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Wigny: What I'Saw in America

What I Saw in America®

' HERE are some of the 1mpressmns which I received while

‘4 crossing the United States from the Atlantlc .to the
Pacific, at crazy speed. Even if -1 must plead extenuating

;‘circumst—anc,es, I will tell yo th_at SO many friends have
asked me what I saw with my own eyes, that I prefer to
answer all at one time, rather than to be - alwgys beginning

the same narratlon

Moreover, I had the good fortune to cross the thresh-
olds of many Americans, to be seated at many family tables,
and thus to observe this thing which escape many tourists.

By HENRI WIGNY - x g
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Finally I yielded to that temptation to narrate, which is

- common to nearly all, 11? not all, who have gone to America.

Now our transatlahtlc liner is anchored in the road-
stead. It is Sunday evenmg, and we cannot enter untilto-
morrow morning. We await day, held at quarantme, some
miles from New York. In the distance ,one& sees the Statue

‘of leerty emerge from the night, brllhantly lighted by
- electric séarch lights, and, more distant, one sees the crystal
arrow of the Empire building, the greatest skyscraper in
New York, at the base of the halo of a great city. I am

1 moved. ,
*I am effected, not because tomorrow I shall find myself
lost in that active, noisy American metropolls, which rivals
London for first place among the populous cities” of the

world. I have no longer any anxiety. I am! accompamed by -

a friend who lived in New York in his youth and who has
since Journeyed through the Union twenty times.' But, I
am going to see something new, of which I ﬁave often heard

_spoken. I

I agl not one _of those who, seeing the2ocean for the first
time is confined to saying, “That is a lot of water,” and I

do not observe any elegance in hiding these emotions by -
' blasé appearances. I do not conceal my sentiments which
#Translated from “La Libre Belgique,” Brussels, Belgium, by John D. Clark, Uni--

versity of New Mexico.

[73] -
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result in my being the object of certain curiosity. It may -
be that I am the only person on board who has not %uched

the soil of this great republic. The ladiés are especially de-
sirous of seeing how these fresh impressions will manifest
themselves. I see myself:like the Huron of whom Vjpltaire
speaks, astonished on arriving at the coast of France.|Some-
one says to me, “It is ridiculous to put yourself'in such a
state; if you.show so much imagination you are going" to
certain disillusionment.” ‘Disillusioned? We shall -see to-
morrow. ' '
The night is warm and noisy. At twelve miles from
shore, prohibition has already sealed ‘the bar, but foresee-
ing travelers have, in the course of- t_he, day, laid inja sup-
ply of whiskey. The evening has the air of Mard; Gras.
Perhaps one or another of the gentlemen has had- to have
recourse to the ironic but respectful assistance of a Teward’

© in order to gain his stateroom. : :
A poor sleep, but at last day arrlves The steamer
ascends slowly, I was going to say majestically, the course
of the Hudson. Everyone is on deck. Finally from thé
morning fog which blurs them, there appears a cdllection
of buildings at the foot -of the nearby island. They are
. pressed one against the other, crowding togeth
colossal masses. At one side is the delicate lace-
Brooklyn bridge. Is it beautiful or is it simply strange?
It is certain that the spectacle is impressive and
regarded with indifferent eye. :
Is it beautiful? The Greeks, who knew beauty, classed
as beautiful, among the marvels of the world, the temple of
Diana at Ephesus, and the pyramids of Egypt. Beauty has
manifold aspects. On seeing these grandiose strugtures I
~am set to thinking, I know not why, of the delightful little
Austrian city of Salzburg, that which the friend off Goethe
placed with Constantinople and Naples, among the three
most beautiful cities of the world. I visited it almos exactly '
a year ago. Surely one cannot find more v101ent rontrast.

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol3/iss2/7
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On ‘the one hand narrow, crooked streets, the delicate ribs -
of a Gothic church, all the modest and campelling charm
of thingg which are no longer; on the other all the magni- _
ficence, virility and audacity of the present On one side °
of the.Atlantic the masterpiece of a dreaming, patient
genius, here the expression of the power :)f man who has
domesticated mechanical fotrce. ~ :

Is it beautiful? Yes, it is beautiful, or to employ the -
A word which Americans use and abuse, “Glbrlous Must I
" be treated as a Philistine, as bourgeoise, and ‘as a peasant?

