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University Days' {

by James Thurber®

1 I passed all the other courses that I took at my University, but I could never
pass botany. This was because all botany students had to spend several hours a week
in a laboratory looking through a microscope at plant cells, and I could never see
through a microscope. This used to enrage my instructor. I would just be standing
there. “1 can’t see anything,” I would say. He would begin patiently enough,
explaining how anybody can see through a microscope, but he would always end up
in a fury, claming that I could too see through a microscope but just pretended that
I couldn’t. “Well,” I'd say, “I can’t see anything.
say, and I would put my eye to the microscope and see nothing at all, except now

2”&«

Try it just once again,” He'd

and again a nebulous milky substance —a phenomenon of maladjustment. You were
supposed to see a vivid, restless clock-work of sharply defined plant cells. “I see
what looks like a lot of milk,” I would tell him. This, he claimed, was the result of
my not having adjusted the microscope properly, so he would readjust it for me, or
rather, for himself.

2 1 finally took a deferred pass, as they called it, and waited a year and tried
again. The professor had come back from vacation brown as a berry, bright-eyed,

and eager to explain cell-structure again to his classes. “ Well,” he said to me,

cheerily, when we met in the first laboratory hour of the semester, “we’re going to
see cells this time, aren’t we?” “Yes, sir,” I said. Students to the right of me and
left of me and in front of me were seeing cells; what's more, they were quietly
drawing pictures of them in their notebooks. Of course, | didn’t see anything.

3 “We'll try it,” the professor said to me, grimly, “ with every adjustment of
the microscope known to man. As God is my witness, I'll arrange this glass so that
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you see cells through it or 1'll give up teaching. In twenty-two years of botany,
1-—". He cut off abruptly for he was beginning to quiver all over, like Lionel
Barrymore®.

4 So we tried it with every adjustment of the microscope known to man. With
only one of them did I see,to my pleasure and amazement, a variegated constellation
of flecks, specks, and dots. These hastily I drew. The instructor, noting my activity,
came from an adjoining desk, a smile on his lips and his eyebrows high in hope. He
looked at my cell drawing, “ What’s that?” he demanded, with a hint of squeal in
his voice. “ That’s what I saw,” I said. “ You didn’t, you didn’t, you didn’t!” he
screamed, losing control of his temper instantly, and he bent over and squinted into
the microscope. His head snapped up. “That’s your eye!” he shouted, “ You've
fixed the lens so that it reflects! You've drawn your eye!”

5 Another course that I didn’t like, but somehow managed to pass, was
economics. I went to that class straight from the botany class, which didn't help me
any in understanding either subject. I used to get them mixed up. But not as mixed
up as another student in my economics class who came there direct from a physics
laboratory. He was a tackle on the football team, named Bolenciecwcz. At that time
Ohio State University had one of the best football teams in the country, and
Bolenciecwcz was one of its outstanding stars.

6  One day when we were on the subject of transportation and distribution, it came
Bolenciecwez's turn to answer a question. “ Name one means of transportation, ”
the professor said to him. No light came into the big tackle’s eyes. He had the look
of a man who is being led into a trap. “ That is,” pursued the professor, “any
medium, agency, or method of going form one place to another. ” Bolenciecwez
had the look of a man who is being led into a trap. “ You may choose among steam,
horse-drawn, or electrically propelled vehicles,” said the instructor, “I might
suggest the one which we commonly take in making long journeys across land.”
There was a profound silence in which everybody stirred uneasily, including
Bolenciecwcz and Mr. Bassum. Mr. Bassum abruptly broke this silence in an
amazing manner. * Choo-choo-choo,” he said, in a low voice, and turned instantly
scarlet. He glanced appealingly around the room. All of us, of course, shared Mr.
Bassum s desire that Bolenciecwcz should stay abreast of the class in economics,
for the Illinois game, one of the hardest and most important of the season, was only
a week off. Somebody else gave fine imitation of a locomotive letting off steam.
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Mr. Bassum himself rounded off the little show. “Ding, dong, ding, dong,” he
said, hopefully. Bolenciecwcz was staring at the floor now, trying to think, his
great brow furrowed, his huge hands rubbing together, his face red.

7  “How did you come to college this year, Mr. Bolenciecwcz?” asked the
professor. “Chuffa chuffa, chuffa chuffa.”

