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Introducing:

Growing Up, by Russell Baker
Death of a Salesman,
by Arthur Miller
The Professor’s House,
by Willa Cather
Working, by Studs Terkel
Confessions of an Advertising Man,
by David Ogilvy

Several years ago, the advisers to a rich young
man running for office in New England worried how
the voters, especially those with blue collars, would
accept a candidate who had never been “gainfully
employed.” Their fears subsided somewhat, however,
when, campaigning in front of a factory, the politi-
cian was asked point-blank by a man with a lunch
pail: "Have you ever worked?” The candidate started
to reply that, well, he’d never actually had a job,
but—“Don’t worry,” the worker interrupted. “You
haven't missed a thing.”

Like it or not—and obviously many people don't—
work is an economic necessity for most of us. But
even if it weren't, it might be missed. “To be occu-
pied is essential,” the independently wealthy former
saleswoman tells Studs Terkel in Working. "“But idle-
ness is an evil. I don’t think man can maintain his
balance or sanity in idleness. Human beings must
work to create some coherence.”

Identity, too, we might add. Who We Are tends to
be inextricably related to What We Do. How We Do
It, though, may be the most pertinent part of the
subject, as we may discover while discussing the five
books gathered about our theme. Most of us have to
work, but some of us make a virtue of the necessity.
Our occupations, these books suggest, can be fulfill-
ing as well as frustrating, callings instead of chores,
not only obligations but vocations.

Take Success. As our identities become equated
with our jobs, they can get confused in that Great
American Dream. The magic word “success” has
many meanings, but in the U.S. it has generally con-
jured up images of economic prosperity and social
prominence—money and prestige, to put it plainly.
But in the scores of interviews Terkel compiles in his
book, the complaint most often heard is not about
how much (or little) people make, but how poorly
they are treated.

Factory workers, even the best-paid, seem dissatis-
tied that they have little connection with the things
they help construct. They feel they're regarded as
machines themselves. In anger and frustration, a steel-
worker gets revenge against the dehumanization and
mindless repetition by leaving his “signature”:
“Sometimes, out of pure meanness, when I make
something, I put a little dent in it...just so I can say
1did it. ... A mistake, mine!” The suburban woman
knows she' “]ust” a housewife, and therefore “low
on the totempole.” But at least in her job, she sees
the finished product: “I'll sit here and I'll cook a pie
and I get to see everybody eat it”” Having pleased
somebody, she concludes, “I know I'm needed.”

Service people perform essential functions but
feel demeaned in their employers, and the public’s,
eyes. But so do the actor, model, stewardess, and
other toilers in more “glamorous” fields, where they
are reduced to mere objects. The major league pitcher
reflects that, with ball clubs now “just part of big
corporations,” “The only way to run a successful
baseball operation is to treat the players as things.

Ironically, the highly placed young executive com-
plains that success itself puts her into difficult situa-
tions and that, worse, she is still demeaned, is treated
as a thing, because of her sex. “Men in my office
doing similar work were being promoted, given raises
and titles,” Barbara Herrick remembers 10 years ago.
“Since I had done the bulk of the work, I made a
stand and was promoted too.” Yet, even now, as a
very talented vice-president in her ad agency, with an
income placing her “in the upper one percent bracket
of working women,” she finds discrimination—the
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old double standard —and feels, for her part, an
odd ambivalence.

I got here partly because I'm attractive,” she
admits—and adds she resents the old-fashioned af-
fronts from (sometimes lower-paid) male co-workers,
and the blatant advances from clients who see her as
a sex object. Even when insulted, she is careful not
to offend: “It’s the always-having-to-please condi-
tioning. I don’t want to make any enemies.” Often
she is first taken for a secretary. But even when
informed she’s the producer, clients have trouble
“placing” her. “They don’t know how to treat me,’
she finds. “They don’t know whether to acknowl-
edge me as a woman or as another neuter person
who's doing a job for them.” At the same time, her
relation with her own secretary —a younger woman
who admires her as a role model —is awkward. “I
hesitate to use her. . . . I don’t ask her to do typing. It's
hard for me to use her as I was used.”

Amid similar signs of conflict and confusion in
the changing workplace and among expressions of
deep bitterness, however, Terkel’s tapes also reveal
an equally profound, abiding American faith in
the future. Repeatedly, the Working people voice their
great expectations for their children. Mike LeFevre,
the irate steelworker, may be irked at “effete snobs,”
but he wants his son to go to college: “Hell yes, I
want my kid to tell me he’s not gonna be like me...."
Eric Hoellen, a janitor (he rejects the euphemistic
title “Building Engineer”), is very disappointed his
son, the honor student in math, has rejected college
to follow in his footsteps. Though his son is in fact
making more money than the average college grad
(and has saved Dad plenty), his father would prefer
he had an education “in his head,’ too.

