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MY OLD MAN



ON LITERATURE

MY OLD MAN had read everything you could think of. He was fairly well versed in the classics. He could quote you by the yard from Shakespeare and Milton.

He was familiar with Rousseau and Plutarch and Rabelais and Homer and Balzac and Dickens. He read all kinds of writers. He said himself his mind was a ragbag of all sorts of literary stuff. He read dime novels and poetry and magazines and newspapers.

He said he judged he must have read billions of words, though whenever he went into the public library back in our old home town of Pueblo and looked around at the shelves loaded with books he could see that with all his reading he had little more than nibbled at the world’s output of words.

He said he had often reflected that of all he had read he had found more comfort in just 117 words than in all the rest put together. He said those words were the words of the Twenty-third Psalm. He said he guessed that those words, expressive of David’s confidence in God’s grace, were the most beautiful words ever written.

He said certainly they were the most consoling to a fellow when he was distressed in spirit. He said he had known a lot of trouble in his day-sickness and poverty and everything else, and that he had never failed to find spiritual comfort in those words. My old man said no music ever played could soothe his mind and heart like a recital of the Twenty-third Psalm.

He said that as a boy he had had considerable religious instruction and had been read “at” from the Bible by the hour, but that not much of it had stuck with him as he grew up. Then the time he enlisted in the army to go and fight the Indians somebody gave him a Bible and he read it from cover to cover mostly by the light of campfires.

He said he supposed he started reading it because there was nothing else to read, but he soon found it mighty interesting, and then he kept on reading it as a matter of entertainment. He said he memorized the Twenty-third Psalm one bitter cold night lying by a fire in a dry arroyo after everybody else was asleep, and the only sounds were the snores of his fellow soldiers and the stamping of the horses on the picket lines.

My old man said that thereafter whenever he was troubled, like when death came to his house and when he thought there could be no solace left for him in this world, he found his spiritual refuge in that beautiful passage. He said that, however dark the night of his despair, it always brought the light to him when he recited to himself:

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures; he leadeth me beside the still waters.

He restoreth my soul; he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for Thou art with me; Thy rod and Thy staff they comfort me.

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: Thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow.me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.

My old man said he realized that there were many other beautiful passages in the Bible. He said probably other men would differ with him in his opinion that the Twenty-third Psalm was the most beautiful of all, and that he was not of a mind to debate the matter with them.

He said it covered his own case when he felt in need of spiritual consolation and that was enough for him. He said those few words gave him all the comfort for the present and the hope for the hereafter that he could expect to find in any written or spoken words. He said he guessed the Twenty-third Psalm summed up most of his religion.

Someone asked him what he thought was the most beautiful sentence in the Psalm and my old man said he had often pondered that very question himself. He said it was so beautiful in its entirety that it was difficult to pick out a single sentence or thought as the most beautiful of all but that he believed it was the very first line:

The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want.


ON LOVE AND NITWITS

MY OLD MAN used to say that he guessed the greatest disappointment a fellow suffered in married life was when it first dawned on him that his wife was a complete nitwit.

He said he supposed it could work the other way, too-that a wife could suffer disappointment when she discovered that her husband was a nitwit, but he said his observations had led him to the conclusion that nitwittery was more common among wives than among husbands.

He said that when a fellow married a girl he loved, and who loved him, he sort of took it for granted that she was possessed of ordinary good sense and that she would adjust herself to his mode and manner of life. He said it probably never occurred to the average fellow that she might have any other ideas. He said when a fellow is in love he never thinks of examining closely into the mentality of the lady of his choice.


My old man said a fellow might go along for years accepting certain manifestations of his wife as merely passing idiosyncrasies, but some day the fellow found himself confronted by the uncompromising fact that she was a nitwit and that there was nothing he could do about it.

He said he used the term nitwit because it did not sound as harsh and uncomplimentary as fool. He said that by nitwit in this case he meant a gadder, a gossip, a climber and a snob. He said he meant a wife who was greedy, and selfish, and indiscreet, and tactless, and who was extravagant, and silly, and eccentric in dress and manner, and who talked loudly in public places and created scenes.

My old man said that it did not follow that wifely nitwittery in any manner encroached upon or conflicted with the matter of marital love. He said that when a husband got over his first shock of disappointment on realizing that his wife was a nitwit he just settled down to taking her for what she was, and probably did not cease loving her.

He might try to cure her, and my old man said indeed he knew of some cases of cures, but he said that required a sterner hand than most husbands possess. He said attempts to cure led to those domestic quarrels that every husband tries to avoid, because no wife who was a nitwit would ever concede that the charges a husband might bring against her in an effort to cure her, showed her nitwittery. He said the trouble with trying to cure a nitwit wife was she could never be made to realize she was a nitwit.

My old man said he knew a lot of fellows who had nitwits for wives who seemed to feel rather sorry for the ladies and to treat their nitwittery as if it were some sort of infirmity, but he thought most fellows similarly afflicted were a little ashamed of their helpmeets’ nitwittery. They suffered greatly from embarrassment and were always in an apologetic attitude about their wives.

He said for example he knew certain fellows right there in our old home town of Pueblo whose wives were inordinate snobs. He said he noticed that these fellows were constantly going out of their way to be nice to people that the wives would pass up cold. My old man said he always felt sorry for those fellows. They knew their wives were in the wrong but what could they do about it?

My old man said it was all very fine for fellows who were not married or who had nice tractable wives to say how they would handle a nitwit wife like that but he said he guessed they would not talk so big if they had her–and loved her. He said love was the edge that nitwit wives generally had on their husbands. He said that sometimes a husband loved so much that he was blinded to any and all of his wife’s nitwittery, or accepted it as characteristic of all wives.

He said if you told such a husband that his wife was a nitwit he would probably take a punch at you. My old man said he knew of cases where husbands had permitted themselves to be ruined by their wives’ senseless extravagance just because those husbands loved so deeply that they could not see that they were married to nitwits. He said it was a great testimonial to the power of love, all right, but that he could not see any percentage in it.

He said that dumbness or stupidity must not be confused with nitwittery. He argued that a dumb wife could not be condemned because she was born that way, whereas nitwittery was generally a matter of development. He claimed that dumb wives usually possessed at least the merit of tranquility and docility and judicious silence, probably because they realized they were dumb and were cunning enough not to parade the fact.

My old man said he had noticed that fellows who had dumb wives usually seemed to cherish them much more than the husbands of more intelligent ladies cherished their spouses. He said he sometimes suspected that it was because the husbands of the dumb ones knew that their wives were never going to cause them the embarrassment that smarter females brought their husbands through demonstrations of nitwittery.



ON THE DEAR DEPARTED

MY OLD MAN used to say he hated to hear of anybody dying but that it made him tired when people took to boosting some departed citizen who was no account when he was living.

My old man said that he did not think that just the act of dying rounded up a fellow who had been petty and mean. He said the idea that you should say only good of the dead was bosh as far as he was concerned unless the dead was somebody you could say good of in life.

Naturally he came in for some criticisms back in our old home town of Pueblo, because no matter how ornery a chap might have been our people were inclined to forget that side of him when the undertaker dropped around to his house. They then usually tried to think up a few boosts for the departed.

My old man could not see that at all. He said he was always willing to join the boosters if they could show him where the deceased prior to shaking off this mortal coil had made any attempt at reparation for a lifetime of mistreatment of his fellow men in public or private, but that nobody ever presented him with such proof but just said he ought not to talk that way about somebody who was dead.

My old man said he did not see why death should make liars of a lot of the living. He used to make it a point to attend the last sad rites over defunct citizens who had had no popularity in the community to say the least, and were known for traits other than philanthropy or good nature, and he said it astonished him the way even the preachers sometimes tried to make white out of black.

My old man said he thought that set a bad example to the community. He said he did not claim that the preachers ought always to tell the plain unvarnished truth about every departed citizen, unless it could be nice truth, but he did think they should be more noncommittal.

My old man said he could see that the unvarnished truth would often get the preachers in trouble with the surviving heirs of the departed, unless of course, the will had already been read and it had come out that the departed had left all his dough to charity and cut them off with the proverbial shilling.

My old man would have liked the story about the no-good fellow they were burying over in Pennsylvania. A preacher who did not know the departed but had a vague idea that his character was not too hot, read a psalm and, then not altogether at ease over dismissing anybody in this perfunctory fashion, said to the handful of persons assembled at the grave:

“And now perhaps some friend of the departed would like to say something.”

There was a long silence and finally a mournful-looking man with a drooping moustache stepped forward, cleared his throat and said:

“Well, if no one else has anything to say, I would like to seize this opportunity to make a few remarks on the iniquities of the New Deal.”

My old man said he thought it was downright hypocritical for people to send big bunches of flowers to the funeral of some fellow they knew very well had underpaid his employes, short-changed his customers, oppressed his tenants and otherwise been pretty much of a heel in life.

He said it was hypocritical to waste time following to some distant burying ground the mortal remains of a chap you disliked and who disliked you when he was alive, and when somebody once told him that it was just a mark of sympathy with the bereaved family my old man laughed right out loud.

He remembered the time he was in Riley’s saloon taking exceptions to the liberal boosting by a friend of a lately departed citizen of considerable prominence. The friend said it was a great loss to the community and a greater loss to the man’s family.


My old man said that he would give a small cash reward to anybody who could prove to him that the departed had ever done a lick of good for the community. He said he did not know about the man’s family but that from what he knew of the man he would bet he had his wife and children scared of him and that he was as stingy and mean with them as he was with everybody else and that they were probably relieved that he had left them.

A good-looking young chap followed my old man out of the saloon and tapped him on the shoulder and drew him into a doorway and said:

“Friend, I am the departed’s oldest son and I wish you would not go around knocking his memory —but between you and me, friend, everything you said is true.”



ON PARENTS

SOMEONE ONCE told my old man that they did not think he was any great shucks as a parent from the way he let us run around loose, and he said yes, he feared that was the truth. He said it was not his fault, however. He said he was just one of those unfortunate parents who was not a born parent.

My old man said being a parent was a natural gift with which not every parent was endowed. He said he meant by being a parent, one who grasped the responsibilities of parenthood as a matter of instinct rather than as a sense of duty and discharged them gracefully and also gratefully.

He said you take his friend Grimes, now. Grimes was a switchman on the Santa Fe back in our old home town of Pueblo, who lived with his wife and seven children of varying ages in a house in Peppersauce Bottoms. My old man said he loved to visit the Grimes’ home just to observe the way Mr. and Mrs. Grimes functioned as parents.

He said they did it without confusion, giving the impression that it was not the slightest bother in the world. He said the children were healthy, orderly and cheerful and that Mr. and Mrs. Grimes moved among them serenely and effortlessly. He said it was because they were both excellent examples of the born parent.

My old man said of course that was the ideal combination of parenthood–both sides born parents. He said where just the lady parent was the born parent, things might work out all right, but where only the gentleman parent was the born parent it was a little awkward because as a rule he did not have the time to function properly.

My old man said the unhappiest situation in parenthood was when neither the lady parent or the gentleman parent were born parents. He said he knew parents of that type who had only one or two children and were more unwieldy with them than the Grimeses with their seven.

He thought there was a general misunderstanding of the terms bad parents and good parents. He said, for instance, he might not be a good parent in the sense of handling his responsibilities of parenthood easily and efficiently, but that he was not a bad parent, either, from the standpoint of providing for his offspring and in his general treatment of same.

He said he had never but once in his life resorted to corporal punishment, and that time he got so mad that he never tried it again for fear that in his anger he might wreak serious injury. He said that alone proved he was not a born parent, because born parents know just when to give a young ’un a proper smacking, but without losing temper.

My old man said that was just a detail, however. He said he guessed that where he fell short was in never being able to appreciate the importance of progeny and to regard them as more than something just incidental. He said he feared that like all parents who were not born parents he felt that adequately feeding and clothing and schooling a youngster completed his duties as a parent.

He said that when he sat down and thought the matter over, he realized his dereliction as a parent and sometimes made brief flurries of effort to do better, but they never panned out very well. He said it was because he just did not have that gift of the born parent. He said it used to make him pretty sore to see bachelors who never were parents and did not want to be parents, but who were more the born parent than he was in their ability to understand and handle youngsters.

My old man said that love of children did not have anything whatever to do with being a born parent. He said he knew parents there in our old home town of Pueblo who had no deep love for their children, but who were nonetheless bringing them up properly in every respect because they were born parents. On the other hand he said he knew parents who fairly worshipped the ground their children walked on, but who were making a poor job of raising them, because they were not born parents.

He said he himself loved all children and was never happier than when he was hearing their voices and watching them play, but that this did not give him the knack of understanding and handling them that a bachelor or a spinster school teacher might have. He said that one of the great tragedies of life was that many a born parent never knew parenthood in fact, and that too many persons like him who were not born parents did.

He said he got a big biff out of watching parents who were not born parents trying to live up to their conception of their duties of parenthood by taking their kids around with them and making a big fuss of the business of being parents.

He said he knew there was great discomfort and awkwardness on both sides like the time he tried to make a pal of me and I kept watching him out of the corner of one eye with a wariness that finally made him feel as if he were a policeman with a small prisoner in tow.

My old man said he had decided then that he not only was not a born parent, but that I was not a born son, either.



ON SAYINGS

ONE NIGHT BACK in our old home town of Pueblo, a bunch of fellows were sympathizing with a chap who had just failed in business, and one of the crowd finally remarked, well, everything happened for the best.

My old man said that if there was any saying in this world that he absolutely hated, that was the one. He said in most cases it was not only untrue, but downright silly. He said that business failure meant the chap had to go looking for a job and put in years paying off his creditors, and to say that everything had happened for the best in that instance was ridiculous.

My old man said there were hundreds of other sayings of a like nature that had been in use so long they had become adages, that were also untrue and silly, and he thought there ought to be a law against them. He said why not discourage falsehood?

He said he understood, of course, that when you told a man in misfortune that everything happens for the best, you were feebly trying to console him, but that when a man had time to reflect on your consolation he had to decide you were a nitwit for making such a completely fatuous remark.

My old man said he had not stated that everything happens for the best since the time, years before, that a friend of his fell coming down some steps and broke both his legs. The friend was in bed suffering greatly when my old man called on him and when the conversation about the accident finally lagged, my old man remarked, well, everything happens for the best.

He said he made the remark just because he could not think of anything else to say at the moment and because it was a customary remark under most circumstances, but a few weeks later when the friend was able to get around he hunted my old man and hit him a terrific punch in the nose saying, well, everything happens for the best.

It seemed that while he was laid up with the broken legs, the friend had lost his job and his best hunting dog had died because he was unable to give it his personal attention, so he had worked himself up into a very bad humor against everybody and everything. My old man said he did not resent the punch in the nose because reflection convinced him that he deserved it.

He said after that he came to the conclusion that the only person to whom you could remark with any truth and logic that everything happens for the best was a fellow who had been forsaken by a wife he did not want, unless she had drawn out the savings balance before departing.

My old man said many old sayings had established false hopes and wholly erroneous impressions of life in the minds of a lot of people. I remember one time I came home from the Hinsdale school with a copybook which had printed in it the statement that early to bed and early to rise makes men healthy, wealthy and wise.

