Ch1 Summary

As the novel opens, the narrator, Holden Caulfield, speaks directly to the reader from a mental hospital or sanitarium in southern California. He says that he will tell us (the readers) of events occurring around Christmastime of the previous year. First, however, he mentions his older brother, D.B., a writer who now works in nearby Hollywood and visits Holden nearly every weekend.

Holden’s story, in the form of a long flashback, begins around 3 p.m. on a Saturday in December, the day of the traditional season-ending football match between his old school, Pencey Prep (in Agerstown, Pennsylvania) and rival Saxon Hall. Holden, a junior at Pencey, can see the field from where he stands, high atop Thomsen Hill. He has been expelled and is on his way to say good-bye to Mr. Spencer, his history instructor. At the end of the chapter, Holden arrives at Mr. Spencer’s house and is let in by his teacher’s wife.

Ch 1 Commentary

In one of the best-known openings in American fiction, Salinger sets the tone for Holden’s personality and narrative style. The first paragraph of the novel is often compared to the opening lines of Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884). From the beginning, we, the readers, realize that Holden is not a traditional narrator. He eschews details about his birth, his parents, and “all that David Copperfield kind of crap” (referring to Charles Dickens’ novel by the same name). Holden speaks in the vernacular of a teenager of his day (the late 1940s). The literary point of view is first-person singular, unique to Holden but easily accessible to the rebels, romantics, innocents, and dreamers of any generation.

After stating that he will just tell us about the “madman stuff” that happened the previous December, Holden typically digresses to describe his brother, D.B., who was a “terrific” short story writer until he sold out and went to Hollywood. The theme of Holden’s favorite D.B. story, “The Secret Goldfish” (about a child who buys a goldfish and does not allow anyone to look at it, because he has paid for it with his own money) foreshadows Holden’s consistent passion for the innocence and authenticity of childhood.

The setting for the early chapters in the flashback is Pencey Prep, a “terrible” school whose atmosphere seems as cold as the December air on Thomsen Hill. Holden has no love for prep schools. Although he oddly respects the academic standards of Pencey, he sees it as phony, if not evil. Magazine ads for the school, featuring horsemanship, are misleading because, Holden claims, he has never seen a horse anywhere near Pencey. The school’s motto, concerned with molding boys into “splendid” young men, is “for the birds,” according to Holden. After all, one of the students has stolen his winter coat and fur-lined gloves.

Holden is not attending the football game for two reasons, both of which reveal a good deal about his character. First, Holden is careless and sometimes irresponsible. As manager of the fencing team, he left the equipment on the subway en route to a meet that morning with McBurney School in New York City. The team has returned to the school much earlier than it had planned. Second, Holden is on his way to bid farewell to his history teacher, Mr. Spencer, indicating that he does care about people. Holden has been expelled for academic failure and is not to return after Christmas break, which begins the following Wednesday. Even though he failed history with an abysmal performance, Holden does not blame the instructor. He likes old Spencer. Perhaps readers appreciate Holden more because he is not a perfect “hero.” Certainly we are attracted to him because he has a heart.

Salinger himself was once enrolled in McBurney School in Manhattan, the intended site of the novel’s canceled fencing meet. In addition, scholars often compare Pencey Prep to Valley Forge Military Academy, which Salinger attended from the ages of 15 to 17. Although similarities to Salinger’s life occasionally occur throughout The Catcher in the Rye, as readers we should be careful about biographical interpretations. Writers often use personal experience as background. Holden may be a part of Salinger, but the first-person narrator should not be confused with the author.

Holden has been expelled from Pencey Prep because he has flunked four subjects (passing only English), including Mr. Spencer’s history class. On his way to Spencer’s home to say good-bye, Holden feels terribly cold. There is no sun, and he feels as though he might disappear as he crosses Route 204 to go to Spencer’s house. This is the first of several instances when Holden feels he is losing himself or falling into an abyss. He arrives at the Spencer home frozen and shaken.

Ch 2 Summary

Spencer’s farewell turns into a lecture on discipline, and Holden’s mind drifts. He wonders about the ducks down at the lagoon near Central Park South in New York City. Where do they go when the lagoon freezes in the winter? Does someone take them to a zoo? Do they fly away? He reflects on Mr. Haas, the phony headmaster at Elkton Hills, one of Holden’s previous schools. Haas was very charming to successful-looking parents, but if a boy’s mother were fat or his father poorly dressed, the headmaster snubbed them cruelly.

Holden finally manages to escape from Mr. Spencer’s lecture, claiming he needs to get to the gym to retrieve his equipment. He has second thoughts about leaving “old Spencer” but mainly wants out. Politely turning down a cup of Mrs. Spencer’s renowned hot chocolate and promising to write, he gladly leaves.

