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Cincinnati area may apply by faxing a request on their 
office letterhead to (513) 232-1910". 

Ernest A. Eynon 

REINVENTIONS 

April 3, 2000 Virginius C. Hall 

I dare say I should have questioned the assignment 
when I first got it. 

But being of a compliant (perhaps even 
acquiescent) disposition, I was not inclined to jump to 
my feet and make a scene. Still less to collar the 
secretary and yell "Hey! Wait a minute!" or "Whoa! 
Stop right there!" or even the more succinct "You godda 
be kidding!" No, I assumed everybody knew what he was 
doing, so I simply said, "Thank you very much," and set 
about preparing, as I had been instructed, a Budget 
program for the first Monday of April. 

Now I know what you're going to say. You're going 
to say: But Budget programs don't take place on First 
Mondays. Certainly they never HAVE taken place on 
first Mondays, but who knows what might happen in the 
Club's sesquicentennial year? And when a 
sesquicentennial conjoins with a Millennium, as indeed 
it has done, might that not prompt Change, or even 
serious craziness? Apprehensions along that line were 
confirmed when I learned from reliable sources, but did 
not see with my own eyes, that large numbers of Women 
had been encouraged to prowl through our premises last 
October. In the light of this evidence alone, I 
thought it not unreasonable to suppose that winds of 
change were howling through 500 East Fourth Street. 
Besides, in all honesty, I was looking forward to doing 
a Budget, especially when a member of this organization 



with whom I had unwisely shared my secret, said he 
doubted if so new a member could handle a Budget. 
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Stimulated by the challenge, I set out to find 
friends who were prepared to help. To my astonishment, 
the first two I approached, agreed, though if I had 
known then what I know now, I should have cast my net 
wider. Of course I was enormously pleased when Gustav 
Shufflehoffer promised me a contribution. Gustav may 
look like a wet spaniel, but as you know, he has wit -
or, I should say, HAD wit. We need not be reminded 
that the late, lugubrious Gustav is now resting 
comfortably in Spring Grove. Gustav was a rich man. 
He was buried in a coffin with white satin pillows on 
the inside and real bronze handles on the outside. 
Public relations was his bag, and he was good. He once 
said, "If A-dolph Hitler has been my client in 1939 I 
could have gotten him elected president of the U-nited 
States." Not a bad line. He always said "A-dolph" and 
"U-nited," which somehow didn't gee with the expense
account persona he projected. 

He also said he could transform an orange traffic 
cone into a cult figure in the space of six weeks. But 
this, I surmise, was intended not so much as a flight 
of fancy as a statement of fact. How anybody so 
utterly devoid of humor could write and deliver 
genuinely funny papers year after year was a matter of 
perennial puzzlement and speculation. In any case, I 
was glad he had agreed to send me something for my 
Budget. 

The other person I asked, George Bouchard -
"Skinny" as we all call him - hadn't been at the Club 
for a while, and since I could never get him on the 
phone, I wrote him a cordial letter. His reply, when 
at last it came, arrived in a thick manila envelope 
with a patchwork quilt of French stamps in the upper 
corner. This in itself was remarkable. Skinny's usual 
style ran more to equivocal messages on lewd postcards. 
Skinny's a French Canadian from Montreal, a journalist, 
and completely bilingual. After ten years here you'd 
think he'd been raised in Clermont County. On opening 
his envelope, I found, to my pleasure, a manuscript, a 
page torn from a magazine, and a long covering letter. 
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The letter began, as usual, without salutation or 
preamble. 

Have you gone crazy or something? 

You know perfectly well I don't live in Cincinnati 
any more. I can only think your letter, which has just 
been forwarded, is some kind of joke. You've always 
had a perverse sense of humor. It must come from 
teaching school; all those weird kids. You can't have 
forgotten the Farewell Party. You were there. I think 
you gave it. 

I've been in France since late October. 
Anticipating your question, No, I don't miss 
Cincinnati. But I do miss Montreal which is strange 
because I haven't lived there for years. In Canada I 
Felt French; in France I feel American; in America I 
felt God knows what. I guess I'm not anything. Maybe 
I'll go to Israel and try being a Jew like my mother. 
How do you think I'd look in spit curls and one of 
those big rabbi hats? I like it here but France 
doesn't feel like home the way I thought it would. The 
restaurants are great; I enjoy my work; I have a nice 
apartment and a wonderful Live-in who thinks emaciated 
men are sexy. Why did it take me so long to realize 
there's no way a skinny guy's going to make it as a 
food editor - not in Cincinnati, not in Montreal, not 
anywhere. 