Economic reversals of recent years—the slow
demise of some heavy industries, declining produc-
tion, increased automation, and aggressive foreign
competition—have unsettled a cohort of young work-
ers who are perhaps less idealistic about “higher
education” but certainly more pragmatic. Whether
today's college generations can, more than a decade

after the publication of Working, share these
speakers’ firm belief and traditional optimism is
one question the book may now provoke.

Thirty-five years after its first production, Death
of a Salesman continues to provoke strong emotions
(and occasional arguments) in audiences worldwide.
In Willy Loman, Arthur Miller portrays the tragedy
of a common man, and perhaps the distortions in
our image of the American Dream. Willy's faith in
the facade of Success is destroyed, along with his
delusions of being “well liked,” when he is summarily
fired, at age 63, by a young boss who finds the old
man’s usefulness is over. (Terkel talks with a man
who is sent into retirement, after 50 years on the
railroad, without even a handshake.)

Compounding his anguish, Loman is forced to see
his once-promising, now hopelessly idealized sons’
true characters at last revealed. Without degrees,
trades, or marketable skills—but plenty of arrogance
encouraged by a boastful but blind father —the aging
boys finally face the reality of their self-delusions,
failed goals, and emotionally empty lives.

By contrast, Russell Baker’s real-life story of
Growing Up demonstrates that, despite most-
unpromising premises of birth and historical circum-
stances, the All American Dream can actually come
true. Born into a large but very poor extended fam-
ily in rural Virginia during the Great Depression,
Baker was blessed with two gifts: his native intelli-
gence and his indomitable mother’s ambition. The
former, the exceedingly modest author would have
us believe, was not particularly remarkable. (Nor
was it aided by his congenital sloth, as the females
of the family took pains to remind him and the
other males.) The latter, clearly, was indispensable.

Widowed when he was five, Baker’s mother man-
aged, with grim determination, toil, and faith in a
better future, not only to survive the hard times, but
to achieve her seemingly improbable dreams. Begin-
ning and ending with a poignant account of his
mother’s last years, Baker’s lively, often hilarious biog-



raphy shows how Mrs. Baker, her children, and a
dozen odd (in every sense) relatives made it through.
But their story could stand for the struggles of many
“ordinary people” who succeed through extraordi-
nary force of will. It may also inspire us to examine
our own spirit to survive during current changes
and uncertainties.

Though money matters, character means even
more, as Baker’s tale tells us as he begins his newspa-
per career. Intelligence, curiosity, and the satisfaction
of searching for knowledge for its own sake are Willa
Cather’s themes in her illuminating novel about a
college history teacher who looks back on a life of
achievement but discovers waning powers and other
disconcerting alterations as he approaches old age.
Financial prosperity, whether as Dr. St. Peter’s prize
money or as his clever son-in-law’s wealth, proves a
very mixed blessing for this family. Perhaps fortu-
nately, recognition and fame come late for the pro-
fessor, who already as a young scholar had found
that research and writing create their own rewards.
When a gifted student with an improbable past
appears in Cather’s subtle and well-paced narrative,
the charmingly precocious boy teams up with the
seasoned scholar to reveal the joy of discovery, indeed
the adventure of true intellectual endeavor.

Intelligence, a sense of excitement, craft (and crafti-
ness) also pervade David Ogilvy’s brief but extremely
engaging history and handbook of his risky business.
Though advertising permeates our culture and helps
drive our consumer economy, this art is not always
viewed as mere friendly persuasion, and the cyni-
cism toward it is sometimes shared by those in its
chancy employ, as Terkel’s copy editor and TV pro-
ducer good-naturedly admit. But, the Confessions of
his title notwithstanding, Ogilvy seems to have few
sins to be sorry about—except for extreme dash,
daring, drive, and the occasional devilish gamble.
Like Terkel’s high-powered executive and self-made
millionaire, Ogilvy is proud of his profession, and
convinced of its worth.

Not surprisingly, this supersalesman —with impres-

sive speed he built one of the major agencies on
Madison Avenue—will probably convince even
hearty skeptics with his cogent arguments, if not his
sheer enthusiasm. His own lucid prose best illus-
trates what he means by “potent copy’’ Besides reveal-
ing how to get clients (and keep them), this sophisti-
cated boss offers well-reasoned advice on “managing”
the often eccentric employees in his often irrational
enterprise. But above all, the zest, entrepreneurial
energy, and sense of joy in the unpredictabilities of
creativity —not to mention his healthy regard for
money —speak volumes in this little book.