My old man said he was in accord with the doctrine of early to bed and early to rise, but he disagreed with the theory that this practice would make men healthy, wealthy, or wise. He said their health depended largely upon what they did with their time in between rising and going to bed.

He said he knew many fellows there in our old home town of Pueblo who were up at the crack of dawn and tearing out of the house with dinner pails in their hands, to work like hound dogs all day long and then fall over in bed again immediately after nightfall, but that all it did to them was to make them hollow-chested and nervous.

He said they certainly did not get wealthy, and he was of the opinion that the practice did not make them wise, or they would have ceased such furious endeavor. He said he was not sure that it was altogether right for the schools to implant an erroneous theory like that in the minds of the young, as it tended to make invalids of them at an early age trying.to gather the promises of the adage.

My old man came in for some criticism around our old home town for casting aspersion upon a time-honored tenet of the school copybooks. In fact, one of the lady teachers at the Hinsdale school called on him and asked him to revise his statements in the interest of discipline in his own offspring, but by that time my old man had found another saying in the copybooks that “habit is a cable—we weave a thread of it each day and at last we cannot break it.”

My old man told the teacher that this was strictly a defeatist theory and calculated to destroy confidence in a youngster. He said nearly every youngster acquires habits, usually bad, as he grows up, and that if he was taught that he could never break them, he would fall into the attitude that there was no use trying.

My old man said just look at him. He said he had acquired a lot of habits in his life but had managed to break himself of most of them by having faith in his ability to do so.



ON TEETERING

MY OLD MAN had the reputation around our old home town of Pueblo of being deeply interested in national politics, but he told us privately that it was just because he had schooled himself to be a good listener on that topic and never to argue when somebody got to telling how the country was teetering on the brink of an abyss, and that under whoever was President at the moment, free government was on the wane.

My old man said he knew from reading history that there had never been a time when the country was not teetering on the brink of an abyss and never a time when free government was not on the wane on account of that fellow, whoever he was, in the White House, so why get himself all sweated up arguing about it?

My old man said he could take you plumb back to George Washington, the first President, and show you that even then the country was teetering on the brink of an abyss and free government was on the wane–that is, to hear some people of the period tell it. My old man said that he had learned that as time went on and one President succeeded another, the country kept teetering more and more on the brink of an abyss and free government kept on waning.

He said he guessed it was like an act he once saw in Sells Brothers’ Circus. He said a fellow piled a lot of chairs one on top of the other on a table and then he got into the topmost chair and started in teetering himself backwards and forwards until finally he had everybody gasping with terror, figuring he was going to teeter clear over and hurt himself, but when he did finally go over, he landed right side up and went away bowing and smiling.

My old man said that as a rule those chaps who got to telling him that the country was teetering had not read much history and thought they were sounding a brand new alarm.

He said they were generally so pleased with themselves that he did not have the heart to tell them how old the teetering act was. He said it might also discourage them in another direction. He pointed out that when he just stood listening and occasionally nodding his head and muttering ah, yes, the arguers would keep motioning to the bartender at proper intervals.

Thus a pleasant time would be had by all. They would finally go away thinking my old man was a mighty wise coot who appreciated the imminent danger to the country as much as the arguers themselves. My old man said this left a much better feeling than if he up and told them that they were rehearsing remarks over a hundred years old.

My old man said he once made the mistake of telling a prominent Republican, who informed him that the country was teetering on the brink of an abyss and that under that dreadful man in Washington free government was on the wane, that the same thing had been said when Abraham Lincoln was President. My old man said the Republican was just about to motion to the bartender when he heard this crack, and that he turned on his heel and walked out of the place.

However, a prominent Democrat came in right afterwards, and when he said the country was teetering on the brink of an abyss and that under that awful person in the Presidential chair free government was on the wane, my old man said he had sense enough not to reply that the same thing had been said when Jefferson was President. So the Democrat motioned to the bartender.

My old man said he could remember, however, when he was as much alarmed as anybody else at the way the country was teetering. He said in those days he was always looking under the bed for anarchists and hating capitalists and getting in fights with fellows he suspected of being members of an organization devoted to religious intolerance.


He said he saw in these conditions the yawning of the abyss, and he thought the end of free government had arrived sure enough when he saw the Black regulars come riding into Pueblo on top of box cars in ’93, the time of the big railroad strike. He said he guessed he said as many mean things about fat old President Grover Cleveland as anybody in this world.

Then he got to reading history and learned that a lot meaner things had been said about other Presidents and that the matters that had alarmed him were, in one form or another, an old story. He said his reading saved him a lot of money, because in the days of his alarm he used to do a lot of the arguing and consequently a lot of motioning at the bartender. It was the accepted custom back in our old home town of Pueblo that the man who had the floor should do the buying.

My old man said he had finally come to the conclusion that what would happen to this country if it kept on teetering on the brink of the abyss like everybody was saying it was, would be the same thing that happened to the man in the act in the circus. It would always land right side up. My old man said that when it comes to teetering on brinks of abysses, this country has got the trick of balance down as fine as the hair on a frog’s back.


ON LIARS

MY OLD MAN liked liars if they told genial lies. He said that a good colorful liar could be mighty entertaining. In fact, my old man was of the opinion that a liar like that was just a fiction writer who never got a chance to immortalize himself in print.

He liked liars who lied about their own exploits. He said that generally liars of that type had an inferiority complex and lied to make themselves feel big. He utterly despised mean mendaciousness, however–lies that hurt somebody’s reputation or feelings. He thought there ought to be some especially severe penalty for mean liars.

My old man put political liars pretty close to them, too. He said that a candidate for public office who got up on a platform and told people things that he knew were not true or that he knew would not come true was a pretty ornery sort of liar. He said the trouble was that people had got so they dismissed platform untruths as just campaign lies, and therefore somehow harmless, but my old man said they were nonetheless lies and stamped the utterer as of no character.

Nobody else, back in our old home town of Pueblo, ever took campaign lies as seriously as my old man, of course. Most people thought he was unduly excited about them, and perhaps he was, but my old man disliked politicians, anyway. He usually registered for an election, and sometimes he would not go near the polls.

He had his own system about that. If a pretty good man was running for an office against a fellow my old man did not think much of, he would vote for the pretty good man. If two good men were running against each other, my old man would not vote at all. He said it made no difference which was elected if they were of equal merit.

He said that in a case of this kind an election was a lot of foolish and unnecessary expense, anyway. He said that two good men running for the same office ought to settle the matter by cutting the cards in a back room, or by drawing straws.

If my old man thought both candidates for an office were bad, he would also refrain from voting. He said he did not see why he should waste his time and shoe leather going to the polls in a case of this kind, and that his absence was the only expression of protest that he could think of.

He said that if all the voters remained away from the polls like he did, when confronted by a situation of two bad candidates, and no votes whatever were cast for either of them, it might shame them both into withdrawing and letting a good man in. However, my old man frankly admitted that he never expected to see the day when a politician would be shamed by anything.

My old man thought that hunting and fishing liars were the most harmless of all liars, and that liars about amatory adventures were the least interesting. He would not remain listening to one of the latter type for any length of time. He liked fighting liars–that is fellows who lied about fights they had in their time.

My old man was struck by one similarity in nearly all fighting lies. He said he had found that almost invariably the fighting liar had his fights with great big guys. My old man said that in years of listening to fight lies he had never heard but one man say that the fellow he fought was a little bit of a chap, and even then he added that the little chap had two guns and a knife.

My old man said it was a curious thing about mean liars that they could always find a large and attentive audience, especially if their lies were damaging to some fellow man. He said another thing he had noticed was that a mean liar could tell a mean lie in the presence of men who might inwardly doubt the lie but they would never dispute it to the liar’s face.

He said he had spent years standing in bar rooms and other gathering places, and heard mean lies told of a man in the presence of supposed friends of the man, yet he had never seen one of them step forward and say “That’s a lie.” My old man said he tried it once himself, but the mean liar was a great big guy, and the best my old man got outof his chivalry was a punch in the nose.

My old man thought that at least 97 out of 100 men were liars about something, either openly or allsilently. He said a silent liar was a fellow who spent more than he could afford, just to make a show, or went to church when he did not believe in religion, or in some manner lived a lie. My old man said the silent liars were not dangerous but just foolish.

Someone once asked my old man if women are not bigger liars than men, and he said that the very suggestion was a lie. He said women never lie, though they may sometimes exaggerate slightly. My old man was always taking up for the ladies.



ON GOOD TURNS

MY OLD MAN used to have a motto that he had printed out himself in big letters pasted on the wall of his bedroom. It read: Never Blame the Booster For What the Sucker Does. It was one of his favorite sayings, too.

He said it meant that you should never hold a fellow responsible for the consequences of an effort to do you a nice turn. He said many of his own troubles in life had come from getting the blame from friends he was only trying to help, like the time he took the stranger to a poker room back in our old home town of Pueblo.

The poker room was run by one of my old man’s closest pals, a fellow they called Poker Joe. The stranger got to talking to my old man down at the Union Depot and wanted to know if there was a poker room in town. He said he was not much of a poker player, but that he wanted to kill a few hours between trains.




My old man told the stranger he would be glad to take him to one of the nicest poker rooms he ever saw in his life. He personally vouched for the honesty and integrity of Poker Joe's. So he took the stranger there, and when the stranger pulled out a roll of money that would have choked four horses, Poker joe was so grateful to my old man that he wanted to kiss him. It was not often that a stranger with a big roll came Poker joe’s way

Well, the stranger won all the money in the house in such a short time that he still had to wait an hour at the depot, and Poker joe hit my old man in the eye with his fist. He blamed my old man for bringing the stranger in, and that was when my old man went back to the Chieftain office and printed his motto.

Another time, my old man met a woman who was loo king for a boarding house. He knew a fine place kept by a fellow and his wife who were great friends of his. My old man was anxious to see these friends do well.

He took the woman to the boarding house, and she proved such a good client that the fellow and his wife never seemed to get tired of thanking my old man for doing them the favor of bringing her there. Then one day the boarder ran off with the husband, and the wife went to the Chieftain office where my old man was busy setting type and gave him an awful bawling out.

She called him names nobody suspected she ever knew. She put all the blame on him for her husband skipping out, just because my old man had taken the woman to the boarding house. He sent the wife a copy of his motto, Never Blame the Booster For What The Sucker Does.

My old man said one of the worst enemies he had back in our old home town was a chap named Sam, to whom he introduced a girl Sam eventually married. My old man had often mentioned to Sam what a nice girl this girl was, and finally Sam insisted on meeting her. He even thanked my old man warmly for arranging the introduction, but, of course that was before they were married.

My old man said every time he met Sam after the marriage Sam would recall that my old man had told him she was a nice girl. He seemed to feel that but for his recommendation he would never have married her. My old man said personally he continued to think she was a nice girl, but he was not so sure of Sam’s niceness, only he never mentioned that thought out loud, as Sam was a touchy fellow.

However, he sent Sam a copy of his motto.

My old man said he guessed he had sent nearly everybody in town a copy of his motto. He said he never failed to send one to merchants to whom he introduced customers and who blamed him if the customers failed to meet their bills.

He said one time he sent out several thousand in the course of a single week on postal cards. That was the time a candidate for public office got him to go around town plugging his candidacy. My old man told the voters that this candidate was a wonderful man for the job, and apparently most people agreed with him, as the candidate was elected by a considerable majority

He immediately became one of the worst officeholders our old home town had ever known, and then a lot of people began remembering my old man’s work on behalf of the fellow, and started blaming him. So he just sat down and sent those pestal cards to everybody he figured must have voted for the office holder.

My old man once bought a hundred dollars worth of gold mining stock from a friend of his named Chris, who said the stock was as good as wheat in the bin. Chris left town, apd my old man learned that the stock was phoney and was going to have Chris arrested.

Chris must have heard of the threat, and he sent my old man a letter that kept him at liberty, because all he put in the letter was my old man’s motto: Never Blame the Booster For What the Sucker Does.


ON COOKING AND FOOD

MY OLD MAN used to say it made him laugh to hear people talk about food and cooking. He said that was just an easy topic of conversation for everybody and one on which everybody could claim to be an expert without running the risk of having someone challenge them.

However, he once almost got himself in serious trouble doing that very thing. A fellow was standing at Jimmy O’Brien’s Opera House Bar, back in our old home town of Pueblo, bragging about what a wonderful cook his wife was, and my old man who had once had dinner at the fellow’s home, said that was not so.

My old man said right to the fellow’s face that while his wife was one of the nicest ladies he had ever met she was a positively terrible cook. My old man said that he had been wondering ever since he had that dinner, what she had done to the chicken to make it taste the way it did. He said if he did not feel sure she had nothing against him personally, he would swear she had cooked soap with the fowl.

He said her bad cooking was nothing in her disfavor but he felt it his duty to discount the fellow’s claims for her as he might thus discourage others from accepting an invitation to the fellow’s home and spare them a disagreeable experience at the table.

My old man said much of the stomach trouble in this world was caused by fellows going around overstating their wives’ cooking prowess and luring unsuspecting guests to their homes.

Naturally the fellow resented this criticism of his wife’s cooking and hurled a big bras gobboon at my old man and just missed him. Then some bystanders held the fellow, who began weeping and said he had not noticed anything wrong with the chicken and maybe it was an accident.

My old man said well, granting that it was, what about the pie? My old man said that pie could not have been an accident. He said it could only have been on purpose. The fellow never spoke to my old man after that, but his wife did, and what she said hurt my old man’s feelings.

He was always particularly critical of pie. Another fellow once invited my old man to his home, saying he would get pie there like his mother used to make. My old man declined and said he had spent most of his life dodging pie like his mother used to make. He said the pie his mother used to make was one of the reasons why he left home.

He claimed that food was in the main strictly a matter of appetite. He said that if a fellow was ravenously hungry he would be more likely to remember a hamburger sandwich that he got in a grease joint better than he would a twelve-course dinner in the swellest joint in the world, when his appetite did not happen to be on edge.

He said he would remember to his dying day, as the nicest thing he had ever tasted, a hunk of prairie dog cooked over a brushwood fire. That was when he was out hunting one time in Western Kansas and got lost and had to wander around for three days without anything to eat. Then he finally shot a prairie dog and broiled the hind quarters and he said it was better than quail.

He said the memory of that broiled prairie dog lingered with him to such an extent that long afterwards he tried the same dish, but somehow it did not taste quite the same as the first time. He said he would bet if people who smacked their chops in recollection of food they had enjoyed some place when they were plenty hungry went back to the same place again and tackled the same identical food, it would not seem as nice as in the first instance.

My old man said another thing about food was that it tasted according to how a fellow’s taste was cultivated. He said a dish that might be highly esteemed by a fellow raised in one part would be considered pretty awful by a fellow from another part. He said he had tasted many different kinds of foreign cooking and did not think it could hold a candle to the American style, but he said that was just because his taste was cultivated to the American.

Someone asked him his idea of the best and most typical American dish and he said he was surprised at the question. He said it was the griddle cake, which out in our old home town was called a hot cake and sometimes a pancake. A portion of these cakes was termed a stack of wheats, because they were made of wheat flour. My old man claimed that the wheat cake, properly made, was the finest form of nourishment in the whole world, especially for breakfast.

