
The last book. James Salter is a revered writer. Can he become famous one? 

 

Nick Paumgarten 

 

Barbara Rosenthal liked to drive into Manhattan. She drove to the city for everything and parked wherever she 
liked, tickets pooling on the floor, as she made the rounds at her favorite shops. She had lived for many years 
with her husband and two daughters in a farmhouse in New City, across the Hudson and up the Palisades, a 
few miles north of Nyack. Her husband, Laurence, was a composer of film scores.  

One summer day, in 1975, she drove in with her daughter Nadia, a recent graduate of Harvard. Late in the 
afternoon, while walking along Lexington Avenue, they saw a handsome man in a white linen suit—their 
close friend and New City neighbor James Salter. Salter at fifty: hale, collected, selfassured. He strode up. 
He’d just left the offices of Random House, and he was holding a copy of his new book, just out that day, a 
novel entitled “Light Years.” He handed it to Barbara—he hadn’t intended to, but here she was, a woman he 
adored, and who adored him—and said, “This is for you.” For mother and daughter, a thrill: the novel was his 
first in eight years. At her home one evening ten years earlier, he had read aloud the first chapter of his 
previous novel, “A Sport and a Pastime.” Nadia, as a teenager, had seen “A Sport and a Pastime” around the 
house, and, taking it up one day, came across erotic adventures of a kind that she’d not yet imagined and that 
ever after gave her unrealistic expectations about sex. (When she confessed this to Salter, decades later, he 
replied, “At least you had high standards.”) 

The Rosenthals headed home, Barbara at the wheel. On the George Washington Bridge, Nadia began to read 
aloud from the novel. Immediately, certain details struck them as familiar: the house up the Hudson; daughters, 
pets, a basket of stones next to the tub. At the beginning of Chapter 2, the narrator introduces a woman named 
Nedra Berland—“slim as a pike,” with “a wide mouth, the mouth of an actress”—who had removed her rings 
to work in the kitchen. The rings: Barbara always did this. Later, there was a necklace. She realized, as she 
drove, that the book was about her. 

That night, she read it, and then her husband did. In the novel, he was Viri, Nedra’s husband, an architect—
“a Jew, the most elegant Jew, the most romantic, a hint of weariness in his features, the intelligent features 
everyone envied, his hair dry, his clothes oddly threadbare.” The third chapter described his visit to a 
shirtmaker who was also Rosenthal’s, and Salter’s. Scraps of their dinnertable conversation filled the book. 
The novel chronicled, in luminous prose and fleeting episodes, the dissolution of the Berlands’ marriage, the 
evanescence of family life and of existence itself, and the effect on Viri and Nedra, and on their friends and 
possessions, their children and pets, of the passage of time. It also described, in great detail, the Berlands’ 
infidelities. The Rosenthals were amazed, appalled, flattered, and offended. Salter had said nothing to them 
about his work. Had he been writing it all down, discreetly taking notes? 

“Light Years,” which many writers and readers now consider a masterpiece, attracted some good reviews. 
But there were also some savage ones. Anatole Broyard, in the Times, deplored the characters, and the 
exoticism of their names. (Salter, stung, wrote him a letter: “Come on. Anatole?”) The Times Book Review 
called it “an overwritten, chichi, and rather silly novel.” The book sold fewer than eight thousand copies. 
Salter was devastated, and sought comfort in friends’ reassurances that admission to the canonical ranks was 
possible without sales.  

The Salters and the Rosenthals drifted apart. The rendering of Viri as a pale failure had to sting: Laurence 
considered Salter a dear friend. Barbara admired her portrayal. Later, she named a dog Nedra and told Salter 
that she planned to have a line from “Light Years” inscribed on her tombstone: “In her heart she carried an 
instinct like that of a migrant species.”  

After “Light Years,” the Rosenthals’ marriage broke up, mimicking the demise in the novel of Viri and 
Nedra’s. Salter had observed what they’d not yet acknowledged. By then, Salter and his wife, Ann, had got a 
divorce, too. He had been unhappy, and far from faithful, for a long time. The Rosenthals found some solace in 



their belief that “Light Years” was as much about Salter’s marriage as it was about theirs.  