;‘ I have dined on the roof of the Astor, hlgh very high, so
| high that the noise of the avenues comes up there only as
“ confused murmurs; I, too, have seen hght ‘up the fairy-like
illumination of that part of Broadwag called “Times
Square,” and in it I experienced great | pleasure I am
seated on a bench in Central Park, on bne of those beauti-
ful nights, following a torrid day, when ene has no desire
. to go to bed. The headlights of the aut&moblles slip like
fireflies through the foliage. In the dlstarp,ce and above the
earth shine the lights which form the sky”hne of the build- ‘
ings, and I feel the mildness of the hour. ! i Yes, it is a form
of beauty. It is not necessary to compare ﬁt to ours. . It has
. its own individdal character; - 3
. Chlcago has finished one of these fskyscrapers with
pointed arches of & cathedral. I was scanEahzed with it. It
seemed an anachronism. Each thmg has Imts sei:tmg, a ride
in a gandola at Venice to the'lazy rhythm of a single oar is
_ delightful. A trip made on Lake Mlchlgan in a-speed-boat,
" which appears to bounce on the water ratﬂer than to float'in |
it, and from which one sees the splendid ayvenue to which the
lake has given ,name, leaves an indelible rpmembrance
But let us not anticipage. I was stilli at the side of the
shlp when our steamer tou@ed the wharf. That does not
mean that we are gomg to ‘get off at onée. There are im-
migration and customs foﬂnahtles to go through One

i

;
:
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does not enter the United States like going into a mill. Be-
fore being admitted I must answer questions of which here.
are some: Are you an anarchist? Have you designs on de-
stroying the established order by vielence? Are you a poly-.
gamist? Have you been insane? Are you attainted with
skin diseases or with, infirmities which make your, appear-
ance repugnant? Who knows what else? :

We must not complain that this country of liberty
opens its door only with caution. Due to its prosperity it
was for a long time the promised land, exerting its magic
mirage on all ‘bold but miserable people. Immigration in
mass of European or Asiatic races would have diluted, sub-
merged the national species; the American Union would be-.
come Latin or Slavonic, its ‘economic conditions might be
subject to brusque overthrow. The country has, therefore,
decided to allow only those assimilable by the ﬂation to
enter, only those elements which can become ,graf{:s on the
tree. The “Immigration Act” is the consequen$ -of the

manner of growth of the population, a rapid formidable .

growth which was not the result of births but of immigra- = -

'~ tion of foreigners. For a long time entry has been denied
" to the black and yellow races. The colored and the Chinese
quarters, very important in all the large cities, aré peopled
. _ by American citizens who have been located in the country
for sev_e"ral generations. It is needless to say that|they are

- not assimilated. The Chinese quarter is an attraction.
| At last I passed the-gate. We are in New York. Such
' an immense city. It welcomes me with the most| gracious
of its smiles, the most agreeable and most charming of its
young couples. I had often heard Bill and Kay spoken, of,
‘but I did not know them. Bill and Kay had often| heard of
me but had never seen me. Bill and Kay were awaiting me
as I debarked. In clasping hands we understood each other,
the ties of sympathy were knotted. - S I
" Later I shall have occasion to speak of pleaging young
Americans. They have perhaps impressed me more than

-

,
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anything [ saw in the course of my trip, and of these young
folks I saw none,more charming than those whom I visited
in their home, (Bill and Kay), a home of comfort and of joy.
And as there is no time to lose we setiout at once to see
the town. Bill has fo go to his office; We'slﬁlall see him again

at lunch, and still later at dinner. Kay takes the steering
‘wheel and we depart, three of .us squeezed lightly in the
front seat. I say three of us, for Kay brought with her a
friend as charming as hérself. ‘The car s';jps along rapidly
through the streets. It stops and we go.to the top of the
Empire building. To do this one must c]?ange elevators at

~ the 40th, 80th, and 122d floors. 1,200 feet high it domin--
ates the city. From the summit, 100 mgters higher than

_Eiffel Tower, the blocks below appear vé’ryf small, and at the
‘bottom of the great thorougl')fages pegple and vehicles

-

=

appear to be in miniature. )

T

. But what is the use of detail? I have really seen New

York, its immense buildings of which I

am told, one de-

‘ Published®y UNM Digital Repository, 1933

signed fog dwelling, has 15,000 sujtes.
Fifth avenue, the center of its high cl
Park avenue, the residence of
ordinary museum of natural

it), dined in one of those restaurants

Itimilli
istory, ang

I have seep it—
ss commerce, its
pnaires, its extra-
1 even, (I confess
barred doors, to

which one is admitted only after He has made known his

identity by answering cross-quéstions th
but where, the-threshold once crossed to

and bolts, one can drink a cocktail which:

flavor of forbidden fruit. .