Ch 2 Commentary

Kindly Mrs. Spencer is the one who invites Holden into the couple’s modest home and directs him toward the ailing instructor’s bedroom. Holden’s background is sufficiently privileged that he mentions the absence of servants to open the doors to visitors. The Spencers are an elderly couple, although we need to be cautious about specifics because Holden tends to exaggerate. He mentions several “old guy” habits that Mr. Spencer indulges in and a few other human failings that annoy him. Worst is the reading aloud of Holden’s final exam from Spencer’s history class.

Holden reveals flaws in his own character as well as condemning them in the rest of the world. He is 17 as he narrates the story and was 16 when the events took place, but he admits to behaving like a 12-year-old at times. He finds this especially ironic because he is 6 feet 2 1/2 inches tall, having grown 6 1/2 inches the previous year. The right side of Holden’s head is covered with gray hair, another irony. He knows he should act more mature; his personal habits are poor at times, he smokes too much, he’s a terrible liar, and he has trouble caring about school.
Hoping, in vain, to head off a lecture, Holden readily admits to Mr. Spencer that he rarely studied for history class, only glancing through the book a couple of times over the course of the semester. He knows he deserved to fail, which makes Spencer’s harangue especially annoying. Holden rightly feels that it is a “dirty trick” when Spencer reads his exam aloud. It isn’t as if the exam answer is news to Holden. He knows that the essay on Egyptians is “crap.” Initially friendly, Holden is beginning to hate the old man.

Spencer exhibits several characteristics of older men, and Holden wonders why the teacher even bothers to continue living. Spencer yells instead of talking. He wraps himself in a beat-up Navajo blanket that he loves. His ratty bathrobe exposes legs that are too white and hairless. Spencer’s chest is bumpy, and he picks his nose. He consistently misses as he tries to toss objects onto the nearby bed. When Spencer goes into his nodding routine, Holden doesn’t know if it’s because the old man is wisely thinking or because he “doesn’t know his ass from his elbow.”
Beneath all of the aggravation and age stereotyping, however, Holden often reveals his compassion. He sincerely cares about the ducks in Central Park. He sympathizes with the parents at Elkton Hills who were not attractive or fashionable and were objects of Haas’ disdain. Even as he is trying to escape form Spencer’s lecture, Holden feels “sorry as hell” for the teacher. He realizes that the old man genuinely cares about him. Holden ultimately thinks of the bathrobe as “sad” rather than “ratty,” and he understands that the quirks are beyond Spencer’s control. But Holden can’t take it any longer. He and Spencer are, according to Holden, on “opposite ends of the pole,” and he has to leave. We might suspect, also, that Holden feels uncomfortable when he sees some truth in Spencer’s statements.

(chiffonier a narrow, high bureau or chest of drawers, often with a mirror.)

Ch 3 Summary

Holden returns to Pencey where he lives in the Ossenburger Memorial Wing of the new dorms, reserved for juniors and seniors. Ossenburger is an alumnus who has made a fortune in the undertaking business. Pencey named a wing of the new dormitories after him in thanks for a large donation. Ossenburger attended the first home football game earlier in the fall and bored the students, especially Holden, with a long-winded, corny, cliché-filled oration at chapel the next morning. A flatulent student named Edgar Marsalla finally countered with his own loud breaking of wind, much to Holden’s delight.

The dorm room is empty and cozy. Holden tries on a red hunting cap, with a long bill, which he bought for a dollar in New York that morning. He relaxes with a good book, Isak Denisen’s Out of Africa, until he is interrupted by Robert Ackley who rooms next door and enters through a shower that the two rooms share. Ackley is a nuisance and ruins the mood.

Ward Stradlater, Holden’s roommate, comes in from the football game and asks to borrow Holden’s hound’s-tooth jacket as he prepares to go out for the evening.

Ch 3 Commentary

Ossenburger’s character introduces the theme of death in a comic vein. The mortician is just the sort of establishment “phony” that Holden loves to mock. He has a chain of funeral parlors, profiting from high volume at low rates and, Holden is certain, shabby service. Ossenburger’s speech at chapel is filled with “corny jokes” and clichés. He says that he is never ashamed to get down on his knees and talk to his buddy, Jesus. This humors Holden, who imagines Ossenburger asking Jesus to “send him a few more stiffs.” Marsalla’s magnificent fart, which, Holden reports, nearly “blew the roof off” the chapel, is the perfect response.

Holden opens the chapter by telling us that he loves to lie. It is unlikely that he is lying about that. Because he is the narrator, the reader might take some caution in “believing” what Holden says; he exaggerates mercilessly: Ossenburger’s speech lasts ten hours, he tells us, flavored with fifty corny jokes; his cheap funerals probably consist of shoving the deceased into sacks and dumping them in a river; Ackley, the obnoxious pest next door, barges in on Holden about eighty-five times a day; Holden asks him not to clip his nails onto the floor fifty times. The world is not big enough for Holden; he needs to blow it up a little.
However, Holden’s hyperbole and wild imaginings usually are not malicious. When he assumes a false identity or claims he is headed for the opera as he actually goes to buy a magazine, he is playing. Life is a bit boring for Holden; he just needs to liven up the action.