ust fame be a part of greatness?” Nedra Berland asks, in “Light Years.” Viri, to himself, thinks yes: “Fame was 
not only part of greatness, it was more. It was the evidence, the only proof. All the rest was nothing, in vain.” Salter 
is not famous. Among many writers, and some literary people, he is venerated for his sentencemaking, his 
observational powers, his depictions of sex and valor, and a pair of novels that, in spite of thin sales and obscure 
subject matter, have more than a puncher’s chance at permanence. He has won some prizes, and been nominated 
for others, but he’s never won “the big cookies,” in the words of the writer and Salter admirer Joy Williams. Most 
people seem not to know about him, and many who do find his work precious, arty, mandarin. His admirers, many 
of them esteemed fiction writers, young and old, believe that he’s inexcusably overlooked and underread. Jhumpa 
Lahiri has written, of “Light Years,” “I’m shamelessly in its debt.” Richard Ford, citing a peerless “intuition for the 
world’s details and for its unobvious emotional business,” declared, “It is an article of faith among readers of fiction 
that James Salter writes American sentences better than anyone writing today.”  

Holding up a single sentence as proof is like pulling a bluefin from the sea: right away, the color fades. Anyway, 
Salter’s style may be less about sentences than about paragraphs. It is elliptical. The details and observations accrue 
in such a way—obliquely, melodiously—that they pull a reader forward in anticipation of the next unexpected leap: 
a stray object, an odd gesture, a bald declaration, or a rash act. He can be suddenly cruel. The syntax is cool, fine
hewn, rather than selfconscious or pyrotechnic. It doesn’t sound like speech. He forgoes colloquialisms and the 
mad chatter of American life. It’s been his style from the beginning, and it’s hard to determine where it came from. 

Still, there are grounds for a slender reputation. He has ignored the issues of the day; his subjects seem to exist in 
a world without politics or class or the clutter of pop culture, technology, or even, most of the time, any 
consideration of gainful employment. His focus has been narrow, personal, subtle. In a time of antiheroes, he has 
fixated on heroism. He has not been prolific. His best books might be too dirty, or too adult, to become fixtures on 
college syllabi. 

Salter minds. He thinks “The Great Gatsby” is overrated. He has, his whole life, aspired to glory, without giving 
o  too great a reek of aspiration. Salter at eightyseven: the resignation seeps in. But he has a new novel, his first in 
more than thirty years, and likely his last. It is called “All That Is.” It is about a veteran of the Second World War 
who becomes a book editor and seeks love and solace from people who come in and out of his life. Can such a 
story make a man famous? An unsteady output and a lengthy hiatus put pressure on this book, which is perhaps one 
reason it took so long to write. It had started out as one thing and became something else. He designed it as a 
capstone, and is nervous with hope for it. Weary of his reputation as a stylist, he tried, in his way, to tell it all 
straight, to write nothing that might cause a reader to underline a phrase or dogear a page. “I wanted to get past the 
greatwriterofsentences thing,” he wrote in a letter to a friend. “I don’t care about that, at this stage.” He’d found 
absorption in an unextraordinary protagonist with, as he writes, a “life beyond reckoning, the life that had been 
opened to him and that he had owned.”  

“Life passes into pages if it passes into anything,” Salter once wrote. He told me, “I like to write about certain 
things that if they are not written about are not going to exist.” 

alter flew F86 Sabre jets in the Korean War, logging more than a hundred missions. In his 1997 memoir, 
“Burning the Days,” he describes his only kill:  

He abruptly rolls over and I follow, as if we are leaping from a wall. He begins to pull it through. I am 
still shooting and something flies off the plane—the canopy. A moment later a kind of bundle, the pilot, 
comes out. . . . The MIG, now a funeral craft that bore nothing, was falling from thirty thousand feet, 
spinning leisurely in its descent until its shadow unexpectedly appeared on the hills and slowly moved to 
join it in a burst of flame. 

This was the first generation of jet fighters. Salter kept a journal of his experiences, and in the two years after his 
tour, while still in the Air Force, writing in secret at night and on weekends, he composed a first novel out of them. 
“The Hunters,” published in 1956, was about an élite air squadron in Korea. The wartime career of an 
accomplished and principled pilot named Cleve Saville—like Salter, a captain stationed at Kimpo Air Base—goes 
sour amid the successes of less scrupulous rivals, as the airmen compete to shoot down Russian MIG15s in the 
skies over the Yalu River. Cleve finally gets his one kill, but circumstances, and honor, compel him to disown it. 
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“The Hunters” ran first as a serial in Collier’s. At the time, Salter was stationed in Bitburg, Germany, flying 
sorties around Europe and in North Africa. He held a major’s rank and was in line to become a squadron 
commander. (He had also commanded a team of aerial acrobats.) One night, another veteran of the Yalu, a pilot 
named Mattson, who was reading Collier’s, said to Salter, “Hey, did you read this thing? This story here about 
Korea?” Salter feigned enough curiosity to deflect attention from himself. He was less interested in Mattson’s 
opinion of the work than in not being connected with it. “Let me read it when you finish,” he said. 

