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A8 that I live in fear my neighbors will
Bmpt my fallout shelter beciuse it is inadequately

fPortified.

I think T have a good reason to fear my neighbors
in Leonia, N. J. They are mostly nice people, but.intel-
lectuals—college professors, artists, scenic designers—
none of whom are planning to build fallout shelters. In
theory, 1 guess, they would rather be dead than Red.
Jut in practice they all are planning to use my shelter.
I was sure of that the very first day I started digging.

“What are you digging ! one of my neighbors asked
as I lifted the first shovelful of earth from my greens-
ward.

“A chicken house,” T said, as neighborly as I ecould
be under the circumstances.

Actually, I was digging a pit for the machine gun
I hoped to buy to cover a sector of the front opposite
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To Jimmy, that apocryphal

8-year-old junkie who won a
Pulitzer Prize for the
Washington Post.
“There is no laughter in
Heaven."”
—Mark Twain
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Best of THE REALIST

BOREDOM AS A WAY OF LIFE

by Jean Shepherd
British writer recently made some comments about hore-
A dom as being one of the three major enemies of mankind in
the 20th century. However, I differ strongly with him on
his conclusions. It’s such a complex problem. Boredom,
and the values of today, lead to some very, very intriguing
things.

I can only see a kind of gigantic advancing wave of Dynamic
Slobbism. Of a very special kind. Of a kind that does not look
like Slobhism. Eighteen million people will buy copies of Des-
cartes and keep it for doorstops. Large numbers of people will
buy LP records of Haydn just to make sure that their tweeters
are working, and will only use it to demonstrate their stereo. It's
the kind of thing that you see in the theater today. Endless
numbers of people go and buy tickets, but they do not give al-

most-anything-you-care-to-say-they-don’t-give for the theater,
and particularly what's being said in the theater.

It’s a very interesting kind of thing that we're working into.
It’s part and parcel of the peculiar sort of physical restlessness
that is, I believe, the handmaiden to boredom itself.

Now, is boredom physical, or is it mental? That’s a very
good question. Most people like to assume that boredom is
mental. A lot of people will automatically say: “Well, if a guy’s
thinking, he's not bored.”

I don’t know. I have never seen boredom approached as a
physical problem. And almost all of our world is devoted to
avoiding physicality at all costs. Paradoxically enough, some of
the most bored people I've known are some of the most intellec-
tual people I've known. We like to believe that if people learn a
lot about poetry, about music, about English Literature, they
will not be bored.

Well, I must say that some of the most dynamically bored—
some of the most dangerously bored—people I've known, have
been steeped in this sort of intellectualism. Now this is not an
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anti-intellectualism spiel I'm giving here. It's something entirely
different.

I believe that one of the prime misunderstood areas of bore-
dom is the physical side. And I am not recommending physi-
cality as a cure for boredom, but I say that these two are inter-
twined. In a very subtle way.

Now artificial physicality, on the other hand, can be even
more boring than artificial intellectuality. In short, some of the
most bored people I've known are golfers. I don’t know why.
Perhaps it's because their physical problem is artificial. In other
words, the sense of necessity is not there in a golf game. I think
artificial conflicts are always in the end probably the most dead-
eningly boring things.

On the other hand, you like to feel that: “No, I'm not bored
when I play golf.” That is perhaps because you have other con-
flicts in your life. Golf itself is a divertissement and nothing
more. But the minute the world becomes centered around golf,
look out. In short, when golf becomes the primary goal of a life,
then there are problems. It's just like a guy who is a fisherman,
and if you go fishing three weeks out of the year, it's wildly ex-
citing.

But if somebody said to you: “From now on until the end of
time, you can fish seven days a week, sixteen hours a day!"—
by the end of the third day you are looking for somebody to kill.

Interesting problem. On the other hand, I say that Beauty—
and Art, too—is a divertissement. We like to believe it can be-
come a total involvement. Forget it. There are evidences in past
civilizations where it didn’t work, among them the Greeks. If
you become totally involved in Beauty, then Beauty becomes
the most supreme boredom because there is no reason for Beau-
ty any longer. I think Beauty is beautiful because it is a sur-
cease. Beauty is beautiful because it is that one tiny taste of a
superb herb in the middle of something that is otherwise sour
and bitter. The minute that Beauty becomes the soup, you will
look for the sour and bitter taste; it will become the Beauty.

In short, a nation built around Beauty will look for the su-
preme ugliness, as it will then become the supreme Beauty. To
carry it even further, War could become the supreme achieve-
ment of Beauty.

It’s fascinating. To me, it is. I'm waiting to see, because I
feel more and more people are driven to things by the sheer
boredom of non-things.

I've known more and more Peace people who've become
angrier and angrier because Peace has somehow continued.
The other day, two thousand people began to club each other
for Peace, in Trafalgar Square. But there was no war. Nobody
had dropped an atom bomb, and nobody was about to. So—to
me—they got very bored with non-War and began to hit each
other on the head in the name of non-War.

