
SO MANY BOOKS UNREAD 
By Walter Armstong, Jr. 

Read Before "The Egyptians", Fe~ruary 15, 1973 

On November 23, 1939, my father delivered before the 
Egyptians a paper under the above title. At that time he was 
approximately eighteen months younger than I am tonight; 
for each of us approximately four-fifths of man's biblically 
al1oted span. As it turned out, his was cut short less than a 
decade later. Mine continues, but at my back I increasingly 
hear the. whirr of time's winged chariot. As one looks from 
beyond the peak into the valley, things begin to take on a 
new perspective, and a certain discrimination seems in order 
which ·never was necessary before. "It was this", my father 
said, "that caused me to take an inventory, like an insolvent 
whose assets have gradually dwindled and who is finally 
forced to the realization that the time has come to file a 
voluntary petition in bankruptcy." It has forced me to the 
same conclusion and caused me to do likewise. 

"In making my plea" (and again I am quoting my 
father) "I shall be entirely personal. Reticence in the dock is 
likely to be misunderstood:" I follow his example, not only 
for his reason, but because it will give me, and I hope you, 
pleasure to share with you some of my reading experiences. 
Books have always meant a great deal to me. In my father's 
words: 

"No closed room of life has ever quite so piqued me 
as that shut between the covers of an unread book. I 
bave read on trains, streamers, and airplanes, 
immune alike to sea-or air-sickness and smoking 
rooms. I have even read outside of operating rooms 
and while waiting for elevators. In packing my bags I 
have occasionally forgotten my toothbrush but never 
my book. My shelves are overflowing with unread 
books, bought that they might be ready at hand, if 
the opportunity for reading them ever arrived. I am 
patient when the deliberation of her who usually 
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accompanies me makes me late at threatre or dinner, 
for it means the chance to turn a few more pages. My 
eyes have withstood the strain of reading in bed. My 
night light never fails and the nocturnal volume is 
always within easy reach." 

One of the reasons for my bibliophilia obviously is the 
example which was constantly before me from my earliest 
days. Not only was my father a lover of books, but, to a 
lesser extent, my mother as well. I have often heard her tell 
how, shortly after their marriage, they shared together 
Spenser's "Faerie Queene" by reading aloud alternating 
stanzas. As I see the two thick volumes upon my shelf, I 
must admit to a lingering doubt as to the accuracy of her 
recollection; but who am I to quibble, as I have never read 
the "Faerie Queene", and now never expect to do so. 

Reading aloud again recalls my father , who upon 
special occasions would share this delightful experience with 
me at a time long before I was capable of reading myself. 
There were only two authors whose books he ever read to 
me. One was the horse stories of Will James; but I have 
never really liked horses, and it was my father's reading and 
not the subject matter which lent facination to the process. 
He slept in a gigantic feather bed upon an open sleeping 
porch, and upon invitation I would snuggle in beside him 
and lie quietly as his sonorous voice gave added meaning to 
each syllable. For if it was not Will James, then it was one 
of my favorites then and now, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. 
Judge Julian C. Wilson had given my father a set of his 
complete works, and we read them all together. I especially 
liked the exploits of Brigadier Gerard, although the novels 
of Knighthood and the Tales of Professor Challenger had a 
fascination all their own. But best of all, as you must have 
guessed, was when the fog curled through the London streets 
and, hailing a handsome cab, Sherlock Holmes leaped into 
it, shouting, "Quick Watson, the game is afoot!" 

