LITERACY STORY

An Example of a Collage from The New Yorker (July 5, 1982)

E was a tall man of swift

humor whose generally
instant responses reached far into
memory and wide for analogy. Not
much missed the attention of his
remarkably luminous and steady
eyes. He carried with him an educa-
tion from the Boston Latin Schoal,
Phillips Exeter Academy, Harvard
College—and a full year under the
sky with no shelter as an infantry-
man in France in the Second World
War. Arriving there, he left his rifle
on the boat.

One of his lifelong friends, a
popular novelist, once asked him
why he had given up work as a re-
porter in order to become an editor.

“1 decided that I would rather be
a first-rate editor than a second-rate
writer,” he answered.

The novelist, drawing himself
up indignantly, said, “And whar is
the matter with being a second-rate
writer?”

Nothing, of course, But it is
given to few people to be a Robert
Bingham.

To our considerable good for-
tune, for nearly twenty years he was
a part of The New Yorker, primar-
ily as an editor of factual writing.
In that time, he addressed millions
of words with individual attention,
giving each a whisk on the shoul-
ders before sending it into print,
He worked closely with many writ-
ers and, by their testimony, he may
have been the most resonant sound-
ing hoard any sounder ever had.
Adroit as he was in reacting to sen-
tences before him, most of his prac-
tice was a subtle form of catalysis
done before he saw a manuscript.

Talking on the telephone with
a writer in the slough of despond,
he would say, “Come, now, it can’t
be that bad. Nothing could be that
bad. Why don’t you try it on me?”
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“But you den’t have time to lis-
ten to it”

“We'll make time. I'll call you
back after I finish this proof.”

“Will youz™

“Certainly.

“In the winter and spring of
1970, I read sixty thousand words
to him over the telephone.”

“If you were in his presence, he
could edit with the corners of his
mouth. Just by angling them down a
bit, he could erase something upon
which you might otherwise try to
insist. If you saw that look, you
would be in a hurry to delete the
cause of his disdain. In some years,
he had a mustache. When he had a
mustache, he was a little less cffec-
tive with that method of editing, but
effective nonetheless.”

“ turned in a story thar con-
tained a fetid pun. He said we should
take that out. He said it was a ter-
rible line. I said, ‘A person has a right
to make a pun once in a while, and
even to be a little coarse.” He said,
“The line is not on the level of the rest
of the piece and therefore seems out
of place.” I said, “That may be, but 1
want it in there” He said, ‘Very well.
It's your picce.’ Next day, he said, ‘1
think [ ought to tell you 1 haven't
changed my mind about that. It's
an unfortunate line.” I said, ‘Listen,
Bobby, We discussed that. It’s funny.
I want to use it. If 'm embarrassing
anybedy, 'm embarrassing myself.
He said, *O.K. I just work here. The
day after that, I came in and said to
him, “That joke. Let’s take that out. |
think that ought to come out” *Very

well? he said, with no hint of tri-
umph in his eye.”

"

“As an editor, he wanted to keep
his tabula rasa, He was mindful of
his presence between writer and
reader, and he wished to remain in-
visible while representing cach. He
deliberately made no move to join
the journeys of rescarch. His writ-
ers travelled to interesting places. He
might have gone, too, But he never
did, because he would not have been
able to see the written story from a
reader’s point of view.”
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“Frequently, he wrote me the
same note. The note said, *Mr. —, my
patience is not inexhaustible.” But his
patience was inexhaustible. When a
piece was going to press, he stayed
long into the evening while I fumbled
with prose under correction. He had
pointed out some unarguable flaw.
The fabric of the writing needed in-
visible mending, and I was trying to
do it with him in a way satisfactory
to him and to the over-all story. He
waited because he respected the fact
that the writing had taken as much
as five months, or even five years,
and now he was giving this or that
part of it just another five minutes.”
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“Edmund Wilson once said thata
writer can sometimes be made effec-
tive ‘only by the intervention of one
who is guileless enough and human
enough to treat him, not as a monster,
nor yet as a mere magical property
which is wanted for accomplishing
some end, but simply as another
man, whose sufferings elicit his sym-
pathy and whose courage and pride
he admires.” When writers are said 1o
be gifted, possibly such intervention
has been the foremost of the gifes.”
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