The red hunting cap is a strong symbol of Holden’s unconventional joy. This is not a baseball cap. The bill is overly long. It is painfully unstylish, but Holden loves it. Unknowingly anticipating a style that would be popular several decades later, he wears it backward. Those who follow baseball can’t help noticing that this is how a catcher wears his cap (a connection to the novel’s title).
Holden also dons his unconventional cap indoors. Among other things, it is a reading cap for Holden. Perhaps the critics who say that Holden wears it backward because he is hunting himself are correct. More likely, Holden just loves the cap and enjoys being different.

Ackley is an excellent example of Salinger’s skill at characterization. Numerous specifics reveal Ackley’s personality. He is antisocial and cold to the point that even his wife, if he ever marries, will call him by his last name. He never brushes his teeth; they look “mossy and awful.” He is nasty and hates everyone. He constantly disturbs Holden’s personal belongings and puts them back in the wrong place.

In a distinct way, Holden differs from his creator. Ironically, when he reads a terrific book, Holden thinks it would be great to telephone the author and get to know him. They could become pals and talk whenever Holden feels like it. But it is safe to assume that J.D. Salinger, as an author, would not welcome such an invasion of his own privacy.

Ch 4 Summary

Although the dorms have showers separating rooms, the toilets and sinks are down the hall. Having nothing better to do, Holden accompanies his roommate, Stradlater, as he prepares for a Saturday night date. Holden is first shocked and then concerned when he learns that his roommate’s date that night is Jane Gallagher, a friend of his from the summer before his sophomore year. Holden repeatedly says he should go downstairs to say hello to Jane, but he never does.

Stradlater talks Holden into writing an English theme paper for him. Holden returns to his room and is joined by Ackley, whose company Holden doesn’t mind, because listening to Ackley distracts him from thinking about Jane.

Ch 4 Commentary

Stradlater is a “Year Book kind of handsome guy.” He has superficial good looks and is extremely photogenic, but he is arrogant and vain. He is also a secret slob. Stradlater may be well groomed, because he is in love with himself, but he lives like a pig. His razor, for example, is rusty and full of hair. He never cleans anything. He is a user—of women and of friends.
Stradlater wants Holden to compose a descriptive English theme for him because he knows that Holden writes well. Too lazy and incompetent to be a decent writer himself, Stradlater aggravates Holden by pretending that the only reason he can’t write is that he puts the commas in the wrong places.

Holden has good reason to be concerned for Jean Stradlater is an experienced womanizer, and the Jean that Holden knows is an innocent dreamer, the kind of girl who, when she plays checkers, leaves her kings lined up in the opponent’s back row, where they were crowned, preferring aesthetic design to victory. Holden’s one consolation is that he knows Jean has already irked Stradlater by signing out of her dorm only until 9:30 p.m.

Ch 5 Summary

After a lackluster trip to town with Ackley and another student, Holden settles in to compose the descriptive theme paper for Stradlater. He decides to write about his brother Allie’s left-handed baseball glove. Allie died of leukemia on July 18, 1946, while the family was vacationing in Maine. Holden was 13 years old at the time, Allie two years younger. Holden finishes the essay around 10:30 p.m.

Ch 5 Commentary

Pencey’s fraudulence extends even to the menu at the dining hall. The main course on Saturday evenings is always steak. Holden suspects that the motive is to impress parents who visit on Sunday and ask their sons what they had to eat for dinner the night before.
At best, life around Agerstown is boring. Holden has no date so he takes a bus into town with Ackley and Mal Brossard, where they play pinball and eat hamburgers. They are back at the dorm by 8:45 p.m.

Allie’s left-handed fielder’s mitt (not a catcher’s mitt, so different from Holden, who wears his hat like a catcher does—backwards) is one of the dominating symbols of the novel. It is significant because it reveals the character of Holden’s cherished younger brother. Allie wrote poems, in green ink, all over the glove so that he would have something to read when he was in the field and bored. Holden tells us that Allie was extremely intelligent and the nicest member of his family. He had the kind of red hair, Holden says, that somehow told him when Allie was near, even when he couldn’t see him. The night Allie died, Holden slept in the garage and broke his hand while punching out the garage windows.
Throughout the novel, Holden is protective of children and innocence. Surely, this is related to his feelings for Allie, whom he could not defend from death. He keeps Allie’s baseball glove with him and often thinks about his brother. We might suspect that such an intimate topic will be wasted on Stradlater.

Chronologically, Holden was 13 when 11-year-old Allie died on July 18, 1946. He is seventeen when he tells his story. Depending on the date of Holden’s birthday—and his reliability with numbers—we might make an educated guess as to the time of the action in the novel: apparently, Holden is in California, narrating the novel, sometime around the middle of 1950, probably reporting the events of late 1949.

(boardwalk a walk, often made of wood and elevated, placed along a beach or seafront.)

