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The Making of Ashenden
(excerpt)

Stanley Elkin

I've been spared a lot, one of the blessed of the earth, at least one of its
lucky, that privileged handful of the dramatically prospering, the sort whose
secrets are asked, like the hundred-year-old man. There is no secret, of
course; most of what happens to us is simple accident. Highish hirth and a
smooth network of appropriate connection like a tea service written into the
wili. But surely something in the blood too, locked into good fortune’s
dominant genes like a blast ripening in a time bomb. Set to go off, my good
looks and intelligence, yet exceptional still, take away my mouthful of silver
spoon and lapful of luxury. Something my own, not passed on or handed
down, something seized, wrested—my good character, hopefully, my taste *
perhaps. What’s mine, what’s mine? Say taste—the soul’s harmless appetite.

I've money, I'm rich. The heir to four fortunes. Grandfather on Mother’s
side was a Newpert. The family held some good real estate in Rhode Island
until they sold it for many times what they gave for it. Grandmother on
Father’s side was a Salts, whose bottled mineral water, once available only
through prescription and believed indispensable in the cure of all fevers,
was the first product ever to be reviewed by the Food and Drug
Administration, a famous and controversial case. The government found it

to contain nothing that was actually detrimental to human beings, and it
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went public, so to speak. Available now over the counter, the Salts made
more money from it than ever.

Mother was an Oh. Her mother was the chemical engineer who first
discovered a feasible way to store oxygen in tanks. And Father was Noel
Ashenden, who though he did not actually invent the matchbook, went into
the field when it was still a not very flourishing novelty, and whose slogan,
almost a poem,“Close Cover Before Striking” (a simple stroke, as Father
liked to say), obvious only after someone else has already thought of it (the
Patent Office refused to issue a patent on what it claimed was merely an
instruction, but Father’s company had the message on its matchbooks
before his competitors even knew what was happening), removed the hazard
from bock matches and turned the industry and Father’s firm particularly
into a flaming success overnight—Father’s joke, not mine. Later, when the
inroads of Ronson and Zippo threatened the business, Father went into
seclusion for six months and when he returned to us he had produced
another slogan: “For Our Matchless Friends.” It saved the industry a second
time and was the second and last piece of work in Father’s life.

There are people who gather in the spas and watering places of this
world who pooh-pooh our fortune. Apres ski, cozy in their wools, handsome
before their open hearths, they scandalize amongst themselves in whispers.
“Imagine,” they say, “saved from ruin because of some cornball sentiment
available in every bar and grill and truck stop in the country. It’s not, not...”

Not what? Snobs! Phooey on the First Families. On railroad, steel mill,
automotive, public utility, banking and shipping fortunes, on all hermetic
legacy, morganatic and blockbuster blood-lines that change the maps and
landscapes and alter the mobility patterns, your jungle wheeling and downtown
dealing a stone’s throw from warfare. I come of good stock—real estate,

mineral water, oxygen, matchbooks: earth, water, air and fire, the old
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elementals of the material universe, a bellybutton economics, a linchpin one.

It is as I see it a perfect genealogy, and if 1 can be bought and sold a
hundred times over by a thousand men in this country—people in your own
town could do it, providents and trailers of hunch, 1 bless them, who got
into this or went into that when it was eight cents a share—I am satisfied
with my thirteen or fourteen million. Wealth is not after all the point. The
genealogy is. That bridge-trick nexus that brought Newpert to Oh, Salts to
Ashenden and Ashenden to Oh, love’s lucky longshots which, paying off,
permitted me as they permit every human life! (I have this simple, harmiess
paranoia of the good-natured man, this cheerful awe.) Forgive my
enthusiasm, that I go on like some secular patriot wrapped in the simple
flag of self, a professional descendant, every day the closed-for-the-holiday
banks and post offices of the heart. And why not? Aren’t my circumstances
superb? Whose are better? No boast, no boast. I've had it easy, served up
on all life’s silver platters like a satrap. And if my money is managed for
me and I do no work—Iless work even than Father, who at least came up
with thase two slogans, the latter in a six-month solitude that must have
been hell for that gregarious man (“For Our Matchiess Friends”: no slogan
finally but a broken code, an exiension of his own hospitable being, simply
the Promethean gift of fire to a guest)—at least 1 am not “spoiled” and
have in me still alive the nerve endings of gratitude. If it’s miserly to count
one’s blessings, Brewster Ashenden’s a miser.

This will give you some idea of what I'm like:

On Having an Account in a Swiss Bank: I never had one, and suggest
you stay away from them too. Oh, the mystery and romance is all very well,
but never forget that your Swiss bank offers no premiums, whereas for
opening a savings account for $5,000 or more at First National City Bank

of New York or other fine institutions you get wonderful premiums—picnic
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