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DISCIPLE	DAZE
“IF	WE	HAD	SOME	HAM,	we	could	have	ham	and	eggs—if	we	had	some	eggs.”

My	retired	salesman	grandfather,	a	tireless	source	of	old	gags	and	Groucho	lines,	lived
upstairs.	 There	 he	 offered	 an	 oasis	 of	 laughter	 that	 kept	 a	 six-year-old	 enthralled	 in
giggledom,	oblivious	to	all	the	toys	that	littered	our	house.	They	soon	fell	apart,	replaced
by	 nonsense,	 rhymes,	 puns,	 satire,	 parody—English	 was	 the	 most	 faithful,	 the	 most
precious	toy	of	all.	After	Gramps,	I	became	a	disciple	of	anyone	who	could	wind	it	up	and
set	 it	 free.	One	of	my	 first	 role	models	was	 the	 comic	 essayist,	 drama	 critic,	 actor,	 and
master	of	the	non	sequitur,	Robert	Benchley.

As	a	drama	critic,	Benchley	was	famous	for	sudden,	explosive	bursts	of	laughter	in	the
theatre.	My	 picture	 in	 the	 school	 yearbook	 bore	 the	 legend,	 “Most	 Likely	 to	 Laugh	 in
Class.”	When	 teachers	 tried	 to	 be	 funny,	 they	 could	 count	 on	me.	 One	 day	 I	 guessed,
wrongly	as	it	turned	out,	that	Miss	Barrett	was	attempting	a	joke	in	Latin,	so	I	broke	up,
clutching	my	sides	in	hopeless	merriment.	She	invited	me	to	the	front	of	the	class	to	“tell
us	what’s	funny.”	By	chance,	I	had	developed	some	ideas	on	that	question,	and	was	happy
to	share	them	with	the	class.

Robert	Benchley

“Once	there	were	two	Irishmen	…	Well,	actually,	it	was	one	Frenchman,	on	a	bicycle.”
At	that,	my	classmates	stopped	trading	spitballs	and	gave	me	rapt	attention.	Ever	since,	I
always	include	the	word	“Frenchman,”	even	when	it	is	about	two	Irishmen.	“As	we	shall
see,	the	bicycle,	except	as	transportation,	has	no	bearing	on	our	story,	but	it	does	remind
us	how	sportif	the	French	are,	even	when	drunk.	Well,	Pierre,	or	Henri,	was	going	down
the	road,	whistling	the	Marseillaise,	or	‘Mimi,	you	funny	little,	good-for-nothing	Mimi.’
Anyway,	it	began	with	an	M,	you	can	be	sure	of	that.

“What’s	often	forgotten	about	the	French,	and	about	many	other	cultures	as	well,	is	the
effect	of	climate	on	their	wine-growing.	Of	course,	as	those	of	you	who	have	tried	to	grow
wine	 in	 a	 little	 box	 on	 the	 fire	 escape	 know,	 as,	 indeed,	 does	 every	German	 child,	 it’s



really	 vine-growing.	 Through	 one	 of	 nature’s	 little	 miracles,	 from	 the	 vines	 come	 the
grapes	and	several	side-products	used	 in	 the	manufacture	of	other	…	side	products.	The
most	popular	of	 these,	of	course,	 is	grape	 jelly,	and	we	all	know	how	 the	kitchen	 looks
after	you	kids	get	through	making	peanut	butter	and	jelly	sandwiches.	Whenever	you	say
‘ooh	la	la’	about	French	cuisine,	remember	they’re	no	match	for	Americans	when	it	comes
to	peanut	butter	and	jelly	sandwiches	and	night	baseball.”

Those	of	you	who	are	wondering	what	all	 this	has	to	do	with	Latin	didn’t	notice	the
road	sign	at	the	beginning—our	hero	is	on	one	of	those	roads	that	lead	to	Rome!	We	next
find	Henri,	 or	 Pierre,	who	 really	wanted	 to	 go	 to	Roquefort	 to	 get	 some	 cheese,	 in	 the
Coliseum,	where	he	is	expected	to	fight	the	gladiator,	Maximus	Non-Sequiturius	…”

Some	 years	 later,	 Miss	 Barrett	 dropped	 me	 a	 note	 thanking	 me,	 saying	 that	 class
helped	her	retire	and	open	the	little	shop	she’d	always	wanted.

