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The Meaning of Palimpsest

In early times a palimpsest was a parchment or other
material from which one or more writings had been
erased to give room for later records. But the era-
sures were not always complete; and so it became the
fascinating task of scholars not only to translate the
later records but also to reconstruct the original writ-
Ings by deciphering the dim fragments of letters partly
erased and partly covered by subsequent texts.

The history of lowa may be likened to a palimpsest
which holds the record of successive generations.
To decipher these records of the past, reconstruct
them, and tell the stories which they contain is the

task of those who write history.
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The SP.C S

There Is entirely too much speech-making in the
world today. Bad and mediocre speech-making |
mean, of course; and that includes most of It.
Every service club the country over must, for some
occult reason, have a half-hour speech after each
weekly luncheon. Every church group must call
for a sermon at least once a week, not because Its
minister has anything new to say or any talent for
saying It, but because custom forces him to be a
preacher as well as a pastor. College classes listen
to interminable lectures when the matter discussed
could be presented far better Iin print, on the
screen, or through laboratory demonstration. Po-
litical leaders and would-be leaders pour forth
endless streams of double-talk. Professional lec-
turers ply their tricks. Persons who have achieved
notoriety for this or that take to the platform. And
Incidentally, what is so useless, dear reader, what
IS SO vain, nugatory, tiresome, and unprofitable as
a commencement address? But we must have
them: we must have all this speech-making, and

113



114 THE PALIMPSEST

more. One great “system” blankets the United
States with its classes to teach every man to be an
“effective” speaker, for such a stupendous flow of
talk requires constant recruitment of talkers. Thus
nearly everybody becomes a public speaker at
some time or other, whether he really has anything
to say or not.

| think | must some day make a speech about it
all.

Certainly | have made my own contribution —
and no small one — to this universal abuse. | re-
member well sitting on the platform of a church
where a high school commencement was being
held and hearing a local minister addressing God
through an “invocation” in the familiar fashion
affected by some preachers: “O Lord, we have
had a busy day, first with the exhibitions in the
school rooms, then with the junior exercises, and
then at the picnic in the schoolhouse yard, and
now here at the commencement program. And we
pray that as soon as the speaker here has finished,
we may go to our homes In peace and quiet to re-
freshing sleep. Amen.” The words were ad-
dressed to the Lord; but the hint was intended for
the speaker, and | did my best to follow it. | think
the best speech | ever made was one to a Rotary
Club which had asked me to discuss “Freedom of
the Press” during Newspaper Week. | shall
favor my readers with the entire speech herewith:
“Mr. President, Gentlemen of the Rotary Club:
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There Is no such thing as freedom of the press. |
thank you/" Then | sat down, to the consternation
of the program chairman. Of course, | spoiled it
all later by yielding to the urging of the president
to go on and say something about it anyway, and
| talked for a while about the nature of freedom
and the controls to which the press iIs subject. It
would have served me right and paid me well for
my smart-aleck “hamming” iIf the Rotarians had
all walked out immediately after | had sat down,
but they were so intrigued by the spectacle of a
man who actually appeared not to want to make a
speech that they stayed It out.

Now, | am convinced that the blame for this
vast sea of mediocre speechifying should not be
laid upon the speech-makers, but upon the audi-
ences that demand it. It has become conventional
to require speeches on all occasions, whether or
not anything really needs to be said at length.
Moreover, It Is an American tradition that when-
ever a man achieves some fame or some degree of
note, he must be dragged to the platform whether
he Is a good or bad performer thereon. The chain
by which he iIs thus dragged Is made of dollars
and Is therefore hard to break. And so Ralph
Waldo Emerson, who admitted that he was born
with a pen rather than a tongue, long earned much
of his living by lecturing; Horace Greeley, who
cut a poor figure on the platform and repelled
hearers by his squeaky voice, and who once con-
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fessed to Henry Ward Beecher that he always
considered a lecture successful if half his audience
stayed through to the end, was a platform “star"
for many years; and so on. Even good speakers,
moreover, have often loathed the lyceum because
of the strains of travel, the discomforts of bad
hotels and Irregular meals, the treatment of incon-
siderate hosts and lecture committees.

For myself, | have little commiseration to spare
for bored and restless audiences; they have
brought their punishment upon themselves. Save
your pity, say |, for the poor speaker, harried from
platform to platform, ineptly introduced, suffering
from indigestion and hoarseness and supertensions.

All this i1s by way of general introduction to the
history of the Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Speakers. For specific introduction, |
must go back to the latter years for the Midland
magazine at lowa City and the group of writers In
the faculty and student body of the State Univer-
sity of lowa at the end of the 1920 s.