8  “M’father sent me,”* said the football player.

9  “What on?” asked Bassum.

10 “I git an 'lowance,” said the tackle, in a low, husky voice, obviously
embarrassed. “No, no,” said Bassum. “Name a means of transportation. What did
you ride here on?”

11 “Train,” said Bolenciecwcz.

12 “Quite right,” said the professor with face still red.

13 Ohio State was a land grant university’ and therefore two years of military
drill was compulsory. We drilled with old Springfield rifles and studied the tactics
of the Civil War even though the World War® was going on at the time. At 11
o 'clock each morning thousands of freshmen and sophomores used to deploy over
the campus, moodily creeping up on the old chemistry building.

14  As a soldier I was never any good at all. Most of the cadets were glumly
indifferent soldiers, but I was no good at all. Once General Littlefield, who was
commandant of the cadet corps, popped up in front of me during regimental drill
and snapped, “ You are the main trouble with this university!” I was mediocre at
drill, certainly— that is, until my senior year. By that time I had drilled longer than
anybody else. I was the only senior still in uniform. The uniform which, when new,
had made me look like an interurban railway conductor, now had become faded and
too tight. This had a definitely bad effect on my morale.

15 The next day General Littlefield summoned me to his office. He was swatting
flies when I went in. I was silent and he was silent too, for a long time. I don’t think
he remembered me or why he had sent for me, but he didn’t want to admit it. He
swatted some more flies, keeping his eyes on them narrowly before he let go with
the swatter. “ Button up your coat!” he snapped. Looking back on it now I can see
that he meant me although he was looking at a fly, but I just stood there. Another
fly came to rest on a paper in front of the general and began rubbing its hind legs
together. The general lifted the swatter cautiously. I moved restlessly and the fly
flew away. “ You startled him!” barked General Littlefield, looking at me severely.
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I said I was sorry. “ That won't help the situation!” snapped the General with cold
military logic. I didn’t see what I could do except offer to chase some more flies
toward his desk, but I didn’t say anything. Finally, he told me I could go. So I went.
He either didn’t know which cadet I was or else he forgot what he wanted to see me
about. I don’t know. I don’t think about it much any more. .

—From My Life and Hard Times

New Words and .

botany /'botoni/ n.
microscope /'markroskoup/

n,

enrage /m'reidz/vt.
instructor /m'strakta(r) /n.

nebulous /'nebjules /adj.

claim / klerm/vt.
pretend /pri'tend, pri-/vi.
substance /'sabstons/n.

phenomenon /fi'nommen, fo-/

n. :
adjust /ad'jast/vt.

restless /'restlis/ad;j.
defer /di'fs:(r) /vt. & wi.

scientific study of plants
an instrument that makes very small
objects larger, and so can be used for
examining them

to make very angry

person who teaches an activity __
not clear esp. in meaning or expression; |
vague |
to declare to be true; state esp. in the
face of opposition; maintain
to give an appearance of something that |
is not true :
material; type of matter
a fact or event in nature (or society) as |
it appears or experienced by the senses, |
esp. one that is unusual and/or of |
scientific interest ,
to change slightly, esp. in order to make |
suitable for a particular job or new
conditions

never quiet; always moving about

to put off or hold back until a later date;
delay; postpone
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compulsory /kom'palsari/
Gl
tactic /'teektik/n.
freshman / 'frefmon /.

sophomd_z?e“z/ 'spfomoi(r) /n.  .‘; { :

creep /krip/vi.

obligatory; which must be done by the
law, orders ,

a means of getting a desired result

a student in his or her first year at
university

a student in the second year of a course
in a US college or high school

to spread out, use, or arrange for action,
esp. for military action

to move slowly and quietly with the
body close to the ground

a person studying to become an officer
in one of the armed forces or the
police; a person who is a member of a
cadet corps

sadly; in low spirit

not interested in; not caring or noticing
the chief officer in charge of militai‘y
organizatibn '

a trained army group with special duties
and responsibilities; a branch of the
army equal in size to 2 divisions; a
group of people united in the same
activity

to make a short sharp explosive sound
of a regiment :

to close the jaws quickly on

of not very good or bad quality or
ability, usu. not good endugh

between towns -

esp. AmE. the guard on a train

to (cause to) lose strength, colour,
freshness, etc.