The author’s name would not have aroused Mattson’s suspicion. Salter’s given name was James Horowitz. 
While writing “The Hunters,” he had chosen James Salter as a pen name to hide his identity from his colleagues 
and superiors. “There was contempt for writers,” he said. He is not sure why he chose that particular name (an 
earlier one was John Eden) and feels now that he might have chosen a better one. Later, when the novel was 
adapted into a film, starring Robert Mitchum as Cleve, jetfighter aficionados sought out James Low, an ace in 
Salter’s squadron in Korea, who was the inspiration for the novel’s villain, Pell, a selfish, callow lieutenant. Low, 
taking careful aim, questioned Salter’s appetite for warfare and his capabilities as a pilot. (In the novel, Pell had the 
same things to say about Cleve.) Low dismissed Salter as a “Hudson High boy”—a West Pointer.  

Salter’s father, George Horowitz, had been first in a West Point class that had graduated early, because of the 
First World War. Later, he had some success in real estate in New York. Salter’s mother, Mildred, was from 
Washington, D.C.; she’d had, as Salter wrote in “Burning the Days,” a “lively girlhood” of dances at embassies 
and country clubs. James, an only child, was born in Passaic, New Jersey, in 1925, but the family soon moved to 
upper Manhattan. Summers in Atlantic City and at New Hampshire camps, school at P.S. 6, and then high school at 
Horace Mann, in the Bronx, where he played football. He was two years behind Jack Kerouac, a postgraduate 
football recruit, who submitted stories to the literary magazine. Salter, one of the editors, contributed poetry—
“terrible poetry,” he recalls. He planned to go to M.I.T. or Stanford, but his father, an aloof yet persuasive presence, 
urged him to apply to West Point. “It wasn’t my first choice,” he told me. “I went the way I got married, really.” 

He took the train up alone in the summer of 1942. “My father didn’t even tell me what to take to West Point, 
which were details of some importance,” Salter said. He had just turned seventeen. In “Burning the Days,” he 
wrote, “It was the hard school, the forge. To enter you passed, that first day, into an inferno.” The first year was 
brutal, and he was a reluctant plebe. “I had neither the wisdom of country boys, who knew beasts and the axioms 
of hardware stores, nor the real toughness of the city.” He likened it to a “great orphanage.” The ludicrous 
demands and inevitable demerits rained down; he was perpetually marching o  his violations on the quad. Some 
of his deficiencies in Saturdaymorning inspection arose out of his attendance at Fridayevening services in a 
gymnasium with a couple of dozen other Jewish cadets. The service cost him two hours of folding and polishing. 
“It was like cod liver oil: I didn’t want to eat it,” he said. After a while, he stopped going and began attending 
Sunday chapel with everyone else. “It was not a protest or a resignation from my religion or race. I mean, 
everybody knew who I was.” 

Salter is often asked about antiSemitism at West Point, but he does not remember much of it. “I had a letter 
from a classmate about five years ago that said, to my astonishment, ‘You didn’t realize this, but there were people 
who wanted you out of there,’�” he told me. “In the service, you ran into it a bit, but I never found it an obstruction. 
Once, I got in a fight at Andrews Air Force Base, because a guy kept calling me Ish Kabibble.” 

In his second year, Salter came to embrace the West Point code, discovering, or imagining, within his own 
character the rudiments of the German ideal of company commander. Whether he’d grown into West Point or 
been broken by it is hard to say. “It’s unfortunate, in that West Point made me harder than I was,” he said. “My 
general moral apparatus is perhaps too archaic for the present times, and I think part of that is West Point.” It 
also touched an elegiac streak within him. He began to idealize those who had died in war and to aspire, 
vaguely, to immortality, or to heroic remembrance, anyway. “It was among the knowledgeable others that one 
hoped to be talked about and admired,” he wrote later. “The years would bow to you; you would be 
remembered, your name like a thoroughbred’s, a horse that ran and won.” In the spring of his second year, he 
passed an eye test and, with hundreds of other West Point cadets, joined the Army Air Corps. He learned to fly.  

he war in Europe ended a month before graduation. At sunset on VE Day, Salter took o  from Stewart Field, 
north of West Point, on a solo navigation flight. Fifteen or so other cadets were also participating in the exercise. 
Night fell, mist crept in, and soon Salter, somewhere over Pennsylvania, realized he was lost. (They’d all been 
given misinformation about the wind.) Salter, in the cockpit with a flashlight and a map, tacked east and tried to 

