria. My generation was the first of which it was
said, “when good Americans die, they go to Paris.” Our gospel was The Autobiography
of Alice B. Toklas. | read it spineless, as well as its sequel, Everybody's Autobiography. |
wrote Miss Stein several times, the last time about a childhood book we had in common.
Albert and | had saved enough to go to the first-run of Garbo in Ninotchka. On the way
out to the subway, | opened the downstairs letter box, and was stunned to find an answer,

on paper the color of the morning sky, in a script that would have blinded a young eagle:

My dear William Alfred

That is a funny name but rather a nice one yes | do think | had the
other two letters and now there are three and | am pleased about
Donald and Dorothy (the eighteen-nineties Mary Mapes Dodge
serial we had in common). It did have something to do with tasting
a piece of cloth to see if it had salt water in it did it not and | do tell
the Saturday Club opening November 4 to keep on going if you
can't read you should write and if you cannot write you should
read but the happiest are those who both read and write and |
hope the Saturday Club will be full up with them the amount of the
poem is rather interesting write when you like | always like to read

and | always like to write

Always

Gertrude St
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The Saturday Club was what Albert and | began to call our jaunts to New York. That |
now belong to the Saturday Club founded by Emerson and Hawthorne in Boston is owing

to that letter from Miss Stein. It was my passport to Parnassus.

To this day my heart ripples like a lake under breeze when | think of my classmates at
St. Francis and what they meant to me, the only place | felt at ease outside my family,
Talbot, handsome in soul and mind and person, McCarthy, sensitively vibrant and
inventively hilarious, Nelson, pensive and sage, mooring us to earth. That sense of
safety the thought of them gave me did not leave me even on that warm Sunday when
the Nazis crossed the Polish Corridor, and returning home from Mass at Saint Savior’s,
| heard out of the open windows down Ninth Street, the exhausted voice of Chamberlain
declaring war. | don't know where Nelson is now. McCarthy is a Xaverian brother in
Louisville. Talbot waved to me in Denver station as | was shipping in and he shipping
out. Of the one hundred twenty members of our senior class, twelve were killed in the

war. Talbot was one of them.

My college blessed me as deeply as my high-school. We could not afford St. Francis or
St. John’s. The best | could manage was an automatic admission through my B average
to Brooklyn College, where tuition was eighteen dollars a year. Peaceable Kingdom that
St. Francis was, its glory was also its limit, innocence. The curriculum there, 1936 to
1940, was still a version of the quadrivium and trivium that had held fossilized sway
since Charlemagne's school at Aachen. Latin, taught through drill, imparted Grammatr,
Logic, and Rhetoric by osmosis. Arithmetic and Geometry were no longer preparations
for Astronomy; and Music unless the blows in the skull | suffered learning it (ad astra
per ardua®) were meant to give a foretaste of the music of the spheres.® Ecclesiastical
History had shrunk from the bloody gorgeousness of Eusebius and Bede to the dry

cathetical annals of Barclay Street hacks. The triumph of Christianity over human

5 to the stars through difficulties.

6 A word or two must be missing here. The gist of what Alfred is saying, though, is clear enough. The curriculum
was outmoded and had drifted from its original set of relationships. (All four elements of the quadrivium were all
originally seen as mathematical, with “music” defined as the study of harmonics.)
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cowardice, for instance, was driven home by rote repetitions of the three categories of
apostates, sacrificati, thurificati and libellatici (those who sacrificed to pagan gods, those
who offered them incense, and those who bought forged documents claiming that [they]
did both), memorized with sacrilegious relish us as “sacrificati, thurificati, and Balls
McCarthy.” Physics, being less precarious to the soul, was taught with larger, if
puzzling, freedom. We were to deduce the laws of motion by watching a rusted roller-
skate roll down a warped floorboard. English was mostly spelling and parsing. (I once
had to make up for misspelling “possessive” by writing it out five hundred times.)
Literature was Reading, policed as an occasion of sin as full of pitfalls as Surf Avenue in
Coney Island. | remember listening as a sophomore to a book-report on Joe Strong, the
Boy “Fish,” a best seller from the Five and Dime. As for what Radcliffe called “Jolly
UPS” in the wild fifties, the one that comes first to mind is a party held in the cellar-
gymnasium “Come to the Gala Fiesta / To be held in the Prep School Palaestra), in
which after wolfing down boiled hot-dogs and Pepsi Cola (more for a nickel), the guests,
all males in their late teens, joined hands and circled to the right, singing, “You put your
right foot in, etc.”