My primary source of reading aloud, however, was my 
maternal grandmother who came to live with us after my 
grandfather's death in 1924. I truly think that she enjoyed it 
as much as I did, and together we went through all of the 
standards; Lamb's Tales from Shakespeare, Tanglewood 
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Tales, Gulliver's Travels, Robinson Crusoe, Treasure Island, 
Moby Dick, as well as large quantities of Mark Twain, 
Dumas and James Fenimore Cooper. I still have vivid 
recollections of these books, many of which I have had 
occasion to reread later. In doing so, I discovered that either 
my grandmother was using bowdlerized versions or had an 
extremely acute editorial eye; for I found much in them, 
particularly Gulliver's Travels, which had not been passed 
on to me through her reading. Yet she instilled in me a love 
of classic literature which has s.ince stood me in good stead. 
For after all the classics are our heritage, and as my father 
said: 

"Of these books some have survived that did not 
deserve to survive. Some have perished that should 
have lived. There is, however, no appeal from the 
judgment of the marching generations. Their feet 
have beaten the path that the educated man must 
tread. On this path and on this path alone will he 
meet wayfarers who understand his thoughts, speak 
his language, appreciate his allusions and recognize 
his quotations. Forgotten books may be better. The 
literature of other languages may be greater. I do not 
know. I do know that to us our English-speaking 
ancestors have bequeathed a literary tradition. To it 
we are in a sense slaves from which there is no 
present hope of manumission." 

My taste having been formed in this manner, you would 
think that when I began reading upon my own I would 
proceed along the same lines. Not so, however. Like most 
boys of my generation, I turned to Tom Swift, The Rover 
Boys, Tarzan, and similar interminable series, which I 
devoured lik.e cotton candy. Then came detective stories; 
Mary Roberts Rhinehart, Agatha Christie, S. S. Van Dyne, 
and other imitations of my beloved Sherlock Holmes. I am 
still convinced that the insidious Dr. Fu Manchu is far more 
terrifying than anyone from SPECTER. All in all I would 
say that the early years of my reading were largely wasted, 
except in two areas. My grammer school English teacher, 
Mrs. Nash, introduced me to poetry in the form of 
Longfellow's "Hiawatha" and "Evangeline", from which I 
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learned to enjoy the recurrent beat and rhythm without being 
taxed beyond my adolescent powers by the intellectual 
content. And in 1927, I was taken to England by my parents 
where I first heard of and read one of my still favorite 
authors and to my mind one of the greatest humorous 
writers of all time: Pelham Grenville Wodehouse. At one 
time I had a complete collection of his books, and Bertie 
Worchester, Jeeves, Psmith, Lord Edgeworth, and the many 
other characters which they describe were much more real to 
me and far more interesting than the more conventional 
people I dealt with in day to day life. But I mu~t admit that 
as the years went by Wodehouse out wrote me. A short time 
ago he published his one hundredth book at the age of 
ninety. If I am · to read them all, I have some catching up to 
do. But I never will. 

The first flowering of my personal reading came with 
my matriculation at the Choate School. There I was faced 
with enormously expanded intellectual horizons, and almost 
unlimited potentialities for achievement. Specifically, my 
own burgeoning curiosity was encouraged and giv.en 
direction by two remarkable teachers, Carey C. D. Briggs 
and Dudley Fitts. Both ~aught advanced English courses in 
which I participated, first under Mr. Briggs, later under Dr. 
Fitts. The Briggs course was a survey course, and served to 
fill in many gaps in my somewhat desultory reading as well 
as to place the little I had learned in proper context. But 
more important, with Mr. Briggs' encouragement, I began to 
read the significant English and American writers of the 
early twentieth century. He introduced me · to Ernest 
Hemingway, and I remember one Sunday lying upon the 
couch in the library and reading "A Farewell to Arms" 
thr~ugh from cover to cover, perfectly enthralled. Then there 
were the novels of Aldous Huxley, D. H. Lawrence, Virginia 
Woolf, Theodore Dreiser, John Dos Passos (a Choate 
alumnus), and dozens of others, as well as the poetry of A. 
E. Houseman, Edwin Arlington Robinson, Edna St. Vincent 
Millay, and their contemporaries. I began to discover, as my 
father did, that "one could read too m·uch. Sir Arthur 
Quiller Couch once alluded to Bacon's apothegem that 
reading maketh a full man and penetratingly remarked that 
too much of made him too full." 
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Dudley Fitts was quite a different matter from Carey 
Briggs. A Classicist and himself a poet, he taught us 
Chaucer, Pope, Hardy and the metaphysical poets, 
particularly Donne. The latter, of course, derived from the 
influence of T. S. Eliot, and he introduced us to Eliot's 
poems and essays, which in turn led us to the Elizabethan 
playwrights and Dante, among others. Dr. Fitts, as we called 
him, was a great friend and admirer of Archibald MacLeish, 
whose ~·conquistador" had just been published. As a 
classicist he also read avidly Robinson Jeffers, and he once 
gave me a copy of "Harmonium", Wallace Stevens' first 
volume of verse. Before I graduated from Choate the first 
books of the Oxford School of young poets had begun to 
appear in this country, and Dr. Fitts immediately recognized 
the new voices of Auden, Spender, MacNiece and C. Day 
Lewis. All in all, I believe that his was the most stimulating 
literary mind that I have ever encountered, and I am most 
grateful that it was at an impressionable age. Looking back 
upon it, he was only thirty when I graduated. 