T



make sense of lights on the ground. His disorientation grew as fuel ran low. After several hours, he picked out what 
he thought was the Hudson River and Poughkeepsie and, his tank near empty, prepared to crashland in an apparent 
park. Instead, he plowed through some trees, lost a wing, and hurtled into a house. He stepped out of the cockpit 
and onto the porch. The house’s occupants, a family, stood out on the street; they’d heard the noise in the sky and 
had run outside. No one was hurt. The town was Great Barrington, Massachusetts. 

After the war, he was deployed to Manila and then to Honolulu, and relegated to transport planes. He also served 
as a general’s aide. (Later, he participated in the hydrogenbomb tests in the Pacific.) In “Burning the Days,” he 
summons up the colonial Hawaii of James Jones, where he carried on an unconsummated love a air with the wife 
of a fellowo cer, his best friend. Amid the postwar glamour of empire and the routine of military life, there was 
also the constant thrum of what Salter has called “the winnowing.” Dozens of his Air Corps classmates died, in 
peacetime flying accidents. 

And then, in 1951, came his promotion to fighter jets and a shot at stardom. He volunteered for Korea. Some 
men he flew with there and afterward became celebrated aces, and others, such as Aldrin, Grissom, and White, 
eventually entered legend as astronauts, but Salter’s greatest achievement in war may have been surviving it, so that 
he could bring back his exquisite descriptions of jet fighting and of flying in general. He is widely considered, 
alongside SaintExupéry, the finest chronicler of what it’s like to fly a plane. 

Before Korea, while in Washington getting a graduate degree in international a airs at Georgetown, he’d written 
a novel about pilots. “It was a dime novel, though I didn’t write it as such,” he said. Through a family friend in New 
York, he found an agent, who sent it to a publisher and reported back: “No, but maybe next time.” Salter kept at it 
through the war, discreetly; he was wary of being seen even reading. “I didn’t want to appear bookish,” he said. This 
held true later, too, when he was stationed in Germany and flying all over Europe on a kind of ongoing airborne 
grand tour. “I was the Ops o cer of a squadron. I had a lot of pilots under me. I mean, that life is the horseshoe
pitching life. It’s a life of rodandgun club.” The publication of “The Hunters,” and the money he got from the film 
(sixty thousand dollars, which would be almost half a million today), gave him the courage to quit the Air Force to 
become a writer.  

Giving up his commission, he says now, was “the most di cult act of my life.” His former wing commander, 
when Salter told him, said, “You idiot.” He was leaving behind not only the comfortable career of an o cer but a 
pilot’s tenuous, exalted existence. “There’s the fact that people are being killed,” Salter said. “And there was a 
competition always going on, a sifting out, a sorting out. There was working with all this tremendously powerful 
machinery. And then, of course, there was also the fact that you were the one on the horse. Everyone was in 
business to support you—all the ground crews, all the supply people, everybody. That gave you a feeling, I 
would say, of overimportance, probably. But you wore that. You had to wear it.” He has called his time as a 
pilot—his twenties, basically—the heart of his life. “As a writer, you aren’t anybody until you become somebody. 
As a pilot, you’re nobility from the very beginning. It’s very hard to suddenly become just somebody on a bus.” 

“It was worse than divorce, emotionally,” Salter told me. Untethered from the regimen of military life, he felt 
adrift, like a deserter, and of course anxious about his prospects. (He and Ann, a horsecountry Virginian, had 
two young daughters; another daughter and a son, twins, were born in 1962.) He knew nothing of the literary 
world, its tribes and rituals, its obscure hierarchies. He found it strange, almost shameful, to do nothing all day 
but sit at a desk and write.  

he Salters settled along the Hudson, first in Grand View and later in New City. He began to meet people, 
collecting their names and particulars. Among the first were the Rosenthals, whose daughters went to school with 
the Salters’ and whose aesthetic and gustatory intelligence was, for an Air Force couple, a kind of revelation. 
“Larry and Barbara lived what I took to be a superior life, for our age,” he said. “That friendship opened life up in 
a way for me and for my wife.”  