He liked them thin and brown and not too big around, and brought on in stacks of three and piping hot. He wanted plenty of butter with them, too. My old man said that too much discredit had been brought on hot cakes in some restaurants and homes by skimping on the butter or letting the cakes stand too long after cooking. He said not more than ten seconds should elapse between the time they were taken off the griddle and slapped down before the consumer.

He said they should be eaten with thick black sorgh.um syrup th.ough he admitted he was not above maple syrup and he contended that any man who did not like hot cakes was not a true American and should be denied the right of suffrage.


ON SINNERS

MY OLD MAN was always mighty tolerant toward erring mortals. He used to say that in the final accounting, there might be a lot of charges filed against him but that you could bet your boots no one would be able to say he had ever cast the first or last stone.

My old man argued that very rarely did a sinner deliberately set out to sin. He said that in ninety-nine cases out of a hundred it was largely due to accident, or to circumstances over which the sinner had no control. He said that the hundredth case was likely due to defective mentality or lack of proper teaching or to wretched environment.

My old man thought it was all wrong to lock people up in prisons for a first sin, and humiliate and disgrace them for the rest of their lives, except when they had done something very bad, like deeds of violence. He said that a good strong talking to, without publicity, would probably save many a sinner if you nailed him on his first sin, and, moreover, would save the taxpayers millions of dollars in prison upkeep.

One thing my old man would not condone was the abuse of children and he was very bitter about wifebeating, of which we had occasional instances back in our old home town of Pueblo, though, as a general proposition, our Western womanhood of those days was so hale and hearty that wife-beating was rather a precarious enterprise.

My old man strongly favored a revival of the pillory and the stocks of Puritanical days as punishment for miscreants who abused their wives or children. Those were engines of ye olden time in which scallawags were locked and exposed to public scorn.

There was one fellow back in our old home town who made a practice of beating his wife, a frail little thing who was always sick, and my old man said he would give anything to see that fellow confined in a pillory. He said he would go around at regular intervals and stick his finger in the fellow’s eye.

Somebody asked my old man why he did not stick his finger in the fellow’s eye anyway and my old man answered quite reasonably that the fellow was too big. He said the trouble with most crusaders was that they were always butting their heads up against stone walls and hurting their noggings without accomplishing any good, and he was not going to be like that.

My old man would have strongly endorsed Delaware’s whipping post for wife-beaters, and he would most certainly have liked to see catalogued as a whipping post offense the neglect of little children. He often said it was a mighty bad thing to neglect children and in later years I recalled this view to him and said I could not remember that he had busted any suspenders looking after my welfare.

He said yes, that was what he meant. He said I was proof of what comes of neglecting children. He said something drastic should have been done to him for the way he neglected me, but the trouble was he had always been too much occupied thinking of the way other children were being neglected to bother about his own. He said everybody was that way. He said if we could suggest any belated penalty he might accept it, but I could not think of anything at the moment.

My old man did not believe in capital punishment. He said he had once favored it, but after living a long time he had not noticed that it tended to reduce the type of crime punishable by death. He said he thought a man or woman who committed premeditated murder got more punishment just by being compelled to live with their conscience than if you knocked them off.

He said the only doubt in his mind as to the advisability of capital punishment was when it came to a crime like murder by slow poisoning. We had a of that nature out West, and my old man said he was inclined to doubt that a person who could contemplate such a crime had a conscience. He said that maybe it might be best to take a low-down criminal like that out and drop him off a cliff with out any noise about it.

My old man was a strong believer in conscience. He was curiously lenient toward sinners on the moral side, like a gentleman getting mixed up with the wrong lady or vice versa, as sometimes happened back in our old home town. My old man said that what conscience did to a gentleman or lady in that kind of fix was something awful.

My old man said that nearly always those things came up by accident and unexpected, and that the parties concerned were generally more to be pitied than censured, except that the way the world is rigged we have to have censure to keep that sort of business down. Somebody asked my old man how he came to be such an authority on conscience and he got sore.

He said he was not on the witness stand.



ON MATRIMONY

MY OLD MAN used to say that if he had a pile of money he would set up a series of prizes to be awarded annually and in perpetuity to American couples who had made the greatest success of marriage.

He had it all figured out. He said he would have ten prizes, starting at $5,000 to be awarded to the couple that had made the greatest five-year success, then moving to $10,000 to the most successful ten-year couple and so on up to $50,000 for the most successful half century team.

He said that in addition he would offer his prizewinning couples chairs as instructors in an institute of matrimonial technology that he proposed establishing in connection with his awards. He said that this institute of his would be devoted to teaching the arts and sciences calculated to promote success in marriage.




He said he would accept as students in his institute only couples already married, who found they could not make a go of matrimony, and length of marriage would be no bar to anybody. My old man said he knew a number of couples right there in our old home town of Pueblo who had been married ten, fifteen, and even twenty years, but had not learned the secret of success in their marital state.

Somebody asked him if he did not think that couples that had been engaged unsuccessfully in matrimony that long were not hopeless, and he said no. He said the mere fact that they had continued together across a long period of time argued that there might be some embers lying around there somewhere that could be fanned to energy again. My old man said he thought he would quit trying at about thirty-five years, however.

He was asked why he did not include in his plans the instruction of young persons contemplating matrimony and he said, well, at that stage love enters into the matter, and he did not think there was any sense in trying to teach persons in love anything about marriage. He said they were too sure that theirs was going to be a successful marriage, no matter what happened to all the other marriages in the world.

He said that the chances of any marriage being successful were about 8 to 5 against, but he thought that after his institute of matrimonial technology got to functioning, the odds would be reduced in the course of time to an even money bet. He said he figured on about a hundred years.

My old man was asked if he did not think love was the most important feature of success in marriage and he said not at all. He said that he would be willing to bet that half his prizes would go to couples who had made a success of matrimony on a minimum of love and a maximum of mutual respect and co-operation. He said why, he could look around him right there in our old home town and show you marriages in which the parties concerned were deeply in love but unsuccessful as a matrimonial span.

My old man said he would allot not more than thirty peints to love in weighing success in marriage when he began awarding his prizes. He said he would consider material prosperity based on the joint efforts of a couple to some extent, but that he did not hold this important because couples who had made a tremendous success of marriage might be quite poor.

He thought courtesy and consideration of each other and pleasure in companionship were matters of great weight. He said he could not lightly dismiss the matter of fidelity, either, though he thought this came under the heading of mutual respect. He said mutual respect naturally engendered fidelity.

My old man said his plan would involve millions and millions of dollars, as the expenses of administration would be terrific, especially in the matter of finding the couples who had made the greatest success of marriage. He said he would have to employ private investigators by the thousands in every nook and corner in the land to sift out matrimonial successes.

My old man said that much as he hated to say it, he feared that human cupidity would cause many couples to present themselves as having made a success of marriage over various periods of time, when in truth and in fact, they might be bickerers and dish-tossers in private.

My old man said it was a matter of deep regret to him that there are persons in this world who would lie about the holy state of matrimony for fifty thousand boffoes. He said it would be a fine thing, would it not, if after he had handed Mr. and Mrs. Etc. a large bag of currency in reward for their fifty years of matrimonial success that Mr. Etc. had slugged the old ever-loving with the bag going down the steps for not agreeing to give him fifty per cent of the take.



ON PREACHERS

MY OLD MAN liked preachers.

He grouped all ministers of the gospel under that term. He knew quite a number of them back in our old home town of Pueblo and he generally addressed them all as “parson.”

He said that preachers as a rule were educated, intelligent men and worth knowing. He said that one thing about a preacher–you could carry on a conversation with him that would be free of profanity, off-color stories, petty gossip and back-biting.

I think my old man liked to talk to preachers as a relief from the light chit-chat of his usual associates. He was not a religious man himself, though he had a profound respect for religion. He said it was the only hope for the world in the last analysis.

He thought American communities made too little use of preachers. He said it was mighty silly to elevate to important public office, or to entrust with any important public mission whatever a numbskull politician or a coarse-grained professional or business man when the community might have available a polished, cultured gentleman like a preacher.

My old man thought it was sort o’wasteful to take a bright young fellow and educate him thoroughly and then confine his talents to the narrow precincts of a church parish, sometimes for most of his life, though he did not decry the importance of a man’s spiritual labors even in the most limited field.

He just said it was foolish for a community to neglect taking advantage of a clean, trained mind for employment in all phases of civic endeavor. He argued that the very fact that a man had theological training should make him all the more valuable in dealing with mundane problems, because in most cases he would apply to them the fundamental principle of honesty, which our old man contended was all that mundane problems require for propor solution.

He said communities should make it a point to draft preachers for jobs like Mayor, and Sheriff, and State Senator, and County Commissioner. He said he saw no reason why a preacher could not do a good job of sheriffing while continuing to look after his flock.

My old man had a fight one night in the turf exchange gambling house with a fellow who was squawking about a preacher who was bawling out the open gambling in our old home town. My old man said the preacher was dead right because open gambling was against public morals and it was the preacher’s job to hop on anything opposed to public morals.

The fellow said, well, here you are gambling yourself; and my old man said, yes, but he was not a preacher and public morals were none of his business; and one word led to another until finally the fellow tweaked my old man’s red goatee and hurt his feelings, and he hit the fellow in the eye with the metal box that they deal the cards out in faro bank, and it ruined a friendship.

My old man said that if he had a great raft of money he would endow preachers everywhere with annuities, so they would be sure of a good living and be independent of everybody, and then they could always go out and say what they pleased.

He said preachers were often like struggling editors who might want to say a lot of things but were deterred by reasons of business policy. He said sometimes a preacher might want to blow the roof off something, but would be restrained by the thought that it would let the rain in on some important parishioner.

My old man said he did not consider that intellectual dishonesty. He said probably the preacher himself hated his reticence, but what could he do? Maybe he had a sick wife and a batch of children at home who had to be provided for, and he could not afford to be irritating influential parishioners.

My old man said his annuities would eliminate economic fear from the minds of the preachers and enable them to go belting right and left through the land and thus improve our spiritual and mundane conditions everywhere. Of course, my old man never got any farther with his plan than just thinking of it.

My old man said that the percentage of general intellectual dishonesty among preachers was too small to be considered. He said that any man who was willing to dedicate himself over any considerable period of time to the spiritual welfare of his fellow citizens for the starvation wages paid preachers, could not in the very nature of things be dishonest-intellectually or otherwise.

He said a man smart enough to be a preacher would not long be satisfied with the pitiful emoluments of preaching, if he were intellectually dishonest. He held that the occupation required too much sacrifice of worldly comforts and pleasures to engage the protracted attention of an intellectually dishonest man.

My old man said, show him a preacher who had been at his preaching for over five years, and he would show you a 100 per cent honest man. He said a man who could stand off worldly lure that long to stick to preaching had to be honest.


ON GROWING OLD

MY OLD MAN said there were various interesting stages in his realization that he was getting old but that the most convincing was when he found himself, time and again, leaving the house with important buttons on his apparel unfastened.

He said he then resigned himself to the inevitability of old age and became comfortable for the first time in years. He said he discarded starched collars and let his shoes go unshined for days at a time. He said he quit trying to carry his shoulders stiff and straight like a drillmaster’s and let them sag until his chin was almost touching the second button on his vest.

He said he also quit having his hair and moustache and goatee touched up and let the gray come out where it pleased, and that he stopped trying to run upstairs with sprightly step, but took ’em easy, one at a time and paused on every landing. He said he also abandoned his practice of reading the obituary columns and thus relieved his mind of an awful load of worry.

My old man said it used to depress him no little to read where some fellow contemporaneous with him had passed away, and caused him to go on diets and consult doctors frequently. He said that after he began skipping the death notices he found he could eat what he pleased and that his doctors’ bills were cut at least two-thirds.

He said it used to darken the whole week for him when he was called on to attend the funeral of an old pal, but that from the time he resigned himself to his years he could figure their deaths as just regrettable “happenstances” and not the law of average that was running ominously against him, too. My old man said he had no idea what a lot of trouble he had been going to, trying to keep young, until he gave up.

He said he had first commenced suspecting that the years were nailing him to the mast when he fell into the habit of quitting the table with loose chewings on his chin that had to be called to his attention. Then he said he found that he was talking to himself out loud occasionally and that he had become addicted to weird puffings and groanings like a venerable horse.

He said tall young men and grown young ladies began popping up on him as the sons and daughters of his old pals and that when he considered that he had seen these kids when they were puling babies, he realized that he was not as young as he used to be.


He noticed, too, that younger men were always asking him what he was doing to himself that kept him looking so young. He said they meant the query as a compliment, all right, but that it was a reflection of their thought that he must be quite old. He said when younger men started paying a fellow compliments on his appearance or asking him how he felt, it was time for him to get onto himself as an oldster.

Somebody asked my old man if he had noticed any abatement in his interest in the ladies as an indication of advancing age, and he said no, except that he disliked running into matrons that he remembered as beautiful girls and who he knew were much younger than he was. He said they were always the strongest reminders to him of his years, and sometimes a great shock.

He said he supposed that was because he did not see them often. He would meet their husbands almost every day and thus was not especially aware of any changes in them, but when he ran into the ladies themselves he could see that time was not standing still.

My old man said another stage in his realization that he was getting old was when he found himself secretly thinking that the old days were better than the current days. He said he always talked big in public about how everything was improving so that people would think he had an up-to-date mind, but that secretly he would be reflecting that this was not true–that there was nothing like the good old days.

He said another thing: he began sensing a strangely reminiscent ring to his stories. He said he quickly analyzed this as repetition on his part. He was telling his stories over and over again. He said he sat down one night and carefully reviewed in his own mind the stories he had told and where he had told them, and he could see that he must have told the same stories hundreds of times. He said he wondered why he had not met with foul play.

He said he also realized that he had been embellishing these stories more and more down through the years. In fact he said as he sat there and recalled the real details and compared them with his last recital he could see that he had been doing some mighty tall lying. He said when he was younger he would not have dared tell those stories that way as there would have been too many people familiar with the truth.

He said he supposed he must have unconsciously figured in his elaborated telling that the stories went too far back for anyone else to remember them. He said when a man got to relying on the years to cover his lies, it was a tacit public acknowledgment that he was getting old, even though he might not care to admit it to himself at the moment.



ON HOMESPUN FELLOWS

MY OLD MAN once said there was a great popular error as to what constituted a homespun fellow. He said most people thought a homespun fellow was a fellow who dressed carelessly and chewed tobacco and used profane language and who had frightful manners and pretended to disregard all the conventionalities and niceties of human associations.

My old man said that sometimes poople called a fellow like that a diamond in the rough, and spoke of him as picturesque, when he was really nothing but a terrible boor. My old man said he had made quite a study of supposedly homespun fellows and had come to the conclusion that most of them were strictly bogus and that they put on that homespun stuff to hide an inferiority complex.

He said of course some used it as a matter of personal expediency, like a certain chap who was running for political office one time back in our old home town of Pueblo, and who went around letting on he was as homespun as corncobs. He left his hair uncombed, and kept his shirt collar unbuttoned, and wore red suspenders, and said “git” for “get” and knocked off all the g’s on the end of words in making his speeches.