I don't do food here. It's travel - from a North 
American perspective. They're gobbling it up. As you 
see, I even got something published in an English 
magazine. The London office threw out half of it and 
changed the title. Can you believe "Chugging through 
the Chunnel." Still, it's not bad considering the 
whole thing's bogus. I've never been anywhere near the 
Chunnel. No, you can't have it for your budget; its 
copyright. But don't jump out the window. I've found 
something else. It's one of the food articles 
Cincinnati didn't want last year. A little long, I 
admit, but it took me a while to get back in the swing. 
Nowadays I could pass for a Frog. It's yours if you 
want it. How you handle a paper by a member who isn't 
a member any more is your problem. 
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Here's lookin' at ya. 

Skinny. 

To my brief embarrassment I realized I HAD 
forgotten that Skinny had left town. As for the 
farewell party, that had disappeared without a trace. 

I read Skinny's article about the train trip 
through the Chunnel, and liked it very much. Too bad 
it was out of bounds. I then read the article he had 
sent me for the Budget, and liked it not at all. He 
said it was wordy and it was. It was also long and 
boring - just the kind of article, I suspect, that had 
got him sacked from the newspaper. 

Luckily, Skinny has a little money of his own, so 
he's not in danger of starving to death which (with his 
attenuated figure) he would do in about two days. In 
his cups one night he confided that his money came from 
a book he'd written in graduate school, porn really, 
called An Altar Boy in Chinatown, which was published 
anonymously and has enjoyed success in certain circles 
ever since. Every time he needed cash he set his randy 
little hero down in some questionable locale: An Altar 
Boy in Limehouse; An Altar Boy in Pigalle. By now 
there were six or more books in the series, all money
makers, all perpetually in large print, and keeping 
Skinny off the dole. 

The altar boy theme came naturally. Skinny had 
been one himself, and at one time or another, just 
about everything else the church had to offer. 
Ecclesiastical bric-a-brac is his thing; bells, smoke, 
encyclicals, the whole bit, and as much of it as 
possible. If he had his way, the Glorious Company of 
the Apostles would rise like so many Lazaruses from 
church basements across the land, their plaster 
garments refulgent, their high-wattage halos restored 
to a pre-Vatican II brilliance. 

As a proud member of the Only Real Church, Skinny 
suffers keenly from not having attended the Only Real 
University. What time he fritters longing for a Hasty 
Pudding he never knew, and those damp, gray mornings he 
never sculled on the Charles. So, too, while 
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minimizing his own rough-edged, move-along style, he 
expects everyone to admire some pompous nonsense he's 
copied out of the encyclopaedia. I'd far rather read 
one of his Altar Boy stories for my Budget than the 
inflated verbiage he'd sent. But, of course, I'd given 
my word long ago never to mention the Altar Boy or 
reveal his paternity. Indiscretions let slip by 
friends who are three-sheets should, after all, be safe 
as the confessional. But Skinny owed me one, and, 
what's more, he knew it. 

The subject of his paper, believe it or not, was 
"crudit~s" the mixed, raw vegetables that are often 
served as an initial disappointment to a fancy French 
meal. I say "disappointment" advisedly. Who could 
smack his lips over radishes and broccoli floating 
belly-up in water when one could be digging into 
country pate or escargots? Skinny, always keen on word 
derivations, explained at length that the vegetables, 
being uncooked, were raw or crude, hence the word 
"crudit~s". He likewise explored the pros and cons of 
introducing ice into the bowl, concluding that carrots 
and celery, being of a robust disposition, could stand 
icy immersion far better than more sensitive 
vegetables, solemnly citing instances, presumably drawn 
from his own experience, of whole heads of broccoli 
going into shock from such treatment. Skinny's paper, 
in sum, was a dispiriting performance. I must confess, 
however, that his half-page footnote on the names given 
to animal offal in an effort to make it acceptable at 
table, was not without a certain repellant fascination. 

Convinced that I could better cope with the 
situation once all three papers were in hand, I shot 
off a note to Gustav, saying that I had received 
Skinny's paper, was looking forward to receiving his, 
and that mine was progressing well - the latter totally 
untrue. I hadn't, in fact, put pen to paper. For some 
reason the word "Crudit~s" kept nagging at me, and when 
I sat down to ponder my own paper, my thoughts turned 
again and again to a fellow I got to know in college 
called Tom - Tom Coryate - a lively buffoon, and a 
great walker. The connection between Tom and the words 
crudit~s will become clear in due course - there's not 
much suspense in a paper of this kind so it's best not 
to squander all the thrills at the beginning. In any 
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case, Tom Coryate, out of mind for forty years, came 
all at once, front and center, and I began to jot down 
what I remembered about him. At first it wasn't much, 
but gradually more and more incidents came to mind. He 
was an odd creature; he could walk the legs off a pack
horse, funny as a crutch, and usually set himself up to 
be the butt of his own jokes. 