Some thousands of places of this so;
They are visible to Pthe naked eye. What
the eyes of the prohibition officers? W

rough a peep-hole,
has above all, .the
-t are in existence.

films must be over
ell, we are in the

land of prohibition,'the couniry of ice xf;vate'r, of lemonade
and of tea. What a strange use of liberty.

”

Liberty for a man consists in doing what he wishes.

For a nation it is to make laws which the majority impose .

on the minority by force, in other wor
: i

!“ % .

s, with which the

fhe noise of chains

3 .
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maJorlty annoys the minority, and I saw people who were -
thoroughly bored. Alcohel, disgraced, banished, and driven
out, rules-in spirit. They think of it. They talk of it. And
perhaps the longing for it is more harmful than taking it.
At a luncheon of lawyers in Chicago I heard a lecturer con-
demn the Eighteenth Amendment. Never were prisons
so full or insane asylums so populated. FolKg hope for
much at the next election. Will they return wine and beer
to the position they should occupy in all civilization? Some
believe they will, while others think not. They fear the
rich powerful bootleggers who are using their] money and
their influence to support the prohibition law|in order to
profit by violating it. .-What an amusing paradox. .
But bad things have a good side. When on the train,
in a public place, an American wishes to show more than or-
dinary kindness to you he goes through a ritugl. First, he
puts a finger to his’'lips, which in every langunage meaps, |
“Silence.” Then he shows two embracing fingers which,
over there means, “Would you like two fingers of whiskey -
in a glass of water?’ "You accept discretely and with un-
derstanding. He pulls a long, slim aluminum flask con-
taining the precious liquor from his pistol pocket. You
drink, shake hands, wipe your tongue over yqur lips, and
friendship is sealed.
Even before prohlbltlon it appears ‘that the Americans
did not know how to drink. They didn’t kngw about the
terrace of the cafe, the toying with the appetizer, of that
hour when one empties a glass sip at a time] exchanging
many ideas which are perfectly useless. They did know
the saloon, which they say dates from an ordinance ¢of Crom-
well forbidding people to be seated while partaking of spirit-
uous liquor.in a public place. What was law decame habit.
"They took at one gulp whatever they orderéd. It is no
longer a beverage; it is a ration. .
The greater part of the Canadian provinees permit the
sale of liquors, beers and wines at g‘overn’ment depots, but

|

|
|
|
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they must be consumed at home or in theé room of 2 hotel,
which is not drinking but getting surfelte&

I also believe that the. Americans doﬁnot know how to

dine. Can one live well without Frenchz wine? ' In many

“restaurants one serves hxmself He passes before a serving

table and selects the dlashes which are 3already prepared.
Taken from the serving -table on a tray«kthe«food is eaten

at small tables. In plaqes where one is served everything

1s placed on the table at the same time. Repasts so arranged
are soon disposed of taken in silence, angi without a single
rite of sophisticated dining. They are omly a stop in the
work of the day, a necessary task, performed like any other.

In contrast to the cafeterias, Whlcltg are more or less
modest, in the large cities there -are luxurious establish-
ments in which one pays five’ dollars fo? the privilege of
being seated. Everywhere the ordlnary is quite simple.

‘Culinary art is the result of old clvﬂlzatlon ;‘hlch has

" arrived at the wise conviction that the great charm of life

lies in that which is lost in the common call of time. It pre-
supposes on one side, expert artists Wh can measure the
harmony of spices and the symphony of perfumes; and on
the other dilettantes who not only know; how to appreciate

o [ e B

the Chef d’oeuvre, but who enliven thejtable with a light
‘and rapid conversation in which words ound and rebound

like tennis balls from racquet to racque

The United States does not underst nd irony, nor does
it see the sparks wfhlch burst forth in the :colhsmns of oppos-
ing ideas, which make French conversatt ion so entertalmng

. This manifestation of: Latin temperangent escapes them,
- causing a naive astonishment among tEle ladies, which is

far from being w1thout charm. B
What shall W’e say of the cuisine? dlmply that it is dif-

ferent from ours. In a restaurant one can easily avoid the
- creations of forelgrrtaste, but in the }ﬂome of some indi--

vidual he risks thé assaults of frightful mlxtures The hos-
pitality of the host increases the risk, pr he carves at the
table, and-hands you your plate complete]y filled.