He expectorated tobacco juice all over the landscape, and ate with his knife, and swore like a mule-skinner, and everybody said he was very homespun, indeed. My old man conceived a terrific dislike for this chap and campaigned against him, peinting out that the fellow had been brought up in a nice home in a nice environment and had gone through high school and the State University.

My old man argued that a fellow who had enjoyed all these educational and cultural advantages, and who still kicked the English language around and remained as crude as he seemed to be, must be a mental lightweight. He said a fellow like that would be a disgrace and a reproach to our school system and to our very civilization. If he was not a mental lightweight, then he must be an out-and-out fake.

He said if. the fellow was a fake we certainly did not want him in office. He said that chap’s opponent, a local barber, at least kept his hair combed and his clothes pressed, and that he always made a nice appearance, and was just what he was without pretending to be something else, even though his mental equipment might leave something to be desired.

Well, the phoney homespun fellow got licked in the election and he was plenty hot at my old man for a long while. The next time he ran for election, however, he had himself all slicked up until he was a regular dude. He addressed the voters in the most correct language, too, and that time he was elected and remained in office for years. Some folks thought he was always a little too high-toned.

My old man said he had been in close contact much of his life with folks who might have been called genuinely homespun in the sense that the term was originally intended, and that he had found them mainly quiet, simple folks, innately courteous, and gentle-spoken. He said they might be illiterate but that he had seldom found them without a certain dignity, and a certain pride in the matter of appearances.

He said that in the humblest dugouts of the homesteader days he had met with manners and good taste. He said that among truly homespun people the exhibitionists that many people called homespun would have been considered clowns. My old man could get himself pretty well heated up when he got to talking about spurious homespuns.

He got in a little trouble one time because of his attitude in that matter. He was visiting in a home one evening where the center of attraction was an old cattleman of wealth from down on the Huerfano River, who was reared back in one chair with his feet on another and was roaring out some rather startling stories for mixed company. The delighted hostess asked my old man if he did not think the cattleman was a homespun character, indeed, and my old man said no.

My old man said the old billygoat was the most vulgar person he had ever laid eyes on or listened to, and that if there was any justice in this world, a person like that would be locked up in an asylum where his presence could no longer offend the human eye, or his voice the human ear.

He did not know, or had forgotten, that the old cattleman was the hostess’ father. She told her husband what my old man had said and the husband wanted to lick him. A couple of the cattleman’s sons were present and they also wanted to lick my old man. Finally the cattleman himself heard what was up and he challenged my old man, too, and when my old man finally left the place he was in some disrepute.

He said it had been his observation that if the so-called homespun fellow had money and prominence, it always made him more homespun. In fact, he said it was almost necessary for the homespun fellow to have money and prominence, otherwise people might not consider him homespun, but just a bum. My old man said it was amazing to him how many bums he had known who suddenly become homespun once they got hold of a little money and acquired a little fame.



ON SUICIDE

MY OLD MAN was listening one night to a bunch of fellows back in our old home town of Pueblo discussing the suicide of a fellow citizen. They were all quite mystified by the act. It was the concensus of opinion that the chap had everything to live for. There was considerable criticism of him. They said he should have thought of his family.

My old man was inclined to resent the criticism. He said it was a funny thing that they were willing to criticize a poor soul who had walked off into the woods and quietly ended it all, while they had nothing to say of a number of other men around town who were killing themselves with much less decency and no more thought of their families.

He enumerated about a score of local rumpots. He said he would leave it to any reputable board of physicians in town if they were not committing suicide just as surely as that unfortunate under discussion. This statement got our old man in very bad with the local rumpots when it was repeated to them. Some of them threatened to give him a licking.

My old man said he was not going to debate the right or wrong of suicide. He said he believed it wrong on most counts, and an unpleasant subject at best, but he argued that if it was disgraceful for a man to shoot himself through the head, or jump off a high building, it was equally disgraceful for a man to drink himself to death.

A number of the saloon keepers back in our old home town said talk like that hurt their business.

My old man told those fellows who were discussing the suicide that they would probably be surprised if they knew how many men who apparently had everything to live for had contemplated suicide at one time or another. He said it was dollars to doughnuts that half the men then and there present had given some thought to the idea.

He said you see a man going about his business hale and hearty and prosperous and apparently happy, but who knows but that his mind may be haunted by inexplicable terrors? Who knows but that his waking and sleeping moments may be peopled by dread phantasies of misconduct that drive him to despair? That is what my old man said.

He frankly admitted that he had toyed with the idea of suicide himself, not once, but a dozen times. He said he had never worked himself up to where he seriously considered self destruction but that he had found himself vaguely wondering if it might not be the best way out of what seemed some terrible difficulty.

He said that when the difficulty became less terrible, he always rebuked himself for permitting even the shadow of such a dire thought to cross his mind. He said nonetheless he could see that if a man like him could think of such a thing, it was easily possible for others to think of the same thing.

My old man said that he had been brought up to believe that suicide was sinful and cowardly. He said he was not so sure about the latter. He said he had known men of whose courage he had not the slightest doubt who had committed crimes for which they knew they must swing, but he had never known one who preferred self destruction to letting the law destroy them.

He said he had known of one courageous fellow doomed to die who had friends among the officials who wanted to save him the disgrace of dying on the scaffold and who had deliberately placed means of self destruction within his reach. Yet this fellow declined to avail himself of their courtesy and went by the noose. My old man said he sometimes wondered if this was because of cowardice or just the natural human instinct to hope to the very last.

My old man said that the times he had thought most of suicide were when he was quite ill. He said there had been such times when he did not care much if he lived or died and rather welcomed the thought of death, yet had he known there was a lethal potion within reach of his hand he would never have had the nerve to lift it to his lips.

He said if he had been pronounced incurably ill, he doubted that he would have taken his own life, though he remembered hearing his own voice raised in argument condoning that course under such circumstances. He said that must have been when he was feeling great himself. He said it was easy enough to argue that way when a fellow was feeling great, but that he knows he would have hung on against any verdict, hoping it might be wrong.

My old man said that oddly enough his thoughts of suicide had entered his head when he was much younger. He said that as he got older he realized that no situation is as black and hopeless as youth is apt to view it. He said that was one advantage of age, anyway–that you know if you stay the suicidal draught or leap until the next day, it will probably be quite unnecessary.

My old man said who brought up the subject of suicide, anyway?



ON WINDBAGS

ONE NIGHT A fellow called my old man a windbag.

My old man said yes, he guessed that was quite true.

He said every man who gave off a lot of verbal gas was a windbag unless he made something out of it, like getting into Congress, or writing a book. and then he became a statesman or a philosopher.

My old man said the only difference between him and a lot of distinguished citizens of the world in the matter of windiness was that he had wasted his vocal breezes on desert air instead of wafting them into the ears of voters or readers.

He said if he had adopted the rostrum he might have achieved the reputation of being a tremendous thinker like a fellow he knew back in Kansas. My old man said this fellow used to stand around on street corners shooting off his mouth on every subject under the sun until everybody agreed that he was the biggest windbag in the State. He never worked if he could help it, so it was also agreed that he was a bum.

The fellow finally got into politics in a small way and from public platforms said identically the same things he had said on street corners, but what had passed for wind presently became regarded by the voters as the greatest wisdom they had ever heard, though the fellow merely raised his voice slightly above his street-corner tone.

He got elected to office and for years held the deepest respect of his constituency as a wise man, and when he died he was mourned by all, yet my old man said this fellow never once said anything different from what he had said in the days when he was considered a windbag and a bum. My old man said the fellow lived qUite comfortably most of his life off the public treasury just by transferring his wind from street corners to the rostrum.

My old man claimed that it was who you were, not what you said, that represented the difference between a windbag and a wise man in this country, with some reference to where you said it. He once made something of a test of his theory right there in our old home town of Pueblo.

There was a wealthy merchant who often dropped into the Arkansas Hall beer emporium where my old man hung out a great deal, and this merchant liked to spout his ideas on public questions of all kinds and he had quite a reputation as a thinker.


My old man said that it was the fellow’s money not his ideas that made people listen to him. My old man said the merchant never had a thought that was worth two cents, Mexican money. One night my old man loaded himself up with wisdom from the works of thinkers like Thomas Paine and Voltaire and Rousseau and went to the Arkansas Hall and started giving off quotations at one end of the bar.

He got a little attention for a few minutes but when the merchant came in and took his stand at the other end of the bar and called for drinks for the house, all but one auditor deserted my old man and gathered about the merchant and listened eagerly to what he had to say. My old man went on quoting from Paine, and Voltaire and Rousseau in opposition and that was when the fellow called him a windbag.

My old man said the chap who stuck to him was a fellow who never had anything whatever to say, and for that reason most people thought him an introvert. My old man said he had noticed that if you did not talk at all, people thought there was something wrong with you, and if you talked too much you were a windbag. He said the reason this chap never said anything was because he could scarcely read or write and was generally ignorant and did not want to expose his deficiencies any more than necessary.

Afterward the chap kicked up a gold mine over around Telluride and as a rich man he took to talking quite a bit. My old man said nobody called him a windbag, however. In fact, when he went traveling newspaper reporters would interview him at length and quite seriously on matters of public moment. My old man always got a great biff out of reading these interviews.

My old man said he had listened to a lot of speeches in his time and had done a lot of reading and he had come to the conclusion that about 75 per cent of what passed for profound thought was nothing but wind. He said he once took the trouble to read an issue of the congressional record from cover to cover and tried to analyze what was reported therein of the utterances of men who were paid nice salaries to do the thinking for the country, and that he had discovered that the utterances were mainly wind.

He said if you read any speech or proclamation by any public official and analyzed it, you would find that it was mostly wind and usually borrowed from the windiness of someone else. He said he admitted to being a windbag, all right, but one thing about him he was not costing the taxpayers anything and that was more than a lot of other windbags could say.


ON DOCTORS

MY OLD MAN used to say that he guessed the percentage of scoundrels was less among doctors than any other class of men, professional or otherwise, in the world. He said that in his whole life he had never encountered more than two or three doctors who were out-and-out bad ’uns.

My old man said that whenever his faith in humanity commenced to falter, he just contemplated the character and works of the doctors he knew and that bolstered him up right away. He said that whenever he passed certain doctors in our old home town of Pueblo, he felt like taking off his hat as a mark of respect to them, only that action would have embarrassed the doctors.

My old man said people took doctors too much for granted. He said if a fellow jumped into a river and, at no great risk to himself, rescued a drowning man or woman, the papers made a big noise about the incident and pronounced the rescuer a hero. Maybe he even got a medal or some other token of his bravery, but the very same day some doctor might save the lives of half a dozen people by his skill and devotion, and you never heard of the matter.

My old man said you might read stories in the papers every day over quite a period about the fight some prominent man or woman was making for life against illness, and about how, eventually, they won out, but he said you never read anything about some doctor’s part in that battle. He said you never read how the doctor sat there day and night struggling for the patient’s life even when the task seemed hopeless.

He said you would think from what the papers said that the patient’s own fortitude was responsible for defeating death rather than the skill of the doctor. He said a lot of patients generally thought pretty much the same way after they got well, especially when the doctor’s bill came in.

My old man said it was astonishing how little credit a patient whose life had been saved was willing to give the doctor after he got the bill. He said any person at death’s door would always be glad to give all they possessed to live a while longer, even though their possessions amounted to millions, but after some doctor pulled them back from the dark abyss and they got to walking around again, they were not willing to pay even a minute percentage of their holdings.

My old man said he never could understand why most people seemed to feel that the doctor’s bill was the very last they were obligated to pay. He said his own life had been saved several times by doctors and that he always paid the doctor first and let the other debts incurred during his illness wait. He said he figured that had the doctor not saved him and put him in action again, the others would never have been paid anyway.

My old man knew fellows there in our old home town of Pueblo who always kept their doctor waiting for months and even years for his money, while in the meantime they lived high themselves and entertained and wore good clothes. He said that these fellows, even while indebted to the doctor, had no compunctions of conscience about calling him again in case of illness.

He said the amazing thing was he had never known a doctor who would not always respond to a call, even when he knew he was not going to get paid. My old man said everybody always seemed surprised when a doctor died, but he guessed nobody figured that maybe his health might have been undermined by getting out of bed at all hours of the night in all kinds of weather and losing sleep in long vigils at desperate bedsides.

He said he guessed that nobody figured that the strain on a doctor’s nerves and mind, as well as on his body, might affect him the same as it would other mortals. He said that it was constantly a wonder to him that doctors lived as long as they did when you considered the work they had to do.

My old man said he had known doctors who should have been in hospital beds themselves to get up and go out in snowstorms on calls that they knew would not yield a dime for their services, and might indeed be a personal expense to them for medicines, or fuel, or even food.

He said it was rarely you heard of a doctor demanding that a patient in physical stress lay a little something on the line in advance. He said that was why he always cheered when he heard of some man of means handing over a right royal fee to a doctor in gratitude for services rendered. He said whatever a doctor got it was seldom enough.

My old man said a doctor’s patients expected him to dress neatly, to have a neat office and nice tools and to be of tranquil, reassuring mood and manner and of steady, gentle hand. But he said how in the dickens could he have those things and be that way if the patients did not pay their bills and the doctor had to always be worrying about his own debts?

He said doctors should have peace of mind more than any other persons in this world to properly discharge their functions, and he thought there ought to be some kind of law to make this possible.



ON CRYING AND HOLLERING

MY OLD MAN said he guessed every fellow, by accident or design, fell into a certain system for trying to get ahead in the world and followed that system to the finish. He said he had no criticism to offer of any of them, except the fellows who cried their way through life.

He said his objection to those fellows was that they contributed too much to the world’s gloom. My old man said that many a day that had opened bright and cheerful and hopeful had been ruined for him by fellows who were crying their way along. He said they put everything they thought out to be done for them on the basis of sympathy.

He said those fellows always wore sad expressions and had the most pitiful tales you could imagine and that it was dangerous to your peace of mind to bid one of them a jovial good morning and ask him how he was doing. He said right away the fellow would start crying and probably break your heart with some yarn about his personal woes or public injustice to him.

My old man said the way those fellows could convince themselves that they are entitled to consideration on sympathetic grounds was truly remarkable. He said as a rule they never did anything for anybody themselves but that by long practice in crying they made themselves think the world owed them something and what is more finally made others think the same thing.

He said after a while people went around saying that something ought to be done for poor so-and-so, though if you carefully analyzed the case of poor so- and-so, there was actually no good reason why anything should be done for him.

My old man said many a fellow had cried his way into high places and he thought that was quite all right if after attaining their objectives, the crying fellows dried their tears.

He said nobody could complain about a certain lawyer back in our old home town of Pueblo who made a great success of always crying the jury box full of salt in behalf of his legal causes because he afterwards invariably showed up at the Arkansas Hall bar and ordered refreshments all around and laughed like sixty.

But my old man said most fellows who cried their way through life got the habit of crying implanted in them so strongly that they kept on crying even after they were doing swell. He said that despite the undoubted efficacy of the crying system, he liked the hollering system better because it was more cheerful.

He said the hollering system was usually adopted by fellows of some personality and courage, who went through life hollering against everybody and everything. Somebody asked him if there was not some system for getting along that included hard work and merit and he said yes, and that it was the followers of that system that the hollerers hollered against.