John Frederick and |, who edited that magazine,
agreed that we would all profit by a kind of
friendly communion with some of the leading
American writers of our time If we could get them
to come out to lowa City, not as orators or lec-
turers but as our guests for conversations, a spot
of counsel and advice, and a little after-luncheon
talk. The luncheon audience would be small and
the atmosphere informal. | think we called the In-
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formal sponsoring organization the Saturday
Luncheon Club.

It Is remarkable how easy It was to get the men
we most wanted, and for small fees. Frederick
was a persuasive fellow, and many of our notables
were interested in the Midland. W e were never
able to get Henry Mencken; but we did get Sher-
wood Anderson and Joseph Wood Krutch and
e. e. cummings and John V. A. Weaver and Leon-
ard Cline and Robert Frost and Carl Sandburg
and others. Perhaps one or two of those | name
were guests of a later incarnation of our Club,
because when Frederick took the Midland to Chi-
cago at the end of 1930 | continued the procession
with a Journalism Dinner Club for a season or two
before founding our famous Times Club.

W e spent unforgettable hours with these visi-
tors of ours. Fixed in my memory is a picture of
Frost sitting on the small of his back In an easy
chair after his talk and his readings, holding a
glass of milk in his hand, and regaling us between
sips with amusing Amherst legends about such
diverse characters as Emily Dickinson and Calvin
Coolidge — wonderful stories! And Sandburg In-
toning folk songs to the accompaniment of his
guitar. And Anderson gathered with students be-
fore a fireplace, chatting, his face In the firelight
looking for all the world like that of a nice com-
fortable old lady. His talk, too, was mild and
easy, but his 1deas explosive.
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The Times Club was organized in 1933. Harry
Hartwick, who liked naming things, was god-
father to It. Its membership was limited to three
hundred, to insure small audiences. Each member
paid In two dollars and was given a ticket admit-
ting him to whatever meetings the Club had for
that year. We did not promise any specific pro-
gram: we told them we thought we could get five
or SIX Interesting persons to visit us — not orators
or professional platform men, but persons who had
done things, and had ideas, and were willing to
talk informally to a small audience of intelligent
and sympathetic listeners. Watch the papers, we
sald, and you will see who they are and when they
are to be here; that will be your sole notification
of the meetings. At this distance, | find it hard to
understand how we hypnotized three hundred
lowa Citians In those “depression” years to invest
two dollars apiece in a hypothetical course of this
character, but the ticket sale always went over
easlly.

| carried on a wide correspondence with many
prospects, utilizing all my own contacts and those
of my friends to Interest the kind of persons we
wanted to visit us. Since we were not far from
Chicago, many of our eastern friends made a visit
to that metropolis include a side-trip to lowa City.
Eventually many came without asking any fee
whatever, though commonly we paid a fifty-dollar
honorarium, and In a few cases we stretched It to
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a hundred dollars or even a hundred and fifty.

But mostly our visitors came because they were
Interested In us.

| think our first guest was the novelist O. E.
Rolvaag. Another early comer was Henry A.
Wallace, not at that time famous in politics. He
brought with him an editor of Wallace s Farmer,
Donald R. Murphy. “Seems like Donald and |
never have time to settle the problems of the world
at home/’ said Henry, “so | thought we’d do It on
the road down from Des Moines.” They there-
fore drove down In a decrepit Model “T ” Ford at
a speed of twenty-five to thirty miles an hour, but
they got an early start and arrived on time.

One Sunday evening Lincoln Steffens called me
from the hotel. “Well, I’'m here,” he said. “Come
on down and let’s have some talk.” | had met him
a couple of years before, when we were both on
the program of a Women’s Club Federation con-
vention; but his wife, Ella Winter, was the fea-
tured speaker, and while she was doing her stuff,
Steffens and | had a long talk about many things
In the hotel lobby. At that time | invited Steffens
to stop off and visit us at lowa City on one of his
frequent trips between his home at Carmel, Cali-
fornia, and New York, and he said he would. |
had renewed my invitation now and then by cor-
respondence; and now here he was, as he said,
asking me to come down to the hotel and continue
our conversation where we had left off some two
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years earlier. But | got a group of students to-
gether and we had a late supper with him, and he
discussed social and political questions with us
until after midnight. His Times Club talk the
following evening was a typical success for that
group; Steffens was a small man with an inade-
quate voice; he was by no means a Master of the
Platform, but he had a steady flow of ideas, and
before a small audience in an informal atmosphere
he was Immensely stimulating.