Ch 6 & 7 Summary

The events of the rest of the evening are a little blurred in Holden’s memory. Stradlater returns around 11:00 or so and reads the theme paper Holden has written, while unbuttoning his shirt and stroking his chest. Stradlater is in love with himself. Of course, he doesn’t understand Holden’s choice of a baseball glove for a descriptive essay and condemns it. Holden grabs the paper and tears it up.

Holden becomes increasingly agitated about Stradlater’s date with Jane. Although he can’t know exactly what happened, his roommate’s glib comments enrage him. Stradlater taunts him, and Holden misses with a wild punch. Stradlater holds him down but lets him up. Holden calls Stradlater a moron and gets a bloody nose for his trouble. Stradlater leaves. Holden decides to spend the night in Ackley’s room, can’t sleep, thinks of visiting Mal Brossard but changes his mind, and decides to “get the hell out of Pencey,” instead of waiting until Wednesday to leave. He plans to rent an inexpensive hotel room in New York City and stay there until Wednesday, when he can go home.

Ch 6, 7 Commentary

Stradlater is a superficial kid who has no hope of understanding Holden’s theme or the significance of a baseball glove covered with poems. Nor could he possibly value a girl who keeps her kings in the back row, when she plays checkers, because they look nice back there. Holden has been on a double date with Ward and knows what a womanizer his roommate is. He becomes increasingly upset when he learns that Stradlater made Jane late for her curfew and spent the evening, with her, parked in the basketball coach’s car. When Holden asks what happened, Stradlater is arrogant and taunting. Holden tries to fight his larger, stronger roommate, but, of course, he has no chance.

Jane is an early example of Holden’s devotion to those he sees as innocent. Holden sees Jane as a sensitive, imaginative girl who transcends the cruelty of life. But Stradlater sees the girl as just another potential score. He can’t even keep her name straight, mistakenly calling her “Jean.” Holden can’t protect Jane, whether or not she needs or wants his help, any more than he could protect his brother Allie. He is frustrated and angry that the Stradlaters of the world win so often. Fed up with Pencey Prep and all it stands for, Holden decides to leave and to stay at a hotel until he can go home on Wednesday.

(Give her the time here, engage in sexual activity with the girl.

Canasta a card game, a variation of rummy, usually for two or four players, using a double deck of cards and four jokers.

Gladstones light hand luggage with two hinged compartments.)

Ch 8,9 Summary

It is too late to get a taxi in Agerstown so Holden walks to the train station. He lowers the earflaps on his hunting cap to protect against the cold. En route to New York City, he is joined at Trenton by an attractive woman who turns out to be the mother of a classmate, Ernest Morrow. Holden introduces himself as Rudolf Schmidt, actually the name of the custodian at his dorm, and invents several flattering stories about the woman’s son, “Old Ernie.” When Mrs. Morrow asks why he’s leaving school before the end of the semester, he tells her that he has to return home because he has a brain tumor and that he must have surgery.

When he arrives at New York’s Penn Station, Holden considers telephoning several people but ends up calling no one. He takes a cab to the Edmont Hotel where he observes unusual happenings from the window of his shabby room. His phone call to Miss Faith Cavendish, a young lady whose sexual reputation precedes her, ends without any plans to meet.

Ch 8,9 Commentary

As he begins the train ride to New York, Holden makes one of his many observations on “phony” art and literature. This time the target is the kind of slick magazine that features stories of romance or adventure, with girls named Linda or Marcia lighting pipes for guys named David. Sometimes, he confesses, he can actually read such tripe without puking, but not tonight. He puts his hunting cap in his pocket and just sits there until a lady boards at Trenton, choosing the front seat next to his because she is carrying a large bag.

Mrs. Morrow is the mother of Ernest, whom Holden immediately recognizes as “doubtless the biggest bastard that ever went to Pencey.” Ernie is the kind of jerk who enjoys snapping his soggy towel at the other boys’ butts. He really likes hurting people, and Holden suspects that Ernie will continue to be a “rat” for the rest of his life. Although he despises her son, that is not what Holden tells Mrs. Morrow, who sees her son as a “sensitive” boy who perhaps takes life too seriously.
Holden has warned us that he loves to lie. He confirms that on the ride to Penn Station. First, he introduces himself to Mrs. Morrow as Rudolf Schmidt, using the name of his dorm’s janitor. Then he describes her son to Mrs. Morrow in glowing, grown-up terms. Old Ernie “adapts” very well, something that anyone who has been away at school will recognize as a universal adult virtue. Her son is a complex guy, according to Holden, the sort of fellow who is a little difficult to get to know at first but only because he is an original, one of a kind. Ernie is enormously “popular,” another adult virtue that most of us fail to achieve. He should have been president of the class but is so modest that he refused to accept the nomination and run for office. Holden understands how mothers love to hear good things about their sons and wonders if Mrs. Morrow will always think of Ernie as the shy fellow who refused his class’ nomination, even as the despicable boy becomes a despicable man.