And I say that Peace will become more violent as War be-



Boredom as a Way of Life, continued
comes less likely. Now, that sounds like a paradox. It is.

I have a lot of very hard-hitting, angry, Liberal friends.
Nothing irritated them more than to find Kennedy elected.
They were the first people to be angry about Kennedy. Why?
Because they weren't interested in winning at all; they were in-
terested in fighting. Some people are only happy when fighting
for a Cause. They are unhappy when the Cause comes about.

I know a famous cartoonist who spent six years writing angry
anti-Nixon cartoons, because he thought that Nixon was going
to win. The minute Nixon lost, he became even angrier, and
now he has been doing more and more, even angrier, anti-Ken-
nedy cartoons.

Fascinating problem. I know a guy who went on a Freedom
Ride and who was profoundly disappointed because they didn’t
burn his bus. Told me that. I know a famous writer who was
on a Peace demonstration down in the Village one day when
they were having an Air Raid drill. He was angry because the
police didn’t arrest him. He was mad because he would have
been very happy to have written an angry editorial in the Vil-
lage Voice about how they clubbed him. They didn’t do any-
thing. They just said: “Well, okay, you wanna stand by the
bushes, all right. That’s your problem.” He was really teed off,
and said: “That shows how dishonest the fuzz is! That shows
how rotten the fuzz really is! "

The thing I'm driving at here is that as we approach what we
call Paradise, the more boredom is going to be a problem. More
and more as you watch television commercials you will see that
the big theme is “Less work for Mama."” Mama will find other
work. It’s liable to be not exactly the sort of thing Norman Vin-
cent Peale has in mind when he’s talking about Good Works.

More and more, within every industry, you know, the idea
and the aim is to lessen responsibility. The 35-hour week will
give way to the 20-hour week eventually, and finally to the 5-
hour week. Of course, what that means is no responsibility at
all. If a guy's only needed 5 hours a week, he’s not needed at
all. Forget it.

Well, the more you are left to your own resources, the more
you are left to no responsibility, the more you are prone to that
most dynamic of all forces—boredom.

Boredom is not a passive force. People like to think it is; it is
not.

And don'’t think for one minute that you won't be bored. You
know, that’s an intriguing thing. Many people feel, and it’s a
wonderful thought . . . we have so many wonderful ideas and
ideals that in practice have no relationship to reality. In short,
they do not work. One of the great examples of this is:

“If given more time, people will become more interested in
the things which they always would have been interested in had
they been given time. Like Art.”

Well, I'd like to make some sad facts salient to you. If you
are familiar with any of the Better Homes & Gardens-type
magazines, you can look through hundreds and hundreds of
copies, pictures of modern homes in the suburbs, and you will
find rarely a book in evidence. Hardly ever do they discuss hav-
ing bookshelves built. If so, it's for knick-knacks. We like to
think there's more reading? Get it out of your skull. There's
more book buying in many ways. Like paperbacks. I wonder
how many people own them but never read them?
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You know, buying is a positive action today that has no rela-
tionship to what is being bought. A guy made an interesting
point to me the other day: he remembers when his mother and
his father would take him to buy a coat. Or: “We're gonna go to
Gimbel’s to buy a tablecloth today.” But now people will say:
“I'm going shopping.” They don't know what they’re going to
buy, nor do they have any idea in mind. Shopping has become
a sport just the way tiddlywinks or tennis is.

Boredom has something to do with center of focus. Are you
aware that boredom often doesn'’t look like boredom? Four
hundred and fifty ladies on the 3rd floor of Gimbel’s can be, if
you watch carefully, absolute studies of boredom in motion. It
looks like they're involved, but they're not involved at all.
They're merely moving, which is a very different thing. It is
hard to keep their attention focused on any one counter for
more than 15 or 20 milliseconds, because they don’t, in short,
need any of the things theyre after. And so, this is another kind
of boredom, a very dangerous kind.

All over the world, war movies are now a big thing, particu-
larly in Russia. Almost all of the big novels in the past 15 years
in Russia have been written about wars. And, of course, we
have now many TV shows about wars of one kind or another.
Because a war, you see, is the ultimate of boredom in motion,
it’s the ultimate of a dynamic point of view. There are good
guys and bad guys. And furthermore, you are playing. Even if
you're ten thousand miles from the front, you are given a part.

We've got some great things ahead. We use such words as
“automation,” but these words really don’t describe the revolu-
tion that we're part of. I think that a thousand years from now,
if we survive as a race, people will look back to this period, right
now, as one of the great pivotal points when man became total-
ly useless. Particularly to himself. Hardly any man ever got a
phone call from that day on that said: “We need you, Fred, and
nobody else.”

And that was a great, great social revolution, and probably
the beginning of the most violent period in all of history.
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“They don't really help—

I still hate my job." G