Dudley Fitts also led me to what was in effect the 
critical bible of my generation, Edmund Wilson's "Axel's 
Castle". In it I found such magic names as William Butler 
Yeates, Marcel Proust, James Joyce and Gertrude Stein. Dr. 
Fitts lent me his co y of '_' lJlj;, ses: · ~11..J2arre~ in Ws 
country) and again I devoured it at a single sitting. Since 
then I have read a great deal of Joyce; but I have not read 
"Finnegan's Wake", and now I suppose I never will. 

Under this influence, I wrote to the Gotham Book Mart 
in New York, whose address I had obtained from 
somewhere, and asked its proprietor, Frances Steloff, one of 
the great booksellers of the world, to send me some modern 
books. Those were my very words; I had no idea what I was 
asking for. She responded characteristically by sending me 
three: Gertrude Stein's "Geography and Plays", and excerpt 
from Joyce's work in progress entitled "Anna Livia 
Plurabelle", and something I recall as being named "Green 
Chaos" by a certain Richard Thoma of whom I have never 
heard since. However, Stein and Joyce both intrigued me, 
expecially the former. "The Autobiography of Alice B. 
Toklas" was appearing in the Atlantic monthly, and when it 

53 



was published in book form I undertook to review it for the 
Choate Literary Magazine. I showed the review to Dr. Fitts 
and he rejected it , saying that it was too impersonal. So I 
tore it up and started over, this time centering the review 
around Gertrude's little dog "Basket" so as to make it as 
personal as possible. Rather to my surprise, Dr. Fitts liked 
it, and the Literary Magazine published it. Although I 
thought it a little over sentimental, I mailed a copy to 27 
Rue De Fleurs; and several weeks later received a cordial 
note from Miss Stein, written in long hand, which is still one 
of my most treasured possessions. As a result when she later 
came to Harvard, I met her and went with her to visit 
Choate. But I have !lever read "The Making of Americans", 
much less the eight volume edition of her works published 
by Yale after her death, and I am certain now that I never 
will. 

