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is a memoir unlike any you
l‘h‘rw. ever read before. Each essay charts some
experience or remembrance of the past through the

sieve of Tony Judt's prodigious mind. His youthful

love of a particular London bus route evolves into a
reflection on public civility and interwar urban
pJarming. Memories of the 1968 student riots of
Paris meander through the divergent sex politics of
Elll‘ﬂpt‘, before L‘mh’.‘huﬁing that his g‘cawr;u'[m'l ‘was a
revolutionary generation, but missed the revolution’.
A series of roadtrips across America lead not just to
an :lp|‘.-n:ci-.uinn of American |1i.§1nr}-', but to an
eventual .']n;_‘:.]uiﬁi!inn of n;?ili'.r.t:nship. Foods and trains
and long-lost smells all compete for Judt’s atrention;
but for us, he has forged his reflections into an
elegant arc of analysis. All as simply and beautifully
arranged as a Swiss chalet — a reassuring refuge deep
in the mountains of memory.
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Preface

he essays in this little book were never intended
for publication. T started writing them for my
own satisfaction—and at the encouragement of Timothy
Garton Ash, who urged me to turn to advantage the increas-
ingly internal reference of my own thoughts. 1 do not think
that I had any idea what it was I was embarking upon, and
I am grateful to Tim for his confident support of the initial
scribblings that resulted.
About halfway through the writing of these feui/letons
1 showed one or two of them to my agents at the Wylie
Agency, as well as to Robert Silvers at the New York Review
of Books and was heartened at their enthusiasm. However,
this raised an ethical question for me. Because I did not write
them with the view to immediate publication, these short
pieces never benefitted from an internal editor—or, more

precisely, a private censor. Where they spoke of my parents



FREFACE

or my childhood, of ex-wives and present colleagues, 1 let
them speak. This has the merit of directness; I hope it will not
cause offense.

1 have not altered or rephrased any of the original texts,
which were written with the help and collaboration of my
long-time colleague Eugene Rusyn. Reading them over, I see
that 1 have been quite open and occasionally even critical
of those I love, whereas I was judiciously silent for the most
part regarding people of whom 1 have retained a less-than-
affectionate regard. Doubtless this is how it should be. I do
hope that my parents, my wife and above all my children will
read in these exercises in fond recall further evidence of my

abiding love for them all.

xiv
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or me the word “chalet™ conjures up a very dis-

F tinctive image. It brings to mind a small pensione,

a family hotel in the unfashionable village of Chesiéres, at the

foot of the well-heeled Villars ski region in French-speaking

Switzerland. We must have spent a winter holiday there in

1957 or '58. The skiing—or in my case, sledding—cannot

have been very memorable: | recall only that my parents and

uncle used to trudge over the icy foot bridge and on up to the

ski lifts, spending the day there but abjuring the fleshpots of
the aprés-ski in favor of a quiet evening in the chalet.

For me this was always the best part of a winter holiday:

the repetitive snow-bound entertainment abandoned by early

afternoon for heavy armchairs, warm wine, solid country

food, and long evenings in the open lounge decompressing



FREFACE

or my childhood, of ex-wives and present colleagues, 1 let
them speak. This has the merit of directness; I hope it will not
cause offense.

1 have not altered or rephrased any of the original texts,
which were written with the help and collaboration of my
long-time colleague Eugene Rusyn. Reading them over, I see
that 1 have been quite open and occasionally even critical
of those I love, whereas I was judiciously silent for the most
part regarding people of whom 1 have retained a less-than-
affectionate regard. Doubtless this is how it should be. I do
hope that my parents, my wife and abowve all my children will
read in these exercises in fond recall further evidence of my

abiding love for them all.

xiv



The Memory Chalet

or me the word “chalet” conjures up a very dis-

F tinctive image. It brings to mind a small pensione,

a family hotel in the unfashionable village of Chesiéres, at the

foot of the well-heeled Villars ski region in French-speaking

Switzerland. We must have spent a winter holiday there in

1957 or '§8. The skiing—or in my case, sledding—cannot

have been very memorable: | recall only that my parents and

uncle used to trudge over the icy foot bridge and on up to the

ski lifts, spending the day there but abjuring the fleshpots of
the aprés-ski in favor of a quiet evening in the chalet.