Right after he graduated he went to court. No, 
not the legal kind of court! The court of James the 
First. I DID say I met him in college. I met him my 
sophomore year, the same year I met Machiavelli and 
Hogarth and John Stuart Mill. But, as I say, Tom 
Coryate was a caution. Perhaps Tom's tomfoolery 
derived, at least in part, from the fact that he was a 
country vicar's son, and it's common knowledge the 
vicar's sons kick up their heels once they bust loose. 
He was born around 1577, grew up in the little village 
of Odcombe in Somerset, and attended what is now Exeter 
College, Oxford. Through the influence of his neighbor 
Sir Edward Phelips, of nearby Montacute House, young 
Tom, a man of education but no social standing, 
received an invitation to court in 1603. It was not an 
invitation to the Court of James I, but to the 
subsidiary court that James had recently established 
for the royal children. I dare say most parents, at 
one time or another, have wished for just such an 
arrangement: not just a children'S telephone, but a 
totally separate children'S household, self-contained, 
sound-proof, and a long day's ride removed. Perhaps it 
was for decisions of this kind that James was known as 
the wisest fool in Christendom. 

The children'S palace quickly took on a life of 
its own, a life that revolved around the three pint
sized royals: Prince Henry of Wales, aged nine, his 
sister aged six, and the Duke of York (later Charles I) 
who was little more than a baby. Not surprisingly 
things got out of hand. Within a year the royal 
children had commandeered two more palaces, and had 
increased the size of their retinue from seventy to 
nearly five hundred. Prince Henry himself, we are 
told, was grave beyond his years and made every effort 
to run a tight ship, but a nine year old, even a nine 
year old Prince of Wales, found it difficult to prevail 
against so large and unruly a throng of courtiers. 
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Rich, spoiled, and arrogant, many of them still in 
their teens and twenties, they had nothing to do but 
address themselves to sport, intrigue, heavy drinking, 
and the never-ending pursuit of advancement. 

It was into this "juvenile court," a microcosm of 
the royal court of James I, that Tom Coryate was 
introduced sometime around 1603. A countryman 26 years 
of age, well educated, quick of wit, ambitious, and 
determined to be noticed by the glitterati, Tom 
discovered that the best way to advance was to become 
unofficial court jester. His decision, I suspect, was 
deliberately made and conscientiously pursued. 

What's for dessert? came the cry. Sweetmeats and 
Coryate! was the answer, and Tom was on. Parrying 
abuse with repartee; improvising epigrams and mock
heroic poems to fit the occasion; fawning, declaiming -
Poor Tom. Consummate dodger of spit-balls and bread
pellets; ever ready to gather himself up off the floor 
after a shove or a well-directed kick, to make a low 
obeisance to his attacker, and then retaliate with a 
quip or quotation that would set the table at a roar -
Poor Tom. At what price popularity? For Tom Coryate I 
suspect the price was exorbitant. 

Although much of court life centered on sports and 
festivity, there was also a serious side. The child 
prince, grave and reserved, sought out travelers and 
seafarers, granting them audience, and paying close 
attention to their accounts of exploration. So, too, 
he summoned returned ambassadors, and the emissaries of 
foreign nations. Anyone with wonders to relate and 
tales of far-off places, could lay claim to the ear of 
Henry, Prince of Wales. Tom, his imagination fired by 
what he heard at these audiences, resolved to go 
adventuring himself, not as a soldier or a sailor, nor 
yet in a rich man's entourage, but as a solitary 
pedestrian, beholden to no one, and free to linger as 
he pleased to study those things that caught his fancy. 

As usual, he kept no secrets. In no time 
everybody knew everything, and was laughing. Soon it 
was the talk of the court. Prince Henry's funny man 
was going to WALK - WALK, mind you - to Venice! Even 
his route seemed ridiculous: he was going to walk 
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south through France to Italy, then walk home by way of 
Switzerland, Germany and the Low Countries. Hadn't 
anybody told him there were mountains over there? Big 
mountains. Didn't he know there was a war on in the 
Spanish Netherlands? He told everybody he was going to 
write a book: a combination guide-book and history of 
the areas he had passed through. Great merriment! The 
merriment continued as he made his preparations; it 
pursued him all the way to the coast, where he bade 
farewell to his send-off party, cut a final caper or 
two, and set sail on Saturday, May 14, 1608. A clown 
clambered aboard at Dover; seven hours later a wide
eyed, garrulous, English hiker with letters of 
introduction in his pocket, disembarked in Calais. 