W e had Frost again, and Sandburg again, but
It was Christopher Morley’s visit in the spring of
1934 that really opened our eyes to the needs and
possibilities of the Times Club operation. That,
and Grant Wood s ever-active genius for original
projects. Grant was now coming down from his
studio-home In Cedar Rapids twice a week to lec-
ture at the University, and | was having lunch
with him every Tuesday at “SmittyV Cafe. He
had become interested In the Times Club and had
helped me to get Morley as a visitor. A few
weeks earlier Wood had been in New York and
Morley had given a cocktail party for him; now
Wood wanted to return the courtesy with a party
In a typical lowa setting — but what was avail-
able? Not a lounge at the University Union, not
“Smitty’s,” not a private house; these lacked the
proper atmosphere. Finally we fixed upon a log-
cabin road-house across the river. We had a good
time, but the place was not right; we wanted
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something with distinctive connotations of our
own brand of hospitality — something symbolic
of the special kind of junto the Times Club was
and the performance it stood for. W e had felt this
lack In our entertainment of other guests, but the
visit of Christopher Morley seemed to point up
our shortcomings and stir us to action.

W e enlarged the executive committee of the
Club to sixteen members, and this group | dubbed
The Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Speakers/' Immediately the S. P. C. S. set out to
do three things: find a home for itself, furnish
such a place suitably, and devise a type of pro-
gram that would entertain and amuse the guests of
the Times Club and be fun for us all.

We considered various places that we might
buy or rent as a home. W e looked over an aban-
doned country schoolhouse near town, a big hay-
mow In a well-built barn, an ancient flour-mill; and
we enjoyed planning remodeling jobs. But nearly
everything we considered involved financing that
was too ambitious for us. Then Roland Smith —
the “Smitty” of our favorite eating rendezvous
and the friend of all of us — came forward with
the solution. One of his speculations in Texas oll
wells had recently come through with a gusher,
and he was feeling even more generous than usual.
He offered us, rent free, with all facilities fur-
nished, and for as long as we wanted Iit, the full
floor above his cafe. W e would have carte blanche
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to do with 1t whatever we chose. And so the
S. P. C.S. had a home, accessible, unencumbered
with debt, ready for our devices.

W hat we resolved to do was to furnish this
space as two rooms — a dining-room and a parlor
— all in what Grant affectionately called *“the
worst style of the late Victorian period.” We
put an ingrain carpet on the floor and a flowered
paper on the walls. We decorated with Currier
and lves prints; a fine chromo of that old favorite,
“Rock of Ages,” in which a lady clings to the foot
of a cross on a great rock lashed by foam-tipped
waves from the sea; embroidered mottoes, “God
Bless Our Home,” “Peace Be With You,” and so
on; and certain designs under glass formed from
the hair of some dear departed. In the dining-
room section a big table was covered with a red-
and-white checked cloth, and a bulging sideboarc
stood In one corner. In the parlor was much red
plush and walnut furniture — Boston rockers, anc
love-seats on either side of the marble fireplace.
One big chair was made of steers’ horns, with
seat, back, and tassels of green plush. A cottage
organ, with elaborately carved walnut case and
music rack, was ornamental, and proved highly
useful at our parties. Upon a marble-topped stand
stood a red-plush album, which, in the course of
time, came to be filled with specially posed pictures
of our guests and our own members.

That picture-taking stunt was fun. We got
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some false beards and mustaches from a costume
house, and picked up some old-fashioned hats,
collars, ties, and coats; and with these we would
dress up our visitors and photograph them for our
red-plush aloum. Thus we got Grant Wood with
mustache and sweeping sideburns posed with his
bearded friend Thomas Hart Benton in a highly
artificial photograph-gallery posture beneath a
framed motto, 4Home, Sweet Home. We got
Stephen Vincent Benet In choker collar, ascot tie,
and sideburns. We got John Erskine, then at the
height of his fame as Columbia lecturer on epic
poetry and author of the best seller Helen of Troy,
In an extraordinary flowing white beard, Sigmund
Spaeth at the organ with a souhul expression and
a bar-tender s mustache, Mackinlay Kantor with
a black beard as wildly luxuriant as that of any
cartoonist s version of a Russian nihilist, John
Towner Frederick as a bearded farmer in work-
Jacket and broad-brimmed hat and with pitchfork
In hand, Gilbert Seldes drinking tea from a mus-
tache-cup In order to protect the line hirsute dec-
orations on his upper lip. And so on, and so on.
We hesitated to suggest to Nicholas Roosevelt, a
dignified statesman of a man, that he submit him-
self to this childish game; but as soon as he saw
what the red-plush aloum already contained, he
exclaimed, “Oh, aren't you going to take a picture
of me for that gallery? So we got him In a
“kady” hat, beard, stiff collar, and all.
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The chief function of the S. P. C. S. was, of
course, giving after-lecture parties to our visitors.
Each member of the group was allowed to bring
two guests, and our rooms were always filled.
There were sandwiches from downstairs on the
table, ice-buckets with bottles of soft drinks and
beer, and pots of coffee; we never served “hard
liquor.” Almost always, conversation began with
our guests’ exclamations about the furnishings of
our rooms. “Oh, my aunt had a decoration piece of
peacock feathers just like that in her front parlor!
And It was set on just such a marble-topped
stand!* We came to expect, and to await with
pleasure such an upsurge of nostalgic memories on
the part of every middle-aged visitor who saw our
exhibition for the first time.