For me this was always the best part of a winter holiday:

the repetitive snow-bound entertainment abandoned by early

afternoon for heavy armchairs, warm wine, solid country

food, and long evenings in the open lounge decompressing






XVIl

Words

was raised on words. They rumbled off the kitchen
Imhle onto the floor where I sat: grandfather, uncles,
and refugees flung Russian, Polish, Yiddish, French, and what
passed for English at one another in a competitive cascade of
assertion and interrogation. Sententious flotsam from the
Edwardian-era Socialist Party of Great Britain hung around
our kitchen promoting the True Cause. I spent long, happy
hours listening to Central European autodidacts arguing deep
into the night: Marxismus, Zionismus, Socialismus. Talking, it
seemed to me, was the point of adult existence. I have never
lost that sense.
In my turn—and to find my place—I too talked. For
party pieces [ would remember words, perform them, trans-
late them. “Ooh, he'll be a lawyer,” they'd say. “He’ll charm
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the birds off the trees”: something I attempted fruitlessly in
parks for a while before applying the admonition in its Cock-
ney usage to no greater effect during my adolescent years. By
then I had graduated from the intensity of polyglot exchanges
to the cooler elegance of BBC English.

The 1950s—when I attended elementary school—were
a rule-bound age in the teaching and use of the English lan-
guage. We were instructed in the unacceptability of even the
most minor syntactical transgression. “Good” English was at
its peak. Thanks to BBC radio and cinema newsreels, there
were nationally accepted norms for proper speech; the au-
thority of class and region determined not just how you said
things but the kind of things it was appropriate to say. “Ac-
cents” abounded (my own included), but were ranked ac-
cording to respectability: typically a function of social
standing and geographical distance from London.

I was seduced by the sheen of English prose at its eva-
nescent apogee. This was the age of mass literacy whose de-
cline Richard Hoggart anticipated in his elegiac essay The
Uses of Literacy (1957). A literature of protest and revolt was
rising through the culture. From Zucky Jim through Look
Back in Anger, and on to the “kitchen sink™ dramas of the end
of the decade, the class-bound frontiers of suffocating re-
spectability and “proper” speech were under attack. But the
barbarians themselves, in their assaults on the heritage, re-

sorted to the perfected cadences of received English: it never
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occurred to me, reading them, that in order to rebel one must
dispense with good form.

By the time [ reached college, words were my “thing.”
As one teacher equivocally observed, I had the talents of a
“silver-tongued orator”—combining (as 1 fondly assured
myself) the inherited confidence of the milieu with the criri-
cal edge of the outsider. Oxbridge tutorials reward the ver-
bally felicitous student: the neo-Socratic style (“why did you
write this?” “what did you mean by it?™) invites the solitary
recipient to explain himself at length, while implicitly disad-
vantaging the shy, reflective undergraduate who would pre-
fer to retreat to the back of a seminar. My self-serving faith
in articulacy was reinforced: not merely evidence of intelli-
gence but intelligence itself.

Did it occur to me that the silence of the teacher in this
pedagogical setting was crucial? Certainly silence was some-
thing at which I was never adept, whether as student or teacher.
Some of my most impressive colleagues over the years have
been withdrawn to the point of inarticulacy in debates and
even conversation, thinking with deliberation before commit-

ting themselves, I have envied them this self-restraint.

3 rticulacy is typically regarded as an aggressive

talent. But for me irs functions were substan-

tively defensive: rhetorical flexibility allows for a certain
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feigned closeness—conveying proximity while maintaining
distance. That is what actors do—but the world is not really
a stage and there is something artificial in the exercise: one
sees it in the current US president. | too have marshaled
language to fend off intimacy—which perhaps explains a
romantic penchant for Protestants and Native Americans,
reticent cultures both.

In matters of language, of course, outsiders are fre-
quently deceived: I recall a senior American partner at the
consulting firm McKinsey once explaining to me that in the
early days of their recruitment in England he found it nearly
impossible ro choose young associates—everyone seemed so
articulate, the analyses tripping off their pens. How could
you tell who was smart and who was merely polished?

Words may deceive—mischievous and untrustworthy.
I remember being spellbound by the fantasy history of the
Soviet Union woven in his Trevelyan Lectures at Cambridge
by the elderly Trotskyist Isaac Deutscher (published in 1967
under the title The Unfinished Revolution: Russia 1917-1967).
The form so elegantly transcended the content that we ac-
cepted the latter on trust: detoxification took a while. Sheer
rhetorical facility, whatever its appeal, need not denote orig-
inality and depth of content.

All the same, inarticulacy surely suggests a shortcoming
of thought. This idea will sound odd to a generation praised
for what they are trying to say rather than the thing said.