Let me pause here for a moment for a word of 
reassurance. Because of the well-publicized rule of 
this institution that travelogues (even, presumably, 
400 year old travelogues) are not to be inflicted on 
captive audiences, it is not my intention to trade our 
hero's pilgrimage from Calais to Venice, and from 
Venice, north across the Alps, along the Rhine, and so 
home. For it will not, I think, spoil the suspense of 
the story to disclose that Tom Coryate did, indeed, 
complete his tour. To the amazement and perhaps 
disappointment of his detractors, Tom not only returned 
home safely, he made good his promise to tell the tale 
of his five months abroad. He called his book 
Coryate's Crudities, a title intended to disarm. What 
I'm serving up, he seems to say, are raw vegetables 
fresh from the field, not a continental casserole, 
simmered to death, and spiced and tarted up for the 
gentry. 

But, surprisingly enough, the gentry liked the 
book and bought it, taking pleasure in Tom's picaresque 
adventures, his humorous account of local custom, and 
his ardent defense of the Anglican brand of 
Protestantism. For in theological debate Tom didn't 
hesitate to roll up his sleeves and take on all and 
sundry. He attended what he considered a "profane and 
superstitious ceremony" in Notre Dame, then called on 
an eminent theologian whom he flattered outrageously 
and lectured on the errors of Popery. In Venice he 
provoked a near riot when he naively wandered into the 
off-limits Jewish Ghetto and began preaching the gospel 
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of Christ crucified. In the resultant uproar Torn was 
badly roughed up, but made good his escape thanks to 
the intervention of an up Englishman who happened to be 
passing in his gondola. Later he learned he wasn't the 
first to try that stunt and how lucky he'd been to 
escape intact. Christians foolish enough to seek 
converts in the ghetto were customarily mobbed, held 
down, and there and then circumcised. A few well
publicized operations of this kind had reduced 
Christian missionary zeal in Venice to a marked degree. 

Returning horne to Odcombe, Torn made a touching 
gift to his parish church in thanksgiving for the safe 
completion of his trip. He gave the church his 
traveling shoes, the very ones he had walked in all the 
way to Venice and back, a distance of 1975 miles. They 
hung in the church, up near the roof, for more than two 
hundred years. Later, the indefatigable Torn made a 
trip to India, a one-way trip as it happens, for he 
never made it horne. This time he didn't walk all the 
way: he gave himself a head-start by sailing to 
Constantinople. He then worked his way down the east 
coast of the Mediterranean to the Holy Land. In 
Jerusalem he put on new shoes and set off to walk to 
India. He got there, but he didn't make it back. He 
contracted dysentery and died at Surat in December 
1617. 

Let it be noted that Torn Coryate walked FROM 
Jerusalem not TO Jerusalem. In my youth we had a 
family-friend called Miss Endicott, a New England 
spinster of a certain age, who called the children's 
game musical chairs "Walking to Jerusalem." I liked 
the name. The game was another matter. It was always 
a favorite at birthday parties. I must have been about 
five when I was first corralled into playing: a group 
of eight little boys all in their best clothes, 
circling and circling, waiting for the music to stop, 
and always one was left out. The tension of the 
occasion proved too much for a five year old, and I wet 
my pants. Mopping up left an even larger stain, and 
when the hostess left the room to bring in ice cream 
and cake, the children swarmed like bees around me, 
each seeking to outdo the others in derision and abuse. 



It was my first experience of savagery in party
clothes. 
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Around Valentine's Day I set aside my paper on Tom 
Coryate. I was pleased with the way the first few 
pages were falling into place. Luckily, a biography of 
Coryate had come to light in the library. With a lot 
more scissor-work and a new pot of paste I could 
probably put together a crackerjack collage. But the 
situation changed. The classes I taught second 
semester, particularly in my Sophomore Creative Writing 
Class, involved more than usual preparation, and I felt 
pressed. Furthermore, when I returned the overdue 
biography of Tom Coryate to the Library, fully 
expecting to check it out again, it promptly vanished. 

To add to my distress, I was still uncertain how 
to handle Skinny's hopeless contribution on raw 
vegetables. Let the maitre-Ds call them crudites or 
whatever, they were still raw carrots to me. A card to 
Skinny, asking if he wouldn't reconsider and allow me 
to use the article on his Chunnel trip brought back a 
post card bearing two words: Forget It. Discursive by 
nature, Skinny, when roused, became succinct. 