When I reached Harvard the intellectual atmosphere 
was even more pervasive, although to me more remote and 
therefore not as stimulating as at Choate. Robert Frost was 
delivering the Charles Eliot Norton lectures, and I fell in 
love as so many have with the wonderful complexity of his 
rhythms and lucidity of his thought. I am sure that I have 
read all of the poems many times; but I am afraid that the 
multi-volumed biographies that have appeared recently must 
remain unread. John Crowe Ransom, Allen Tate, and e. e. 
cummings all gave poetry readings at the college while I was 
there, offering an ever widening field of modern poetry. And 
I must mention my friend James Laughlin IV, who had been 
at Choate but had come up to Harvard a year before me. 
Jay was the inheritor of a substantial portion of the Jones 
and Laughlin Steel fortune, part of which he used while still 
an undergraduate to found a publishing house, still active 
today, which he called "New Directions". This is no 
misnomer, for he published only the most avant garde 
writing, among it the poems of our mutual friend Dudley 
Fitts and the books of William Carlos Williams. For many 
years I had a standing order for all New Directions books, 
but finally there were so many that I had to be selective. But 
meanwhile I had learned about Dylan Thomas, Paul 
Goodman, Yvor Winters, R. P. Blackmur, Boris Pasteruak. 
and many others. 
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Speaking of foreign authors, this was the period when I 
first really expanded my reading in this field; in translation 
of course, for I have never been proficient in any foreign 
language. Thomas Mann had just published "Joseph in 
Egypt"; Camus had produced "The Plague"; Andre Gide's 
autobiography "If It Die" was the current shocker; Kafka's 
"The Trial" was newly translated; suddenly a mighty torrent 
of books from other lands descended upon us, most of them 
bearing the imprint of Alfred A. Knopf. These all required 
not only reading themselves, but a retrospective investigation 
into everything that these authors had written before. And 
here I must pay tribute to an institution which served me 
and many others of my generation well. In those days there 
were few, if any, paper backs, and those which existed were 
of poor quality and inferior workmanship. But there was 
The Modern Library, published by Random House. Regular 
volumes were ninety-five cents, Giants a dollar and a 
quarter. Under the astute editorship of Bennett Cerf, the 
series seemed to contain everything that was worth reading 
in the classics, the great background literature of our 
language, and the near-contemporary innovative literature of 
every major language. I am sure that I never read the entire 
Modern Library but I came close to it, even though the titles 
were constantly changing to bring in new and exciting 
authors. 

Among my teachers at Harvard were F. 0. Matthiessen, 
who was completing his great work on the American 
Renaissance, John Livingston Lowes, who taught the English 
romatic poets, George Lyman Kittredge, the authority on 
Shakespeare, Howard Mumford Jones, just beginning to be 
recognized for his studies of the Victorian era, and Bernard 
De~ oto, who conducted a course in twentieth Century 
American literature. All of these opened new worlds of 
reading hitherto unsuspected by me. Lowes' book on 
Coleridge, "The Road to Xanadu" established him as one of 
my favorite poets , while DeVoto's "Mark Twain's America" 
caused me to reevaluate that fascinating author. Matthiessen 
led us into the by ways of American literature such as 
Melville's "The Confidence Man" and "Billy Budd", while 
under Kittredge we studied two plays of Shakespeare in 
depth and read four others. Since then I have seen and read 
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many more of Shakespeare's plays; but not all of them, and 
now I suppose I never will. 

Another stimulus to reading was the presence in 
Cambridge of a number of second-hand book stores. Like 
my father, then and since, "with rare exceptions, I have 
bought every book, magazine and newspaper which I read. 
The exceptions resulted from the insistence of well meaning 
friends upon lending me books." Consequently I was able to 
begin acquiring a substantial personal library at very little 
cost. Some of these books for which I paid in those days 
only a few cents have since become quite valuable. For 
example, I remember shelf after shelf of the books of F. 
Scott Fitzgerald (then out of favor) marked at seventy-five 
cents each. Today these would run from twenty to forty 
dollars each, depending upon the title and condition. At 
least I bought a few, and one of my roommates and I read 
aloud together "This Side of Paradise", alternating chapters. 
But I have never read "The Beautiful and Damned." 

About this time I made the acquaintance of another of 
the great booksellers of the world, Ben Abramson, then of 
Chicago. Our initial contact was through our common 
interest in Sherlock Holmes, and later he published an 
article of mine in the Baker Street Journal. Ben was prone 
to enthusiams,·and among them was a young author whom 
he was subsidizing named John Steinbeck. Under his 
tutelage I read all of Steinbeck up through "The Grapes of 
Wrath", which I devoured at a single sitting. But then I 
began to find Steinbeck wordy and have never read his later 
books, despite his being a Nobel laureate. 

Following my graduation from college, I went to Europe 
with a classmate, and we toured England and France along 
with a number of the other continental countries. On this 
trip I first encountered the London bookseller, a character 
unto himself as any reader of the delightful 84, Charing 
Cross Road knows. Oddly enough, however, my primary 
purchases were of an American author, Ezra Pound, whom I 
knew up until then only through Eliot's references. After 
reading his early poems, I understood why Eliot referred to 
him as the greater artisan, and the recent publication of the 
original version of "The Wasteland" with Pound's editorial 
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revisions confirms this valuation. But I must admit that I 
have never read all of the Cantos, and I do not intend to. 