He was Salter now, not Horowitz. What started as a “ring name,” as he called it, became a new identity. “I 
wanted to distance myself from my past, naturally,” he told me. “I was living a life of being Horowitz and being 
Salter, and I said, I’m going to switch over completely. I didn’t see any problem with it. My mother did.” He 
has also said that he didn’t want to be thought of as another Jewish writer from New York; there were enough of 
those. Horowitz, for years, went unacknowledged. When a Times Magazine profile in 1990 revealed the 
name change, he was upset. “That was like coming out for him,” Peter Matthiessen, a longtime friend, said. 

In those early days near Nyack, Salter had a sideline selling swimming pools. As a salesman, he met a TV 
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writer named Lane Slate. They made a twelveminute documentary film together about football, called “Team 
Team Team,” which to their surprise won a top prize at the 1962 Venice Film Festival. They made other 
documentaries, about contemporary artists and the circus. Soon, Salter was writing scripts. Film o ered some 
income, and the allure of a blossoming art: Antonioni, Fellini, Godard. In 1963, Laurence Rosenthal introduced 
him to Peter Glenville, the British film and stage director and bon vivant, who drafted him to write a screenplay 
about a lawyer in Rome who marries a girl who turns out to be a prostitute. This eventually, in 1969, became 
“The Appointment,” starring Anouk Aimée and Omar Sharif, under the direction of Sidney Lumet. To describe 
this picture, as well as most things having to do with movies, Salter tends to deploy the term “trash.” 
Nonetheless, it diverted him to Rome for a year of research, of a kind. (From “Burning the Days”: “�‘Are you 
married?’ she asked as we drove. ‘Yes.’ ‘So am I.’�”) There’s work, and then there’s life.  

In 1961, he was introduced to Irwin Shaw, the first accomplished writer he’d ever met. Shaw became a 
mentor, more in life than in work. Hotels, women, France. “Screenwriters, owners of restaurants, joueurs.” 
(Shaw turns up in “Light Years,” as a besotted satyr who courts Nedra in a Swiss hotel.) At Shaw’s urging, Salter 
adapted a Shaw short story into a film, “Three” (1969), which Salter directed: a love triangle and French 
travelogue starring Sam Waterston and Charlotte Rampling. (He wrote of his leading lady, in “Burning the 
Days,” “She chewed wads of gum, had dirty hair, and, according to the costume woman, wore clothes that 
smelled.”) The film came and went—Rex Reed loved it; Shaw thought it was lousy—but Salter received other 
invitations to direct, which he declined. Another script, though, caught the notice of Robert Redford, who was 
looking to make some films of his own, after years of working as an actor for hire. Redford was surprised, when 
he met Salter, to find him reticent and cleancut. “I was expecting a shaggy guy,” Redford told me. “I was taken 
by how quiet and reserved he was, and by a kind of rueful sensibility he had.” (A friend cited an “attractive 
di dence.”) Redford knew nothing of Salter’s military past, even after they’d travelled together around Europe 
for months researching a film they planned to make together, about the World Cup Alpine ski circuit. “Downhill 
Racer,” released in 1969, was the most successful movie Salter ever wrote, and the one he seems least inclined to 
disown. Still, he told me, “I hate it when people say, ‘Ah, you wrote “Downhill Racer.”�’ This is really an 
aggravating thing.” It’s just a movie, he says.  

Eventually, he tired of the film business and gave it up. “What I tired of probably was lack of success,” he said. “I 
think the problem was all mine, the writer’s problem.” He wrote his last screenplay in 1976, a mountainclimbing 
piece for Redford called “Solo Faces,” based on the exploits of the maverick American climber Gary Hemming. 
Salter spent more than a year researching it. He took up climbing, scaling rock walls, bivouacking on ledges, in the 
Rockies and the Alps, with Royal Robbins and others. When he turned in the script to Redford, he felt it was his 
best. “I’ll be crushingly disappointed if it’s not cherished,” he wrote in a letter to a friend. But Redford thought that 
the hero was too taciturn for the screen. A friend, Robert Ginna, then the editorinchief at Little, Brown, suggested 
that Salter turn it into a novel, which Ginna published, in 1979. “Solo Faces” met with modest success, and is highly 
regarded by alpinists for its authentic depiction of climbing. It is also the last novel Salter wrote before this new 
one. 

Of sixteen screenplays, only four were produced. There had been travel, money, beguiling women and fascinating 
men, and entry into rooms that might otherwise have been closed to him: stories more for the dinner table than for the 
page. He considered all this time squandered.  

He has also described his pilot years as lost ones. He was ashamed not to have achieved more in war. “I felt 
contempt for myself,” he wrote later. He felt similarly about the flying books. “Youth,” he has said. But eventually 
he wrote again of his flying years, in “Burning the Days,” and then, when a friend wanted to republish the old 
novels, he revised “The Hunters” and a second Air Force novel, “The Arm of Flesh” (1961), which he renamed 
“Cassada.” 