Nearly always there was an informal program
of some Kkind or other. Sometimes the company
merely gathered around about our guest, sitting
on chairs or on the floor, and drew him out with
questions. Usually there was some singing of the
old songs of the nineties, with Dorothy Pownall,
newspaper woman and one of our members, at the
organ. When Spaeth was with us, he sat at the
organ all evening, leading the choruses and sing-
Ing solos himself from a wonderful repertoire of
sentimental songs of the Nineties. *“Steamboat
Bill“ Petersen, later superintendent of the lowa
Historical Society, used to lead us In one of those
old repetitive songs In comic German dialect:
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Bill: 1st das nicht der Gartenhaus?
Chorus: Ja, das ist der Gartenhausl
Bill: Und es hat ein roof on top!

Chorus: Ja, es hat ein roof on top!

All (fortissimo): Roof on top; Gartenhause!
O h, wie schonus. 0 h, magnolius!
O h, wie schonus Gartenhaus!

and so on and on, sometimes with prompt-pictures
as guides.

Sometimes someone would take the floor with a
recitation. | shall never forget the fervor with
which MacKinlay Kantor recited "The Rebel’s
Prayer" at a party we gave him. Occasionally
(semi-occasionally, perhaps) | read "The Face on
the Bar Room Floor" with melodramatic passion,
turning my back on the audience after the intro-
ductory part for a quick costume and facial change
before assuming the bum’s character as he tells his
sad story. And sometimes the two Helens (Reich
and Dawson )and Vera Mott and Bessie Hart
would retell In swaying unison the pathetic tale
beginning:

Twas a cold and stormy evening
When our Nellie went away . . .

Our S. P. C. S. membership, which was always
kept at or near sixteen, was divided among fac-
ulty, students, and townspeople. | think our first
president was Evans Worthley, Unitarian min-
Ister, though a little later we made it a rule always
to elect a student to that position. Tom YoselofF,
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now a New York book publisher, was our presi-
dent in the season of 1934-1935. The young city
editors of the community’s two daily newspapers
were active members, and the Times Club and
S. P. C. S. owed much of their success to the
“play” our activities always received In the papers.
Frederick Kent, best of university photographers,
was a faithful member, always on hand with cam-
era ready to take pictures for the album.

In looking over a memorandum dated Septem-
ber 27, 1935, the following composed the “Execu-

tive Board” of the first S. P. C. S.:

Evans A. Worthley, president
Jeanne Doran, vice-president
Frank Luther Mott, secretary-treasurer

Lee Allen William J. Petersen
Graham M. Dean Seymour W . Pitcher
Clyde W. Hart Mrs. Dorothy M. Pownall
Mrs. Ernest Horn Helen Reich

Fred Kent Grant Wood

Wm. O. Merritt

But the three wheel-horses of the organization
were Grant Wood, artist; Clyde Hart, sociologist;
and Frank Mott, eager beaver. We owed much
to the original 1deas and the contributions In time
and energy of Wood, and to the lively initiative
and industry of Hart. As for me, | kept track of
the finances, the Times Club schedules, and this
and that. | still carried on a furious correspond-
ence with possible guests. W e prepared a beauti-
fully printed “flier” which was in effect a whimsi-
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cal Invitation to come and visit us, address the
Times Club, and see if the Society for the Preven-
tion of Cruelty to Speakers lived up to its name.
This carried a charming decoration in the style of
the Nineties showing a hand pouring water from a
rose-decorated pitcher into a hobnail-glass tum-
bler. Grant Wood made the original as a pen-
and-ink drawing and we reproduced It on the
cover of our brochure. But more effective than
anything else In bringing desirable visitors our way
was the talk that got about among writers and
artists about our activities; the Saturday Review
of Literature and the New York Herald-Tribune
printed pieces about us, and soon the S. P. C. S.
was being mentioned here and there In other news-
papers and magazines, and even in books.

| have named a number of our famous guests,
but | am not going to attempt a complete list of
them here. | ought not to omit mention of several
Negroes whom it was our pleasure to hear and to
entertain. | think the first of these was W. C.
Handy, composer of “The St. Louis Blues" and
other great popular pieces. He was accompanied
by Rosamund Johnson, himself a musician of Im-
portance, who was a great help to the almost blind
Handy In his appearance before our club. A group
of students had improvised a small orchestra,
which was seated on the stage, and the boys were
thrilled to have the great Handy conduct them In
a somewhat ragged rendition of his famous
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Dear Friend, and Prospective Guest:

C.As We look forward, to your comini to us on
, We are hoping that it may prove

to he a happy Visit for you. We Wish to do all

that We can to make it so. To that end, Would

you he good enough to jot down some memor-

anda here:

Clpo you Wish us to make hotel reservations?
Or, do you Wish to he entertained

at a private home?