I
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But let us resume our trip, less capri

voyage of imagination or that of remembrance.

New York there is an awe-inspiring sight,

e e e e

pious fhan the
Near to
Niagara Falls.

fBeing nearby, it is only a night’s ride, a pagsage of 400 or

500 miles, the distance from Brussels to Be
in this country, large as a continent. So ma
descriptions have been made of this cataract
tempt another. I refer my readers to Chate
Jules Verne. I refer others to the cinema.

. As for myself, I retain the remembranc
places of interest or curiosity, notable among
spring whose water burns like petroleim.” Y]

rlin, a nothing
ny magnificent

I shall not at-
aubriand or to

ou drink it a

find the water no worse than petroleum, then

to the empty glass and the moisture adheriﬁg to the walls

takes fire like a torch. Disinfection is comple

touch a ma

: A little fur-

ther up stream, held by projecting rocks; are the crumblmg
hulks of two boats. One is a customs servtce motor boat,

the other a freighter.

They had been nav1gatmg the ldke

and carelessly approaching too near the fall!s were caught
in the terrible current. Their engines were powerless The

frightful end was inevitable.
their crews were saved but one trembles to t
guish of these men, hearing some 200 me
terrible roar of the cataract, Whlch at any
overwhelm them.

During our entire trip the Pullman wait
in the smaller towns stations were not encl
we could, at any time, enter the car to get tl
baggage or to rest. The porter was always d
in the evening we turned in, and the next 1
ened in Chicago.

Proudly built on_the shore of a great cg
as large as a sea, a lake whose far shores ar
on whose surface one sees the silhouettes of |
this city rivals the metropolis of the east in

[

P
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. buildings. They stretch out the length bf marvelous Michi-
- gan Avenue and into the Loop. They reach the aristocratic
séction and then stop suddenly, giving iway to the leperous
miserable outskirts of every large city; Chicago is larger

than Paris. It ha8 its wretchedness ahdimisery like all large -

cities. Whether this is more widespread than in the Euro-
pean capitals one cannot say. From the Pullman window
I saw many small Amerlcan towns W1t1§ dwellings neat and

comfortable in appealrance Do the la‘,i'ge cities alone pay -

1

exorbitantly for the magmﬁcance of their facades?

~ One must not ¢onclude that the working classes are
poorly housed. In New York and in Alpany I saw very neat
cottages, many with garages, in the . ectlogs occupied by
the average person. :I know from experience that many
factories provide parkmg grounds for ,-he cars of their em-
' ployees. Everyone knovv)s of the extensive use of mechani-
cal transportation over there. Statlstics are gathered for
. each state. A detail will suffice to shor.ﬁv the madness of the
traffic. Near New York is a beach accesmble only by a large
one-way avenue. The parkmg place a.i: the beach ecan hold
80,000 cars. ‘We may add that due toz hard times, the last

Sunday in June, in spite of most deFressmg heat, (New

York is in the same latltude ds Madrid), there were. fewer
than 40,000 autos parked

They say that Chicago is the very center of alcohol
smuggling or rum running, and that ts streets are some-
‘times the theatres of bloody struggle At the time all is

AT

~calm. The populatlon which fills the streets is going peace-
fully to its pleasures or to work, and busmess is at high ten- -

gion as fits a great commerc1al center; having the greatest
grain trade irf the world. In the Exchange, around amphi-

theatres, the famous Pits, the dally jbread of millions 18"

bought, gold, and bought again. §
Tourists can make unfavorable ccgmment on American

¢ities. They look too much alike. That uniformity pre-

vails throughout the matlon The stretch from New York to

I

. €

§
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Chicago is 912 miles which is close to 1500 kilometers. If

you travel that di'stgnce in Eurore how many different as-
pects appear, how many frontiers, customs houses, and lan-
guages and ways of doing things, you will encounter. A

_traveler in the United States seems not te have budged. He

loses the idea of distance and it is true that New York and

. Chicago are considered close together ; eighteen hours apart,

the distance from Brussels to Warsaw, going at the average

" speed of 83 kilometers an hour. |

We have a long journey ahead. We have gone only
about a quarter of the way. En route then for the long
stretch. The train moves night and day and most monoto- |
nous prairies pass by the windows. ] ’

Concerning our traveling companions. The American
is rarely seated in the position that we cqnsider normal. He
extends his feet to the seat in front'or crouches over like

"a hunting dog. The women give more attention to appear-
.ance than to comfort. The men want comfort. They are

careless with cigaret stubs and with remains of fruit, but .
by way of compensating they are very careful not to dis-

- *turb the rest of others, and the night.in a sleeping car is

as quiet as a chapel. They do not leave the wash room in
the morning until they have carefully washed and wiped the
wash basin. The observation of the littleithings of courtesy
have great importance when traveling such immense dis-
tances in this vast territory. One must ride day and night
toward the extreme west, toward Seattle, 3,700 miles from
New York, which is more than 6,000 kllometers It is 2, 769
from Brussels to St. Petersburg.