Six years ago, a general who had read the new edition of “The Hunters” (and ordered copies of it for his group 
commanders) invited Salter to Fort Worth to fly an F16. The young pilots—“They looked at me the way a baseball 
player looks at Frankie Frisch,” Salter told me—spoke with reverence of the aces he’d flown with in Korea. He 
took a quick orientation course and went up, with a lieutenant colonel aboard. “I hadn’t been in a cockpit for forty
four years,” he said. “It was as if I’d done it last week.” The plane had more than ten times the power of an F86, 
the last he’d flown, and the controls were di erent, but he got the hang of them. Soon, he was pulling some rolls 
and loops. The colonel let him loose. “And he said a wonderful thing to me. He said, ‘Awesome! Awesome!’�” 



n 1961, during the Berlin crisis, Salter, serving in the National Guard, was deployed to Chaumont, a provincial 
town a few hours east of Paris. He spent almost a year there, wandering around the country on weekends in a 
Delahaye convertible. The French called him Colonel Delahaye. He was in love with France. He was also involved 
with a French girl. In 1966, he finished a novel rooted in these experiences: “A Sport and a Pastime.”  

It’s an odd little book. A firstperson narrator tells the story of a love a air between a Yale dropout named 
Dean and an eighteenyearold French girl named AnneMarie. They travel around provincial France in a 
convertible and make love in hotel rooms. There are astonishing evocations of France and explicit descriptions 
of anal sex. The narrator, a tentative, rueful photographer and friend of Dean’s, states on many occasions that he 
is imagining this a air—that he is making it all up, which makes the novel something of a puzzle. Salter has said 
that he devised the narrative conceit out of necessity. “You could not tell Dean’s story, I don’t believe, in the first 
person without losing the reader’s sympathy, some essential sympathy,” he told me. “And in the third person it 
merely becomes an account. It dries up a little and becomes a dossier, a report on something, no matter what the 
language does to enrich it.” The inference: to tell the story of his own a air, with intimacy and allure, he had to 
find a way to make it not only someone else’s but someone else’s as imagined by someone else. The novel is an 
Alhambra of narcissism and selferasure. 

Salter’s publisher, Harper, and others rejected the novel, citing the customary complaints—too repetitive, 
unlikable characters—though Salter surmised that it was the sex that put them o . A friend gave it to George 
Plimpton, the editor of the Paris Review. He was not one to be put o  by sex, and he had just started a Paris 
Review imprint in conjunction with Doubleday. Plimpton paid Salter three thousand dollars for the manuscript. 
The book got decent reviews but sold fewer than three thousand copies.  

Still, it acquired a devout following. In the midseventies, Jack Shoemaker, a Bay Area bookseller, was on a 
National Endowment for the Arts literature panel with some writers and editors, among them the writer Reynolds 
Price and the critic John Leonard. Shoemaker, intent on starting a publishing company, was compiling a list of 
neglected twentiethcentury classics. Price and Leonard told him about “A Sport and a Pastime,” which Price had 
called “as nearly perfect as any American fiction I know.” Shoemaker was transfixed, and began to photocopy short 
stories of Salter’s, which were published now and then in Esquire and the Paris Review. He assembled them and 
approached Salter with the idea of doing a collection. He also published handsome paperback editions of “A Sport 
and a Pastime” and “Light Years,” both of which had gone out of print. The story collection—not published until 
1988, as Shoemaker waited nearly a decade for two stories that Salter felt the collection would need—won a 
PEN/Faulkner Award, which attracted new attention to the novels. By then, Salter had acquired his reputation as a 
writer’s writer, or, as John Ashbery once said of Elizabeth Bishop, a writer’s writer’s writer. 

