June 2, 1944
Dear Summer:

Mother and I had an interesting discussion at the dinner table last night
concerning an article written by Bernard DeVoto, Editor of Harper's, which

he entitled Older Than God, His thesis is that we civilians kmow only the
superficlalities of war, whereas the man in the service has experienced the stark
realities; that we, therefore, will nol be able to understend him any more than
he us; that the process of readjustment for both him and ourselves is going to

be not only very slow, painful and distreasing, but almost impossible of complete
duccess, He sayas

"For as civilians we kmow only the fiections of war, wherecas they have
undergone the realities, Theirs has been the boredom, the terror,
the Tilty and grime, the mud and suow and hest, the bombs felling,
defith and éestruction in the sea and across the land, They have
been trained to slaughter, they have been exposed to slaughter, they
have sdaughtered, Hus ell this beat and hardoned them in a new
shape? Cean chey resuwe the habits and tasks of peace, the thinking
of civilians, the values by which we hope to live? Will the ex-soidier
returning from beastliness be at best an alien speaking no language
we can communicete in, or at worsi an antagonist to the structure

of our lives and of the 1lif% that used to be his?"

Then he says:

"But what of that atrange lenguage and shall I be able to understand
him? No, not completelygony oven adequately in regard to the immediate
experience of waxr, his own Private pattern of horror and survival,
Love has its own intuition, and you will come to lmow & great deal
without comprehending it, But the rest, and it is the greater part,
mst be forever forfeit. The need to have 3% shared will never
leave him but he must satisfy that noed among those who have been
there. There is the fraternity of those who have been there, even
if they fought their battles across the world from his, and orly in
that fellowship can he gpeak freely, with the knowledge that his
ovn kind will hear, To you he c¢an say little at best and &l best
little of what he saya will carry its full meaning across the gulf,
This is in purt his pride, oven his grandeur, Fut also it is in
part his shyness, his shanefacedness, his resigna'rion to the in-
communicable,

Moreover, for a term you will be stranbe to bim, While he
traveled the seven seas, and lay in foxholes, and fought his way
through destruction, you toolk your accustomed patl. to Gleeson's
drugstore, the morning paper and an absorbed lalerest in whether
the Cubs hnd won today and whether your neighbor had decided te
plant beans, e will find your day by day activity almost ine -
comprehensible, Feu are enmeshed in the life of peace, which
he gave up so long &go that it has become unintelligible, perhaps
absurd, Only by degrees will he find any meaning in it, even the
old meanings.”



-

Then DeVoto goes on to say that only the most fortunate of those who return will

. escape a time of living at loose ends, perhaps with a convietion of utility,
porheps with a fervent robelliousness against the routine of life. After all

wars the veteran of 25 or 20, has spoken of himself as "older than God.," /And so
he paints a gloomy, dismal and far from inspridng experience that the veteran will
enjoy upon his return and that the struggles for peace and in pesce times is not
going to be easy for any one, And he ends with this poetic phrase: "The past

is the old soldier's surety that peace will not Zail him and he will not fail peace,
that the bugls blowing so faintly that only he can hear it is sounding not taps but
reveille."

My ceriticism of the article lies in its generalities, With a facile pen and choice
use of Tine words and well rounded phrases, DeVoto takis, it seens o me, for pub-
lication eand not for analytionl discussion and treetment, You just cannot gemer-
alize about ten million veterans, No twe are alike any more then the finger prints
of any two are 2like. OSome veterans, sensitive souls, will have a hard time in
readjustment; others will rogret the ending of Lhe war, for to them it was a venture
and excitement; others will return unscarred physically agdwell ss mentally and
instantly go back to their normal daily routine, if their old jobs are available;
others will elaim that the world owes them & living for the rest of thelr lives
without effcrt on their part to help in the meking of it} and eo on and 8o
forth, as many 4iffd t ways as you can desceribe and paint the human being,

you can write about tb%ter and his attitude towards peace and peace time pur-
suits, By the sams token DeVoto is fundamentally weak in trying to categorize

all civilians and putting them, ag it were, in ons mold, Ve civilians, too, are
of myriad breeds of cats, Some of us will be able almost instantly to get under
the skin of our dear omos and resume normal and healthy and sound mental relatione
ships and attitudes. The humen personslity cannot be set Qown in & mathematical
equation,

Coming down to you and to lother and myself, I honestly feel that whatever your
experience, you will return willing, nay eager, to talk it all out with us, to go
back to your goel in education and life, and to Tollow the pattern you and ve
together have set out long sgog Your experience in the war will stend you in good
stead and 17 your outlook will hBve changed at wll it will have c¢hanged for things
even sounder &ad more consgtructive than what had bean planned, DBut when all is
gaid and done there will be no acres of silence between us, We will live on the
same street and enjoy and understand and appreciate everything thet goes on about
us as well as within us,

Affectionately,