*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*

Psmith	and	P.G.	Wodehouse

I	 encountered	my	next	 role	model	 in	 a	 book	by	P.G.	Wodehouse,	 called	Leave	 it	 to
Psmith.	Psmith	has	been	called,	“the	most	eloquent	and	commanding	of	all	Wodehouse’s
creations.”	 I	 never	 wanted	 to	 be	 Bertie	 Wooster,	 or	 Jeeves,	 or	 Pongo	 Twistleton-
Twistleton,	or	Gussie	Fink-Nottle,	but	at	sixteen	I	wished	heartily,	for	at	 least	a	week	or
two,	to	be	Psmith.	Capital	P-s-m-i	-t-h.

At	 first,	 I	 skated	 over	 the	 artfully	 tangled	 plot,	 pausing	 only	 to	 attend,	 under	 a
deepening	spell,	to	the	dizzying	but	elegant	language	of	Psmith	himself.	Reading	him	now
is	 like	 meeting	 in	 a	 dream	 an	 eccentric	 old	 friend	 from	 one’s	 youth,	 realizing	 that,
surpassing	the	worthy,	tireless	efforts	of	parents	and	teachers,	this	fanciful	figure	left	real
traces	on	one’s	soul,	distinctive,	indelible	marks	that	color	one’s	thought	and	speech	and
help	form	the	self	that	one	presents	to	the	world.

The	word	‘cool,’	to	describe	the	condition	of	being	one	step	ahead	of	everyone	else	in
manners,	dress,	art,	aplomb,	or	the	game	of	life,	goes	in	and	out	of	fashion,	but	clings	to
Psmith	 like	 a	wet	glove.	Evelyn	Waugh	 said	he	 embodied	 aristocratic	values	more	 than
any	 other	Wodehouse	 character.	His	mode	 of	 speech	may	 strike	 the	 unsuspecting	 plain



speaker	as	formal,	mannered,	and	loquacious.	And	certainly	inefficient,	if	we	contemplate
the	number	of	trains	and	buses	missed	by	friends	on	the	run,	forced	to	wait	on	one	foot	as
he	 rounds	 off	 an	 exquisite	 sentence.	 But	 how	 much	 charm	 has	 mankind	 heartlessly
discarded	in	its	zealous	worship	of	the	great	god	Efficiency?	Oodles	of	the	stuff,	I’d	say.

Here	 is	 his	 first	 appearance	 in	 the	 book.	 Responding	 to	 a	 knock	 on	 the	 door,	 a
housemaid	discovers	a	tall,	thin,	monocled	young	man:

‘A	warm	afternoon,’	he	said	cordially.

‘Yes,	sir.’

‘But	pleasant,’	urged	the	young	man.	‘Tell	me,	is	Mrs.	Jackson	at	home?’

‘No,	sir.’

‘Not	at	home?’

‘No,	sir.’

The	young	man	sighed.

‘Ah	well,’	he	said,	‘we	must	always	remember	that	these	disappointments	are	sent	to
us	for	some	good	purpose.	No	doubt	they	make	us	more	spiritual.	Will	you	inform	her	that
I	called?	The	name	is	Psmith.	P-smith.

‘Peasmith,	sir?’

‘No,	 no.	 I	 should	 explain	 to	 you	 that	 I	 started	 life	without	 the	 initial	 letter,	 and	my
father	always	clung	ruggedly	to	the	plain	Smith.	But	it	seemed	to	me	there	were	so	many
Smiths	in	the	world	that	a	little	variety	might	well	be	introduced.	Smythe,	I	looked	on	as	a
cowardly	evasion,	nor	do	I	approve	of	the	too	prevalent	custom	of	tacking	another	name
on	in	front	by	means	of	a	hyphen.	So	I	decided	to	adopt	the	Psmith.	The	p,	I	should	add
for	your	guidance,	is	silent,	as	in	psithis,	psychic,	and	ptarmigan.	You	follow	me?’