Critics disagree about Holden’s motivation. In The Catcher in the Rye: Innocence Under Pressure (published by Simon & Schuster), Sanford Pinsker appreciates the humor of the encounter but sees “disguised hostility” in Holden. Is Caulfield mean-spirited here, or is he merely trying to make Mrs. Morrow feel good? We know that Holden can be cruel, as evidenced, for example, by his fascination with Ackley’s physical shortcomings (his problems with acne, his round-shouldered homeliness). On the surface, Holden seems to be kind to Mrs. Morrow, telling us that he likes her. We might fast forward, however, to the conversation that soon may take place between Mrs. Morrow and Ernest. She most likely will learn that Rudolf Schmidt is the janitor, and she will know that she has been tricked by the boy she met on the train. Is Holden sufficiently aware to realize this, or is he just careless?

Because of his situation and his view of the world, Holden is lonely. When he arrives at Penn Station, he enters a phone booth to call someone but can’t think of anyone he can reach out to at that time of night. (It must be well after l:00 a.m.) He takes a cab to the Edmont Hotel but initially and, it seems, inadvertently, gives the driver his parents’ address. Psychoanalytical critics jump on this as a Freudian slip (a mistake made in speaking, by which, it is thought, a person inadvertently reveals unconscious motives or desires) that reveals Holden’s subconscious yearning for home. That may be. Or it could be just what he says it is: habit.

At the Edmont, Holden is assigned to a “very crumby” room with a view of nothing but the other side of the hotel. The view, however, proves somewhat interesting. In one room is a transvestite, a distinguished-looking older gentleman enjoying himself as he dons silk stockings, high heels, a bra, a corset, and a black evening dress. In another, a couple laughingly spits some kind of liquid—perhaps water or alcohol—all over each other. Although Holden decides that the hotel is filled with “perverts,” he likes to watch. He is concerned about his own sexuality and confesses that he has certain yearnings but doesn’t understand sex very well. Like many young people, he has made rules (apparently of limitation or abstinence) for himself but usually breaks them, sometimes soon after they are made.
Having been reminded of sex, Holden recalls that a Princeton student gave him the number of a girl in New York who reportedly is very friendly and, though not a prostitute, is casual sexually. Holden calls Miss Faith Cavendish, probably waking her up, and fails to convince her that she should see him that night. She does offer to meet him the next day, but Holden declines and ends the conversation; he immediately regrets the lost opportunity—a terribly lame attempt at intimacy.

(lousy with rocks here, wearing a good deal of jewelry, possibly diamonds.)

Ch 10 Summary

Holden claims that it is still early, but it is actually quite late. However, the Lavender Room, a lounge off the lobby of the Edmont Hotel, is still open. After providing a detailed recollection of his younger sister, Phoebe, Holden visits the Lavender Room and meets three women, tourists from Seattle.

Ch 10 Commentary

Despite the late hour, Holden nearly calls Phoebe, his 10-year-old sister. However, he realizes that he almost certainly will have to speak to one of his parents instead.

Phoebe is not only intelligent and pretty, with red hair like Allie’s, but she is one person with whom Holden can communicate, his soul mate. Sometimes she seems more mature than he does. Phoebe is thin like Holden; he describes her as “roller-skate skinny.” She has pretty ears, and she is unusually perceptive. She knows a good movie from a lousy one, as evidenced by her adoration of the Alfred Hitchcock suspense classic The 39 Steps (1935). She has seen it so many times that she has memorized the dialogue.

Phoebe is a budding creative artist in her own right. She writes books featuring a girl detective named Hazle Weatherfield, an orphan who, nonetheless, has a 20-year-old father who keeps popping up. Phoebe may be Holden’s best friend.

Holden’s aesthetics are tested in the Lavender Room where the Buddy Singer band, “corny” and “putrid,” holds forth. Caulfield seems to resent adults but keeps struggling to be one. He tries to order a Scotch and soda (unmixed, of course) but gets carded and settles for a Coke.

The three women in their thirties, sitting at the next table, are tourists from Seattle, all employees at the same insurance office. Holden gives them a “cool glance.” Marty and Laverne are unattractive in such similar ways that Holden thinks they might be sisters, which offends both of them. Bernice is blonde, somewhat cute, and a terrific dancer, although lacking in personality. The women are concerned about Holden’s age and find it amusing that he is socializing with them. He, on the other hand, can’t stand their lack of taste or their touristy fascination with celebrities and Radio City Music Hall. The women excuse themselves, and Holden gets stuck with the tab.

(grool here, an unattractive person.

Peter Lorre (1904–1964) Hungarian by birth, he was a recognizable character actor and movie star in several countries, including the United States.

Stork Club or El Morocco fashionable New York City nightclubs, where one was more likely to spot celebrities.

Tom Collins an iced drink made with gin, mixed with soda water, lime or lemon juice, and sugar; typically a summer drink.

Radio City Music Hall a Manhattan theater featuring films and stage shows, including a lavish Christmas pageant.)