Whether the fast trains in America are more comfort-
able than ours is open to debate. They are assuredly adapted
to long journeys. Passengers find in them a little of every-
thing: lounge, writing room, barber shop, shower bath, club
car, etc. One night some gentlemen sat up very late follow-
ing the discussions of the Democratic convjentlon then in
session in Chicago. They learned that prohibition was

1
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bemg attacked, and tfhat there were numerous advocates of
a change of political httltude toward Europe If Roosevelt
- triumphs in November we may perhaps be able to assist in
bringing about some| fortunate changes, such as reduction
in tariff, and entrance of the great republlc across the At-
lantie into the Leagu of Nations: i’

Train service by dark skinned qforters is 1rreproach- s
able. They are attentive to calls, brirging tables to bridge |
or checker players; and are- constant y removing the dust |
. which in dry reg1ons,t literally comes in, in abundance. They |
‘consfantly supply fresh linen to the Fvash rooms. Ameri- |
cans will not tolerate use. of linen a :\Eecond time. On the |

train or even in a hotﬁel where you alo

towel or wash cloth is condemned if wrinkled even so little.

In the movies where it would be impossible to give su%/ f

towels orzover blas

service, the hands axe dried on paper;
of hot air. By assotiation of ideas, ¢

thought several times of the numbenless dish rags which |

hang in my country, even in places of public assembly
Americans aré msmtent upon cleanliness and comfort.

Workers who pack clharets or who patk lard in the packing

houses of Chicago, axge clothed and gloved in white. Articles
destined for human ponsumptlon are not touched by hand.-
Each cigar in the box has its cellophane cover. For comfort
just look at the hotel§ each room has most mqdern ‘plumb-
ing, hot, cold, and ice water, and stl'll is a worklng oﬂice
with desk, paper, enwelopes (ordlnaryl and for air mall) as
well as telegraph blanks You can hrow a letter into a
~ glass tube on any fléor and it goes to: the letter box_in the
lobby. The telephone first connects ynth the hotel office,
and from there. W1th other rooms, w f'ch is very useful for
Mlster number 750 who wishes to sp 2ak with Mister num-
ber 2780, or with sofmeone in town ;r in the world. The
hotel staff answers every call immgdiately, and except for

_ handhng baggage or extra atten on, lexpects no tlps /-

occupy a room, each ‘

l«?

« -

casy to understand, I | - °




|

dition: ironed, sparkling, spic and span, nice

“box. The Chinese specialists in this industr;
*  miracles.

J .
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The triumph of the hotel resides in th
each room are laundry bags and slips. Twe
after sending, your linen is returned and in

when new, each piece in tissue paper, and all

The miracle is not free.

But let’s come back to the train which r
and on, and from each side we see marvelo
have reached the Rocky Mountains, and beft
spread out a fairyland of snowcapped peal
gorges, which for 18 er 20 hours present to
eye, wild an§ solitary vistas.
Alps.

> laundry.’

what fine con-
r looking than
in a cardboard
f have worked

1S views.
yre us there is
ks, lakes, and
the wondering

The Rockies differ from our

Here nature is in the rough. One sees
gotten, spectacles from the observation car,
tle terrace at the rear end.
ting there and braving the dust. The aspec

ver-to-be-for-
hich has a lit-

It is worth the trouble of get-

are varied. T

saw thousands and thousands of curious rogks planed by

glaciers, noticing particularly certain high lateaus which
g examples of

the Germans call, “Wohlen Sacken.” One se

these in Europe, but in America everythmg is colossal.
Every voyage comes to an end.- We are arriving in

Seattle, which just now we only touch, and a

~ of 81 miles takes us to Victoria on Vancouve

ish Columbia. It is a short.passage but how

hort crossing
r Island, Brit-
agnificent.

. (“What I Saw in Amerlca” will be condu&ed in the

August QUARTERLY.) |
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