CLpo you Wish to he met at the train?

|f so, when do you expect to arrive?

Clpo you Wish to he undisturbed after your ar-

rival, or may We take you for an automobile

ride to “see the University ”?

CLDo you Wish to meet a small group of “kind-

red spirits yinformally? The Executive Com-

mittee of the Club Would he delighted to give

a small luncheon or dinner for you while you

are here, hut We do not Wish to impose upon

your good nature. Please let us know your wish
In the matter.

CDo you wish to Rotarianize, KiWanisize, Lion-
Ize, or otherwise yield to the importunities of
service clubs or similar groups while In our
midst? TWe're just asking you.

CLHave you any suggestions as to the introduc-
tion before your lecture?

CL 1~ there any other Way in which We can serve
you?

€L We look forward With the pleasantest antici-
pation to your Visit.
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“Blues.” Rosamund’s brother, James Weldon
Johnson, then known as the “dean” of Negro
poets, was a later guest, as were the poets Countee
Cullen and Langston Hughes. Hotels made some
difficulty about these visitors, and we took them
Into our own homes. | well remember sitting up
late with Cullen In my study at home reading the
manuscript of what was to be his first published
novel, One Way to Heaven.

And finally, | must say something about the
guest who brought us more publicity than any
of the others, but who never came. This was
Gertrude Stein. When we learned that Miss
Stein and her alter ego Alice B. Toklas were con-
templating a visit to the United States in the fall
of 1934, we at once began trying to interest her
In talking to the Times Club and being the guest
of the S. P. C. S. Rousseau Voorhies, a chap
| had met, was most helpful In suggesting ap-
proaches. Among other things, we organized a
“Rose Is A Rose Club,” had ourselves photo-
graphed at a dinner of that organization (its one
and only meeting) and sent a picture of the dinner
party, with all of us wearing white roses, to Miss
Stein. She yielded to our blandishments and con-
sented to come to us, for a very reasonable fee, on
the evening of December 10. But by the time she
had reached New York she had quarreled vio-
lently with Rousseau, and wired me to know If we
had any connection with him. When | reassured
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her on that point, she wired me again to know if
we were keeping the audience small. When 1 told
her we always kept our audiences small, she sent
me another telegram to find out how small. Be-
tween us, we kept Western Union busy for a day
or two; but she finally said all right, she was com-
Ing, and she would speak on “The Making of the
Making of Americans.” W e were besieged with
requests for tickets after every seat was taken.
Dorothy Pownall had a story in the Des Moines
Tribune in which she said, “Those who have
thought it hard to get tickets to world series games
have never encountered a real ticket shortage.
They ought to try to get into the Gertrude Stein
lecture.” Came the tenth of December, and one of
those great sleet storms under which lowa some-
times suffers. But our audience braved it all, some
driving more than a hundred miles over icy roads.
The audience was there, all of It, with perhaps a
few more than the stipulated number; but the
Misses Stein and Toklas, who had been scheduled
to arrive by special plane In the early evening,
were not there. About eight-thirty a Western
Union boy arrived at our crowded lecture hall

with the last of the series of telegrams from Miss
Stein. It read: "PLANE GROUNDED

WAUKESHA, WISCONSIN. GERTRUDE
STEIN.” | allowed our Student President Yose-
loff the honor of breaking the news to the audience.

He did it very well, and the audience took it all In
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good part. ... A guestis a guest is not a guest.

The Times Club and its auxiliary, the Society
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Speakers, gave us
a grand hayride while they lasted. But they were
too successful. The University Lecture Commit-
tee felt that its course had lost prestige through
this upstart, which was always able to grab the
headlines. W heels turned within wheels, as they
will In the operation of a great university, and
eventually | was called into a summit conference
with the President and the Chairman of the Lec-
ture Committee. | was not actually on the summit
level, | am afraid, and | compromised by agreeing
to a moratorium for the Times Club to last a year.
My friends tell me | gave In too easily, and prob-
ably 1| did.

The Times Club was never revived. The
S. P. C. S. rooms were maintained for a while,
then fell into disuse, and the furniture was placed
In storage and much of it disappeared. A few
years later, Grant Wood died, Clyde Hart joined
the University of Chicago faculty, and | was
called to Missourl.