My despondency lifted briefly a few days later on 
receipt of an envelope from Gustav Shufflehoffer. 
Rumor had it Gustav was not in good health. Certainly 
he had not been at the Club since before Christmas. 
But here was his contribution right on time. I 
sincerely hoped it would be a whimsical piece in his 
usual style to offset Skinny's dismal vegetable plate. 

The first shock came when I realized that his 
paper was a monstrous fouling of his own nest, a 
searing indictment of the manipulative world in which 
he played so prominent a plan. Aftershocks registered 
as I turned the pages. Was Gustav, the capitalist's 
capitalist, deliberately shooting himself in the foot? 
Or had he finally seen the light and become a 
socialist? Far from his usual lighthearted romp 
through literary history, this was a vituperative 
expose of the excesses of our marketing culture and the 
havoc it has wrought. Marketing, he maintained, had 
introduced chronic dissatisfaction into the national 
psyche, and had at the same time convinced us all that 
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this was a blessing. That Gustav of all people should 
espouse such a theory suggested that he had had some 
kind of conversion; his language on the other hand, 
rising page by page into a kind of irrational frenzy, 
suggested something far less welcome: that Gustav, 
poor fellow, had come unhinged. 

Instead of telephoning him, I decided to write, 
not at any great length, but a straightforward, kind 
letter, to tell him that I thought his paper as it 
stood was unsuitable. Naturally, one doesn't jump in 
brandishing a knife. One starts with a dab of soft 
soap. You know the kind of thing: thanks for his 
willingness to contribute, admiration for past papers; 
recognition of his delightful wit. The rest of the 
letter I quote verbatim, just to keep the record 
straight. 

I hope you don't mind my saying so, Gustav, but I 
found your paper extremely disturbing. It's awfully 
intense, and totally unlike anything you've written 
before. Sure, we're forever being told we need to re
do ourselves: that we need a new shape, a different 
hair color, a nicer house, a faster car, a better job, 
a prettier wife. Day in, day out we're told our lives 
need constant up-grading or they aren't worth living. 
Some of what you say is right on target, but other 
parts, as you must know, are highly offensive. That 
appalling boardroom conversation about minorities, for 
example. I can't read that! And your language, 
Gustav! My God, you sound like you're going to blow a 
gasket. Can't you approach it from a more humorous 
angle the way you usually do? How come you're all of a 
sudden apoplectic? Rage isn't your style. As it 
stands it's unreadable. At least ~ won't read it. Not 
at the Literary Club. [Then a final, conciliatory 
paragraph] . 

Dear friend! Somehow I have the feeling I'm being 
set up. Give me a call to say it's call a chuckle - a 
friendly bucket of water on top of the door. Then send 
me one of your usual Funnies. I don't have to have it 
next week. Take your time. Don't plead a cause. Talk 
about Absurdities. That's more your line. 
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But Gustav didn't give me a call to say it was all 
a chuckle. His lugubrious face greeted me at the 
breakfast table two days later at the top of his 
obituary. The article mentioned his successful career, 
his recent poor health, his membership in the Literary 
Club, and his reputation as a wit and humorist. Gustav 
didn't die of natural causes. He had been killed in a 
car crash. Occasionally one hears about men who die on 
their wedding night, anticipation or gratification 
proving (in such cases) more than flesh can bear. Poor 
Gustav's death was not dissimilar: he died test
driving a Bentley. Was it suicide, I wondered: a 
quick death in a fast car instead of a slow death in an 
oxygen tent? In any case, he had been trading up, and 
that had always been Gustav's style. 

The obituary implied that the family hoped his 
friends would stop by the funeral home to sign the 
book. I did stop by, and was greeted by one of the 
sons - disconcertingly like his father: the same 
droopy face, just like a basset hound except for the 
ears. He thanked me for coming, then said he thought 
his dad looked peaceful. At first I didn't grasp what 
he was talking about, then realized to my dismay, that 
the coffin at the other end of the room was open and I 
was being invited to take a look. It was an expensive 
coffin, and Gustav, propped up on white satin pillows, 
looked as if he had fallen asleep in a harlot's bed. 
His face, usually an apoplectic purple, glowed with 
health, as if he had just come in from the ski slopes. 
Creases and dewlaps had all but disappeared. I 
wondered where they had put them. Were they bunched up 
in the back somewhere, held in place by a rubber band? 
Yes, I said, his father DID look peaceful. That, after 
all, was the hoped-for response, and in such a context 
who could not endorse peace. By why the open coffin? 
Perhaps it was the family's way of denying that both 
the car and Gustav had been totaled. Certainly he 
looked good lying there in his best suit, all of a 
piece - a stunning job of cosmetic reconstruction. If 
the body shop had done a comparable job on the Bentley, 
it must, even now, be back in the showroom. 

