CHAPTER 16





	Every small town has its War Dead Memorial, and the sad little sunny towns in Illinois are no exception, so softly quiet and quaint, and then in the middle of the grassy park a big stone with names on it of those who died.  The ones who lived and returned have the American Legion or VFW hall as their Memorial, and they line up every Friday for a fish fry with their families where the neon sign tells them they have served a cause and where downstairs there is a long bar and a few pool tables that indicate what the cause was.  The Legion and VFW clubs supply the only social entertainment in most of these uninspired little towns, along with the churches, and the Farm and Home Bureaus.  All other time passes in front of the television set, with a few breaks for fishing, the "school" play and the one Cinemascope screen, the Sunday Walk and the Saturday Shopping, and the high school basketball and football games.  Dad makes money, Mom cooks and cleans, and the kids date, dance and play sports, and that's it in Illinois, even at the colleges, where the youngsters are taught how to make money, cook, and they get more experience in dating and sports.  If there's one area in the U.S. that hasn't changed since World War II it's the Midwest, remaining calm and freckle-face, drawling, drinking at the VFW, farming and working, pretending toward godliness, a land once loaded with wild game that now finds itself trapped in a terrible boredom, troubled, confused, clutching the past with both hands fearful to let go and settle into the present.  After the war, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, the whole Midwest contained three emotions: the Booth Tarkington sentimental, small-town, family-style love of self and home and country; and the almost classic ability to accept an ugly unreasonable fate, the outlook epitomized by humorist George Ade, who suggested we not worry why some of us are stupid and rich while sorne are intelligent and poor, there is no sense to anything, why expect it."  But shortly after the war a third emotion grew into major proportions, although it had been held stagnant for so long, and this was simple but strong hatred for anything "un-American," the foreign-born, the foreign-made, the foreign language, the foreign ideas; anything whose birth was not wrapped in Old Glory became suspect as alien, an enemy, and especially the critics of Old Glory.  So there you have the emotional triangle of the Midwest after the war; one foot in an illusionary and sentimentally "good" past; the other foot resting upon an acceptance that nothing made any sense, that rewards had to be absurd when they were given for immorality, that punishment was laughable when bestowed on the just, and likewise all other misguided fates; while at the top of the triangle, resting precariously between these paradoxical feet sat an insecure, very unsure head that found a balance by hating (therefore giving expression to its foot in the ugly mud of knowing things were going wrong) but by hating anything foreign (and therefore protecting its sentimental love for itself and its past, which its other foot was rooted in) I and as things in the present got worse and the past, to compensate, was remembered as being more and more pleasant, the head filled with hate for anything that jeopardized the mirage, whether it be scientific investigation, objective reasoning, rational legal jurisprudence, or what.  The monster was a tripod, based on sentiment, irony and hate --- the tripod of post-war America; or at least this is how it was when I decided to try college again, this time at a small town school in Illinois --- and the monster breathed fire at all white-armored knights that appeared before it.


	The name of my school was Walton, and it was on the "banks along the Walton" river, as the song goes, in a town called Kewanie with a population of 28,000 souls mostly sinful, especially those black-gowned scholars whose purpose was to stun the unprotected, assaultable minds of the young with every cliche ever invented.  Like any other community, Kewanie spent all of its time trying to get something valuable in return for something worthless, but since no one could recognize value the trading consisted of the worthless being passed hand to hand, and it was upon this busy exchanging of useless things that Kewanic thrived, grew, raised its standard of living.  Its children were being well taught, so that --- like their parents --- they, too, could play the game when they grew up.  Round and round the futile goods went, the money was spent, and someone came out of it with a bigger car.  The college was no different, only here the useless things being exchanged were called "ideas" instead of "goods," but the transactions from scholar to student were made with the same end in mind --- the building of a bigger, richer college; or in the case of the student, the making of a brighter richer graduate.


	"You'll find that the college graduate makes nearly a quartermillion more in wages during the course of his working life," said the college president to my freshman class, "than the noncollege man will earn in the same number of years."


