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Melville Cane as he appeared in the Naughty-Naughtain,
the yearbook of the Class of 1900.
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Memories Recaptured

MELVILLE CANE

HE other morning, turning the pages of The New York

Times, my eyes chanced to fall upon a news item which

set in motion vague ancient memories, not from anything
in the article itself but because it was headed: “Canton, O.” Al-
though I had never visited Canton or encountered it over the years
in my roleas alawyer, or otherwise, the name registered powerful,
enjoyable but elusive associations. My attempt to recapture this
wisp of the past proved futile and it was only after relaxing from
the effort that a clue slipped through. It was a forgotten phrase
from a forgotten letter, received over a generation ago: “President
William McKinley’s home and shrine.”

Recognition of the phrase, as I paused in my reading, stirred me
to clothe it with autobiographical vitality and to center my reflec-
ton around two years as far apart as 19oo from 1940 and upon two
utterly dissimilar and unconnected individuals, our twenty-fifth
president and the writer of the letter. The year 1900 was, in many
ways, a special one for me. Chronologically, it raised a celebrated
controversy over its location in calendar time—whether it marked
the close of the nineteenth, or the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury. President Seth Low of my alma mater, Columbia University,
argued for the former position, which I also favored on personal
rather than scientific grounds. For me the year 1900 registered the
end of one chapter in my life as well as the start of the one to fol-
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low. More specifically, it was my last year as an undergraduate
and my first as a political animal, since that April I had come of
age and automatically gained the status of an American citizen
with the right and responsibility to cast a ballot. I liked to picture
myself, grandiosely, as having attained my majority in the carlier
period, a man astride two centuries.

As 1900 shed its early months I became increasingly aware that
the country was in for another hot campaign to elect its chief of
state. I proceeded to bone up on the “issues” so-called, and I took
a hard look at the two main candidates in the hope of making a sen-
sible choice.

My involvement in politics had been limited to the campus on
Morningside Heights where the word “issues” had never been ut-
tered and the fights for class offices were simply popularity con-
tests between fraternity and independent groups. But now, in the
larger arena, Democrats and Republicans orated and editorialized
throughout the country on “issues” and the air grew dusty with
words like “bimetallism” and “double-standards”— not of morality
but of silver versus gold—and with slogans like “Sixteen to One”
and “Down with Wall Street.”

The choice lay between the Republican, William McKinley,
and his Democratic opponent, William Jennings Bryan, the latter
undeterred by his defeat four years earlier. As I listened to the rival
arguments the campaign seemed to boil down to a single question
of economics, to wit: the effect of the respective positions on the
American pocket book. The newspapers at our house, however,
preached the cause of “sound money” with almost religious fervor.
Bryan, they righteously inveighed, was an agent of Satan and if
clected would plunge the nation into bankruptey and pauperism.
The following November I cast a colorless vote for McKinley,
the only time I was ever to support a Republican aspirant to the
White House.

The foregoing account concludes my retrospect, not simply of
William McKinley, with whom I felt little in common, but rather
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of my youthful self in the significant year 19oo. A further fruitful
product of this recaptured memory was not only that it served to
release the full contents of the letter from Canton but also that it
prompted me to deal with personal material without which the
letter could not have been written or my name ever be known to
my unexpected correspondent.

I refer to my emergence as a serious poet.

It was in the early nineteen-twenties that I came to realize I was
no longer deriving satisfaction from merely turning out light verse
but that an intuitive call was urging me toward a more meaning-
ful concern for self-expression and, in the process, self-realization.
The transition, difficult and resistant at the outset, was slowly ac-
complished until, with growing self-confidence, I dared to submit
samples of this new crop to leading magazines. Responses were
encouraging, acceptances at least equalled rejections, and in the
case of the latter I adopted the professional stance of sending out
the verses again and again, sometimes with ultimate luck after a
fourth or fifth try.

By the year 1940, when I received the letter from Canton, I had
published three volumes of serious verse. Reviews for the most
part were favorable, in a few cases even laudatory. I still recall,
however, having parried three particularly rough brickbats. The
Nation, rather cruelly, I thought, opined that my rhymes jerked
like marionettes; Poetry, in Chicago, couldn’t understand why
anyone would waste a whole column on me, whereas the man on
the totalitarian Masses dismissed me with the indictment that I was
“a member of Marianne Moore’s seraglio.” (She had taken three
lyrics for T'he Dial.)

['was slowly becoming “established.” Reviewers were attaching
to my name the label “poet-lawyer” or “lawyer-poet.” A stranger
might write in for a photograph or at least an autograph to adorn
his collection of “Famous American Poets.” What gratified me
more, however, were the letters from unknown readers with no
selfish motives, who generously expressed their thanks for, as one






