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/THE FIRST WORD

Blues

ohn Hersey died in March. Some of us, if we are lucky, will find a
teacher who transforms the way we look at the world, and the way we
see ourselves in it. John was one.

When I was ten and troubled—Ilong before I met him—I first came
across one of Hersey’s books. It wasn’t one of the famous ones—the
Pulitzer-Prize-winning A Bell for Adano or The Wall or The War Lover.
It was, rather, a now-obscure, angry bit of science fiction called The
Child Buyer. It’s about a lonely little boy, also about ten, too smart and
too fat, beset by a world (or, in this case, a Senate investigative
committee) that wants to turn him, literally, into a cog in the military-

industrial complex. I devoured it almost at a single sitting, quivering with
resentment.

It wasn’t until a retirement party thrown for John by his former writing-seminar
students that I finally got up the courage to tell him how the book had touched me.
“How old were you?” he asked. I told him. He frowned. “Oh my,” he said, “that’s
too young.” He shook his head, as though he’d been caught telling dirty stories to
a kindergarten. | never really found the right words to tell him he was wrong.

In between, [ won a place in John’s much-coveted fiction seminar. Writing, they
say, can be learned but not taught. Somehow Hersey helped a generation of
scribbling wannabe’s how to teach themselves to write. By that time, I'd been
supporting myself by writing and reporting for five years. John taught me how
much I still had to learn. Our textbook back then was his own The Craft of the
Writer—an anthology of other writers’ work tied together with Hersey’s commen-
taries on technique. This was heady stuff, as different from New Criticism or
Deconstructionism as carpentry is from topology. To the lit crit crowd, literature
was an academic discipline. To us, it was a craft. All it required was talent, tools,
and determination. Did I say a//? Writing is a three-legged stool. Leave one leg off,
and all that’s left is a pair of crutches.

I’ve never known a writer who resembled his writing more than John did. When
I knew him best, he was tall, lean, intense, and very formal. He had been born in
China, to missionary parents. He spoke Chinese before he spoke English. and [
always fancied that it was his early upbringing in a formal and foreign society that
gave him his courtliness. But the coolness was just a part of the mix. Everything
of his that I read, almost every conversation I ever had with him, touched
somewhere on the importance of anger—rage at human folly—as the touchstone
of moral writing.

John started out as a war correspondent, but he considered fiction the higher
calling. After The Child Buyer, though, I’m afraid I never appreciated his fiction
as much as books like Hiroshima (his epoch-making 1946 description of the first
atomic bombing) and Blues (amasterly 1987 updating of Izaak Walton’s Compleat
Angler, part bluefishing primer, part cookbook, and all meditation on man’s place
in the natural world, and a rumination on the state of the planet his generation is
leaving to my children’s generation). The journalist’s passion for research and
accuracy vied with the fantasist’s need to create lies out of whole cloth. As I
gravitated to journalism in later years, I myself found that artistic invention, no
matter how soaring, often seems pale and paltry indeed beside the rich contradic-
tions of The Real Thing.

I blush at this disloyalty. John would have expected it, though: One of the things
he taught us is that writers grow by turning on their mentors. He himself had been
private secretary to Sinclair Lewis. And it fell to John to tell the old master that
drink and declining years had robbed his pen of its power.

He taught us craft and courage and passion. He taught us to balance the cold
objectivity of research with the anger that drives the writing that produces change.
Most of all, he taught us that itis not only possible to make a living stringing words
together, it is possible to make that life a life of constant adventure.

Thanks, John. And God be with you.

—DOUGLAS K MCCORMICK
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