But | like to think that we did something, In
that place and time, toward making the lecture
platform a little more justifiable and rational, and
that we helped to alleviate the hard lot of the pub-
lic speaker. Anyway, many people, guests and
hosts alike, enjoyed the experiment.

Frank Luther Mott



The Midland

In the second decade of the Twentieth Century
there was an outburst of small and individualistic
periodicals that came to be known as "little maga-
zines.” Just what was this "little magazine?” It
Is difficult to "cabin, crib, confine, or bind” the lot
of them within one definition. Their essence was
diversity. Usually, but not always, their issues
were physically "little;” very often they were
short-lived, but not always; most of them, but not
all, represented the voices of individual editors, or
of small groups. Often they gave special care to
their typography, and were pleasing to the eye.
Nearly all of them boasted of being "non-com-
mercial,” which meant that although they charged
a modest subscription price and printed advertise-
ments when they could get them, they paid noth-
Ing to their contributors and were happy If they
took In enough to pay their printers more or less
regularly. Some of these "little” magazines were
wholly devoted to poetry, some to literary criti-
cism, some to experimental writing, some to the
propagation of radical social and political doctrine.
And a flock of them simply defied classification.

We still have "little magazines” today, of

course; but they are now generally endowed by
133
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Institutions or groups, and thus they differ from
the highly individualized rabble of little publica-
tions, mostly rebels of one kind or another, and
mostly teetering on the edge of extinction, that |
observed with interest forty and fifty years ago.

In 1915, for example, there were twelve “little
magazines® founded, of which seven lasted for a
year or less. Only two outlasted four years.
Longest-lived of the twelve started in that year of
1915 was the Midland, of lowa City. It is of this
magazine and its editor, John Towner Frederick,
that | wish to write here.

| cannot prove It, but | have long thought it
probable that Josiah Royce, the Harvard philoso-
pher, planted the seed that later flowered In the
Midland. He came out to the State University of
lowa in 1902 to give the Phi Beta Kappa address,
and on that occasion he saild some things about
“The Higher Provincialism® that not only at-
tracted wide attention but made a deep Impression
on his audience in lowa City. W hat he wanted
was a genuine provincial spirit to hold the line
against the encroachments of national industrial-
Ism. His utterance was an early warning against
the abuses of what was later to be called “mass
culture.* Among his hearers, undoubtedly, was
Clarke F. Ansley, head of the University’s de-
partment of English, who became an exponent,
year after year, of the new regionalism Iin Ameri-
can literature.
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Eventually a group of Ansley’s young men be-
came imbued with the i1dea of founding, right there
In lowa City, a magazine of belles-lettres that
might become a rallying point for Midwestern
culture. | must not force my thesis too far, but |

seem to hear some echo of Royce in the Midland's
first editorial:

Possibly the region between the mountains would gain
In variety at least If it retained more of its makers of litera-
ture, music, pictures, and other expressions of civilization,
and possibly civilization itself might be with us a some-

what swifter process If expression of Its spirit were more
frequent.

If the Midland created a sensation in the lowa
cornlands, i1t was a mild one indeed. The cog-
noscenti approved, and enough sent in their names,
accompanied by a dollar and a half, to encourage
the young entrepreneurs. And there were en-
couraging words, with checks, from Chicago, from
the lowa colony in California, and even from New
York. Not many checks, but enough to pay mod-
est printing bills — or almost enough.

| read the magazine from its first number.
Already an enthusiastic follower of the new Mid-
western literary movement, | was deeply sympa-
thetic with what the lowa City group was doing.
The Midland was two years old when | wrote an
article about 1t for my weekly newspaper, thereby
attracting the attention of Editor Frederick. Thus
fortuitously began one of the most valued friend-
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ships of my life. Our correspondence for a few
years was desultory, but in 1920 | sent him the
manuscript of a short story called “The Man
With the Good Face,” and that eventually
brought us closer together.

Most young newspaper men in those days were
experimenting with novels and short stories.
Many were turning out imitations of O. Henry,
and | had my turn at that game. Only three of
my stories had been published, however, and |
had a big collection of rejection slips, when |
wrote the “Good Face® story. This, | felt, was
something different. | sent it to a New York lit-
erary agent named Holly, with a two-dollar read-
Ing fee; and he replied as follows: “I regret to
report that | cannot see a sale for it. . .. It has an
unhealthy and morbid theme.” But John Frederick
did not agree. He immediately accepted the story
for the Midland, made a few helpful suggestions
for improvements (he was always doing that for
his contributors), and published it in his magazine
In December, 1920. Then Edward J. O ’Brien
reprinted it in his Best Short Stories volume for
1921, and anthologists picked it up from there,
and so on.