	President Utrecht was an ex-tennis champ, a pro, who had come to Walton from a successful tenure as athletic director of a large Virginia university, where he had handled the construction, financing, planning and administration of one of the largest athletic plants in the South.  Tall, lean, tanned and distinguished, he had gotten Walton started on a building program in 1947, the very year he took over as president, and already a new football stadium was emerging from a fresh excavation on the South Campus, paid for in part by a rich alum who had played end on Walton's 1920 team that beat Army.


	(A girl, who worked part-time as a secretary in the President's office, told me she heard Utrecht chuckle once that "Old Dingo says he'll pay for the whole damn thing, if we can't get the others to match his initial contribution, and he'll even play in the Bowl if necessary --- can you imagine that, why the old livewire must be seventy if he's a day."  Mr. Dingle had made a fortune in dishes and restaurant supplies, with a big chunk coming from a soup-plate he had invented that gripped the soup bowl securely no matter how unsteady the waiter.)


	President Utrecht was all things good in the American conscience.  He had risen to his present prominence from obscure beginnings as a ball-boy at a private tennis club outside Indianapolis, becoming assistant pro, then pro.  Then, marrying a wealthy daughter belonging to one of the members, he went to college at Indiana University until he acquired a doctor of philosophy degree in physical education.  Soon after, he and Mrs. Utrecht left for that Virginia university to bring the school into the national limelight in three sports, then the success with the gymnasium, the stadium, the new baseball diamond and a swimming pool, and then to Walton and another rebuilding program.  Mrs. Utrecht helped by pouring tea from a silver set and making businessmen --- potential donors --- feel important, while Utrecht wheedled pledges from them.  In just one year, Walton's bank balance began to boom, and the new buildings started to rise, first the athletic plant, then the dormitories, a new Student Union, and there was some talk of a new Science building and theater, although these had to ultimately be postponed because of lack of funds.


	Since there was none when he came, Utrecht had to create an alumni office at Walton, and he soon had requests-for-funds, a newsletter and a magazine in the mail to every graduate, and a staff of ten professionals to accomplish this.  He had to buy new electric typewriters, new mimeograph machines, automatic addressing-stamping-and-sealing machines, and plenty of paper, but it all worked; and many people say that if it hadn't been for the "silver fox," which is what the students called him, Walton wouldn't be around today.


	I can remember seeing him playing catch with his son on the big lawn in front of the president's house, or hurrying to catch a train to Chicago and a meeting with rich alums, or swimming with his family at the only nearby lake --- Berry Pond --- laughing and playing tricks on the college kids who were there: like sprinkling sand on our heads, dunking us, or taking our dares seriously and going off the high diving board at the raft while his wife held her breath.  We all thought he was a great guy, and since he was President we accepted the fact that he knew what he was doing.  We could hardly dispute the worth of eight bowling alleys with automatic pinspotters at the new Student Union, or the big concrete stadium, or the modern dorms, or any of his other projects, and everybody knew the student body was increasing and so was the faculty, including the ratio of faculty PH.D's which the newsletter explained was important, although no one knew exactly why.  And even the local Kewanie newspaper reported regularly the new additions to Walton's swelling coffers, which caused the town to begin to get excited about the school after fifty years of ignoring it.


	There was one grey-headed faction among the faculty, however, which remained loyal to Utrecht's recently-departed predecessor, who had been a classics scholar become President and had devoted all his energies to the curriculum, offering rare courses to as few as five students --- one of the many unsound economic practices the man had indulged in, or so it was explained by people loyal to Utrecht, and it was true that the new president had simplified the unwieldy curriculum he had inherited, as one of his first acts after arriving.  "He lumped ecology, biology and microbiology into one class --- at least for first year students called Conservation," chuckled one old scholar to me, who appeared not to appreciate Utrecht.  "That's certainly a simplification, cheaper, and it even seems to attract more students." He chuckled again.  "But they don't learn anything in particular, just generalities.  Is that what your young world wants, lad?  Nothing in particular, but everything in general?" I left him that afternoon still chuckling to himself, but I had a date at Berry Pond and I didn't have much time to think about what he said until a long while later when the man was dead.  Utrecht was to depose him from his grant, or”chair,” as head of the English department, just when the old man had nearly finished a study of early Anglo-Saxon language, and some say he died not of an ailment but a broken heart, having to close up his notebooks and wait for a retirement that he did not even live to enjoy.