The Brooklyn College Gymnasium where | underwent the physical required for
entrance was my initiation into the larger society of the City. Up to then what passed
between me and any doctor | consulted always had been private. Here they went over
each of us like inspectors at the end of an assembly line, and handed each of us a
printed list where they checked whatever defect had been discovered. | passed to my
relief without a blemish. As we were leaving to put our clothes back on, the young Don
Quixote in front of me showed me his card with a wounded grin: “Odoriferous Feet.”

The first year might have given even Talbot the bends. | who had had to memorize
The Elements of Euclid in order to get out of high school now had to master the
labyrinth of non-Euclidian geometry in order to get through my first term. | also seemed
to have been led up the garden path in history: According to our text-book, the
persecution of the Catholic Church in President Calles’s Mexico—the fiercest anywhere,
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Graham Greene believed, since the reign of Elizabeth—was the necessary first step
towards democracy. Every morning from the subway station to the Glenwood Road
college-gate we ran through a long gauntlet of mimeographed propagandists, ranging
from the Nazi apologetics of the German American Bund through those vociferously
aspiring to the Young Communist League. | knew no Bundists. | suppose they won their
memberships by some kind of blood-test. Would-be socialists, whom | knew by the
dozens, qualified for the League by a kind of infiltration-course, the boys by letting Wall
Street have it in public places and refusing to leave degrading tips for waitresses to
drive home to them the wretchedness of their plight; the girls by selling The Daily
Worker near the Union Square subway with bourgeois-infuriating Camels, preferably lit
with kitchen matches, dangling from lower lips. One day, socialists and nonsocialists
alike, sat hip to hip on the steps of Boylan Hall blocking the passage of some Nazi
bigwig on his way to pay a courtesy call on our President Gideonse, and singing, to the

tune of “Here We go Round the Mulberry Bush,”

We're a bunch of non-aryans,

Non-aryans, non-aryans . . .

with gusto. Given that kind of excitement and my natural talent for procrastination, it is a
miracle | earned enough credit for my sophomore year.

In my sophomore year, 1941, | met James Philip Meagher and my life first took on the
shape it still bears. Registration at Brooklyn was as chaotic as a Longshoremen's
shape-up. Seniors registered first and got first crack at slots in the limited enroliment of
famous courses, like Leonard J. M. J. Balet's Fine Arts and Harry Slochower's Modern
Continental Novel. The same system obtained in the choice of sections in surveys, the

staples of concentration. | was lucky enough to make it into Mr. Meagher's section.

The classroom was on the dark side of Boylan and Mr. Meagher lectured from the
window-sill, his back to most of the class, his profile, silhouetted in the glance of light
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and shadow off Midwood High, like those tan sun pictures they sold in candy stores, in
spring as the hour passed. He spoke in what Shirley Freisinger, not at all the least of his
gifts to me, called “his well-slept voice,” hoarse and gently low, tracing the tap-roots of
the texts, however deep they lay, to the tendrils of feeling springing to growth in
ourselves, always freshly washed hair a soft smoke above his brow. It was in the spring
term, as | remember, that he sold his spinet piano, and founded The American Poet, a
national monthly. At any rate it was then that | joined his circle, its cadre, graduates of
his versification course, Martin Berman, Dorothy Bischoff, Ann Celano, Harold Levitt’,
Angelina Viviani, and its unmistakable glory, Shirley Freisinger®. | began by addressing
penny post-cards soliciting subscriptions, then went on to help proof-reading the issues

and sending them out.

Mr. Meagher shared an apartment with an English Department colleague, whom we
hardly ever saw. It was on Kenilworth Place, a short block from the campus back-gate,
on the top floor, above an aisle of heavy-leaved maples. Facing the door down a single
step was a long narrow living room, two windows at its end, furnished, it looked to me,
out of the Livingstone Street Auction, against the right wall a long delicate Louis XVI
table, facing it a small Louis XV sofa and two chairs in pastille brocade, so
incongruously dainty that | imagined it had been chosen by Mr. Meagher's first wife, a
cultivated Greek girl from Park slope, by all reports as beautiful as she was rich. We
never sat in the room, because we found its fragility forbidding. But we stood around in
it as if for a levee when he gave us an occasional party in thanks for our help. At the
parties, he assigned themes as fanfare for each of us, and played [them] on the
phonograph as we rode up on the elevator and entered the apartment. | don't recall
what mine was. Shirley’s was a huge breaker of a cadenza from Ravel's Daphnis and
Chloe, and I still can see her dashing in, laughing, petit and “saftig,” the bleached tin-tin
cowlick of hair above her brow ablaze with the springdusk that caught the plastic

bubbles she was the first at Brooklyn to sport rainbowing her fine heart of a face. Girls

