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The Postscript to the 9 O'clock news to-night,

by ALEXANDER WOOLLCOTT, follows:-

This is Woollcott speaking - an American transient giving, as advertised,
the fifth and last of five after-dinner speeches at the behest of the B.B.C.

When next you hear this old voice on these air waves, it will be engaged in an

effort - a quite unsuccessful effort - to interrupt Professor Joad.

By that time I may have had to start on my long journey home, but if so,
I shall leave my voice behind me, recorded on the "Any Questions" hour.

The first time this voice was heard over the B.B.C., was on an evening in

January, 1933. I was doing a talk about the London theatre - do you remember

"Children in Uniform" with Cathleen Nesbit and Jessica Tandy at The Duchess? -

but the broadcast came from Dublin for the excellent reason that that is where

I happened to be. When I had finished I came out into the ante-room hoping
for that sign of approval which all workmen crave the parched earth craves

the rain.

Do you remember the story of the woman who told John Bunyan what a beautiful

sermon he had preached that morning? "So I have already heard, madam," he

replied, "the devil whispered it in my ear as I left the pulpit." Well, as I

came away from that Dublin microphone a stem-faced woman in a brown cardigan
was functioning at the control board. "I listened to your remarks," she said.

"They were amusing." I was just deciding to settle for that when the manager

of the studio came along to help me with my topcoat. "It may interest you to

know," he said, "that due to an unfortunate heterodyne interference from Cork,

your entire discourse on the London theatre was accompanied by the faint,
distant sound of Irish bagpipes."

As an American broadcaster of some experience, even then I was accustomed

to a deluge of fan mail. Of many of the letters this would be a fair sample:
"Dear Mr. Woollcott: I heard your broadcast last night and it made me sick

at the stomach." But we hurriedly go on to the next and it all comes under

the head of Fan Mail.

Well, because I would be returning to London before sailing home at the end

of that week back in ... bless me, that was nearly nine years ago ... in

January, 1933, I had asked the B.B.C. to send the fan mail around to my hotel

in London, and when, two days before my departure, none had shown up I called

up to ask what had become of it. It was the implication of my manner that they

would better engage a couple of lorries to send it round at once. The B.B.C.
informed me as gently as possible that a small messenger boy would be sufficient.

The mail consisted of only one letter. This time I have done better - so much

better that I have been unable to write an answer to more than one out of twenty.

I take this means of acknowledging the rest.

I have described this broadcast as the fifth and last of five after-dinner

speeches. This is the Postscript - to the other four. Let me begin, for example

with a postscript to the first one. In that broadcast, flung down from this

minaret shortly after I arrived in Britain, I mentioned the Santa Claus pack of

presents which I had brought with me from America - gifts for all and sundry,

everything from hickory-smoked cheese to lipstick, from silk stockings to

chocolate drops, I now feel bound to report the ironic conclusion to that story.
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After I had been here for some weeks it was my privilege to visit a man whose

every printed word I have read for more than forty years, an Irish pedagogue named

Bernard Shaw. By this time there were only two items left in my pack and -

here’s my life as Father Christmas in a nutshell - the remaining two were not

only objects for which Mr. Shaw would have no use whatever, but which he would

regard with unutterable scorn. You see, one was a jar of bacon and Shaw is a

vegetarian. The other was a packet of razor blades.

In this connection I might as well confess that in that pack there was some-

thing which I never mentioned to the customs officials on my arrival and which I

intend to take back with me. I refer to a preconception. Watching from three

thousand miles away, I had come to the conclusion that since the invasion of the low-

lands the portion of the British had been not only tears and toil and blood and

sweat, as announced, but one more thing - self-respect. I came hero expecting to

find them experiencing one kind of peace which any American would find enviable -

peace of mind. The peace that is enjoyed by any man who has made it up. Made

up what? Why his mind, my friends, his mind. Well, that was the undeclared item

in my pack. Now, a little more than a month later - of course any opinion comes

under the head of a snap-judgment - I must report that I am taking that

preconception home because I have seen nothing here to alter it.

Now for a postscript to another broadcast, the one I devoted to a portrait of

a great American, Oliver Wendell Holmes, the younger, sometime associate justice

of the United States Supreme Court. In the course of that broadcast I recklessly

quoted one phrase of his.... "The subtle rapture of a postponed power.”... and have

since been swamped with requests for the exact wording. I had filched that phrase

from a speech Holmes made once to some students at Harvard and perhaps I should

supply you with a little of its context. Even if it be manna only to a few, I

offer it just the same, remembering as I do an occasion when the old judge's

secretary protested against one word in an opinion of his.

It was the young man’s argument that only one man in a hundred thousand would

know what the word meant. "Well,” said Holmes, "that’s all right. He's the one

I wrote it for.” With which preamble let me quote a paragraph from a speech he

made long ago to the youngsters who gathered around him one day when he was re-

visiting his old college. He thought he was speaking to some students at Harvard.