Ch 11 Summary

This short chapter is devoted almost exclusively to Holden’s recollections of Jane Gallagher. Sitting in a “vomity-looking” chair in the lobby of the Edmont Hotel, he remembers how they met and what they did the summer before his sophomore year. He thinks he knows her “like a book.” Despite the late hour, Holden still is not tired. He decides to visit Ernie’s Nightclub in Greenwich Village.

Ch 11 Commentary

If she is as Holden remembers her, Jane is probably the one whom Holden should be dating instead of Sally Hayes. Jane lived next door to his family’s summer home in Maine. Holden met her after his mother complained to the Gallaghers about their Doberman pinscher’s habit of relieving itself on the Caulfield’s lawn. Holden clearly appreciates and adores Jane, and she is someone he can talk with comfortably. Except for family members, she is the only person to whom he has shown Allie’s baseball glove.

Holden loves Jane’s idiosyncrasies. He loves it that she played golf with her eyes closed and once lost eight balls in a single round. He loves it that she is “muckle-mouthed,” sending her lips in all directions when she is excited about something she is telling him. He loves it that she keeps her kings in the back row when they play checkers. He loves holding hands with her. Once, during the newsreel at the movie, she touched the back of his neck in such a way that it made a huge impression on Holden.

Jane does have a problem at home, however, and it may be beyond Holden’s capacity to understand completely. He notices that her alcoholic stepfather attempts to dominate her, and when Holden asks Jane what the problem is, she starts to cry. When Holden sits by her and tries to comfort her, she sobs. He kisses her all over her face, but he wants us to know that she wouldn’t let him kiss her on the mouth; they weren’t really “necking.” Jane is very young but has a terrific figure, and Holden wonders if maybe her stepfather has tried to “get wise” with her, but she says that the man has not. It’s unlikely that Jane would admit this kind of event to Holden, and he prefers to think of her as living in innocence, untouched by the seamier side of life.

Even the hookers have left the lobby, and Holden wants to get out of the hotel for a while. He catches a cab and heads for Ernie’s, a nightclub in Greenwich Village.

(glider a porch seat suspended in a frame so that it can glide or swing back and forth.

get wise with her here, to approach her sexually.

necking kissing, hugging, and caressing passionately)

Ch 12 summary

On the way to Ernie’s, Holden discusses ducks, fish, and winter with the cab driver. At the club, Holden expresses his opinions concerning the aesthetics of performance, Ernie, the crowd in general, and a nearby couple in particular. Lillian Simmons, a former girlfriend of D.B., pops by his table with her date, a Navy officer. Holden declines her invitation to join them, saying he was just leaving.

Ch 12 Commentary

The cab driver’s name is Horwitz. He is a grouchy, somewhat twisted amateur zoologist, but at least he is willing to entertain Holden’s inquiry about where the ducks in Central Park go in winter. Actually, Horwitz prefers to discuss the fish. He gruffly declares that the fish have a tougher time than the ducks. Fish spend the winter frozen in the ice, according to Horwitz. They take in nourishment through the pores in their bodies. His opinions are amusing, but the comic aspects of the scene depend more on the nature of the dialogue. Holden and Horwitz sound like two old antagonists who have had this discussion a hundred times before and jump on each other’s lines as ancient acquaintances do when excited about a controversial topic. Salinger beautifully captures the crisp, tough conversational sounds of the city through this dialogue.

Holden’s aesthetics are tested at the nightclub. Despite the very late hour, Ernie’s is packed, mostly with students on Christmas break. Ernie is an extremely skillful piano player, but Holden thinks that he has become too slick. Ernie has a huge mirror in front of him and a spotlight on his face so that the crowd won’t miss an expression. In a way, Ernie is like Holden’s brother, D.B. They both once were true artists, in Holden’s mind, but have sold out: Ernie to the sycophantic fans and D.B. to Hollywood. Perhaps reflecting Salinger’s values, Holden feels that an artist should live only for his art, eschewing fans and fame. When he starts pandering to the crowd, showing off with high ripples on the keys as Ernie does, he has lost his way. This crowd, of course, loves it; as Holden observes, people applaud for the wrong reasons. Ernie concludes with a “very phony, humble bow.”

At a nearby table, some “Yale-looking guy” is talking to his date about an attempted suicide while copping a feel under the table. Several critics have noticed the juxtaposition of sex and death in the novel, this scene at Ernie’s being one of the more bizarre examples. Holden concludes that he is “surrounded by jerks.”

Lillian Simmons, who used to date D.B., comes by Holden’s table with her date, a Navy officer. She is annoying in a bubbly, phony way that Holden finds particularly irritating. The only real thing about her may be her “very big knockers.” She loves to be noticed. Holden knows that she only wants to impress him so that he will tell D.B. about her, and he quickly declines her invitation to join Lillian and her date at their table. Having told her that he was just leaving, he heads back to the hotel.

(flitty here, Holden uses the term to refer to male homosexuals.

Tattersall having a checkered pattern of dark lines on a light background.)