In Paris we visited Shakespeare and Co., Sylvia Beach's 
famous bookshop and Joyce's publisher and I bought my 
own copy of Ulysses, duly smuggled through customs in the 
pocket of a raincoat. At Brentano's I bought some of the 
"Plain Edition" of Gertrude Stein, although the price of 
"The Making of Americans" was prohibitive. And from a 
French bookseller paper bound copies o(the poets to whom 
Eliot constantly refers: Malarme, Corbiere, LaForque, 
Verlaine, Rimband, and Valery. After making my purchase, 
the clerk very politely informed me that unless I read French 
better than I spoke it, I was wasting my money. I was 
inclined to agree. 

The atmosphere of law school was not conducive to 
extra curricular reading, as there was too much to be done 
within the courses themselves. During my college years my 
parents had presented me with the Random House edition 
of Proust's "Remembrance of Things Past" and also the 
New York edition of the novels and tales of Henry James, 
both of which I ploughed steadily through during the 
interim between new discoveries. I still have a few volumes 
to go today in each, and I suppose now I will never finish 
them. The same is true of the works of Bernard Shaw, which 
I acquired in the Ayot St. Laurence Edition for thirty 
dollars, or one dollar per volume. Shaw turned me towards 
socialism, Wagner and Ibsen; my other reading led me to 
psychoanalysis, and I had the temerity to embark upon the 
collected papers of Sigmund Freud, which I found however, 
to be more of a soporific than a stimulant. I have never 
finished them, nor have I read the voluminous biography of 
Freud by Ernest Jones or that of James by Leon Edel. 

Graduation from law school precipitated me almost 
directly into the army. Here the atmosphere was entirely 
different, for I was a sitting, not a fighting soldier. Time 
hung heavy upon my hands, and I read books that I would 
have never undertaken under other circumstances. For 
example "War and Peace," "Don Quioxote," most of 
Dickens and Sinclair Lewis, and, for the first of several 
times in different translations, the Bible. After V.E. Day I 
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taught a course in American Literature, and this required 
me to brush up on my reading in this field. But there is 
much here as well that remained unread: for example, "The 
Autobiography of Henry Adams". And, although I was awed 
by the breadth and scope of the great canvas upon which 
Tolstoy painted, I have never read "Anna Karenina," and 
now I doubt that I ever will. 

After the war, embarking upon a new profession 
followed by marriage and in due course children, left little 
time for reading. Most of what I did was on trains and 
planes, and most of this time was required for books which I 
had accepted for review, those given me, and, increasingly in 
later years, those written by friends. After all, as my father 
noted, "it is impossible entirely to eschew social intercourse, 
for modern divorce is notoriously easy". In retrospect, 
however, it appears that my reading had not been as 
desultory as it seemed, for as my father had likewise found, 

"I had read more systematically than I had. thought. 
It is unquestionably true that one who would know a 
great deal about some subjects must be content to 
know little or nothing about a great many. While I 
found that I had not strictly adhered to that Spartan 
Injunction, I did find that I had measurable 
conformed to its implications. I had in the main con
fined myself to a few subjects, chosen aft~r mature 
deliberation. Of these I had acquired a modicum of 
knowledge, or had learned where the information 
could be located." 

During my, immediate post-war years, participation in 
adult education classes at Southwestern, particularly the 
Great Books courses, directed my interest to the Greek 
historians, the oriental classics, and Arnold Toynbee. With 
marriage, other considerations intervened which required the 
termination of these courses, and since then the influences 
upon my reading have been mostly fortuitous. My 
friendship with Phil Stone led me to William Faulkner, 
whom unfortunately I never met, qut all of whose books I 
have read, except "Go Down, Moses". A reference in Colin 
Wilson's "The Outsider" attracted my attention to Herman 
Hesse, who has recently been gaining in popularity with the 
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retranslation of his works. And a chance remark by a 
member of this club caused me to begin a reading of Tielard 
de Chardin . which even though still incomplete has 
profoundl-y influenced my life. 