But perhaps he was speaking to you. If so, you will know: Listen:

"No man has earned the right to intellectual ambition until he has learned to

lay his course by a star which he has never seen - to dig by the divining rod for

springs which he may never reach. In saying this, I point to that which will make

your study heroic. For I say to you in all sadness of conviction, that to think

great thoughts you must be heroes as well as idealists. Only when you have worked

alone - when you have felt around you a black gulf of solitude more isolating than

that which surrounds the dying man, and in hope and in despair have trusted to your

own unshaken will - then only will you have achieved.

"Thus only can you gain the secret isolated joy of the thinker, who knows, that

a hundred years after he is dead and forgotten, men who never heard of him will be

moving to the measure of his thought ....
the subtle rapture of a postponed power,

which the world knows not because it has no external trappings, but which to his

prophetic vision is more real than that which commands an army. And if this joy

should not be yours, still it is only thus that you can know that you have done

what it lay in you to do - can say that you have lived and be ready for the end.”

Thus Justice Holmes speaking to some boys at Harvard long ago. Now, before

we part, I hope to tell you a story - the true story of a compatriot of mine who

came here more than a hundred years ago. To tell it I shall need some music and

even now I can see my fiddlers three growing restive in the middle distance. But

first let me describe one of the thousand memories I shall be taking home with me -

memories of things seen and persons met during my five crowded weeks in Britain.
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This was a meeting which took place on a Sunday morning in an old cottage
not far from Dorking. It began when my young hostess said to me..quietly,
mind you, and as if it were a matter of no consequence.. "Mr. Woolcott, this

is Winston Churchill.” Sure enough, there he stood, rosy, sturdy, tranquil,
grave, looking for all the world like a great healthy baby. What was said between

us? Frankly, I don't remember. I think I said, "Well, well, well," or "For

crying out loud", or something brilliant like that. And what didhe say?
Nothing.. Not, a word. Germany? Russia? America? Not a word. Indeed, he

just stared at me and over his face there came an expression which I recognized,

uneasily as one of distaste. I even began to suspect that he didn't like me.

In another moment Iwas sure of it, for throwing back his head and opening
his mouth wide, he let out a roar of displeasure. At this point the interview

was brought to an end by his Nanny coming in and carrying him out of the door.

I foundmyself hoping I would not have the same effect on his grandfather.

This Winston Churchill - the one I met that Sunday in Surrey - was just one year

old that week. I shall think of him often on my way home, realizing as I do
that his chances ofgrowing up a free man in a free world depend - and how

precariously - on the gumption, the foresight and the political competence

manifested by his elders during the next two years on both sides of the Atlantic.

Now I come to that story I threatened to tell - an apt story to come from

anyone homeward bound. I had in mind a title for it but unluckily that title

has already been preempted by Bernard Shaw. Otherwise I would have called my

story, "You Never Can Tell." It is the story of a failure and its moral is

one that has comforted me in the ups and downs of my own life. It has even

comforted me in reading the day by day news of this war - this war which began,

shall we say, when the Japs went unmolested into Manchuria or, if you prefer an

even earlier date, when the basic fact that all men are brothers was given a

special interpretation by a man named Cain.

The day by day news of this war. I suspect that no man, however wise

or however commanding his view of world events, really knows, at the time, of

any given day's events whether it was a triumph or a defeat for the cause of

fundamental decency. At the time, at least, you never can tell.

The story of a failure. It was the failure of an American in London,

an American named John Howard Payne. In America he tried to be an actor.

It did not work. So... this by the way was two years before the Battle of

Waterloo.. so he borrowed some money a nd came to England and tried to be an

actor here. It did not work. He tried to be a playwright here. It did not

work. Finally he was commissioned to do a play with music for production at

Covent Garden. It was called, believe it or not, "Cari, The Maid of Milan".

On this he staked everything, his hope of board and lodging and his hope
of future fame. Well, "Cari, The Maid of Milan" was a resounding flop. It

was given for twelve performances and never mentioned again. The disappointed

Payne, who, before he returned to his own sweet home, underwent the experience
of being imprisoned for debt, asked only that. "Cari, The Maid of Milan" should

be mercifully forgotten. But you never can tell. The show itself was forgotten
but one part of it was not. That part was a song of which Payne wrote the

words and in some measure swiped the melody.

Afterwards, an amiable President in Washington provided for poor old

Payne by making him our Consul at Tunis. He died there, not far from what had

once been Carthage, little dreaming that he had left behind him something the

worldwould not forget, that a hundred years later in the very land of his great

disappointment, you and I would be listening to that song of his. I have asked

Miss Olive Groves to sing it to us before I say my last world of farewell.

(Song follows)

Well, so long everybody. I shall soon be starting home laden with messages

to people in America from people in Britain. Messages from all sorts of and

conditions of men arid women. I shall remember them all and deliver them all if

I get there. I repeat only one of them to you. It was entrusted to me by a wise

and gentle scholar who, when I asked him if he had any word to send only shrugged
his shoulders. Then he changed his mind and came back to me and said: "Tell them

not to pity us." Those words linger in my mind as I take my leave. I assure

you it is not compassionate leave.
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