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SALINGER’S SALIVA
J. SCOTT HARDIN
J. D. Salinger died this year, on 27 January 2010 at the age of 91.  The front page of the New York Times carried an article about his life and legacy.  Biographically he appears to have been a strange fellow indeed.  He shunned almost all public interaction after his literary success, an eccentricity perhaps though surely not unheard of in the annals of famous artists, but how about this?  He frequently drank his own urine in an effort to purify his mind and body.  That is the kind of thing I mean by strange fellow.

Admirers of short stories like “A Perfect Day for Bananafish” (1948) and the novel Catcher in the Rye (1951) may already have supposed that the writer of such work was only bound to live and function outside the pale of anything that could be mistaken for normalcy.  The character of Holden Caulfield, -- cutting school, calling everyone phony, slipping in and out of society’s underbelly of prostitution, hobo wanderings and psychiatric evaluations --, suggested something to American audiences that was frankly not all that American.  
Here was an angst-riddled, painfully introspective, untrusting adolescent on a seedy pilgrimage of social and self-discovery the likes of which may have surprised people living during the presidency of Harry S. Truman and at a time of unprecedented economic prosperity following victory in World War II.  In the 1950s, the real teenage hooligans rolled cigarette boxes into the sleeves of their white T-shirts, while the nation fell in love with coming of age television serials like Leave It To Beaver.  Salinger may have been critically acclaimed in those days, but he would also live to witness another generation lift Holden into the ranks of cult anti-hero, spokesperson for the innocent and ultimately, a part of the bread and butter of public high school English reading curricula.  
This was a generation famously sensitive to loss of innocence which formed itself into a cultural milieu where Vietnam veterans resented the ill treatment they received as they arrived home from duty, and the counter-culture proclaimed peace, racial equality and, as often as not, chemically induced mayhem.  The most celebrated political and social leaders of the age died by assassination, foremost among them President John F. Kennedy, his brother Senator Robert Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X.  What was left among the scattered debris of collective loss, pain, experimentation and crushed utopian dreams?
Surprise, surprise:  could it be Holden Caulfield and, by proxy, his creator J. D. Salinger?  If you doubt, here is something you can try at home.  Type the words “Salinger”, “Holden” and “Caulfield” on your word processor.   Decorum prevents me from stating explicitly in this column the name and brand of my particular word processor, but no red squiggly lines appear under any of those words for me.  This means that each is present in the default dictionary as correct spellings of legitimate words in our language.  (And yes, I am a big enough person to acknowledge that “Bananafish” did not make the cut).

Readers unfamiliar with Catcher in the Rye, if any are left, should stop here so they will not be prematurely exposed to its content.  The rest of you will recall that the climax of the story is when homeless, beleaguered Holden seeks a night of shelter at the residence of his former teacher, Mister Antolini.  Waking from a slumber on the couch, Holden realizes his half-drunk mentor is “petting” him in the darkness.  (And yes, Mister Antolini is married to Mrs. Antolini who is fast asleep in the bedroom).


Boy, I’ll bet I jumped about a thousand feet.


‘What the hellya doing’ I said.


‘Nothing! I’m simply sitting here, admiring--’

‘What’re ya doing anyway?’ I said over again. I didn’t know what the 
hell to say – I mean I was embarrassed as hell.


‘How ‘bout keeping your voice down? I’m simply sitting here--’
‘I have to go, anyway,’ I said -- boy, was I nervous! I started putting on

my damn pants in the dark. I could hardly get them on I was so damn nervous. 
I know more damn perverts, at schools and all, than anybody you ever met . . . .



He was still boozing, too. I could see his trusty highball glass in his hand.

‘You’re a very, very strange boy.’


‘I know it,’ I said. I didn’t even look around much for my tie. So I went


without it. ‘Good-by, sir,’ I said. ‘Thanks a lot. No kidding.’


He kept walking right behind me when I went to the front door, and

when I rang the elevator bell he stayed in the damn doorway. All he said was

that business about my being a ‘very, very strange boy’ again. Strange, my ass . . . .



I didn’t know what the hell to talk about while I was waiting for the

elevator, and he kept standing there, so I said, ‘I’m gonna start reading some 

good books. I really am.’ I mean you had to say something. It was very 


embarrassing.



‘You grab your bags and scoot right on back here again. I’ll leave the 


door unlatched.’



‘Thanks a lot,’ I said. ‘G’by!’


For Holden, as for the survivors of the generation of “The Summer of Love”, there could be no going back.  Everyone took their bags and left to face the uncertain future of the loss of innocence.  Today, we are left holding the bag and “some really good books”.  

As to Salinger himself, the journalist responsible for that New York Times front page article, Charles McGrath, noted that after 1945, the soon-to-be writer was busy chasing Nazis in post-war Europe where he served as an interrogator.  This is McGrath’s gem vignette:


He married a German woman, very briefly -- a doctor about whom

biographers have been able to discover very little. Her name was Sylvia

Margaret Salinger, but Mr. Salinger always called her Saliva.


What an absurd morsel of nastiness is this?  He called his wife, Sylvia, by the name Saliva.  As I mentioned at the beginning of this discussion, Salinger appears to have been a strange man.  Now we have as an anecdote the incredulous example of the sexual objectification of a woman, the wife as a kind of personified sexual lubricant.  He often referred to women as mere “sport”, but saliva?  Even I blush at that.  Where the hell is my damn elevator?