Another source of inspiration for reading has been 
travel. I have been fortunate in having had many 
opportunities in this respect, and in each country visited I 
have sought to learn something of the literature. Thus I have 
made the acquaintance of modern Greek writers such as 
Cavafy, Seferis and Kazantzakis; recent Russians including 
Yveshenko, Bulgakov and Solhenitsyn and their predecessor 
Maykavsky; the new school of French writers headed by 
Alain Robbe-Grillet; Octavio Paz, Jorge Luis Borges, Pablo 
Neruda and other contemporary Latin American writers; 
and Kawabata and Yukio Mishima of Japan. A recent trip 
to Reykjarik even produced two s·mall volumes, one of 
Icelandic poetry and one of Icelandic short stories, which 
stand reserved for future reading. 

Finally, now that my children are teenagers, I watch 
with interest their selection of books, and from it pick up 
many new and fresh ideas for my own reading. There is, I 
find, a whole new generation of poets, such as Randall 
Jarrell, James Dickey, John Berryman, Theodre Roethke and 
Robert Lowell, who have supplanted the modern poets of my 
younger days. And as to modern novels-well, who is to say? 
But the other day I picked up a book by Kurt Vonnegut, Jr. 
that one of the children had carelessly left lying upon the 
table. Now I am a Vonnegut fan, reading his books as 
rapidly as I can obtain them. I hope I have time to read 
them all. 

And so the parade continues: For every book read a 
dozen unread, so that as the lists grows longer, the time 
remaining grows even shorter. I am told that more than 
thirty thousand new titles are published each year in the 
United States alone, and while I do not, like that great 
collector Sir Thomas Phillips, aspire to own a copy of every 
book ever printed, I continue to acquire far more than my 
proportionate share. Tolstoy is said to have had more than 
fifty thousand books in his private library at the time of his 
death; if he read at my speed, I calculate it would have 
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taken him close to a century of reading eight hours per day 
to finish them all. While he almost lived long enough to 
accomplish this, few of us can have that expectation. 
Furthermore, unlike St. Thomas Aquinas, I cannot say that 
I never read a book that I did not understand. There are 
many that I would like to go back and reread in the light of 
my greater maturity and insight, but there is no time. 

And yet I continue to buy books. Perhaps it is a hedge 
against mortality, an unwillingness to admit the possibility 
of a termination point. A friend of the late Edmund Wilson 
writes that shortly before his death at seventy-five, he visited 
him in his home and noticed on the shelves in the lavatory 
(there were shelves everywhere) a new set of the complete 
works of Sir Walter Scott. "Bunny, why in the world did you 
buy that?" he exclaimed, "To read, of course", Wilson 
replied. 

What is the answer, as Gertrude Stein is said to have 
asked upon her death bed. And then a few moments later 
she said, "What is the question?" and died. Perhaps there is 
no answer and no question. At any rate, I expect to go on 
buying books for future reading until there is no future. But 
I do not propose to let books dominate my life. For I expect 
to follow the advice of my father which he took from that 
given by another father to his son. Again I quote his paper 
of thirty-three years ago: 

"I wonder how many of you have read-in non 
abbreviated form-the letters of Lord Chesterfield to 
his son. Recently I did. Chesterfield impresses me as 
being the Mr. Worldly Wiseman of English literature. 
Granted his point of view, there is much truth in his 
philosophy. He advises his son upon the advantages 
of reading, but adds: 'lay aside the best book 
whenever you can go into the best company; and de
pend upon it you change for the better.' If Chester
field meant 'best company' in its true sense-and was 
not denoting by this expression, as he sometimes did, 
a mere fashionable gathering-he was not far 
wrong." 

And so now I turn, as my father did upon that 
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November night so long ago, to the "best company", my 
fellow Egyptians, with one closing thought. I have never read 
Lord Chesterfield's Letters to his son, and now I suppose I 
never will. 
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