	I learned about Utrecht when I was involved in an automobile accident, which killed my three companions, including the driver.  We had been drinking after a dance and perhaps driving too fast, although we were only doing ten-miles-an-hour over the speed limit when a truck unexpectedly pulled out from an unlighted crossing in the middle of the night.  The next thing I knew I was on my way to the hospital, where I was treated for minor cuts and bruises which I had picked up when thrown from the car.  Unfortunately it made the Chicago newspapers under a distorted headline of "College Booze Party Kills Three," which was as far from the truth as you could get without uninhibitedly making up a fresh lie that had nothing to do with the crash itself.  When I woke up the next morning at the frat house I found a note pinned to the bulletin board, advising me the President wanted to see me at once.  I thought he wanted my version of the accident to counteract the newspaper headlines, so I didn't worry about the meeting.


	As soon as I arrived, I suspected something.  Utrecht sat smiling behind his big clean desk.  The fat little jolly dean of men was there, along with the college dean, a red-faced nervous man who continually laced his fingers.  On a little table behind the great president there was a tape-recorder turned on, whirring away like a warning.  As I entered the room, the three waved me to a chair in front of the big desk, and close to the recorder's little microphone which conspicuously sat next to the machine, and without waiting for any formalities, the President spoke:


	"I understand you have a reform school record.  Is that true?"


	Well, just let me say this hit me harder than the bounce on the pavement I had experienced the evening before.  My mouth sagged open, and it was a struggle to work my jaw muscles and close it.  I had never been to reform school, and as a matter of fact never so much as been picked up by the cops-not because I was perfect, but because I had always gotten away before the cops came.


	"Is that true?" Utrecht repeated.


	"Reform school?" I murmured.


	"Come, come.  What about it?"


	"No, I've never been in reform school," I said, glancing at the two deans, who immediately avoided my look.


	"You've never been in any trouble at all?" asked the President.


	"No.  Not any serious trouble," I assured him.


	Then, hunching over his desk, Utrecht proceeded to ask me a hundred questions about the accident, all of them crudely based on the newspaper reports.  Where did I get the liquor?  Why was the driver speeding?  Had we just come from a bar, and which one?  What were we doing out so late on a weeknight, and why weren't we studying like we should have been?  Wasn't I sorry for it all now? Did I feel anything, any remorse, at the deaths of my companions?  Did I realize the shame this incident had brought to Walton?  Did I have any idea what people thought?  Would I send my child to a college notorious for "Booze Parties?"  What could I have been thinking of?  Could I imagine how the parents of the dead boys felt?  Did I think I could get away with "Booze Parties," and such, and still remain at a respectable college?  Just what did I expect would be done with me?


	I’m sure I don't know," I said.  "I didn't expect that anything would be done to me."


	"You will be expelled of course," the Dean of Men said.  "That's imperative," said the Dean of the College.


	"I'm glad you agree, gentlemen," said President Utrecht.  You'll have to take it before the Faculty Committee and the Board, but I am sure they will agree with us after listening to this abhorrent testimony."  He flicked his hand toward the tape, pushed a button and the whirring sound stopped.  Then all three of them stood up, and I left.


	When I was outside I realized that the first accusation about the reform school had been deliberately planned to upset me, open me up, make me vulnerable to the questions that followed, eliminate from my mind all possibilities of objecting to the whole line of interrogation --- after all, what could I object to after getting stabbed right off the bat like that?  It was the first time something like this had been pulled on me, but it wasn't the last.  Since then six or seven inquisitors have launched their little meetings with a blatant, upsetting lie, and I have come to accept it as one of the tools of the inquisition trade: start with a lie and wait for a reply.


	If we have a "golden rule" today and must suppose it is in use everywhere then this is it, a cold-blooded means to attack and destroy and therefore win anything from a debate to a convert to a sale or a woman.  And there is only one way to dissipate its power and stop it from working its destruction upon you, and that is to leave, to remove yourself immediately from the situation, because if you in any way remain in consort with it you lose by the very presence of yourself after it has been said.  I suppose this is the key to its effectiveness, since in most modern situations it is impossible for a person to disassociate himself; this is the one choice he does not have, and it is the only one he can make if he is to preserve himself from disintegration; in other words, he cannot le