Articulacy itself became an object of suspicion in the 1970s:
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the retreat from “form” favored uncritical approbation of
mere “self-expression,” above all in the classroom. But it is
one thing to encourage students to express their opinions
freely and to take care not to crush these under the weight
of prematurely imposed authority. It is quite another for
teachers to retreat from formal criticism in the hope that the
freedom thereby accorded will favor independent thought:
“Don't worry how you say it, it's the ideas that count.”

Forty years on from the 1960s, there are not many in-
structors left with the self-confidence (or the training) to
pounce on infelicitous expression and explain clearly just
why it inhibits intelligent reflection. The revolution of my
generation played an important role in this unraveling: the
priority accorded the autonomous individual in every sphere
of life should not be underestimated—"doing your own
thing” took protean form.

Today “natural” expression—in language as in art—is
preferred to artifice. We unreflectively suppose that truth no
less than beauty is conveyed more effectively thereby. Alex-
ander Pope knew better.' For many centuries in the Western
tradition, how well you expressed a position corresponded
closely to the credibility of your argument. Rhetorical styles
might vary from the spartan to the baroque, but style itself
was never a matter of indifference. And “style” was not just
a well-turned sentence: poor expression belied poor thought.
Confused words suggested confused ideas at best, dissimula-

tion at worst.
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The “professionalization” of academic writing—and
the self-conscious grasping of humanists for the security of
“theory” and “methodology”—favors obscurantism. This
has encouraged the rise of a counterfeit currency of glib
“popular” articulacy: in the discipline of history this is exem-
plified by the ascent of the “television don,” whose appeal
lies precisely in his claim to attract a mass audience in an age
when fellow scholars have lost interest in communication.
But whereas an earlier generation of popular scholarship
distilled authorial authority into plain text, today’s “accessi-
ble” writers protrude uncomfortably into the audience’s con-
sciousness. It is the performer, rather than the subject, to

whom the audience’s attention is drawn.

ultural insecurity begets its linguistic doppelgiin-
C ger. The same is true of technical advance. In a
world of Facebook, MySpace, and Twitter (not to mention
texting), pithy allusion substitutes for exposition. Where
once the Internet seemed an opportunity for unrestricted
communication, the increasingly commercial bias of the
medium—"T am what I buy”—brings impoverishment of its
own. My children observe of their own generation that the
communicative shorthand of their hardware has begun to
seep into communication itself: “people talk like texts.”
This ought to worry us. When words lose their integrity

so do the ideas they express. If we privilege personal expres-
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sion over formal convention, then we are privatizing lan-
guage no less than we have privatized so much else. “When
I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a scornful
tone, “it means just what I choose it to mean—neither more

m e

nor less.” “The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can
make words mean so many different things.” Alice was right:
the outcome is anarchy.

In “Politics and the English Language,” Orwell casti-
gated contemporaries for using language to mystify rather
than inform. His critique was directed at bad faith: people
wrote poorly because they were trying to say something un-
clear or else deliberately prevaricating. Our problem, it
seems to me, is different. Shoddy prose today bespeaks in-
tellectual insecurity: we speak and write badly because we
don’t feel confident in what we think and are reluctant to as-
sert it unambiguously (“It’s only my opinion . .. “). Rather
than suffering from the onset of “newspeak,” we risk the rise
of “nospeak.”

I am more conscious of these considerations now than
at any time in the past. In the grip of a neurological disorder,
I am fast losing control of words even as my relationship with
the world has been reduced to them. They still form with
impeccable discipline and unreduced range in the silence of
my thoughts—the view from inside is as rich as ever—but I
can no longer convey them with ease. Vowel sounds and
sibilant consonants slide out of my mouth, shapeless and in-

choate even to my close collaborator. The vocal muscle, for
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sixty years my reliuble alter ego, is failing. Communication,
performance, assertion: these are now my weakest assets.
Translating being into thought, thought into words, and
words into communication will soon be beyond me and 1
shall be confined to the rhetorical landscape of my interior
reflections.

Though I am now more sympathetic to rthose con-
strained to silence I remain contempruous of garbled lan-
guage. No longer free to exercise it myself, [ appreciate more
than ever how vital communication is to the republic: not just
the means by which we live together bur part of what living
together means. The wealth of words in which I was raised
were a public space in their own right—and properly pre-
served public spaces are what we so lack today. If words fall

into disrepair, what will substiture? They are all we have.

r. True Wit is Nature to Advantage drest, What oft was Thought, but ne 'er
s0 well Exprest. —Alexander Pope, Ecay on Criticism (1711}
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