He said if a fellow hollered loud enough and long enough, he annoyed everybody with his noise and folks were glad to do something for him to stop his hollering. My old man said that unlike the followers of the crying system, the hollerers usually quieted down after something was done for them.

He said another system that seemed to work was what he called the oil system. He said he knew fellows who thought the way to get along in life was to oil everybody, or flatter them. He said he saw nothing wrong with this system, but that he thought it must be mighty tedious to always be going around saying nice things. However, he said there was no denying that the oil system worked well, and he had to admit that there was nothing harmful in it.

He thought the connection system was a slight variation of the oil system. He said he knew fellows who thought that the way to get along in the world was to make connections with persons in commanding positions, socially or otherwise. He said usually these persons had arrived at their positions by the hard work system, but that the followers of the connection system wanted a shorter cut than that.


He said that he had known fellows to plan and struggle to make connections for years and that if they had devoted the same amount of energy to hard work they would not have needed any connections. He said he had once labored quite a while to make a certain connection but by the time he had made it the connection was down and out, so all that effort was wasted.

My old man thought the quiet bluff system was pretty good. He said that was the system where a fellow went around keeping pretty quiet but just saying enough to indicate that he was doing all right. My old man said that after a while people would commence thinking that the quiet bluffer might-be doing all right, at that, though the material evidence might suggest the contrary, and that they had better get in with him.

Somebody asked my old man if he had a system and he said no, but if things did not get better for him he was going to try two of them at once–crying and hollering.



ON COWARDICE

MY OLD MAN used to say that he guessed that the attribute he envied most in other men was physical courage. He said that all his life he had been pretty much of a physical coward. He said that was not his fault–it was just the way he was gaited.

He said he tried to console himself by thinking that maybe his cowardice had kept him out of a lot of trouble. He said for instance he was too big a coward to kill anybody or hold up a bank or commit any other crime. He said he was pretty sure it was more his cowardice than any high moral principles on his part that had prevented him from becoming involved in scandal.

He said if he had been gifted with physical courage proportionate to his intellectual bravery he would have been a great man. He said when he was running newspapers in rough-and-tumble little towns he did not hesitate to take cracks at individuals for their misconduct, official or otherwise, but that then he would be in deadly fear for fear they would come around afterwards to punch his head.

He said that fear always made him miserable. It depressed him to think he was afraid of a thing like that. He said the fact that they never did come around afterwards to punch his head made no difference to him. It merely meant that they were cowards, too, and my old man said that did not relieve him of his knowledge of his own cowardice.

He said he knew very well the feeling he should have had was one of exaltation–of glorying in the idea of cracking those individuals. He said that was the way a fellow with any physical courage would have felt, but that instead of feeling that way, there he sat trembling like a leaf every time the office door opened. He said it lowered his self-esteem.

My old man said he did not think his cowardice ever tempered his cracks and we thought that was where he had intellectual courage but he said think of the enjoyment he would have had out of his intellectual courage if he had also had his share of physical courage?

He said he would have given anything to be like a fellow he knew in the newspaper business back in our old home town of Pueblo. When this fellow took a slam at anybody in the paper he could not rest until he had hunted the slammed one up just to see how he reacted to the slamming. The more the slamming seemed to have hurt, the more the newspaper fellow rejoiced and my old man said that was the way a man ought to feel when he thought he was right.

My old man said he guessed he had been a physical coward from infancy. He said as a child he had been afraid of the dark and of the boogie man and that in maturity he remained afraid of them. He said he was afraid of graveyards at night and of gloomy old houses and of lonely roads. He said he had chills of apprehension when he had to walk through an alleyway. He said he guessed he was one of the greatest physical cowards that ever lived.

He said he could remember how scared he would get when he was in the army and had to stand pretty well off from the main body on guard duty. He said he used to fashion in his frightened fancy, sinister figures out of every distant bush. He said when there was any fighting he was always too benumbed from fear to recollect afterwards what had occurred.

My old man said he guessed he would have been the laughing stock of the community if it' had been generally known what a coward he was but that what had saved him was the fact that 65 per cent of the human race was just as cowardly as he was. He said the cowards were all too busy trying to let on they were brave themselves to notice his cowardice. He said no coward likes to admit publicly his cowardice but that an occasion once arose when he felt confession necessary and it won him a reputation for bravery.


He said a big tough fellow was aching to slug him one day and my old man thought if he came right out and admitted he was a coward it would shame the fellow out of his idea. So my old man said to the fellow, why, you might cause me to die from fright if you hit me because I am the most awful coward in the world. It would be no credit to you to lick a coward like me. I am a terrible, terrible coward.

The fellow got to thinking that statement over. He could not figure that anybody would admit to cowardice unless they had an ulterior motive. He decided that my old man was claiming to be a coward to deceive him (the tough fellow) into thinking he really was a coward. The fellow came to the conclusion that my old man was probably the bravest man in town and walked hurriedly away.

Everybody else around got to thinking the same way he did-that my old man was just kidding about his lack of courage to get the fellow to start something. My old man said it finally became somewhat embarrassing because other tough fellows took to sizing him up and he knew it would not be long before one of them would decide to find out just how brave he was.

For years afterwards my old man never went out in public except wearing thick eyeglasses and one hand in a sling and limping a little so nobody would prove by actual test that he was exactly as he had claimed–a terrible coward.



ON BEAUTY

MY OLD MAN was once asked his idea of a beautiful woman and he said that was a foolish question. He said no two men ever had the same idea of a beautiful woman and that this was a good thing because when they did there was apt to be a shooting match.

He said his idea of a beautiful woman might be another man’s idea of a crow. My old man said beauty in many a woman was concealed to every eye but that of a fellow who likes her. He said he had often seen a woman whose face would stop a clock, but who was deemed beautiful by some Jake who was in love with her.

He used to tell about how he lost a dear good friend back down the years in our old home town of Pueblo. This friend, whose name we will call Fred, fell in love with a lady who was a regular gee-whizzer of a clock-stopper, according to my old man, and what he could not reconcile with Fred’s admiration of her was the fact that Fred was a lover of beauty in other things.

My old man said he and Fred used to go walking and Fred would speak of the beauty of the trees and the flowers and of the cloud formations and the birds and the far-away mountains and things like that, and he enjoyed looking at paintings and other works of art. My old man said he guessed Fred came about as close to being an aesthete as any man that ever lived in our old home town, and maybe closer.

He was therefore surprised and shocked by Fred’s adoration of the clock-stopper, and by his declarations that she was beautiful. My old man said he knew it was the first time Fred had ever been in love, and he got to figuring that the only reason Fred thought the lady was beautiful was because he had never before noticed any other women and did not know that they came in any different models.

So one day my old man got one of the generally acknowledged prize beauties of our old home town to walk down Main Street with the object of Fred’s worship, and he took pains to have Fred standing with him on a comer when the ladies went past. He then began calling Fred’s attention to certain material points of difference in the pair.

My old man asked Fred to notice that his girl was bandy-legged and had large flat feet, while the beauty’s pins were as straight as an arrow and her feet were high-arched and as small as mice, and my old man explained to Fred, just in case he might not know that this was the only way a lady’s feet ought to be.

He told Fred to compare their figures and he would see that his beloved had no more shape than a bale of hay as against that form devine of the other. He patiently explained to Fred the disadvantages of the former and the advantages of the latter. He appealed to Fred to carefully weigh that scraggly profile of his sweetheart’s in comparison to the lovely classic features of the beauty.

It was about this time, my old man said, that he thought a high wind had come along and blown a roof off on top of him, though he later learned that it was just Fred hitting him on the chin with a deftly aimed right hand. After that there was a pronounced coolness between Fred and my old man. Fred went ahead and married the lady, and he must have told her what my old man said, because she afterwards talked quite disrespectfully of him around our old home town.

Fred never spoke to him again, though the day Fred died he sent for my old man. Fred had suffered a stroke, and even then he did not speak, but my old man said Fred smiled at him and sort o' nodded his head affirmatively, and that was all there was to the incident, except the widow kept on talking disrespectfully of my old man.

He said he never afterwards tried to give anybody a steer in the matter of beauty. He just went along accepting the theory that love is blind. He said in fact if he had not taken a solemn vow he would make bold to speak to us about a girl we were going with just then. Back in our old home town when you were keeping company with a young lady you were “going with” her.

My old man said he little thought he would ever find a son of his courting a female gargoyle. He said he felt his offspring should be a better judge of beauty than that, just as a matter of instinct, but that after due consideration of various choices of ours, he had come to the conclusion that we were strangely lacking. We were a trifle indignant about his remarks because to our juvenile eyes that girl was a mighty lovely object.

My old man said he had seen pictures of the Venus de Milo, and if that was supposed to be the statue of a beautiful and perfect woman he must be cock-eyed. He said he thought she was too thick in spots. Still, he said, he knew men right there in our own home town who did not think a woman was beautiful unless she was beef to the heels. He said those men would not look at a tall thin woman if she had the face of an houri, or at a little woman if she was as pretty as a pup.

On the other hand, he said he could show you men who thought the smaller issues the more beautiful. My old man said he guessed beauty in women was just a point of view.


ON PETTINESS

MY OLD MAN used to say that he had found, as he went along through life, that he had escaped few of the mean and petty reactions to which human nature was subject.

He said he had felt prejudice and envy and even malice in his time, and that while he had generally been able to hide his thoughts and feelings from others, the fact that he himself knew them was sufficient shame.

He said that sometimes he got to flattering himself that he had overcome these reactions, then suddenly he would discover he was right back where he started, as, for instance, when he found himself secretly exulting over some chap getting his come-uppance.

He said he used to wonder if something was wrong with him and if he was different from other fellows, so he took to watching his friends, like when he was standing around bar rooms with them. He said on such occasions some one was sure to come along and say did you hear what happened to old So-and-So? His wife ran off from him or he just lost all his money or he had been fired out of that good job he had.

My old man said everybody would murmur that it was too bad and that they were sorry for old So-and-So, but he said he noticed that none of them ever said it with any great sincerity and that he could tell by studying their expressions that they were secretly a little glad just like he was and probably just as ashamed of feeling that way, too.

My old man said that was a funny thing because every man Jack of them would have been willing to help old So-and-So the best they could when he was down, but they just could not suppress that little glow of satisfaction when they heard of their fellow citizen coming a cropper. My old man said he had often tried to analyze that feeling to himself. He would go into a room and sit there all alone asking himself questions as to why he should feel that way.

He would say to himself what does it profit you that a fellow human being has taken a header? He never did anything bad to you. He never did anything bad to anybody else as far as you know. Why are you not feeling genuinely sorry? Is there some streak of meanness in you that you cannot eradicate from your mental processes? Are you abnormal, that a story of another’s tough luck does not immediately strike in you a responsive chord of sympathy instead of exultation?

 
My old man said that was what really bothered him –the fact that his first reaction was not one of genuine regret and sympathy instead of the other. He said he would go around too-badding louder than anybody else in town and thus perhaps get the name with some people of being a right sympathetic sort of fellow, but the trouble was he could not deceive himself.

Yet he said he believed himself at heart truly sympathetic. He said sorrow and suffering distressed him, and he honestly felt that he wanted to see everybody get along in this world –still, he could not deny to himself that small jolt of joy that seemed to hit him every time he heard of somebody’s setback. He said it was a shameful thing to admit and that he had spent a life-time trying to get it out of his system. He said he sometimes figured it must be that the Evil One was working on the better side of his nature.

My old man said he had often noticed that feeling when he was reading the newspaper and came upon an item about some high-and-mighty being thrown into jail or a supposedly respectable fellow getting jammed up in a scandal, or something like that. He said that what disturbed him was that he could find himself feeling pleased though the persons involved might not mean a thing in this world to him.

He said he felt it must be a sure sign of abnormality when he could get a sense of pleasure out of the discomfiture of somebody he did not even know. He said he had tried to talk this thing over with fellows that he was reasonably sure sustained the very same reactions but that they always pretended they did not know what he was talking about.

He said he had observed, however, that those fellows, when they heard of another’s embarrassment, generally unconsciously assumed the identical smirk of satisfaction that he had often caught to his deep humiliation, on his own face in the back bar mirror. My old man said he used to do penance for days afterwards by trying to show a spirit of helpfulness and kindness toward his fellow men.

He said he finally got to chatting one night with old Doc Wilcox and told him about these reactions and asked Doc what was wrong with him, and Doc said oh, shucks, rafts of people had those reactions and he guessed they were due to that orneriness of which every human had at least a trace. He advised my old man to keep quiet about the matter and then nobody would ever know about his reactions unless he ran across a fellow Doc Wilcox said he used to know.

Doc said this fellow used to summon all his employes to a room where he could watch them through a secret hole in the wall and then he would send a man in to tell them that their employer had just fallen down and broken both legs, and the employes who laughed got fired.



ON TRUTH

MY OLD MAN used to say that his greatest disillusionment was when he discovered that folks do not like the truth. He fixed the time of his discovery as the brief period when he was the secret correspondent in our old home town of Pueblo for a paper called the Kansas City Sunday Sun.

It seems my old man was a sort of pioneer gossip columnist, only he did not know it at the time. The Kansas City Sunday Sun was pretty much of a scandal sheet, and it printed things about people that no columnist would dare print today, what with juries being more lenient about murder than they used to be.

The Sun had correspondents in many cities, especially out West, and these correspondents used to send in the juiciest kind of tidbits about the private lives of their fellow citizens, and there was generally a terrific demand for the paper in those cities.

My old man said he began working for the paper as its Pueblo correspondent with a high purpose, based on a theory of service to the community. He said he thought he saw the opportunity of improving the morals of some citizens of our old home town through the medium of the Sunday Sun by making them conscious that certain conduct on their part was most reprehensible.

My old man said that in the beginning he felt that these citizens might not know that what they were doing was bad form and that just calling it to their attention in print would cause them to mend their ways. He said that the Sunday Sun stipend was not to be despised, either.

My old man said that he had noticed lots of times that when citizens would be getting out of moral line and making themselves the subjects of whispered gossip, even their best friends never bothered to speak a word of caution, and he thought that would be where he came in with his column.

He said he thought that eventually these citizens, when back on the straight and narrow path again, would bless the Kansas City Sunday Sun and urge the erection of a monument to the correspondent, if they could learn his identity. Like nearly all correspondents of the Sunday Sun my old man signed a phoney name to his contributions, partly because he was bashful but mainly because he did not want to be found out.

He always made it a point to get around to the saloons every time the Sunday Sun came in under his correspondential regime to make mental notes on the reactions of the citizens mentioned in his items, and that was when he first commenced to discover that folks do not like the truth. He said that the reaction of the average citizen that he spoke of as neglecting his wife and family for some local charmer was towering and wholly inexplicable rage.

My old man said the citizen would often tear the paper to shreds and throw them in a cuspidor, and, much as it mystified him, my old man rather liked the reaction, because it made business better for the Sun. Right away somebody would run out and buy another copy to see what made the citizen mad. My old man said he had often seen all the cuspidors in Tommy Mathews’ Waldorf saloon piled high with shreds of the Sun.

My old man said that what mystified him was that the item would be 100 per cent truth, and he could prove it in any court of law. He said if he had indulged in conjecture or idle gossip that had no foundation he could understand why they should be mad, but since it was the truth, why did they not quietly accept the tip and remedy their treatment of their wives and families and give the local charmers the gate and let it go at that?