Ch 13 Summary

Holden is tired of taxis and walks the forty-one blocks back to the hotel, wearing his red hunting cap with the earflaps down, missing his pilfered gloves, and bemoaning his cowardice. The elevator man, Maurice, doubles as a pimp and offers to provide Holden with female companionship for “five bucks a throw” or fifteen dollars for the night. Holden agrees to go for “a throw” in his room, 1222, but almost immediately regrets it. The hooker calls herself Sunny; Holden tells her his name is Jim Steele. Although they do little more than talk, because Holden is more depressed than ready to have sex, Sunny says that her fee is ten dollars. Holden pays her only five, and she leaves, calling him a “crumb-bum.”

Ch 13 Commentary

Holden’s reflection on his cowardice and inept fighting ability foreshadows events in the next chapter. He realizes that he is more likely to attack someone verbally. What frightens him most in such a conflict is having to look at the other fellow’s face.

As he waits for the prostitute, Holden passes time by brushing his teeth and changing his shirt. He confesses to being “a little nervous” and admits that he is still a virgin. The truth is that Holden, at age 16, seems to be what we might call a “good kid.” When he is making out with a girl and she asks him to stop, he stops. “No” means no for Holden. He is interested in sex, but he doesn’t quite understand how to get there.

What he learns with Sunny is that he prefers not to get there with a prostitute. The whole scene is depressing rather than erotic for Holden. He has to get to know a girl, and like her a lot, before he is comfortable with intimacy. One of the likable things about Holden is that, beneath it all, he has some healthy values. In addition, he has mixed feelings toward Sunny. She is very young (about Holden’s age) and seems to be almost as nervous as he is. As Holden describes it, “She crossed her legs and started jiggling this one foot up and down. She was very nervous, for a prostitute. She really was. I think it was because she was young as hell. She was around my age.” Holden is depressed that she is so young leading this kind of life. It saddens him to think of her going to a store to buy the green dress that she has worn for him and that he hangs in the closet so it won’t get “all wrinkly,” as Sunny puts it, in her child-like language. When “Jim Steele” says he is 22, she responds, “Like fun you are.” And yet, there is something very spooky about Sunny. Holden tells us that this child with her squeaky little voice is much more frightening than a “big old prostitute, with a lot of makeup on her face and all. . . .”

The names, “Sunny” and “Jim Steele,” are ironic; neither name fits the person. Freudian critics delight in analyzing their significance. Remember that Salinger’s boyhood nickname was “Sonny.” What kind of Freudian slip has Salinger made by naming the prostitute “Sunny”? What has he revealed about himself? “Steele,” some critics suggest, is a strained attempt at phallic superiority.

Holden needs a way out of this “big mess.” He promptly decides that an elaborate lie is best. He claims that he recently had surgery on his “clavichord,” which Holden may or may not know is an old musical keyboard instrument. He tells Sunny that the clavichord is located “quite a ways down in the spinal canal.” Sunny’s response is to come on stronger. She sits on his lap and says he is cute. She says he reminds her of some guy in the movies. Then she starts talking crudely, and Holden ends the session. Sunny says her fee is ten dollars, but Holden insists on paying her only the five that Maurice mentioned. He fetches her dress from the closet, and she leaves. Sunny again reminds us of a child as her parting curse is to call Holden a “crumb-bum.”

Ch 14 Summary

It is dawn on Sunday by the time that Sunny exits. Holden smokes a couple of cigarettes and reflects on his relationship with his deceased brother, Allie, as well as his feelings about religion. He is summoned by a knock on the door. Sunny has returned with Maurice and demands the rest of the ten dollars. Holden resists and is roughed up by the pimp.

Ch 14 Commentary

Although Allie does not appear as a character in the novel, he is a significant presence. When Holden gets very depressed, he sometimes talks “sort of out loud” to his younger brother. He does so after Sunny leaves. His communication with Allie is almost religious, a confession of Holden’s boyhood lack of consideration for the kid. In the hotel room, Holden repeatedly tells Allie, out loud, to get his bike and join him at the home of a childhood friend, Bobby Fallon. Holden once refused to take Allie with him when he and Bobby were going shooting with BB guns, and the guilt he feels about this incident prompts him to repeat those words, almost in an attempt to take back that day and do it differently.

In bed, Holden has greater difficulty with conventional prayer. He wants to speak with Jesus but can’t. He “likes” Jesus but finds the Disciples annoying and considers himself an atheist. He is bothered that the Disciples repeatedly let Jesus down, indicating the importance of friendship and loyalty to Holden.

It is telling that, other than Jesus, Holden’s favorite character in the Bible is “that lunatic and all, that lived in the tombs and kept cutting himself with stones.” He refers to Mark 5: 1–20, in which Jesus meets the troubled soul whose “name is Legion: for we are many.” Holden himself is a troubled soul and, like the man from the tombs, resists being tamed. Recall that he tells us his story from a mental health clinic or sanitarium in California. It is little wonder that Holden identifies with the madman. Holden, too, is one of the legion, one of the many.