It was still raining two days later, but in spite 
of it a respectable crowd showed up at Spring Grove, 
taking shelter inside their cars until the last moment, 
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then making sorties into the tent where there were not 
enough chairs. Boots churned up the Shufflehoffer 
plot, turning turf into mud. By contrast the 
artificial grass around the grave looked as if it had 
spilled out of an Easter basket. Nestled in the 
middle, not marshmallow eggs, but Gustav, expensively 
packaged. I tried to dismiss my last glimpse of him 
tucked up in satin sheets. His wife - a good looking 
woman - stood at the graveside surrounded by their five 
grown sons. I wondered which was Louis, the one who 
used to call himself Louise and had gotten his name in 
the papers. There was no way of telling. Four of 
them, prosperous and pin-striped, had their mother's 
sleek good looks. He must be one of those. The fifth 
was the droopy one named David who had greeted me at 
the funeral home. Had any of them read Gustav's 
appalling paper? If not, I was tempted to trash it, 
just tear it up. The answer to my question came sooner 
than I had expected. When she acknowledged my letter 
of sympathy, Gustav's wife asked me to send her a copy 
of the paper, because it was the last thing he'd 
written, and she and the children were anxious to read 
it. 

I put her off with some excuse, and wrote Skinny. 
Skinny for all his shortcomings is always good in a 
crisis. In about ten days back came a postcard with a 
can-can girl showing her bottom. On the back, one 
sentence: "Give your problem to God." Skinny, I felt, 
was slipping. The next day another can-can girl 
arrived. This one said "Sorry. God meant for somebody 
else. Give your problem to Conjurors, 1472 Cherokee 
Boulevard, St. Louis, MO." 

And that is how I came to know Mr. E.J. Conjure, 
founder and proprietor of Conjurors, Inc., a firm 
prepared to supply a complete line of writing services 
to beleaguered authors - all very discreet, very 
professional, and, as I discovered, very expensive. 

I will not trouble you with the complete file of 
our correspondence but a few extracts will explain why 
I came to place myself so completely in Mr. Conjure's 
hands. This, to begin with, is the second paragraph of 
his first letter. 
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Now to address your specific enquiries. I assure 
you that our firm does indeed have experience editing, 
re-writing, and (at a substantially higher cost) 
writing from scratch papers designed for delivery 
before literary organizations. Your Cincinnati address 
and the fact that your deadline is a Monday leads me to 
surmise that the paper you require may be intended for 
delivery at the Literary Club on East Fourth Street. 
If that is the case rest assured, sir, you are in . 
experienced hands. Conjurors has been preparing papers 
for Literary Club members for close on three decades. 
Just the other day I was reviewing our records and 
discovered that more than sixty percent of the Club's 
present membership has turned to us at one time or 
another to help them out of a tight spot. Some turn to 
us regularly every two years. We sincerely hope you 
will become one of our regular clients. Our services 
will save you a great deal of time for other enriching 
pursuits. 

The next day I sent the two papers to Mr. Conjure: 
Skinny's raw vegetable treatise and Gustav's excursion 
into hysteria. In my covering letter I asked how much 
it would cost to rework both. A few sentences from his 
return letter are worth quoting. He began as follows: 

Gustav Shufflehoffer's death was a shock to us, 
too. He was a valued client. The unfortunate paper 
you sent us must have been his own work, for it bears 
no resemblance whatever to the papers we have been 
writing for him for the past fifteen years. I agree it 
would be impossible to read it as it stands, nor can 
you allow his widow to see it before it is totally 
recast. I have passed it along to the writer who has 
been handling Mr. Shufflehoffer's account. He assures 
me he will have no difficulty rewriting it. Obviously 
he is familiar with the style. In reply to your 
specific inquiry, no we do not charge extra for humor. 
Our papers usually contain at least three witty 
passages. In Mr. Shufflehoffer's case there will be 
more. He was an esteemed client and we want this, his 
final, posthumous, paper to be a particularly good one. 

Mr. George "Skinny" Bouchard's paper on vegetable 
hor d'oeuvres is another matter. He was not one of our 
clients. His style is ponderous, and recasting his 
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paper, because of its length and the specialized 
subject matter, would be expensive. Of course we will 
be glad to undertake it if that is your wish. Please 
instruct. 