7 Teacher and Playwright 1920-2013
8 A poet who published frequently, as did Alfred, in The Hudson Review.

William Alfred The Duty of Delight The 1930s (Addenda)
18



dressed for daily life as they did for a grand occasion. Glamor, like movie-schedules,
was a continuous performance. | use “girls” deliberately: My mother was a girl. Girls did
not become women (or in Schraffts, ladies) until they slowed into their seventies, or
puckered into their fifties behind counters in the five and ten. In the small kitchen
between the living room and the two bedrooms, we worked on subscriptions or read
manuscripts from three in the afternoon to past eight, then gorged on “becheese-its,”
Birds Eye squares of frozen Hamburger topped with slices of American Cheese and
Pepsis. Mr. Meagher matched our Pepsis with and rye and gingers, ate so little (when
he switched to No-Cal ginger ale for the sake of his figure), Shirley warned him he

would starve to death.

Although we ate everything in sight we had no need for liquor. We were drunk on his
company. He would take some Sancho Panza inanity from our mouths and transfigure
it into an airy bagatelle from Congreve. In March when the days softened and light
lasted longer, he would sometimes take us on the Brighton Beach to Coney Island to
tilt for the gold ring on the carrousel, or walk the deserted boardwalk to the Half Moon
Hotel doubling back along the salty sand at the wave's edge. Once Mr. Meagher, whom
the cadre called JM, insisted on trying out the parachute ride imported from the World's
Fair and got stuck in it so high up his voice came down to us like a deepening register

of wind,

Let me dow-oon. Let me dow-oon

I'm too old to die.

The days we dummied the next issue we worked past midnight; then | would walk Shirley
home, down Kenilworth Place to Farragut Road, down Farragut to Nineteenth Street,
then up to the brand-new apartment house Shirley had moved into with Stanley Ascher
her new husband, a cadet of the California family which had invented “Coming

Attractions.” In those small hours of oncoming spring we might as well [have] been the
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only people in the world, so still it was in the filigreed light the street lamps made of winged
maple seedlings overhead. | don't know how Stanley put up with us. We so delighted in
each other she sometimes would walk me home to the battered twenties elevator building
with a tattered awning and a plastered doorman, the “good entrance” my mother had
finally achieved, and | would turn around and walk her back to her door. Our two-room
apartment was on the sixth floor above the empty lot behind Church Avenue Station | had
rampaged through as a child. My mother would wait up hours, watching for me, a fact |
never knew until | caught a flash of her night-gown at the kitchen window in the sandy

light of daybreak.

Our Paris cafe was the college cafeteria, ripe with the smell of spoiling fruit-salad and
coffee as miraculously weak as it was scorched. There we sat through hours of cut
classes ripping the staff of The Observer® up the back and preening each other’s
feathers. Across its sticky aisles, | am sure they did the same for us in spades,
committed socialists all: Chester Kallman'?, their Mayakovsky, with his movie idol's
looks," Aaron Kramer!?, in our eyes, a young Lenin; and Dora Friedman, his
Krupskaya'?, her lank silken Prince Val hairdo, the dead spit of what the mannequin
wore who served the Dali drowned-taxi'® exhibit on the World's Fair runway as its
ravishing shill. Auden, their mentor, had led them out of the Laburnum arbors!* we still

haunted into the strict Zen-Garden of Eliot?®.

The household Auden presided over on Middagh Street on Brooklyn Heights made it
the Montmartre of that era. Louis MacNeice, a double Oxford first, his fellow poet,

Carson McCullers and her husband; Gipsy Rose Lee and Julio di Diego, her friend, the

9 The Brooklyn College literary magazine.

10 poet and librettist, 1921-1975, known for his collaborations with Auden and Stravinsky, also a contributor to The
Observer during the early 1940s.

11 poet, and critic, 1921—1997. He was a frequent contributor to The Observer during the early 1940s.

12 L enin’s wife.

13 Actually The Rainy Taxi or Mannequin Rotting in a Taxi Cab.

14 A reference, | believe, to the influence of W. B. Yeats.

151f Alfred is alluding to anything specific here, | think it would be “At the still point of the turning world, . .” In
Eliot’s Burnt Norton.
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painter, who could imitate an oyster on the half-shell wincing at the acid smart of the
lemon, Salvador Dali, Oliver Smith the stage designer'®, and Pola, the Jugoslav
housemaid with big feet, who, MacNeice years later told me, though he lived there
weeks on weeks, [he] never realized was a man. How could we vie in cachet, national
monthly to their college quarterly notwithstanding, our avant-garde status attested by
the Curnmings!’ lower case of our title and the “moderne” pin-headed twins on cover
(Auden called them “cretins” and said he'd not subscribe <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>