He said that one citizen he had mentioned in the Sunday Sun as making a practice of hiring Bill Barr’s hack every Saturday night and driving out to a road-house near Overton, north of town, with another man’s wife, was downright ferocious about the item. Yet, my old man said, the item was the truth and everybody in town knew it, so why should the citizen be so furious instead of taking the thing in the high spirit of moral uplift that prompted it and cease his philandering?

My old man was also working as a reporter on a local daily at that time, and he said he wrote a piece for the daily about that same citizen, saying he was a fine, upright, home-loving gentleman, which everybody knew was untrue, but the citizens loved it. My old man said he just could not figure how anybody could enjoy a lie and get sore at the truth.

He said he began doubting that he was effecting any moral advancement when he found that when several citizens who had all been mentioned in his gossip column got together they did not talk about giving a vote of thanks to the correspondent of the Sunday Sun. They talked about tarring and feathering him if they could find out who he was.

He tried inserting little items of a somewhat scandalous nature about himself to throw people off the track, but one issue he gave himself such a bawling out that an astute fellow told my old man the item was too revealing to have been written by anyone except a person very, very, very close to the subject.

My old man did not like the way the fellow kept emphasizing “very,” so he quit.



ON CUTENESS

MY OLD MAN used to say that one thing he hoped was that he would not live long enough for his children to go around telling “cute” stories on him.

He said if he stuck it out to an age where he heard his kids relating as “cute” something he had done that would have been perfecdy normal and matter-of-course for him to do when he was younger, he would probably knock himself off, allowing that he could no longer give the kids a few boffs about the ears to teach them not to gossip about their elders.

By “cute” stories, my old man meant stories like a fellow back in our old home town of Pueblo told about his 80-year-old grandmother. This fellow took the grandmother out to dinner one night and asked her if she would like something to drink and she said yes, she would like a bottle of champagne. The fellow was around afterwards asking every body if they did not think that was “rote” of her.



 
My old man said there was nothing “cute” about it. He said the grandmother just naturally liked champagne, so what was unusual or bright about her ordering it? He said he did not care to tell the fellow so, but that grandmother of his was the best single-handed champagne drinker in our old home town in her day, according to the pioneers who knew her then. My old man said they claimed she drank more champagne by accident than most people did on purpose.

My old man said that just because people got “up in the paints” in age there was no reason why their children should go around gassing about their sayings and doings, which would not be at all amusing if the people were twenty years younger, but just something you might reasonably expect. My old man sometimes dropped into a curious jargon when he was talking, like that expression “up in the paints.”

In the gambling game known as Faro Bank, the king, queen and jack, or face-cards, are called “paint cards” because of their coloring as differentiated from the other cards in the deck. They are high cards, so around our old home town the fellows who knew about Faro Bank generally spoke of persons of 70 and beyond as “up in the paints.”

My old man said he guessed that the “cute” stories on old people was only just retribution, at that. He said that when children were quite young, their parents told “cute” stories on them, so when the parents reached senility, he supposed it was only fair for the children to retaliate with “cute” stories on the old 'uns.

My old man said he thought he was entitled to exemption from “cute” stories on him in his venera- bility, as he had never told any “cute” stories on his children, though he admitted that. it was probably because none of us were smart enough to ever do or say anything "cute." ’

My old man used to say that children had three ages for parents, which he placed under these heads: (I) a pleasure; (2) a problem; (3) a pain in the neck.

He said the first age was when the children were young and cunning. My old man said it was a lot of fun watching infants and kids three-four-five-six years old. He said a fellow could play with them then and get a big belt out of seeing their little minds unfold and listening to them talk. He liked them best when they were tiny babies. He said that was the only stage of life that you could be sure a human being did not want something out of you.

He said that when children reached their teens and commenced to develop personality and craft and guile, a fellow not only had to work his ears off to support them, but he also had to put in a lot of time worrying about what was going to happen to them. My old man said that as a parent he felt qualified to state the teens represented the most trying age for both parents and children, because it was so tough for them to get acquainted with one another.



 
He said that from twenty-one years of age on to the time the children started telling the “cute” stories on the old folks, the weight was all on the parents. He argued that this was true if only because the children could always escape the parents if they desired, but the parents could never get away from the children.

My old man said that every community ought to have a commission that would annually brush children over twenty-one years of age off parents like you knock barnacles off a ship’s bottom, especially in cases where the parents did not have the gumption to do it themselves. He said he’d bet this system would bring renewed life and energy to many parents whose progress in life was clogged by their children.

My old man used to give us many a meaning look when he was arguing this idea and that was one reason why we left home, but we never did tell a “cute” story on him.

 

ON THE MALE GOSSIP

MY OLD MAN always contended that men were ten times greater gossips and tattle-tales than women. He said one big reason for this was that the men had more opportunities for gossiping than the women.

He said that the average married woman had to put in most of her time at home attending to her household duties and her children. She ordinarily had few social callers in the course of a working day and therefore no one to gossip with.

He said that while it was true a good many single women were on the loose, the majority of them also usually worked most of the day in the house or in offices and stores, where they did not get much chance to do any considerable gossiping.

On the other hand, my old man said, look at the clubs and saloons where men were to be found gabbing at all hours of the day. He said he had noticed that a raft of the busiest of business and professional men always seemed to be able to find time to spend in chewing the rag in clubs and saloons, or over a luncheon table, and generally much of their conversation took the form of gossip about their fellow citizens.

He said he would bet he could go through any business building right there in our old home town of Pueblo in the middle of a business day and discover any number of men with their feet up on their desks in their private offices swapping gossip with some chance caller. He said few women with the cares of a household on their shoulders could knock off work in the middle of the day and sit down to a prolonged gabfest but he had noticed that many supposedly very busy men could always find leisure for a little gossip.

My old man said that for every pair of women you could find standing gabbing on street corners, he could show you twenty pairs of men doing the same thing. He said the ratio was about the same for hotel lobbies and the corridors of the post office and court house and city hall.

When it came to sitting on steps, my old man said it ran a hundred men to no women. He said he could not recall ever seeing a woman sitting on steps except perhaps in her own yard, while he could take you out almost any pleasant day and show you steps of public buildings fairly festooned with men gossiping like mad.


 
He said he never recalled seeing any women stand ing watching men at work, either, though that was a popular pastime with many men. He said they liked to accompany their watching with a little offhand gossiping, perhaps about the fellow who was having the work done. He said some of the watchers could generally recall something to the fellow’s discredit.

My old man said he had come to the conclusion that men were gabbier by nature than women, though through persistent propaganda across the years the men had pretty well established the women as the gabby and gossipy ones. He said since time began it had been a favorite trick of the men to make themselves out superior to women in every way. He said it always made him snicker when some fellow, that he knew had a tongue loose at both ends, spoke of women as gossipy.

He said as a matter of fact, nearly all gossip started with the men who picked it up downtown and carried it home to their wives and other members of their families who otherwise would never have heard it. He said just let every man who is honest with himself just sit down and figure how much gossip he had heard from his wife as compared to what he had taken home, and he would see the difference right away.

My old man said to tell the truth, he enjoyed a little gossiping himself now and then. He said he had never found himself in a gathering in a club or saloon or Pullman car or hotel lobby but what he soon heard his own tongue wagging gossipily with the best of them. He said he would hear his own voice telling rumors he had heard about someone, or dissecting characters or speculating on motives.

He said of course the best gossip was always that which presented the subject of gossip in an unenviable light. My old man said he had noticed that gossipers did not usually linger long on gossip that was favorable to the subject. He said in fact, he had found that among men gossips one got much more eager attention with gossip of a scandalous nature.

My old man said he had probably lost more sleep than any man alive through gossip. He said many a time he had been in gatherings that were gossiping about everybody they knew practically in alphabetical order. He said sometimes he would get pretty tired and sleepy and would have liked to have gone to bed but that long experience had taught him to stick around because he knew they would gossip about him as soon as he was out of ear-shot.

He said he always waited until only one man besides himself was left and then he would retire. He said, however, he had known men who were such inveterate gossips that even when they were the last man left they would go on gossiping to themselves.



ON SPENDING

MY OLD MAN was always on the side of the grasshopper in the celebrated case of the grashopper versus the ant.

You know how the ant is suppesed to be a most provident insect, storing up food in Summer against the vicissitudes of the Winter. A lot of other creatures do the same thing but for some reason the ant has always been given the greatest credit.

The grashopper is the one that goes singing blithely across the bright Summer with never a thought in his bean beyond the pleasures of the moment and who finds himself behind the eight-ball when the cold winds do blow. My old man liked to apply the story to the human race.

He used to say that it was a good thing we were not all ants, or money would be tightened up something awful. It would all be hoarded away in the nests of the ants. He said it was the grasshoppers of the human race that keep the wampum in circulation. He always called money wampum. He said it was probably irrelevant to the argument, but that the grasshopper had the most fun, too.

My old man agreed to the general proposition that saving is a fine thing and he often advised us to that end, though he added that it was just as a matter of parental form, the same as he advised us to have no truck with bad habits, and not because he thought it would do any good. He said money in the bank was a most wonderful idea and that the only trouble with it was you could not spend the money and have it, too.

He said that saving was entirely a matter of instinct rather than of teaching or advice and that you either had that instinct or did not have it-that in short you were either an ant or a grasshopper and he gave it as his opinion that from the shape of my head I was a grasshopper. I need scarcely add that his estimate turned out to be 100 per cent correct.

He had only one quarrel with those who had the saving instinct, or the ants. He said he could readily understand that they got just as much pleasure out of piling one dollar on top of another as the grasshopper got out of rolling similar dollars around the landscape. His quarrel was that the ants were inclined to take a superior attitude toward the grasshoppers when Winter caught up with the latter.

My old man said that a man who never drank was entitled to no credit for not drinking and on the same line of reasoning a man who never spent was entitled to no credit for not spending. He held that it required more fortitude to spend than it did to save because a spender has to be impervious to that mental pain that a saver feels in letting go of a dollar.

He said that a fellow who might be in doubt about his status as an ant or a grasshopper could always place himself early in life by analyzing his emotions after spending a gob of wampum, especially if he could not afford it. If his feeling was one of deep regret, my old man said he ought to start looking for a hill, and never mind what anybody ever said afterwards about him being close, or even a miser.

He said a fellow like that was not gaited to be a spender and what was the use of him going through life fighting his normal instinct and suffering mental anguish all the time? He said a natural born spender could have no mental sensation over his spending other than a lingering thrill.

I think my old man would have been definitely on the side of the Barbara Huttons of today. Barbara Hutton, as you are perhaps aware, is the heiress to the five-and-ten millions who has been criticized for her lavish expenditures on this and that, including husbands, but my old man would probably have given her his hearty applause.

There was a man out in our old home town who was a mighty successful business man, but who lived a life bordering on penury while amassing a considerable fortune. On his death, this fortune pased to a son, who immediately started out on a spending splurge, which developed some criticism of him around town.

My old man stood up for him as a grasshopper of merit. He said, suppose the boy had done like his father and gone on hoarding up more wampum, what good would that have done the community? He said the same people who were criticizing the son for spending had knocked the father as an old skinflint and a tightwad who had made his money out of the town and never given any of it back and here the son was spreading it everywhere and still there was complaint.

I sometimes wonder how my old man would have felt about the Administration down in Washington, the greatest spenders of all time. I am inclined to think he would have liked it, especially because it is about the first time the grasshoppers have ever been able to take anything off the ants.



ON ACCUSATION

MY OLD MAN used to say that it was truly remarkable how willing people were to listen to accusations, and how unwilling they were to hear explanations from the accused.

He said that in the course of a long life, he had been accused of many things, most of them to his discredit, and that it had been his observation that everybody always knew all about the accusations down to the last detail, but that few ever knew his answers to same, or cared to hear them.

He said he had once been accused by a bitter enemy of stealing a dog, when the dog had merely followed him home and sat outside his door yowling for admittance. The dog knew that pork chops were brewing inside. My old man said that everybody who knew him must have known that he would not steal a dog, or that if he did steal one it would certainly have been a better dog than the one he was accused of stealing.




He said the fellow who owned the dog went all over town telling about the alleged theft and everybody listened intently, but when my old man came along with his explanation of the dog following him home, very few gave ear to his story and those who did had smilingly incredulous expressions on their faces.

My old man said he supposed he had a right to get good and sore over this attitude, but that after he had thought it over he realized that he had often received explanations of accusations himself in exactly the same manner. He said he had come to the conclusion that the reason most people were willing to listen to accusations was that they generally hoped they were true, and the reason they did not want to hear explanations was because they did not care to have that hope weakened.

My old man said nobody was to blame for that situation. He said it was just human nature. He said he judged that accusations were more interesting than explanations.

He said he had noticed that when a fellow was arrested for murder or any other crime, the headlines in the newspapers were founded mainly on the accusations against the fellow and never on how he explained them, though his explanation might be the truth and subsequently substantiated in court.

My old man said the proof that accusations were more interesting than explanations was in the fact that headlines kept dwindling along with public attention as the strength of the accusations waned, until finally the accused was pretty lucky if he got a few paragraphs announcing his absolution.

He said you could not blame the newspapers, either because generally that was all the absolution was worth from the standpoint of reader interest, however important it might seem to the accuser. My old man said newspapers just reflected human nature, too.

He said that even when a fellow accused of something established his innocence beyond all shadow of a doubt, the memory of the accusation stuck in the public mind longer than the absolution, though that accusation might have been against a lifetime of righteousness.

My old man said it had always struck him as strange that people would open their recollections of a once-accused fellow with a statement of the accusation, and recall his absolution late in their story, and then with a suggestion of doubt that it was all right in their tone.

He claimed that this would be a better world if we had laws requiring an accusation of any kind to be preceded by the explanation of the accused, though he admitted that he did not see how that could be worked out. He said it was the fact that the accusation got in first that made it tough on the accused, the same as the first punch in a fist fight.

My old man said that he had often read that in the eyes of the law an accused fellow was supposed to be innocent until he had been proved guilty, but he had never noticed district attorneys getting up and saying to a jury, “This chap is charged with such-and-such, and here is what he says about it,” then reciting the accused’s explanation.

The district attorneys just piled up the accusations without mentioning any possible explanations, except to say they were probably lies, and that way they got in the first punches. He said the burden of proof of a fellow’s guilt was supposed to be on the district attorney, but that it had been his observation that it was the accused who wound up carrying the load.

He said he had served on juries in his time, and it had been his experience that the first angle they took up in the jury room was not the possible innocence of the accused, but his probable guilt. He said he thought most juries gave more attention to the accusations than to the explanations, though that was not supposed to be the theory of law or justice.

 

ON SNOBS

MY OLD MAN used to say that social distinctions and snobbery were maintained in this world mainly by people of humble, if not low-class origin.

He said just take the way things were right here in the United States. He said there would always be sets of people in this country who held themselves above the run of ordinary folks, genealogically, traditionally, socially and otherwise, but that if left to themselves these sets would have died of dry rot long ago and completely disappeared.

He said that inertia and inter-marriage would have wiped them out along with the social distinctions and the snobbery that goes with them, but that what always happened was that men and women of no claim to any special background or breeding eased themselves, one way and another, into these circles and infused not only new blood, but more snobbery.