In 1995, Modern Library published a hardcover edition of “A Sport and a Pastime.” To celebrate, Joe Fox, 
Salter’s editor at Random House, hosted a dinner at a French restaurant on Madison Avenue. That night, as 
Salter approached the restaurant, a limousine pulled up in front of him. He saw a bare leg emerge from the back 
seat and watched as a woman stepped out. It was the French girl, the inspiration for AnneMarie, from “A Sport 
and a Pastime,” now in her forties. He hadn’t seen her since he greeted her in New York at the airport, almost 
thirty years earlier, when she moved to the United States. They’d fallen out of touch. That night, she walked o  
and he said nothing. And he didn’t mention the encounter to the guests at dinner as he joined them to toast the 
recognition of a book he’d written to commemorate her. They’d have made him chase her down. 

alter aspires, in his life and his work, to an absence of sentimentality, a worldliness and unflappability that he 
associates with the French—Gide, Genet, Céline, Colette. He admires the Japanese, and Babel and Gogol, 
Dinesen and Duras. Robert Ginna once said of him, citing Graham Greene, “The writer must have a tiny sliver of 
ice in his heart.” This perhaps accounts for his habit of taking notes on the people around him, even good friends. 
“It makes people nervous sometimes,” Peter Matthiessen told me. “You see him writing away under the table.” 

Refinement came gradually. He toiled at it. In 1969, the poet and translator Robert Phelps sent him a fan’s note 
after reading “A Sport and a Pastime,” and they began a close friendship, sending adoring letters back and forth, 
until Phelps died, in 1989. Phelps introduced him to Cocteau and Léautaud, and let him know, as Salter told the 
ParisReview in 1993, “that I might belong, if not to the highest company, at least to the broad realm of books and 
names.” By now, Salter had literary friends and acquaintances, and yet was part of no school or scene. For a 
while, he and Saul Bellow were close, until Salter felt that the deficit in their relative literary stature gave rise to 
condescension on Bellow’s part, whereupon he let the friendship die. “I don’t like being a wing man,” Salter 
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said. 
Before Salter conceived of “Light Years,” he had an idea in mind—that marriage goes on too long. When he’d 

married Ann, he had, at the outset, given himself five years. In his journal, he’d written, in reference to the 
marriage, “Every year seems the most terrible.” “A Sport and a Pastime”—the confession embedded within it—
didn’t help make things any less terrible. Salter told me of his first marriage, “I married without overwhelming 
enthusiasm. I married because people were getting married and I met a girl I thought I might get married to when I 
was encouraged to get married.” In the Air Force, it made sense to have a wife. 

He found a way to take up the problem of marriage, and to celebrate its fleeting joys, only once he’d stumbled on 
a medium: the Rosenthals. He tore the pages from a desk calendar and hastily sketched out the arc of a novel on the 
back. He came upon a remark that he attributes to Jean Renoir—“The only things that are important in life are the 
things you remember”—and filled those pages with conjugal shards. The result was an unsentimental accounting 
that manages to be emotionally and existentially devastating. It is not uncommon to hear a reader say that he or she 
was floored by it. Others find it hard to take. Maybe you have to have, in addition to a taste or a tolerance for the 
prose, a certain sentimental cast of mind—an attraction to domestic contentment, and a panged sense of its passing 
quickly, into nothing.  

alter spent this past winter, as he does most winters, in Aspen. He first visited in 1959, at the urging of a boyhood 
friend. He broke his arm skiing but liked the place, which in those days was an abandoned mining town stirring 
back to life as a bohemian enclave and ski resort. In 1970, he bought, for twentytwo thousand dollars, a small 
house on the west end of town. The owner was an old alcoholic who for years had thrown his empty bottles out of 
the window. The yard was gravelled with glass. By then, Aspen was a hippie town that had begun to draw a 
Hollywood crowd—a place where even good marriages went to die.  

The house was the site of the greatest tragedy of Salter’s life. In 1980, five years after his divorce from Ann, their 
daughter Allan, by many accounts beautiful and bright, came back to live in Aspen. There was a cabin next to the 
house, and she moved in. On her first night, she was electrocuted in the shower and died. Salter found her there. It 
was too terrible a thing to write or talk much about. 

In Aspen, he met Kay Eldredge, a journalist and playwright a couple of decades younger than he. They started 
living together after Salter’s divorce. They had a son in 1985 (they moved to Paris so that he could be born there), 
and they got married in Paris a few years later. They wrote a book together seven years ago, too, called “Life Is 
Meals,” a bouillabaisse of literary gossip, historical anecdote, aphorism, and food talk, assembled from their 
decades of dinner parties, as hosts and guests.  

The rest of the year, they live in Bridgehampton, in a modest house that Salter built on some land he bought in 
1980. Aspen, Bridgehampton: it sounds fancy, but they live lean; there isn’t a lot of money. The ambience is 
rustic—houses artfully crammed with books, keepsakes, pictures, provisions. The movie money didn’t last; he lost 
a lot of it years ago when he and a friend opened a bakery in Ohio. The venture failed, sticking Salter with heavy 
debts and a heavy heart. Salter did journalism for a while: travel pieces, profiles in People of Nabokov, Graham 
Greene, and Antonia Fraser (this was your father’s People). He taught a bit. There’s a pension from the Air Force. 
Last month, he unexpectedly won a Windham Campbell Prize, just established, worth a hundred and fifty thousand 
dollars. “Tremendous cash,” he wrote in an email.  