In his final chapter, Ogilvy asks, “Should Advertis-
ing Be Abolished?” Readers may beg to differ with
the ad-man, and each other. Here, as with the other
books'in this series, discussion groups may come up
with more questions than answers about Working in
America today. Let’s hope so. The pleasures of these
books, with their varieties of views, personalities,
and problems, could make us look again, and more
wisely, at the subject that consumes so much of our
time. In reflecting through these five books on What
We Do, we may also ask: Who Are We? and What
Do We Really Want?



Growing Up, by Russell Baker

“] realized I would have to start with my mother and
her passion for improving the male of the species, which
in my case took the form of forcing me to ‘make some-
thing of myself.”

Thus begins this memorable autobiography by the popu-
lar New York Times columnist, and the funny, touching story
of a difficult period in his and this country’s life.

Regular readers of Baker's writing will not be disap-
pointed by his wit, irony, skillful dialogue, astute scene
painting here. What is unusual is the depth of feeling that
accompanies his subtle and serious message, despite the
self-deprecating tone.

Like his domineering grandmother (with whom she didn't
get along), Baker’s mother possessed an iron will, bound-
less energy, and enough drive to make up for the “gumption”
he so sorely lacked. (His sister Doris had gumption, too,
but was unfortunately born a girl. “Because of this defect,’
he notes, “the best she could hope for was a career as a
nurse or schoolteacher, the only work capable females were
considered up to in those days.”) But his mother needed
her formidable reserves of spirit to beat the odds: Russell
was born in backwoods Virginia in the Depression; his
alcoholic father died of diabetes at age 33, when the boy
was 5. Soon in desperation, his mother had to “give up”
her youngest child and move in with relatives only mod-
estly better off, while trying to hold menial jobs. Soon
Russell went to work, too. As he explains the start of his
career: “I began working in journalism when I was eight
years old.” Despite his shyness and lack of gumption,

Mrs. Baker got him a job selling magazines door to door;
newspapers followed.

As the melancholy stories unfold, conditions worsen.
An uncle bilks his mother out of her small savings. A suitor
stops courting, then disappears when he goes bust. The
final humiliation is being forced to go on relief. Despite
the ever-dwindling family fortunes, Mrs. Baker's spirit
somehow survives, and her faith remains that “Buddy”
will “make something” of himself, and that they will one
day have a “home of their own.’

And so he does, and so they do. But what may impress
more than the unexpected happy ending—Russell gets a
scholarship to Johns Hopkins, he miraculously makes it
through flight school, he meets and finally marries “a good
woman” —is the pluck of these survivors; even more, their
basic decency, good humor, and caring hearts through
the struggle.

Baker’s family ties are often tangled, but also strong; the
cast of characters is large: generous Uncle Allen; ne'er-do-
well but well-read Uncle Charles; the braggart, bilking

“businessman” Uncle Hal; and Uncle Harold, “the biggest
liar God ever sent down the pike,” but the one who taught
the future writer “the pleasure to be had from setting
imagination —even limited imagination —free to play

Reflecting on this period of economic misery and social
upheaval, other readers may make comparison with our
own troubled present, and may find their own parallels in
a determined mother or other strong and influential fam-
ily figures who seem to guide our destinies and help us
achieve our goals. With the Baker story in mind, the mem-
bers of the discussion group may also want to reconsider
how ambition —so recently distrusted —the traditional
American Work Ethic, and the ideal of Success continue to
affect our lives.

Russell Baker. Growing Up. 1982, Congdon and Weed,
*New American Library.

Death of a Salesman,
by Arthur Miller

Soon after its successful premier in 1949, Death of a
Salesman was declared not only a great play but a genuine
American tragedy. By now, it has achieved almost classic
status. But since it has played to great acclaim all over the
world, including China and Russia, perhaps the hopes and
failures it so searingly depicts and the emotions it still
generates have more universal significance than early crit-
ics thought. Though it was once popular, at least in critical
circles, to debate whether the play was indeed a tragedy,
by classical standards, it no longer seems to matter whether
Willy lacks truly heroic stature.

For this low man seems in his ordinariness the sum and
symbol of a certain dream of life, his fall the consequence
of all-too-human flaws. If he is a pathetic figure, and not
a really noble protagonist, we can still better understand
his hopes. While we may reject his delusions, we can share
his disappointments, in work and life. After a live perform-
ance, it's not necessary to ask the departing audience
whether they feel for him.