Enclosed on a separate sheet, Mr. Conjure 
submitted his estimate. The cost of reworking the two 
papers came to just about what I had set aside for my 
summer in Tuscany. I telephoned Mr. Conjure to OK the 
rewriting of Gustav's paper -the picture of his widow 
standing in the rain at Spring Grove still haunted me -
but I told him to send Skinny's paper back. I'd have 
to think of something else. 

Those of us who teach rarely see eye to eye on any 
subject, but I suspect we are agreed that March is not 
a good month in the classroom. Spring break is either 
just ahead, or just behind. In either case, it's a 
distraction. By March, I (for one) have lost most of 
the steam I had in September. Students that looked so 
taut and attractive, so alert and promising the first 
day, have all opened their mouths at least once during 
the year and have wrecked any and all illusions. Of 
course it works both ways. From the students' point of 
view, I dare say I've become a disappointment, even 
assuming I wasn't one from the outset. But keep in 
mind, I'm paid to make an effort and they aren't. I'm 
paid to be knowledgeable, well-prepared, concerned, and 
to relate to my students. How does one go about 
relating? For several years I tried being grungier 
than they were. It was not a success. I got ringworm, 
and discovered you can't beat the kids at their own 
game. Now I'm experimenting with a modified preppie 
approach: a tennis sweater tied 'round my waist, a 
bouncy stride, clothes that are casual but smart - a 
look that implies that I live on a forty-foot ketch, 
and spend weekends skiing in Tahoe. 

Twenty years ago one didn't hear about men getting 
nose-jobs and tucks, or going to spas for two weeks of 
back-breaking exercise and nasty food - including, I'm 
sure, endless plates of crudites. Nowadays everybody's 
doing it. It's called "image-making" or self
improvement and its very expensive. I've been told a 
full program costs as much as a year in an Ivy League 
college. But on the other hand it has been known to 
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transform a middle-aged academic like me into a high
hormonal hunk. Let me hasten to say there's nothing 
wrong with my hormone level, or as Skinny would say 
"hormine-wise" I'm fine and dandy. I'm just telling 
you about it - just making the point that rejuvenations 
of this kind, performed by respected physicians have 
become every day occurrences. In fact, there's a place 
just across the river in Newport, that advertises a 
full line of liposuction, hair transplants, waxing, 
firming, lifting, and what they are pleased to call 
"masculine enhancement." If it weren't for the Newport 
address I would have checked it out by now. Information 
only. Citizens have a duty to check on new businesses. 
We need to know if they are on the up and up. My 
trouble is I have too much imagination. I picture 
myself going into that Newport office to enquire (on 
behalf of one of my older friends) about (let's say) a 
simple hair transplant, and being wrestled to the floor 
by three respected physicians and being forcibly 
enhanced. Not a nice prospect. For some reason it 
reminds me of Tom Coryate in the ghetto. But for me, 
rescue-by-gondola is not to be relied on - not in 
Newport. 

But I digress. As I say, it was mid-March. The 
class was dead on its feet and needed a fix. I stopped 
at Kinko's and ran off twenty-three copies of Skinny's 
paper. 

The twenty-three sophomores in my Creative Writing 
class, both male and female, chew gum non-stop, and are 
uninformed about anything that happened further back 
than yesterday. Sometimes I actively dislike them. 
But I don't underestimate them. Their baseball caps 
may be on backwards, but their heads are on straight. 
They play the world they live in just the way they play 
computer games; easily, competitively, and fast. 
Within their own context they're smart and funny and 
they sniff out pretense like a dog trained to sniff out 
drugs. For them, transforming Skinny's paper into an 
entertaining parody of itself was a piece of cake. 
Someone even threw in a limerick about snow peas. 

By combining the best parts of all twenty-three I 
transformed Skinny's vegetable treatise into a 
sophomore hoot. It was too long, but that could be 
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fixed. A day later Mr. Conjure called to say that 
Conjurors had finished revamping Gustav's paper. It 
was on its way, he said, "as we speak." Despite being 
a little longer than most budgets, he thought it could 
not fail to delight both the Club and his widow. For 
the first time in some months I began to feel that the 
first Monday budget (now just ten days away) might not 
be a fiasco after all. My own paper, the one on Tom 
Coryate, was still a worry, stuck, as it was, at page 
two, and the book I was relying on, still lost. But 
with two over-long papers in hand, I felt with some 
fudging I could make a go of it. 

The last of March I heard from Skinny again. It 
seems he'd written a travel piece of India. When the 
editor found he'd never been further east than Lake 
Geneva, he asked Skinny to pack up and go. The girl 
friend changed the locks, and Skinny, with nothing to 
his name but his typewriter, was dossing down in a 
squalid room near one of the big railroad stations. 
His last paragraph I quote verbatim. 