Salter, at eightyseven, is skeptical of Philip Roth’s recent declaration that he won’t write anymore. Salter can’t 
imagine stopping, but he’s written a fraction of the words Roth has. Though he labors over his paragraphs longer 
than just about any writer alive, working his sentences like a cadet polishing a belt buckle, he has not been the most 
diligent of novelists. He’ll complain to a friend about his lagging productivity and then go o  to France for three 
weeks to hang around. But he’s always working on something: transferring the notes he’s taken on matchbooks, 
hotel envelopes, and paper scraps into cahiers, scribbling and typing sentences and paragraphs over and over, honing 
the sentiments. He once referred to himself as a frotteur; he likes to rub a word in his hands. He’s not afraid of 
obscure or expensive ones. He makes lists of them, or of titles, or of names (for better or worse, he likes arcane 
ones), or of other writers he feels are ahead of him in whatever race writers imagine that they are in. 

hen I visited him in Aspen, this winter, he was finishing a short story for a collection to be published in Britain. 
He was working in a glassedin sunporch. I arrived one morning and from the street saw him in there, leaning over 
the desk, like a man in a movie about a writer. Jays bickered in a big pine, snowmelt dripped from the eaves, and 
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Salter kept at it, passing life into pages. 
When his corduroys are being washed, Salter pads around in suspendered snowpants and a black turtleneck. His 

hands, cut and bruised, shake a little. Salter didn’t begin to consider himself old until a few years ago. When I 
visited, a spinal problem was causing him some pain in his leg and hindering his ability to get around, but he didn’t 
say much about it. He abhors whining or admissions of frailty. “I never nap,” he said. Once an elegant skier, he’s 
had to give that up: “There is a point where it just becomes bizarre.” But he was curious to hear about the snow 
conditions, and about my finding the place where an aunt of mine had died in an avalanche, in 1972. (In a 1992 
essay on skiing, he’d called her a “goddess.”) Getting old is easy for no one, but it seems uniquely illsuited to a 
man who, in his work and in his life, has put such a premium on vigor. Its ebbing has softened an air of self
assurance that was often taken for arrogance. Age: “He feels it’s an insult, a personal insult,” Kay said. 

Salter and I talked at the kitchen table, several hours a day, warmed by a woodstove. In conversation, he’s 
courteous, flinty, guarded, and particular in a way that combines shyness and care. He doesn’t like to be asked 
things directly. “It seems shameful to me, to start analyzing oneself in public,” he said. His voice is thin, almost 
e eminate. He’s funnier in person than in his prose, which is generally solemn, and he has a gentle streak. If there 
are ants on the counter, he won’t kill them. He has an obsession with a 2003 documentary about the Thoroughbred 
Seabiscuit, which he watches over and over, tearing up in the presence of guests. He has been known to sing 
“American Pie” to clams when he shucks them. He always diligently checks the bill at restaurants. If he’s telling a 
story that involves numbers or years, he whispers the math to himself, his eyes fluttering, a finger tugging at his 
ear. He is a reciter of poems, and keen to read aloud. He likes to visit cemeteries. He measures out his Martinis 
precisely, down to a ritual drop of Worcestershire. He’s intensely competitive. He used to take pleasure in 
occasionally beating the poet Kenneth Koch, a superior player, in tennis, and he kept meticulous records of the 
touchfootball games he and his literary friends played for many years on Long Island. “I could still show them 
my heels well into my fifties,” he said. He is renowned among them for his poise and selfcontrol. He cherishes a 
way of life that may be passing from the world. For New Year’s Eve dinner at home in Aspen some years ago, 
Salter had everyone wear black tie.  

Salter once told his close friend the poet and novelist William Benton that one of the functions of a writer is to 
create envy in the reader—envy of the life that the writer is living. His life and his books have been full of fine hotels 
and meals, entrancing women and singular men, sophisticated friendships, idle moments in marvellous weather. He 
records it coolly, like a star forward who does not celebrate scoring goals: he acts like he’s been there before. He also 
conveys the knowledge that it will add up to nothing. Everyone and everything will be forgotten. You come away 
from his work wondering if you should have lived more, even if living more, in his work, often leads to ruin.  
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