My old man said they usually got in through new money. He said he did not know of anything more snobbish than new money. He said it was ten times more snobbish than old money, and more insistent on social distinctions. He said if you looked around any community in the United States you would find that most of the biggest snobs had the least claim to family tradition, or too good manners, but the newest money.

My old man said he did not care much about that family tradition business but that he could not deny that it counted for something in many communities. He said he had gone to the trouble of looking up a lot of American family trees and had found that many of them sprang from shady roots, and it was his opinion that the less the average American bragged about genealogy, the fewer skeletons would fall out of family closets on him.

However, he said he did think good manners meant a lot and he said snobs usually made the mistake of confusing manners and snobbishness. He said that in a reportorial capacity he had occasionally met and talked with persons accounted, by right of family, members of high social circles not only in the United States but in foreign countries, and that he generally found them reasonably considerate and polite, if not exactly of giant stature intellectually.

He said he had also met and talked with both men and women who had achieved these circles by accident, and who had none of the training for them that was the family heritage of the others, and that almost invariably he had found them the worst kind of snobs. He said that they always tried to cover their inefficiencies of natural deportment by being mighty uppity.

My old man said that kind were mighty strict about preserving the social distinctions which those to the manner born, as you might say, were inclined to disregard. He said the chummiest fellow he had ever met was an English bloke who had a title that went back centuries and all kinds of money and that the worst snob in his experience was a former hobo who had suddenly come into a huge fortune, and got into society.

My old man said he would not have minded the ex-hobo being so snobbish but for the fact that he had known the chap when he was as nice a fellow as you would want to meet. He said he did not mind a born snob being snobbish but he did object to those selfmade snobs. He said the born snob probably never knew he was being any different.

My old man used to like to tell the story of a call he once had to make in pursuit of his newspaper duties back in our old home town of Pueblo on one of our first citizens, a rich banker, who had a most palatial home and lived in rather a grand manner and was considered a somewhat glacial and unapproachable person. In fact, my old man said many of our home town people considered this banker a terrible snob.

Thus it was with some trepidation that my old man rang the front door bell and the appearance of a most austere butler did not tend to set him at ease. Butlers were not common back. in our old home town and my old man said afterwards that he guessed this butler was about the greatest snob he ever saw next to that ex-hobo. He said the butler made him feel as if he was just dirt.

However, when the butler scornfully ushered him into a library and the banker appeared, the atmosphere immediately cleared. The banker was all smiles and cordiality. He made my old man have a drink and smoke a cigar. He wanted him to stay to dinner. He gave him all the information he desired and linked arms with him and escorted him to the door when the interview was over.

My old waited outside ten minutes and then went back and then the bell and when the butler appeared again my old man thumbed his nose at him and said that for you. The butler was surprised.



ON PARTNERSHIPS

MY OLD MAN said the Government ought to hang up special awards of merit for long-term partnerships in business and professional life. He said by long-term partnerships he meant those that had lasted twenty years or more. He thought one of the most beautiful things in this world was an old business of professional partnership.

There used to be a partnership firm of two men back in our old home town of Pueblo that had been established upwards of fifty years. Every time my old man went past the sign of that firm he stopped and lifted his hat. He said two men who had been able to get along in business together for that period were entitled to his small tribute.

My old man said that the sign always served to revive his faith in human nature, especially if he happened to it at a time when something had happened that made him think his fellow man was pretty low down and ornery. He said the sign caused him to reflect that there must be some honesty and amity between men after all. He said a partnership might last a while without honesty or amity, but that it could not go on for years without both elements.

My old man said a fellow was mighty lucky when he found the perfect partner. He said of course the fellow himself had to be the perfect partner, too, so the luck was on both sides when the perfect partners first met. He said he was not prepared to analyze the perfect partner, because he had never been associated' with one, but judged it was the partner you could remain in business with for a long time.

My old man said he always envied the parties to an enduring and successful partnership. He said in those alliances one party might become ill or go away for a protracted period, but when he returned he found his interests had been carefully conserved by his partner. One might die, yet the other carried on in his name and protected his heirs.

He could not think of a happier picture than a partnership of that nature. He said it did not necessarily argue a close friendship, because he had known longtime partners who were not particularly friendly outside of business, but that it did argue a mutual understanding and trust that was a beautiful thing to behold.

He said he supposed a book could be written about each and every old partnership in existence. He said probably every old and successful partnership was something like a marriage and could contemplate many a year of adversity and struggle and partnership bickerings and makings-up, but that it must be a grand thing when two men could sit down in complete accord in the gloaming of their years and look back over their triumphs together.

My old man said he had tried partnerships many times in his life, but that he had always been unlucky in his choice of partners. He said he was willing to concede that they had been just as unlucky in their choice, too. He said he had never been able to find a partner who thought and felt the same way he did along business lines, so he never was able to hit it off with one.

He said he used to think it was always the partner’s fault and that after a dissolution he generally had a long recital of his wrongs at the hands of the partner. He said that when he found that the partner always had a recital of wrongs, too, and that analysis often disclosed that there was as much merit in the partner’s recital as in his own, he came to the conclusion that he was just not the perfect partner. He said this conclusion was strengthened by several of his former partners going into partnership with other fellows and doing all right.

My old man said, however, even when he had partners with whom he got along fairly well, they invariably managed to out-juggle him and wind up with all the enterprise, whatever it was. He said he was the type that always got out-j uggled. He said people told him that it was because he put too much faith in his partners, but that this was not it, at all.

He said it was his bad luck in partners. He said you had to put faith in your partner, or you did not have a real partnership. My old man said he always ran into the partner who had that curious trait of human nature that made him want 100 per cent of a proposition the minute it looked like a good thing and would go to almost any lengths to out-juggle his partner to get it, though the partnership might have been founded primarily on faith and friendship.

My old man said one thing about him, his partners never had to be dishonest to out-juggle him. He said that when he found he was being out-juggled, he generally got so hurt and disgusted that he was always willing to withdraw without a struggle. He said he realized that this was not good business sense, but it preserved his self-respect, although he admitted that offhand he could not remember a time when he had been able to use self-respect in lieu of hot cakes and coffee.



ON HATING

MY OLD MAN used to say that he quit hating people because he found it was bad for his nerves and stomach, and for his disposition, too.

He said he guessed that in his time he was one of the best haters west of the Mississippi River, and maybe east of it, too. He said he did not claim he hated more people than anybody else but that he hated those he did hate with a superior brand of hatred.

He said he hated them for any and all kinds of reasons and often for no particular reason at all. He said it was when he found that he was hating for no reason that he commenced to get on to himself and to take stock of this business of hating.

In the meantime, he had noticed that his nerves were pretty jumpy, and his stomach always in an uproar and his temper mighty edgy, and he began wondering if there might not be some connection between these physical and mental disorders and his capacity for getting himself worked up over his hates.

He said he got out of bed one morning vowing that from then on he was not going to entertain any more hates about anybody or anything and he claimed that from that moment he began an improvement that finally culminated in steady nerves, a sound stomach and as nice a disposition as could be reasonably expected of a fellow like him.

He said it was no easy victory, however. He said at first when he got to thinking of people he had formerly hated who were really entitled to a great deal of hate, he suffered relapses of nerves, stomach and disposition, and that it was a couple of years before he felt completely immune from his old maladies.

He said it was another year before he was free of distempers born of his hatred of things, such as the government, bad weather, fireworks, picnics and trombones. My old man said he could remember when he hated the government so hard that he would go home in a high fever and that the thought that he could do nothing about it made him hate it all the more.

He said after awhile he got so he could just sit back and laugh when other haters were hating the government. He meant any government, State, local or national, although my old man said that when he was in the hating business himself he generally hated the national government harder than any other.

He said that when he abandoned his hates he did not go in for any particular sweetness and light toward the objects of his former hatred. He just ceased thinking about them one way or the other-that is, with any feeling. If he met a fellow he had once hated he spoke to him pleasantly and even chatted with him, though my old man said that in his good hating days he used to give a fellow like that the back of his neck.

My old man admitted that for some years after he had ceased hating he was an object of suspicion around our old home town of Pueblo, because a lot of people thought he was up to something the way he went around acting friendly towards fellows he used to knock, and never joining in conversations of hatred against things.

When it finally came to be accepted that he had really become a non-hater, his friends said he had softened up with age. My old man said that as a matter of fact he quit hating nearly 20 years ahead of his time. He claimed that all men and women, too, should abandon hates at 60, because he said that was the last turn for home, and the futility of hating must surely be apparent to them then.

He said he had often tried to analyze his own personal hates at different times, and he was inclined to think that many of them were the outgrowths of envy. He said that sometimes a hate might be based on a personal injury at the hands of the person hated, but my old man frankly admitted that it was doubtful if the injury was ever great enough to justify the amount of hatred it produced in him.




He said he could remember many a sleepless night that he spent lying in bed hating somebody or something and that in his later hateless years he marvelled that any man in his right senses would destroy his rest and peace of mind in such a silly proceeding. However, my old man said he judged that at those periods he was not altogether in his right mind.

He said the only thing that bothered him after he ceased hating was that he lost the admiration of many persons as a good hater. He thought it was curious that he got a lot of credit for hating and none at all for not hating, but my old man said anyway his nerves and stomach and disposition were again okay and that was all he cared about.



ON MRS. AND MR.

MY OLD MAN used to argue that matrimony should be based on the proposition that it was a business and social partnership, 50-50, even-Stephen, share and share alike.

He said there ought to be matrimonial courts, or boards of arbitration, or something like that, before which the high contracting parties to a marriage should be required to appear prior to the ceremony and signed to binding partnership papers.

He said that then the court, or board, from its own knowledge of the parties, or from the testimony of friends and relatives, should indicate which of the pair was to serve as president or head of the new firm.

He said it had been his observation that one great trouble with marriage was the disposition of the husband to consider himself the boss of the combination right from the start and to withhold all privileges of the management from the wife, when he might be no more equipped by training and instinct to manage anything than a little boy.

He said he could show you blundering stupid fellows married to right bright ladies, who would probably make swell managers if they got the chance, but who remained in the background because of custom and tradition, while their nitwit spouses make all kinds of mistakes in business and social judgment.


My old man said it all went back to the early days when men were commonly engaged in crude, rude tasks that were not for women anyway, so the men got the jump on the job of family figurehead and had held on in spite of the changing times. He said that not only custom, but the law, too, was responsible for preserving the males of many matrimonial firms a status of authority to which they were not entitled.

He said he was well aware that many wives were really the bosses behind the scenes and were content to let their husbands pose as the front, because of custom, but he thought it would be better to bring them out from under cover and relieve both sides of any false pretenses, as well as of some embarrassment.

He said, think of the number of husbands who are supposed to be the heads of their matrimonial firms but when you go to them about some proposition, you find out you have to go see the wives. My old man said thousands of hours would be saved that are now wasted in going from one to the other member of a matrimonial firm seeking the fount of authority.


 
Someone asked him how he could make it generally known which was which, and he said that was easy. He said suppose on an intelligence test, or the testimony of neighbors, his matrimonial court or board of arbitration, named the lady as the president of the new firm. In that case the firm title would be Mrs. and Mr. In the event the husband was declared the boss, the title would remain the old stereotyped Mr. and Mrs.

My old man thought the best evidence his courts or arbitration boards could accept in deciding the firm head would be the testimony of persons well acquainted with the contracting parties rather than an intelligence test. He said a prospective bride or groom would be apt to be slightly befuddled on the eve of embarking in matrimony, so an intelligence test might not be accurate or fair.

He thought if you called in witnesses who had known these persons for any length of time and asked them how the prospective bride and groom stacked up on brain matter, you would get a better line. He was inclined to think, however, that this inquiry should be conducted in private and as strictly confidential because if a witness stated publicly that he thought the prospective bride or groom a dunderhead, it might create bad feeling.

My old man would have liked the community property law that now prevails in some States, as he always contended that every stick and stiver of property belongs to both parties to a marriage and should be tossed into a common jackpot, no matter how much one had or how little the other. He held that this property should be under joint ownership and management and to be equally divided in case of dissolution of the firm.

He thought, however, that his courts, or boards of arbitration, should have certain jurisdiction over the management and certainly in all disputes between the firm members on questions of business judgment, like when the husband might want to invest in a dubious looking patent, or buy some strange stock, or when the wife might want to invest in some new furniture that the husband felt she did not need.

My old man said all there was to successful matrimony was making it a friendly partnership, the same as you would want with a fellow in any business with you, but when someone asked him what he would do in a case when it turned out that both members of the firm were numbskulls, he seemed stumped.

Finally he said it had been his observation that the marriage partnerships that went on the rocks were those in which both members were too smart, and he guessed if they were both the reverse, Providence would just have to look after them.



ON NICE FELLOWS

MY OLD MAN used to say that a great problem in this world was the nice fellow. He said he guessed the nice fellow was as much responsible for the troubles that beset humanity as any other single agency.

My old man said you take his own case for instance. He said that at various times in his life he had gone into business enterprises of one kind and another with nice fellows and that invariably they had busted him.

He said he often saw that his associates were dumb or inefficient and that they were making mistakes that would lead to ruin, and sometimes he would make suggestions to them to that effect. The suggestions never did any good, however.

He said, of course, what he should have done was to have gotten right drastic about the matter and stepped in and taken charge, and thus averted disaster, but he said his partners were always such nice fellows that he did not want to hurt their feelings. He said he could never bear to hurt a nice fellow’s feelings.

My old man said that was always his trouble on the few occasions when he rose to the position of boss of some department of his profession. He said he generally found under him a nice fellow who was totally incompetent. He said he realized he should forthwith fire that incompetent but that he could never bring himself to do that to a nice fellow.

My old man said, as a result he generally got fired himself. The department would bog down and a higher boss would come looking around to see what was the difficulty, and naturally he would blame the head of the department. My old man said never in all his life had he been able to protect himself against nice fellows.

He said he had got himself in many a jam going on notes for nice fellows or vouching for them in other ways. He said he had muffed many a chance in life because it might infringe in some manner on a nice fellow. He said he was not knocking nice fellows as a general proposition, because this would be a terrible world if there were no nice fellows in it, but that he just could not get away from the fact that a nice fellow was often a distinct menace.

My old man said a bad fellow was comparatively easy to deal with. By bad fellows he did not mean criminals or tough fellows. He meant fellows who had mean dispositions and were without consideration for their fellow men. He meant fellows who had no business scruples. He said bad fellows might be poor company from a social standpoint but at least you knew where they stood.

My old man said, for example, you would not be likely to sign a note for a bad fellow or do him any other favor that entailed responsibility on your part. He said you could refuse a bad fellow a favor without feeling any twinges of conscience about it. If you were in business with a bad fellow you could talk turkey to him without caring whether you hurt his feelings.

My old man said it was not necessary to worry about infringing on a bad fellow, like taking a deal away from him, or firing him out of a job. He said you were always likely to be on your guard against a bad fellow, while, on the other hand, you generally took a nice fellow too much for granted just because he was a nice fellow.

My old man said the nice fellow was the cause of a terrible sight of discontent and unhappiness in marriage in this country. He said many a married lady went along for years and years enduring shiftlessness in a husband because he was a nice fellow.

