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NOTE

Most of the pieces in this book were published first in The
New Yorker. “The Hotel of the Total Stranger” appeared
in Harper's as one of the essays in the “One Man’s Meat”
series. “Death of a Pig” appeared in the Atlantic Monthly.
“Zoo Revisited” is here published for the first time.

The remarks on humor in Chapter III formed part of
an introduction to “A Subtreasury of American Humor,”
published by TCoward-McCann. The remarks on Don
Marquis in the same chapter are taken from an introduc-
tion to “the lives and times of archy and mehitabel,” pub-
lished by Doubleday. “The Hen (An Appreciation)” is
the preface to “A Basic Chicken Guide for the Small
Flock Owner,” published by Morrow. “Farewell, My
Lovely!”, a collaboration with Richard L. Strout, appeared
first in The New Yorker under that title, later as a small

book called “Farewell to Model T,” published by G. P.
Putnam’s Sons.



FOREWORD

A tendency to revisit, to try old
places and other times in the hope of tasting again the
sweet sorrow of parting, is discernible in these pages. The
book, in some of its stretches, is a sentimental journey to
the scenes of my crime. I am a goodbye sayer, too, it
would appear from the evidence. There is an account of
my bidding goodbye to a complete stranger in a barber-
shop merely because he is leaving; and as I look over this
book that I have assembled from so many spare parts, I
can’t escape the disturbing realization that the whole thing
carries an undertone of indiscriminate farewell. I even
knock off the planet Earth at one point, in an attempt to
tidy up the empyrean before somebody else does it for
me. A man who is over fifty, as am I, is sure that he has
only about twenty minutes to live, and it is natural, I sup-
pose, that he should feel disposed to put his affairs in or-
der, such as they are, to harvest what fruit he has not
already picked up and stored away against the winter, and
to tie his love for the world into a convenient bundle, ac-
cessible to all.

Whoever sets pen to paper writes of himself, whether
knowingly or not, and this is a book of revelations: essays,
poems, stories, opinions, reports, drawn from the past, the
present, the future, the city, and the country. I could have
called it “Weird Confessions” as well as not, but “The
Second Tree from the Comer” sounds more genteel and
is, in addition, the title of one of the pieces (the one where
the fellow says goodbye to sanity).
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Assembling the book has been a sobering experience,
revealing, as it has, a man unable to sit still for more than
a few minutes at a time, untouched by the dedication re-
quired for sustained literary endeavor, yet unable not to
write. However, I do not come to this foreword in a spirit
of derogation or with any idea of offering alibis. If these
collected writings resemble a dog’s breakfast, I shall insist
that it is because of my unusual understanding of dogs
and my sympathy for them in their morning problems.

For the most part I have aimed to select material that
is not too dependent on the immediate events or portents
that inspired it. In three of the chapters, the reader will
encounter a section of notes that were published first in
the Notes and Comment page of The New Yorker. These
are, of course, couched in the first person plural, a device
as commonplace in journalism as it is harebrained. I do not
know how the editorial “we” originated, but I think it must
first have been employed in an effort to express a cor-
porate or institutional opinion and that in no time at all
the individual charged with formulating this opinion for-
got all about his basic responsibility and got talking about
himself and peddling his personal prejudices, retaining the
“we” and thus giving the impression that the stuff was
written by a set of identical twins or the members of a
tumbling act. There is nothing I can do about this, and
the reader is advised to dismiss it from his mind.

I have not dated the notes, preferring to depend on the
reader’s perspicacity and good will. Whenever I came
across a note that seemed unintelligible without a date, I
simply threw it out, serving it right and teaching myself a
lesson. Once in a while the reader will stumble on some
antique ghost like Hitler, pottering about as though still
alive, and will get a momentary jolt. But I am not one to
pamper readers, and don’t want them daydreaming their
way through this book like drivers on a superhighway.
This book twists and turns. Go carefully, and remember:
the time you save may be your own.



FOREWORD - Xiii

Incidentally, the publication over my signature of items
that formed part of The New Yorker’s anonymous editorial
page is not to be taken as an indication that I am the fel-
low responsible for that page. The page is the work of
many. I am one of the contributors to it. I feel greatly in-
debted to the magazine for its willingness to let me use
these paragraphs, for when something is published first
anonymously and then later an author is unveiled, the
public draws wrong conclusions about the workings of a
magazine and tends to give credit where credit is not due.
Theoretically, it is a mistake to break anonymity, and
though I am guilty of it, I commit the sin knowingly and
for selfish reasons.

Most of the material in the book is presented in exactly
the form in which it originally appeared. In a few places
I've made slight revisions. Here and there I changed a
“which” to a “that,” in memory of H. W. Ross, who cared
deeply about the matter—so deeply, in fact, that I still
wince every time I discover myself violating the rule he
loved so well. In a couple of places I have changed proper
names, for symmetry, or for variety, or to save real people
the possible embarrassment of being associated with me in
my off-color enterprises.

Although as an observer I try to keep abreast of events,
it is a losing game. Progress, deeds, overtake a man. Some-
body (I think it was I) once remarked that today’s fantasy
is tomorrow’s news event. The pages that follow confirm
the truth of the remark. The future pales into the present.
The space platform is old hat. Calculating machines are
suffering nervous breakdowns. I wrote the “Song of the
Queen Bee” on the strength of information from the De-
partment of Agriculture that bees had not been insemi-
nated by artificial means; but although I composed the
poem during lunch hour, and lost not a moment turning it
in, it had hardly been off the press when a Life photogra-
pher sent me graphic evidence that bees had gone the way
of all modem flesh. I think there has never been an age
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more cruel to writers than this one—rendering their stuff
obsolete almost before it escapes from the typewriter. On
the other hand, human nature is fairly steady and almost
changeless: the first piece in the chapter called “Time
Present” was written a number of years ago, during the
Second World War, but it belongs to the present, and as
I reread it I saw that time had stood still
A book should be the occasion of rejoicing, but it is
seldom that, imparting a feeling of completion but not of
satisfaction. I suppose a writer, almost by definition, is a
person incapable of satisfaction—which is what keeps him
athlspost.l..etus]ustsaythatlhaveudledupmydesk
a bit, and flung out a few noisy and ill-timed farewells,
like a drunk at a wedding he is enjoying to the hilt and
has no real intention of leaving.
—E. B. W.
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