‘Y-yes,	sir.’

‘You	don’t	think,’	he	said	anxiously,	‘that	I	did	wrong	in	pursuing	this	course?’

‘N-no,	sir.’

‘Splendid!’	 said	 the	 young	 man,	 flicking	 a	 speck	 of	 dust	 from	 his	 coat-sleeve.
‘Splendid!	Splendid!’

And	with	a	courteous	bow	he	descended	the	steps	and	made	his	way	down	the	street.

Alas,	 the	 girls	 in	Arlington	High	School	 found	my	 dash	 and	 savoir-faire	 as	 a	 faux-
Psmith	unconvincing,	or	more	likely,	incomprehensible.	Something	has	lingered,	however.
Over	 the	 years	 I	 have	 grown	 accustomed	 to	 the	 sight	 of	 friends	 standing	 on	 one	 foot,
glancing	wistfully	at	a	passing	bus,	as	I	try	to	finish	a	sentence	in	an	interesting	way.	Of
course,	 Psmith	 had	 the	 wisdom	 to	 recognize	 our	 problem:	 “I	 endeavor	 always	 in	 my
conversation	 to	 instruct,	elevate,	and	entertain,	but	 there	 is	no	gainsaying	 the	 fact	 that	a
purist	might	consider	enough	of	my	chit-chat	to	be	sufficient.”

*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*



Jackie	Mason,	my	New	York	guru

There’s	no	champagne,	no	cheers,	no	‘bon	voyage,’	when	you	set	out	on	the	Road	to
Ruin.	When	I	announced	my	plans	to	be	an	artist,	I	watched	my	parents	put	away,	like	old
toys	 in	 the	 attic,	 their	 last,	 tattered	 expectations	 for	 me.	 Years	 of	 penniless	 obscurity
echoed	 the	 appalling	 accuracy	 of	 their	 judgment.	 A	 dramatic	 move	 was	 overdue.	 New
York	 frightened	 me,	 but	 I	 knew	 a	 bolt	 of	 recognition	 struck	 there	 more	 often	 than	 in
Arlington,	Mass.	I	dreamed	of	being	one	of	the	unknowns	it	magically	turned	into	stars.
At	 last,	 with	 trembling	 step,	 blinking	 in	 wonder,	 I	 came	 ashore	 on	 the	 glittering	 isle.
Dazzled,	overwhelmed	by	the	energy	and	excitement,	I	soon	holed	up	in	my	studio	like	a
hermit	 in	a	cave.	 I	needed	a	mentor,	a	 role	model,	 to	help	me	cope	with	 it	 all.	A	 friend
gave	me	 a	 tape	 of	 a	New	York	 comedian	 in	 performance.	 “It’s	 authentic,”	 he	 said,	 “he
comes	from	the	Lower	East	Side;	if	you	listen	closely	you	can	smell	the	gefilte	fish.”	At
first	 it	 seemed	very	 exotic,	 too	much	 to	 understand,	 like	 learning	Chinese.	 I	 played	 the
cassette	over	and	over	while	I	worked,	hoping	it	would	sink	in	over	time.

“How’s	 the	painting	going?”	brother	Bob	wanted	 to	know,	when	he	came	 to	 town	a
few	months	later.

“How’s	the	painting	going?	Some	days	it’s	going,	some	days	it’s	dreck,	I	put	on	some
red,	I	scrape	it	off,	I	put	in	a	figure,	I	take	it	out,	what’s	the	point?	–	people	say,	why	don’t
you	get	a	gallery,	I	say	forget	it,	if	they	sell	a	painting	I	have	to	give	them	half,	if	I	sell	it



from	my	studio,	I	get	to	keep	it	all.	They	say,	‘how	much?’	I	say	I	don’t	know,	I	never	sold	a
painting.”

We	went	to	lunch	–	the	hostess	showed	us	to	a	table	near	the	kitchen.	“No	way,”	I	said,
“we’ll	take	something	up	front.”

My	 brother	 looked	 uncomfortable.	 After	 we	were	 seated	 by	 the	 window,	 he	 asked,
“What	was	wrong	with	that	table?”

