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by Robett Boone
What would you expect to find

inside a book about America's
space program? Most people
would answer: "graphs," "charts,"
"statistics," "technical descrip-
tions," "formulas," roolnotes,""lists, lists, and lists." tvtost peo-
ple would imagine such a book to
be more scholarly than entertain-
ing, avo[Jmeto be read bytechni-
cal experts, not by the average
reader.

Manysuch works, ol course, do
exist. Bul there is another book
about the American space pro-
gtam, The Right Stult by Tom
Wolfe, which can be read and en.
joyed by nonexperts. Wolf e
achieves this Success by doing
what he does so well: create viv-
idly untorgetlable scenes. These
scenes, not graphs and statistics,
are the building blocks of his
book.

Wolfe uses vivid delail and im-
peccable word choice to create
Scenes. He also has a fine ear for
dialogue and lhe command of
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manyvoices. He does whatever is
necessary to make a scene tast+
able, seeable, hearable, smell-
able, and touchable.

But Wolfe also does something
less obvious: he makes sure that
we, the audience, are standing in
the right place to experience the
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scene. Sometimes he holds !s at
a distance, while at othertimes he
literally brjngs us inside a scene.

Oon't other writers take care to
place the reader in the right spot?
Of course, but Wdte-especiall"
in thjs book-does the job par-
t icularly well .

Early in the book, for example,
he describes a parachutist's rapjd
descent. To give us panoramic
perspective and also to have us
share ih a group experience, he
places us in the crowd on the
grouno: :

Thei watched him as he
slartecl dropping. Everyone
lvailed tor th€ parachute to
open. They waited a re!! mor6
seconds, ancllhen theywaited
some more. The litlle shape
was geiting biggcr and pick-jng up tremendous speed,
Thgn lhere came an unspeak-
able anstant at which anyone
on lhe field who knew any.
thing about parachute jumps
knew what was going to hap-
pel|.

.a: '
The chute, as you probably fig.

lred out, neveropens. Alono with
the others in lhe crowd, we watch
a man plunge lo his death. Wolfe
cou lct have moved u s atound, froan
the crowd lo the plane, to lhe vjc-
tlm and back to the crowd. ln.
stead, by locking us in one place,
he creales a more iasting impreg
ston.

Frequently, Wolfe wants us to
experience something up close,
such as beingon aa alrcraft carier
at the moment a Plane takes off.
He moves us onto the carrier
where he casts (rs in the role of a',newcomer," so that we don,t
misswhataveteran might take for
granted. Finally, he arms us with
the abstract knowledge of what
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lhe "lraining films" reveal about
sucn experiences:

ln the l raining t i lm the f l ight
oecx was a grand pieceofgray
geomelry, peritous to be sure,
but an amazing abstracl shap€
as one tooks down upon il on
the screen.And yetoncethes€
newcomer's lwo teel wero on
I t . . .  G e o m e t r y . . .  m y  G o d ,
m a n ,  t h i s  l s  a . . . s k i  e t .  t t
heaved, it movect up ancl down
underneath his feet, it pitch€d
up, it pttched down, it roltedto
port (this g.€al b6ast rolted!)
anal it rolled to starboard . _ _

From this vantage point, we not
only feelthe heaving ofthe carrier,
we hear ',detonations," ,loars,',
ancl "Shrieks." We even taste lhe
heat of the flames, And we watch
rnon in "Mickey Mouse helmets
hooklng fighter planes onto the
catapau[ shutdes so that they
can exptode their af terburners and
be slung oftthe deck in a red-mad
tury wilh a kaboom;'

Often Wolfe places us in the
same room with thesubiect of his
description, in this case camera-
men in hot pu.suit:

Some of them w€re up on aladder  tha t  was  p ropped
against the wall under one ol
lhe huge l lghls. Some of them
had cameras with the mostprotuberant lenses, and thev
had a way of squatt ing ana
crawting al the sametime,...
Withoul anolh6r word, al lthese grim crawting t i tue beg-
9ar lgures began advancing
upon tnem [t he ast rona!rls]. et.bowing, and hipping one-an-other out ol th6 way. . . .

Clearly, Wolfe notontywants us to
see these cameramen al work, hewants us to see them as he sees
themi "a €warm of root weevils.,,Ajournalist himsetf, Wotfe f inds thisbehavior humorously repulsive.
sranorng nen to him in the room,

we can appreciale what he
means_

In the previous descript ion,
Wolfe moves us close to see hu-
man beings acting l ike anjmats. Al
other moments in lre R/ight Slult,
ne moves us ctoseto animals act-
ino like humans. In order to test
lhe equipment, scientists used
apes, some of which actually
learned to pilot the rockets. In the
following scene we are inside lhe
cockpit next to an ape trained to"man" the spaceship:

ln one test the ape hacl lo be
able to judge lirhe intervals.
The signal l ight woutd go on,
aficl hehad towait twenty sec-
onds betore puiling the tever
Or he would reoeive the ev6r-
cocked electdcal shock.

One ape, Number 83, did not a!
ways respond to the shock, but
when he chose to, he,,could oper
ate a Mercury console like no ape
that ever lived. He was so good
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they used him as the test subject
lor a laboratory experiment that
simulated a fourteen-day orbital
mission."

From time to time, Wolfe pults
us even closer to the subject, f.e
quently to get a good view of
someihing seemingly ordinary.
Consider this description of a
navy bridge coat:

It was double.breasled made
ol navy-blue metton cloth and
came down almost to lhe an-
kles. l t  must have weighed t€n
pounds. l t  had a double row of
gold bultons down the iioot
and loops for shoulder boards,
big beaulitul belty cr,t cotta.
anct lapels, deep turnbackson
Sleeves, atai lored waist ,  and a
center vent in back ihat ran
trom the waisttine to the bot-
tom ol the coal, Never woutd
Pete, or lor lhat maller many
other American mates in the
midtwentielh cenlury, have an
anicle of c lothing quite so im.
pressive and aristoc.atic as
that bradge coat.

Who else but Wolfe could make a
coal exciting?

Wolfe brinos us right inside
some experiences. What does it
feellike, forexample, to be ejected
from a plane?

Eject ion meant beino ex-
ploded out of the cockpii by a
nltroglycerine charge, like a
human cannooba,l, The ejec-
tlon itsell was so hazardous-
men losl knees, aams, and
lh6ir lives on the rim of the
cockpil or had the skio torn otf
their fac€s when thsy hit the"wal l"  of  air  outside*lhat
many pilols chose to wres e
theh akcraft to lhe g.ound
ralher than lry i t . . .  and died
lhat way insiead.

What is it like to be next to a
buming airplane?

when the airplane fuel ex.
ploded, it created a heat so in-
lense that everything but the
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h a r d e s t  m e l a l s  n o t  o n l y
Durned-everything of rubber,
p l a s t i c ,  c e l l u l o i d ,  w o o d ,
rearher, ctoth, flesh, grisfle,
calcjum, iron, blood, ancfpro-
toplasm-i l  not only burned, i t
gave up the ghost in the form
oi every gas known lo chefiis-
rrv.
As Wolfe makes luminously

clear, neither ejecting from a high-
f lying jet nor witnessing a plane
on fire is a pleasant experience.
Bul to write the hislory of the
American space program, he
must include such scenes. And by
placing us so unbearablyclose,he
makes sLire that we get the com-
plete message, even though we
want to look away.

Many of your high school writ-
Ing asstgnments require descrip-

tions. You may need to recapturea
scene or an event. The nexl time
this happens, ask yourself this
question: "Have I placed my audi-
ence in the right spot?" !
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