But the point is that “The Man W ith the Good
Face” got me into the Midland group; and when
| joined the English faculty at lowa iIn 1921,
Frederick invited me to become an associate editor
and three years later co-editor of the magazine.
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A little later I undertook half of the financial and
management responsibility as well, though there
was no transfer of ownership; the Midland was
Frederick’s. Never was there a happier partner-
ship. The editors agreed basically In theory and
nearly always in taste, and differed enough to
make them check on one another.

Fairly tall and spare In figure, with a prominent
nose In a lean and irregularly fashioned face, John
Frederick was no Adonis; but there was some-
thing about him that always commanded respect.
| think 1t was Virginia Woolf who once visited
the lowa campus and later wrote In the Freeman
or New Republic a piece about Frederick that
described him as “Lincolnian.” That rather em-
barrassed him, and It was not quite right because
It placed him In a heroic pose unnatural to him.
Nobody on the campus was less pretentious.
Kindly and sympathetic, with a ready sense of
humor, Frederick maintained always a certain
modest reserve of dignity. Many of his students

had an admiration for him that stopped just this
side of idolatry.

John and | shared the task of “first reader”
equally. The clearly impossible manuscripts we
returned directly with rejection form 1, 2 or 3. To
the others we attached notes and then exchanged
them, so that both of us read those that seemed to
have possibilities. Most of our reading of manu-
scripts was done at home, of course, and once a
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week we would have a consultation and make
some decisions. John wrote hundreds of letters
and notes to would-be contributors, scribbling them
by hand; he was always understanding, sympa-
thetic, and constructive In his suggestions. He
could remove the sting from a rejection by a kind
of epistolary surgery, and make a young writer
thank him for sending a manuscript back. | came
to join in this task of correspondence with writers,
and found it an experience full of curious twists
and surprises.

As | recall, we commonly received ten or a
dozen contributions a day. Eventually, the Uni-
versity supplied us with a half-time assistant to do
the clerical work — and sometimes more than the
merely clerical. Some of these were young people
of unusual talent and ability; | remember especially
Harry Hartwick, Ruth Lechlitner, and Charles
Brown Nelson.

One factor that helped us to attract good
writers In spite of the fact that we paid nothing In
cash for contributions was the consistent support
of Edward J. O ’Brien, who began the compilation
of his year-book of Best Short Stories in the year
in which the Midland was founded. In the intro-
duction to his first volume, O 'Brien wrote:

One new periodical ... claims unique attention this year
for recent achievement and abundant future promise. A
year ago a slender little monthly magazine entitled The
Midland was first issued. It attracted very little attention,
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and In the course of a year published but ten short stories.
It has been my pleasure and wonder to find In these ten
stories the most vital interpretation in fiction of our national
life that many years have been able to show. Since the
most brilliant days of the New England men of letters, no

such hope has proclaimed itself with such assurance and
modesty.

In succeeding volumes O ’Brien continued to deal
kindly with the Midland. His year-book was a
combination anthology, index, and rating-table.
He apparently read and rated thousands of stories
each year. To the “distinctive” ones he awarded a
star, while even better ones got two stars, and
those he thought were the very best received three
stars. It was a great period for the short story,
and O ’Brien was Its prophet. To be starred In his
annual was success, and to be three-starred or
reprinted there was fame. Many Midland stories
were three-starred by O Brien, and he sometimes
reprinted as many as three of them in one of his
volumes. And so It came about that writers who
could get cash for their stories from other maga-
zines often sent us their manuscripts in the hope
of an O'Brien accolade. Too often, it must be
added, these were formula stories that did not suit
us — and, by the same token, would not have

pleased the discriminating O ’Brien.

The Midland found some good authors, how-
ever;, and as | glance over the twenty bound vol-
umes on my shelves, | find myself tingling with
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the memory of the discoveries of those years. And
| note that the magazine was never quite as re-
gional as It had set out to be. It printed the lowa
stories of Ruth Suckow, the Missouri sketches of
Raymond Weeks, the Hoosier tales of Leo L.
W ard, Chicago pieces by James T. Farrell, and
the Nebraska poems of Edwin Ford Piper; but
also some wonderful things William March sent
from New York and Leonard Cline from Balti-
more and other points, poems by Haniel Long
from Pittsburgh, the prose and verse of Howard
Mumford Jones coming from Texas, Roland Eng-
lish Hartley's stories mailed at San Francisco, and
poems and stories of Raymond Knister and Ley-
land Huckfield from Canada. Moreover, these
authors moved about In this great country; Miss
Suckow went to live In the East, Weeks became
head of Romance Languages at Columbia and
Jones dean of the graduate school at Michigan
and then at Harvard. Piper and Knister came to
lowa, and Haniel Long took up residence at Santa
Fe. It was as though they were conspiring to
spoof the i1dea of a definitely regional magazine.
Meantime the Midland was always delighted to
print distinguished stories and good verse wher-
ever they came from; yet it remained true to Its
name through 1its emphasis on the life of the
Middle West.