“What	was	wrong	with	that	table?	Number	one,	you	don’t	take	the	first	table	they	offer
you;	two,	you	could	get	run	over	in	the	traffic	in	and	out	of	the	kitchen,	a	tray	of	hot	food
spilled	on	you,	even	cold	food	I	guarantee	you	wouldn’t	enjoy;	three,	you’re	on	the	way	to
the	toilet,	there	could	be	a	line	going	by	the	table;	four,	it	was	under	the	air	conditioner,	if
you	want	to	freeze	we	could	go	to	Alaska.	On	top	of	 that,	 if	we	took	that	 table	everyone
would	think	we’re	goyim.”

“But	we	are	goyim.”

The	waitress	took	drink	orders.	Bob	ordered	a	vodka	martini,	up,	with	a	twist.	“I’d	like
seltzer	on	the	rocks,	not	too	many	cubes,	I	want	also	a	slice	of	lime,	not	too	big,	not	too
small—in	the	glass,	not	on	the	edge—I	don’t	want	to	have	to	drink	around	it.”

“Russ,”	he	said,	“I	want	to	be	frank	with	you—I’ve	always	thought	of	you	as	someone
maybe	a	little	timid,	irrational,	irresponsible,	incompetent,	but	always	sunny,	tolerant,	and
optimistic.	Now	you	seem	sort	of	…	I	don’t	know	…	assertive.”

“It’s	the	only	way	in	this	town.	I’ve	been	studying	this	guy	who’s	got	all	the	answers.
He’s	playing	at	Radio	City	tonight.	Let’s	go—you’ll	see	what	I	mean.”

Jackie	was	in	good	form.	My	brother	laughed	at	least	three	times.	Afterwards	I	asked,
“What	did	you	think?”

“I	don’t	know	what	to	think,”	he	answered.	“You	grew	up	reading	Benchley,	Thurber,
S.	J.	Perelman.	They	made	us	laugh	with	learning,	wit,	sophistication,	whimsy	and	irony;
and	now	you	fall	out	of	the	balcony	when	this	guy	says,	‘Shmuck.’”

“But	what	did	you	think	of	his	humor?”

“What	did	 I	 think	of	his	humor?	 It	wasn’t	 the	worst,	 it	wasn’t	 the	best,	 sometimes	 it
was	too	Jewish,	sometimes	it	wasn’t	Jewish	enough,	it	could	have	been	shorter,	they	could
take	out	a	half-hour,	no	one	would	miss	it.	I	wonder	how	much	he	gets	paid	for	that.”

I	walked	home	encouraged,	thinking,	he’s	beginning	to	understand.

*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*

The	lunch	with	my	brother	did	take	place;	we	didn’t	take	the	table	near	the	kitchen.	I
was	 nervous	when	 I	moved	 to	New	York	 from	Boston	 in	1970	 to	 take	 a	 job	 at	 the	NY
State	Council	on	 the	Arts.	The	very	 first	day	 I	 took	 the	No.	5	bus	 from	a	 sublet	on	 the
upper	 West	 Side	 to	 the	 office	 in	 midtown.	 Peering	 out	 the	 window,	 I	 suddenly	 heard
shouting.	 It	came	from	a	slightly	bedraggled	white	 lady	sitting	 in	 the	seat	near	 the	front
door,	 haranguing	 the	 driver	 and	 the	 rest	 of	 us	 with	 complaints	 about	 …	 just	 about
everything.	When	at	the	end	of	the	day	I	took	the	same	bus	home,	an	elderly	black	man
was	 sitting	 in	 the	 same	 seat,	 ranting	 in	 the	 same	way	 about	 whatever	 disturbed	 him.	 I



figured	out	we	somehow	rotated	and	wondered	when	it	would	be	my	turn	in	the	front	seat.
What	a	great	town,	I	thought,	first	it	drives	you	batty,	then	it	gives	you	a	chance	to	express
yourself.	Painting	or	writing,	 I	was	 trying	 to	 juggle	 time	and	history,	 in	a	 spirit	of	play,
hoping	new	narratives	and	imaginary	encounters	with	the	past	would	somehow	shed	light
on	the	follies	of	today.
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