He said he knew married ladies right there in our old home town of Pueblo who were putting up with meagre incomes and downright privation from husbands who were such nice fellows that the ladies could not bring themselves to getting rid of them.




My old man said now if those husbands were only bad fellows along with being shiftless, their ladies would probably chuck them out on their ears in no time, but he said it was an odd thing about bad fellows that most of them seemed to be pretty good providers at home.

He said the trouble with the nice fellow is that you know he means all right in whatever he does, and that there is no malice behind any of his mistakes or shortcomings. He said that knowledge leaves you helpless. You cannot get sore at a fellow that you know means well, even though he unwittingly brings you to harm.

My old man said the nice fellow always believes firmly that he is going to fulfill any promise he makes and that at the moment of making it he really intends fulfilling it. He said that no one was ever more regretful than the nice fellow when his good intentions went to add to the thoroughfares of that place they say is paved with good intentions.



ON PENSIONS

MY OLD MAN was talking old age pensions long before Dr. Townsend or any of those other fellows were ever heard of. My old man’s idea was that no man or woman should have to do a tap of work after they were 50 years of age.

Someone asked him why not 60 and he said, well, not enough people lived to be 60 and when they did, by that time, they were starting to think of the finish and had small capacity for fun left in them. He said that at 50 the average man and woman could feel that they still had a few years to go and he thought they ought to be fixed so they could put in those years enjoying themselves.

He said that at 50 the average man and woman had perhaps 30 years of hard scrabbling behind them and were entitled to knock off and take it easy the rest of their lives. In fact, his idea included a law that would make it a serious offense for any man or woman to engage in any occupation for hire after they were fifty.

My old man said that thus only young men and women would be working and they would be supporting their elders, and great happiness would pervade the land. He thought, however, that he would have a law prohibiting young persons from 21 upwards for males and from 18 for females from living with their parents or other older relatives, and he said he would make it a prison offense for such young persons borrowing from or in any way sponging on their elders.

My old man said that under his plan, the whole purpose of life in the United States would be to provide ease and pleasure for its citizens after 50, and he did not know but what he would have cities where only persons of that age or beyond might reside, in order to make sure that the young people did not horn in to boss them and spoil their fun.

He was a little hazy about how he would raise the money for this prodigious pensioning, because my old man had no small-time thoughts about the income that the pensioners would require to insure the ease and comfort that he had in mind for them. He thought that married couples should have at least $100 per week, and singles $50 per week, and all non-taxable.

Someone pointed out that in most cases this would be income far greater than that to which the pensioners were accustomed, and my old man said that was just it. He said they ought to have incomes far beyond that on which they had struggled to the home stretch of human existence, because they would then be enabled to enjoy themselves ten times more than they ever had before in their lives.

As stated, he was somewhat hazy about how he would raise the money for his prodigious pensioning. He did not talk it over with many citizens of our old home town of Pueblo, because not many citizens were entirely sympathetic toward his idea, but there was a bartender by the name of Dunn in Tommy Mathews' saloon who thought it was terrific.

So my old man would catch Dunn in the dull spells of the night watch, and they would discuss the matter at great length. Sometimes Bill Barr or Johnny Grund, the hack drivers, would drop in and add some valuable thoughts to the discussion.

My old man thought that a flat levy of ten per cent on every dollar earned and unearned income in the United States with no exemptions whatever, for a period of say twenty years, would create a nice nucleus for his pensioning, and from then on it would be automatic, with the young people working for the old from generation to generation.

Dunn argued that all fortunes beyond $1,000,000 should be confiscated and tossed into the jackpot, but my old man said no. He said let the rich go on getting richer, because the more they made the more they would have to give up to the pension fund. Besides, he said, they would be contributing to themselves, as it was no part of his idea to exclude anybody from pensioning just because they were rich, though they had the privilege of rejecting the pension.

My old man pointed out that under his plan we would have younger public officials, and younger industrial executives, and younger Army and Navy officers, and the like of that. He said he would not exempt even the President of the United States from retirement and pensioning at fifty. He said this would be a young people’s country, but it would also be an old people’s country.

He admitted that there might be some beefs about his plan from persons who might want to go on working after 50, but he said that in a couple of generations everybody would be accustomed to it, and would be looking forward in pleasant anticipation to the halfcentury mark, when they could stop work and start to play.

He was asked what about persons who never want to work at any age, and he said, well, pension them, too, because they would spend the money right away and keep it in circulation, and the young people would get hold of it again and back it would come to the old people. He said that was the way things worked in this world.

Doc Wilcox came in one night and listened to my old man’s plan, and he said it was all right but there was one drawback to it which was that it could not start the next day instead of waiting twenty years.


ON LADY SPORTS

MY OLD MAN had great admiration and respect for women. Maybe that is where I get mine. He always contended that women are better sports than men in any situation.

“Even love?” someone might ask.

“Even love,” my old man would say and then he would tell a story about a woman named Hattie who ran what was known in those days as a road house outside Oldtown in Colorado. A road house was a place where people went to drink and dance. We still have road houses under other titles.

Hattie’s house was not considered a very nice place. In fact, the public prints in speaking of it generally referred to it as notorious and they spoke of Hattie the same way when occasion required that they speak of her at all.

Oldtown was also known as Colorado City. It is near Colorado Springs, the famous resort city in the shadow of Pike’s Peak. Colorado City was the first capital of Colorado, if memory serves. We understand it is now part of Colorado Springs.

However, in the days of Hattie and her road house, Oldtown was a separate municipality and gambling houses and saloons ran wide open there. Colorado Springs was supposed to be dry and the only places you could buy liquor were the drug stores where they sold whiskey that tasted like something a doctor prescribes for malaria. If a fellow wanted to really cut up, he had to go to Oldtown.

Well, this Hattie my old man used to tell about was a handsome woman of mature years, maybe 40, and had flashing, slashing black eyes and blue black hair and a swell figure. She fell in love with a young gambler named Dan something who was about ten years her junior and a tall, good looking fellow, but rather shiftless. He may have reciprocated Hattie’s love, though my old man was not sure about that.

Hattie was making a lot of money with her road house and she bestowed plenty of it on Dan, giving him expensive presents like a fast buggy horse and a big diamond ring and a diamond stud for his shirt bosom and finally bankrolling him in a gambling house of his own that was a success from the start.

Dan had a good business head, because he was soon investing in side lines of a sounder nature than gambling and finally one of these ventures took him east to New York City. Hattie’s interest kept her in Oldtown and my old man says she seemed to mourn Dan’s absence greatly, especially as Dan was no hand for writing letters.

Well, Dan discovered Wall Street on his trip east and presently he was setting himself up in business there and going great, and in fact if it would not be getting ahead of our story we would tell you that his name and fame eventually became nationwide-for this is a true yarn. But before that he met a young girl of highly respectable family and fell in love with her.

He was away from Oldtown a couple of years and one day he turned up back there to settle some business affairs in connection with his ga mbling enterprise and he was in town a couple of days before he went to see Hattie. She knew of his arrival but never said a word to anyone about it and my old man says there was speculation as to how she would receive Dan because everybody knew Hattie had a hot temper.

One evening Dan dropped in at the road house and went into a private room and sent for Hattie. She came in quietly and greeted him with a handshake and said she was glad to see him. Dan, a little shamefaced, said:

“Let’s have a bottle of wine, Hattie, like old times.”

So she rang for a waiter and they had a bottle of wine and sat there talking about how well each thought the other was looking and saying how are things, and all that with Dan wondering how he was going to explain certain matters. Finally Hattie said:




“Well, Dan, I'm going to save you any embarrassment by telling you I know all about you-how well you’ve done, and the girl back East and your wanting to marry her, and everything else. You need not apologize to me because I understand thoroughly. All I can say is good luck to you always. We have had great times together and it’s been swell knowing you and there are no hard feelings on my side.”

Dan murmured something about the money she had invested in him and Hattie said:

“It was my pleasure, and it’s all wiped off the slate. Never mind about it.”

Dan got up to go and said:

“Thanks, Hattie. I always thought you were one of the finest women in the world and now I know it. Goodbye, Hattie, and God bless you.”

“Much obliged, Dan, and the same to you,” Hattie replied, then as he got to the door, she added:

“By the way, Dan, don’t forget you owe me for that bottle of wine.”



ON BANKERS

MY OLD MAN once remarked that one fellow he never envied was a banker. He said he even felt sorry for bankers. Everybody laughed and wanted to know why on' earth he felt sorry for those fellows and he said, well, for one reason he had noticed that whenever business sympathy was being passed around freely, nobody ever seemed to think of them.

He said as a matter of fact, he could not remember hearing many words of compassion on any account for bankers, because a community was always disposed to set them apart as a socially and financially superior tribe, immune to the common ills, but he said he guessed they had their troubles the same as everybody else.

He said their difficulty was that they could not go down to the nearest saloon and discuss their troubles with the boys and receive commiseration, like other fellows when they had troubles. My old man said the nature of their business just naturally barred them from moaning about it publicly. My old man said he would not like a business that he could not moan about out loud when there was occasion to moan.

He said he could not see that bankers had much fun, especially small town bankers. He said they did not even have as much fun as lawyers or doctors. He pointed out that their business demanded of them a professional gravity of manner and speech that made young men old before their time and they always had to be very serious in situations that others could meet with jokes.

He said a banker could not go busting around with the lads because right away the lads themselves would start wondering if the eight dollars they had in his bank was in safe hands and they would soon communicate their conjecture to the rest of the community and that would be bad for the banking business. My old man said the way a banker had to live along rigid lines of decorum and dignity was a knock to him for their game.

He said a banker always had to be pretty well dressed in fresh linen and neatly pressed clothes and that he had to keep his face shaved and his hair trimmed and his finger nails in order, and my old man said that while he admired attention to these details he would bet that those bankers got mighty sore now and then on hot days when they glanced out their plate glass windows and saw acquaintances going past their coats under their arms and their collars open.

He said another thing that caused him to feel sorry for bankers was the way everybody beefed about them when things were going wrong and blamed them for all business delinquencies. He said that to hear people talk you would think bankers were ogres, whereas most of them he had ever met were nice fellows, though my old man had to admit he had never met many bankers.

He said that when a bank blew up, you would think to hear people talk that the banker had deliberately contrived to bring about its destruction, whereas it was probably his life’s greatest tragedy. My old man said the trouble with the banking business was that people did not know enough about it and never took the pains to learn and when somebody asked him if he had ever done so, he had to confess he had not.

My old man said the only kind of bankers he had ever had any close relations with were faro bankers, but that he knew most people thought a bank was just a sort of public philanthropy that would hold their money for them until they got ready to use it, and he said most people would be greatly surprised if they were told there were expenses attached to handling that money and often no profit. He said most people would be surprised if they were told that there were other expenses connected with banking in the way of payrolls and things like that which had to be met the same as in any other business.




My old man said a lot of people would be even more surprised if they learned that all bankers were not very rich and that in fact there were some who had no considerable means of their own at all and were, indeed, comparatively poor. He said it was amazing how many people had the idea that bankers could just dip into that money in their care at their own sweet will and use it to suit their own purposes without a worry in the world.

He said he knew a lot of fellows right in our old home town of Pueblo who thought nothing of writing out checks for more money than they had in the bank and then they would get good and sore at the banker for not carrying them for the overdraft. He said those were the same fellows who were generally knocking bankers, a crack that caused some resentment among my old man’s auditors.

He said it had been his observation that bankers had to give more free service in the way of advice and council than anyone else in a community and make heavier financial contributions to public causes and that they had to be infallible and impeccable in every respect at all times. He said he was pretty sure he would not like that sort of existence.

He said he wanted the privilege of making a human mistake now and then and he had noticed that when a banker made one, it was considered a public scandal, or a crime, and sometimes both.


ON INDULGING WIVES

MY OLD MAN was listening one night to criticism of a fellow citizen back in our old home town of Pueblo for indulging his wife in nice clothes and about everything else she happened to fancy.

The citizen’s critics said he always had to keep his nose to the grindstone to earn money to pay for her indulgences, and my old man asked what was wrong with that? He said in the first place maybe it was the citizen’s pleasure to indulge his wife, and in the second place keeping his nose to the grindstone to gratify that pleasure was shaping the citizen to a highly successful career.

My old man said it had been his observation that the man whose wife wanted nice things and who liked to give her what she wanted was the man who generally got along in the world. He said the wife’s wishes made the man ambitious. He said it was his advice to all young wives to start wanting things right from taw.




He said that attitude would keep a husband on his toes because most husbands were anxious to please their wives. He said the biggest mistake young wives could make was to start out their married life being completely satisfied with whatever their husbands gave them. My old man said that was never enough.

He said when a wife was satisfied with just what she got, the average husband was inclined to take advantage of her complacence and make no effort to give her more. In fact, he said, the husband might easily drift into the habit of giving her less and less until he got down to giving her nothing at all.

My old man said he knew of no nicer way for a man to spend money than to spend it on his wife. Somebody spoke up and said, yes, but suppose a man had no wife to spend money on? My old man said, well, let him spend it on some other woman. He said that was a nice way, too.

He said it was his belief that women were put into the world for the express purpose of being adorned and made happy. He said otherwise why did the Almighty make them such lovely objects and give them cute shapes to hang beautiful draperies on, and such gorgeous skin as a background for jewels and things like that?

He said since women were denied the same opportunities of making money as men, it was the duty of the men to see that woman’s purpose was fulfilled. He said he had to admit, however, that many men failed to see eye to eye with him as to the purpose of women, especially married men.

He said he feared many men regarded their wives as the least important of their possessions, else why would they take works of art like women and let their loveliness deteriorate through want of care and adornment? He said he never could understand why a fellow would buy himself a horse and spend money for a nice harness and for keeping the animal well groomed, yet could not see any point to adorning his wife at the same exponse.

My old man said some men were sure mighty funny about spending money on their wives. He said he knew a lot of men right there in our old home town of Pueblo, who thought nothing of buying two or three rounds of drinks for the boys in the Arkansas Hall saloon, but who would holler bloody murder if their wives suggested spending on a new hat the same amount of money that one round of drinks cost.

He said he realized that wives could be extravagant wholly beyond their husbands’ means and that he did not condone this, but that he was willing to bet there were more wives who had to economize to the point of ponury because of the extravagance of their husbands.

He said he knew a chap within sound of his voice who had that very week lost $46 in the stud poker game at the Greenlight, yet who had indignantly vetoed a suggestion from his wife that they buy a new rug for the house. He asked her if she wanted to ruin him with her extravagance.

My old man said it was curious how loud a man could beef whenever his wife wanted to buy anything for the home, as if it were a matter of personal indulgence on her part, whereas she was only trying to add a comfort in which he participated as much as she.

There was a chap in my old man’s audience who was somewhat noted as a tightwad around our old home town and he challenged my old man’s statements as wrong philosophy. He said he and his wife had been saving every penny they could get hold of ever since they were married so they would have enough money to send their son through college.

My old man said that was fine and that when the son got out of college he would probably be well equipped to many some nice girl and make her as miserable and seedy looking as the tightwad had made his wife for twenty years and then they had a hard time keeping the tightwad and my old man off each other.
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