| shared the editing and management of the
Midland with John Frederick for five years. Our
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circulation most of the time was only about five
hundred, at three dollars a year. The design and
careful printing of the magazine were chiefly due
to John Springer, an artist with types who had
once edited a newspaper and represented his
county iIn the state legislature. When | knew him
he worked for Willis Mercer, our printer, and
shambled about looking like a faded replica of
Mark Twain. But he had a keen eye for the
beauty of a printed page. Mercer was the most
generous of printers, and took a deep personal
Interest In the magazine; we paid him what now
seems the unbelievable small sum of a hundred
dollars a month, which certainly allowed him little
or no profit. Thus we managed to break about
even In these years.

But In the optimistic climate of the late Twen-
ties, it seemed to many that the Midland should be
making more of its opportunities. In the introduc-
tion to his short story year-book for 1930, O ’Brien
urged the several regional periodicals to merge
with the Midland “to issue a full-grown national
monthly of belles-lettres.” He added:

If the Midland chooses to take the lead in this matter, |
am convinced, after many years’ reflection, that it has the
same opportunity to crystalize the best expression of con-
temporary national life that the Atlantic Monthly was able
to seize upon its foundation, and that Harper's Magazine
enjoyed a generation ago. Two generations ago, Boston

was the geographical center of American literary life; one
generation ago, New York could claim pride of place; and
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| trust the idea will not seem too unfamiliar if | suggest
that the geographical center today iIs lowa City.

Frederick had been thinking along the same lines
for a year or more. He was not much interested In
mergers, however;, and he decided, after corre-
spondence with generous-sounding friends in Chi-
cago, to move the Midland to that metropolis.
Here was the great city of the Midwest, which
had recently developed strong enough groups to
support the Art Museum, the symphony orches-
tra, the magazine Poetry, and other -cultural
Institutions.

| was by this time deeply engaged with the
School of Journalism at lowa, and could not think
of accompanying the magazine In Its great adven-
ture. | could only give it my blessing, and the
promise to stay on as an associate editor. John
and | dissolved our partnership as informally as
we had Initiated it, without payments, promises,
or documents.

In Chicago the Midland was for a time livelier
and more attractive than ever before. Esther
Paulus Frederick became co-editor. But the crash
of falling stocks, the closing of banks, and the
abrupt end of an era of buoyancy and sanguine
expectations had combined to greet the magazine
on Its coming to the big town. Chicago friends
who had spoken generous words In greeting it
suddenly added up their assets and found words
were all they had to be generous with. "The
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fourth year of the depression proves to be one
year too many for the Midland,” wrote Frederick
In June, 1933, as he sent off the copy for the last
ISSue.

Henry L. Mencken once made the statement
that the Midland was “probably the most impor-
tant literary magazine ever established in Amer-
ica/’ This was typical Menckenese, of course;
but there was a time when the magazine — “our”
magazine, | like to call it — stood very high in the
estimation of many discriminating critics. | was
fully rewarded for the many hours of work | gave
It by the satisfaction of helping to publish some

good literature and making friendships that | still
value.

| realize that all | have here written of John
Frederick has been In the past tense, and that this
may have given the impression that he had shuffled
off by now this mortal coil. By no means. | have
been telling of a departed time, not a departed
man. Frederick has written two distinguished
novels of Midwestern life — Druida and Green
Bush — and he has followed his bent for farming
on a big place in Alcona County, Michigan. For
a time he was associated with the “Contemporary
Thought” program at Northwestern University,
also acting occasionally as a visiting lecturer at
Notre Dame. Later he made a custom of serving
half a year at the latter university and spending
the other half on the farm; then, after the death of
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Father Ward, he was named head of the very
lively English department there. After his retire-
ment, now Imminent, he will doubtless continue
and expand his writing, which has been, for John
Frederick, a lifelong and compulsive activity.

Frank Luther Mottt



DER GARTENHAUS

Ist das nicht der Gartenhaus? Ist das nicht die Alte Mutter?
Und es hat ein Roof on Top? Und sie hat die Kas und Butter!
Ist das nicht die Alte Cow? Ist das nicht der President?

Und sie hat der Heu in Maul! Und der hat ein Cigar in Maul!
jst das nicht der Boobyhatch? Ist das nicht der Donnerwetter?

Und der ist ein Man Inside! Und das ist der Dinglewetter'