At age 63, and after traveling his territory for 36 years,
Willy finds himself without a steady salary, in debt, at the
end of his tether, at the end of the road. In one breath he
claims he’s “well liked,” but in the next is puzzled “people
don'’t seem to take to me.” He's not noticed; or if he is,
people laugh at him. Only Linda, a “minor” character, his
wife, demands: “Attention, attention must be finally paid
to such a person.”



Through the harrowing day and night, past and present
intertwine, as the shadows of regret for what might have
been and guilt for what was make their appearances to
haunt the suicidal Willy. Especially disturbing is the recur-
ring shade of his dead brother Ben, who took a wild
gamble and came out of the jungle a millionaire.

Meanwhile, those figures of hope and pride, his sons,
deliver even greater shocks of recognition of his failures:
Biff, the stellar high school athlete, arrogant loser, petty
thief, and womanizer, who has gone his errant, erotic way,
unable to “take hold of some kind of life” And Happy,
ever in his brother’s shadow, still the third-rater, the flunky,
and, as his mother observes, a “philandering bum.” Like
their boastful father, who idealizes them as successes and
symbols of his own unfulfilled ambitions, the aging glory
boys try to put up a good front, but feel “temporary,’
incomplete. Together, though the long-forestalled and awful
revelations of the night, they discover the true depth of
their failures.

After 35 years, the play does not seem dated —the issues
it raises are not irrelevant—and it has been often revived,
most recently by Dustin Hoffman. True tragedy or not,
the play still provides a certain catharsis, an oddly uplift-
ing release, that peace which follows after the painful
process to truth.

Arthur Miller. Death of a Salesman. 1949, Viking, *Penguin.
]

The Professor’s House,
by Willa Cather

In Willa Cather’s nicely paced, neatly plotted novel,
there are several tales of adventure. In the action of “Tom
Outland’s Story,” she offers a kind of novel-within-the-
novel, in which a precocious boy’s innate curiosity, largely
unschooled intellect, and youthful ambition lead him to
discover a cultural treasure hidden in the Blue Mesa. In
the deftly handled comedy of manners involving “The
Family,” she depicts in subtle detail the social pretensions,
professional rivalries, and delicate jousting between the
sexes that take up so much attention in sophisticated adult
relations, especially when money and status heighten the
domestic drama. Combining the two, the novelist paints a
striking psychological portrait of a highly intelligent man
experiencing not entirely unpleasant altered states as he
faces the first signs of old age.

On each level of The Professor’s House, the question of
personal and professional happiness is defined in a differ-

ent way. For young Tom, it’s the delight of giving free rein
to an inquisitive mind and an adventurous spirit, whether
out West, in the physics lab, or on the battlefield. For the
Professor’s daughters, it's the not always pleasant competi-
tive pursuits within boundaries of social convention. For
his wife, it’s the shifting of spheres of influence amid
changing family politics.

But for Dr. St. Peter himself, it has been an awkward
balance being an independently minded scholar, following
his own interests, and a faculty member caught up unwill-
ingly in campus problems (the Legislature wants to turn
the University into a trade school) and personalities
(professional clashes arise with the superficial but well-
connected Langtry and the serious but impractical
Dr. Crane).

Since St. Peter is a complex man, his dilemma is not
easily solved. In his relation with Tom Outland, he had
found an invigorating union of mind and spirit, of schol-
arly research and physical activity. But with the inventive
Tom gone, and his own monumental work on the Spanish
explorers now complete, he discovers in himself a sudden
waning of his once robust intellectual and physical powers.

Strangely, amid this precipitous decline, he also re-
discovers something —someone —that he lost long ago: his
lazy, pre-academic, spontaneous boyhood self. What this
ultimately means for the professor, and for his busy, worldly
family, Willa Cather leaves intriguingly ambiguous.

Willa Cather. The Professor's House. 1925, *Random.

%kk:ng’ by Sfuds Terkel o

As a popular Chicago radio broadcaster for many years,
Studs Terkel has shown in thousands of live and taped
interviews an uncanny ability to “bring out” people of
amazingly varied backgrounds and get them to speak their
minds, sometimes more than they know. In the 135 tran-
scripts collected in this 1972 best-seller, Terkel demonstrates
his technique with the microphone and once again delivers
the goods. In Working, as the subtitle promises, “People
Talk About What They Do All Day and How They Feel
About What They Do.” The depth of those feelings, once
Terkel gets his subjects to express long pent-up emotions,
has sometimes surprised the interviewees themselves.

Loosely gathered about general topics—"Communica-
tions,” “Bureaucracy,” “Fathers and Sons” —and arranged
in nine “Books,” the scores of individuals speaking of their
particular occupations reveal more pointedly and poignantly
than any sociological tome or government statistical study




what's right and, more often, what’s wrong with the job
situation for millions in the seventies. Whether things have
improved a decade later, participants in this series will
have to decide themselves.