Feeling less and less Fish-on-Friday, and more and 
more Kosher. For sure I'm Mama Greenblatt's little 
boy, not Papa Bouchard's. World's newest Israelite 
(also tallest and thinnest) plans to check out 
homeland. While there I might dust off our randy 
little friend the AB [the AB is Skinny's code for the 
Altar Boy - not the kind of code it takes a team of 
experts to decipher, but that's Skinny for you]. What 
kind of backdrop would you suggest? After all, the 
backdrop's the only thing that changes. Minarets? 
Grass huts? Chalets? The London Library? If I'm 
going to the Holy Land, perhaps I should go with that. 
How about "An Altar Boy in Sodom"? I never pictured 
him as that kind of a boy, but it would open up a whole 
new market. Besides, what's the alternative? Gomorrah 
sounds like the west coast of Ireland. Cash in short 
supply, so I'll probably walk. Shalom. 

Minutes of the meeting of April 3, 2000. 

President John McLeod presided; fifty-seven 
members and six guests were present. 
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For some unaccountable reason Virginius Hall was 
under the impression that he had been asked to prepare 
a Budget. Accordingly, he stated at the outset that he 
was reading three short papers, all of them addressing 
questions of identity. 

The first paper, called "Crudites," came from 
George "Skinny" Bouchard who resigned last year after 
accepting a job in France. All of us remember Skinny's 
incongruous figure at the lectern: a tall man of 
alarming thinness talking on high calorie subjects. 
Most would probably agree that Skinny's style tended 
more toward the plum pudding than the souffle. This is 
mentioned because his contribution to this evening's 
budget offered so remarkable a contrast. The subject 
was vintage Skinny: a study of the raw vegetables that 
are often served as appetizers before a fine French 
meal. In this paper, Skinny in an unfamiliar, jocular 
mood, talked about the absurdity of trying to pass off 
carrot strips and broccoli florets as high-style 
dining. His lighter approach came as a welcome 
surprise, though in places his humor verged on the 
sophomoric. 

The second paper, written by our late, esteemed 
member Gustav Shufflehoffer, dealt with our obsession 
with reinvention. It was, as we have come to expect, a 
tour de force of wit and humor - probably the best 
paper Gustav has ever written for the Club. Our 
pleasure in it was tempered by the realization that we 
will not be hearing from him again. Most members 
acknowledge that Gustav was something of an enigma. 
Despite a somber outlook, and a social manner only 
marginally "clubbable," Gustav's gifts as a humorist 
elevated him to the forefront of our ranks. His paper 
presented a lighthearted survey of marketing 
manipulation whereby we feel compelled perpetually to 
be upgrading our lives and reinventing ourselves. 
Laced as it was with trenchant observations and his 
characteristic humor, Gustav's posthumous paper was 
enthusiastically received. A copy was later ordered 
sent to his widow. 

Noting that both Skinny's and Gustav's papers were 
longer than normal for a budget, and that he had 
already exceeded the customary 40 minutes, Virginius 
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apologized to the Club for overstaying his time, and 
concluded without reading his own paper. He did, 
however, state before stepping down that it was a 
sketch of a seventeenth century Englishman named Thomas 
Coryate, and that he hoped to present it at some 
subsequent meeting. 

There being no further business, the President 
ordered the meeting adjourned. 

VARIATIONS ON A THEME IN HICKORY 

April 10, 2000 

"School days, school days, 
Good old golden rule days. 

David Edmundson 

Readin' and writin' and 'rithmatic, 
Taught to the tune of a hickory stick." 

These lines from a century-old song suggest the 
power of nostalgia to overlook much that was dismal and 
distressing in favor of rosier recollections. For most 
Americans at the last turn of the century, schools were 
underfunded, violence-prone places managed by ill
prepared, underpaid teachers who were barely able to 
imagine the changes implied by the industrial age and 
hadn't much of a clue how to prepare their students to 
face the new century. When memories of our current 
educational system have sufficiently faded to qualify 
for nostalgia, songs will no doubt be sung (or rapped 
or down-loaded) recalling what a blessed and joyful 
period this was in the annals of American education -
or maybe not. 

To some extent what follows will reflect several 
sorts of truths. Some will be cultural, some 
anecdotal, and some scientific. For those who feel the 
term social science is a bit of an oxymoron, let me 
reassure you. This paper doesn't depend on statistical 
analysis to get to the punch line, but has just enough 