Many of the singular voices Terkel recorded declaring
their objections, hopes, fears, pleasures in working have
already been noted in the general introduction. Though
Terkel deliberately left out certain professionals, including
writers, his spectrum is still quite wide. But two related
complaints echo throughout: of inadequate recognition and
sense of belonging, and of excessive surveillance. Recently
the theme was summarized in a Chicago Tribune article
which reported: “The most common gripe employees have
about the bosses is that they don't know how to give
compliments.” Hence the resentment about the depersonal-
ized, alienating environment of many modern workplaces.
And from the other side: “The most common complaint
employers make about their workers is dishonesty”” Hence
the battalions of supervisors, “industrial investigators,’ and
other spies (who must, in turn, be watched) whom Terkel’s
recorded speakers so often mention with indignation.

Pauline Kael, the New Yorker film critic, focuses on one
powerful source of the rampant dissatisfaction younger
workers especially express: the influence of movies and
TV on children’s attitudes. “Work is rarely treated in films,”
she notes, adding that when it is, only certain categories
appear (doctors, white-collar professionals), and these in
grossly glamorized fashion. “So people form a low self-
image of themselves, because their lives can never match
the way Americans live—on the screen!” Useful jobs are
ignored or played down, or (as with the housewives of the
TV soap commercial) belittled as mindless.

Committed people reject the stereotypes, like Dolores
Dante, who approaches her job with creative flair and
resents being considered “just” a waitress. (Of a customer
who thinks she’s “great” then wonders “how come you're
just a waitress?” she asks: “Don’t you think you deserve
to be served by me?”) Despite put-downs, slights, and scant
recognition, many of those interviewed share Dolores
Dante’s pride in their work. Several in the riskier and
more short-lived jobs —professional sports, advertising—
express great pleasure.

Among the hardest —and happiest —workers, however,
are the executives who've started from the bottom, or began
the business from scratch, can still do just about every job
in the operation, carry the largest responsibilities, and put
in the longest hours. Like the incredibly energetic Ward
Quaal, a TV/radio executive. Or Ken Brown, founder and
president of four corporations and self-made millionaire
by his early twenties. One of Brown's observations may
not apply only to bosses: “When you really enjoy
something, it doesn’t seem like work.’

Studs Terkel. Working. 1974, Pantheon (hardcover and paperback).
|

“My mother was a beautiful and eccentric Irishwoman.
She disinherited me, on the ground that I was likely to
acquire more money than was good for me, without any
help from her. I could not disagree.” On the evidence of
this book, one is persuaded to agree that both Mother and
Son were right.

In wittily recounting his haphazard but exciting pre-
advertising rambles—he worked as a chef in Paris, a door-
to-door salesman, a social worker, a researcher for
Dr. Gallup—Ogilvy reveals a sharp eye, an acute ear, a
nose for the main chance, and a knack for the lively
anecdote. All of his stories make a point, however, espe-
cially those from his personal experience which produced
lessons subsequently of value in his career.

With considerable charm and an equal amount of good
sense, Ogilvy describes the inner workings of an ideal ad
agency—his. He is not given to false modesty. But why
should he be? Writing in 1963, he could report that “the
revenues of my nineteen clients are now greater than the
revenues of Her Majesty’'s Government.” The consummate
salesman may be forgiven the self-promotion inherent in
telling his major success story.

Besides, as is immediately clear, he knows whereof he
speaks, on every level of his trade. With tales of remark-
able risks, audacious ploys, and other masterstrokes, Ogilvy
passes along, in succinct and lucidly worded paragraphs, a
wealth of useful information about the function of this
important, indeed all-pervasive American enterprise. He
also conveys the sense of challenge, unpredictability, and
high adventure of his calling.

Irrational as the business may be, comparatively, and as
eccentric as the specialized workers in the field frequently
are, Ogilvy manages to lay out the logic of the enterprise,
and further, the very good reasons that ethics and honesty
are the best policies in this often-maligned profession.

Of particular interest are the executive’s observations on
creativity in advertising, and in business in general —the
need for intuitive gifts, for being frequently in touch with
the unconscious, for allowing the free play of the imagina-
tion. For all the faulty uses to which it may be put, Ogilvy
makes it clear that this is a highly skilled, risky, and ulti-
mately very worthwhile endeavor.

Compared with the many other occupations the books
and discussions in this series have examined, some readers
may disagree. But, despite all the drawbacks of the adver-
tising game —doesn’t this work sound like fun?



David Ogilvy. Confessions of an Advertising Man. 1963,
*Atheneum.
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