Sunny and Maurice interrupt Holden’s spiritual musings. They want the other five dollars they say Holden owes them. Holden struggles but is no match for the bigger, stronger, meaner Maurice. As if he has learned nothing from his fight with Stradlater, Holden also calls Maurice a “moron” and is doubled over by a blow to the belly. Sunny takes the five dollars from Holden’s wallet, and she and Maurice leave with the money. Holden vamps into a tough guy fantasy in which he has been shot and seeks revenge. He doesn’t really feel very tough though. Instead, he feels like committing suicide.

(Quaker a member of the Society of Friends, a Christian denomination founded in England (circa 1650) by George Fox; the Friends have no formal creed, rites, liturgy, or priesthood, and reject violence in human relations, including war. The term “Quaker” was originally derisive, aimed at the Friends because of Fox’s admonition to “quake” at the word of the Lord.

Judas Judas Iscariot, the disciple who betrayed Jesus (Matthew 26:14, 48).

chisel to take advantage of by cheating.

rubbernecks people who stretch their necks or turn their heads to gaze about in curiosity.)

Ch 15 Summary

Holden awakes around 10:00 Sunday morning. He phones an old girlfriend, Sally Hayes, and makes a date to meet her at 2:00 p.m. to catch a theater matinee. Holden checks out of the hotel and leaves his bags at a lock box in Grand Central Station. While eating a large breakfast (orange juice, bacon and eggs, toast and coffee) at a sandwich bar, he meets two nuns who are schoolteachers from Chicago, newly assigned to a convent “way the hell uptown,” apparently near Washington Heights. They discuss Romeo and Juliet, and Holden gives them a donation of ten dollars.

Ch 15 Commentary

Holden is confused about women, and that shows in his relationship with Sally Hayes. Sally is everything that Jane Gallagher is not: conventional, superficial, stupid, and phony. She knows about theater and literature, and for a while that fooled Holden into thinking she was intelligent. But she uses words like “grand,”—as in, “I’d love to. Grand.”—and annoys with her pretense. Briefly, Holden wishes he had not called her. However, Sally is someone to spend the day with, and she is very good-looking. Holden is both drawn to and repelled by her. At least he knows what to expect.

Holden dislikes the theater almost as much as the movies. Both are contrived and artificial, and the audiences applaud for the wrong reasons, just as they did at Ernie’s. The meeting with the nuns further reveals Holden’s aesthetics, his sense of taste in the arts. Because one of the nuns is an English teacher, they begin to discuss Shakespeare’s tragedy Romeo and Juliet. It is no surprise that Holden’s favorite character is Mercutio, Romeo’s glib, subversive best friend. Holden resents betrayal, even accidental betrayal, and he dislikes Romeo after the hero inadvertently causes Tybalt to kill Mercutio. Mercutio is Holden’s kind of guy: bright and fun, a bit of a smart-mouth. Holden finds the drama “quite moving,” but we suspect that he would have preferred a play in which Mercutio is the main character.

Holden feels good about the donation he has given to the nuns, but he is becoming concerned about money. He left Pencey with quite a “wad of dough” because his grandmother had just sent him a lavish birthday gift. (She has a faulty memory and sends him birthday money several times a year.) But Holden is careless with money. What he doesn’t spend, he loses. He rather foolishly paid for all of the drinks for the tourist girls at the Lavender Room, and he dropped ten bucks (a considerable amount of money in 1949) on Sunny. Now he faces a date with Sally who, we might suspect, is not low-maintenance.

Ch 16 Summary

When Holden finishes his conversation with the two nuns, it is almost noon. He has two hours until he is to meet Sally at the Biltmore Hotel so he goes for a walk toward Broadway. He wants to buy a recording, for Phoebe, of an old song called “Little Shirley Beans.” Along the way, Holden notices an apparently underprivileged family walking home from church. The young son is walking in the street and singing.

Fortunately, the first music store that he visits has a copy of the record. Holden tries to telephone Jane, but her mother answers so he hangs up. Still burdened with the responsibility of procuring theater tickets, he chooses a play, I Know My Love, that he thinks Sally will like because it stars the Lunts. He decides to visit Central Park in hopes of finding Phoebe who often skates there on Sundays. He almost visits the Museum of Natural History but decides not to go in. Although he doesn’t feel like going through with the date, he catches a cab to meet Sally at the Biltmore Hotel as planned.

Ch 16 Commentary

Much of the chapter is devoted to Holden’s considerations of artistic performances. Simply put, he likes what he finds to be authentic and dislikes what he sees as phony. The dominating theme of the rest of the chapter is the mutability of time and its relationship to death.

The first example of Holden’s aesthetics in Chapter 16 is the recording that he wants to buy for Phoebe, an old song about a shy kid who won’t go out of her house because she is missing two front teeth. It is called “Little Shirley Beans” and is sung by the black jazz singer Estelle Fletcher. What Holden likes is that it is authentic. Despite the topic, it is neither maudlin nor sentimental. The artist sings it “very Dixieland and whorehouse,” not all mushy and cute the way he thinks a white girl would do it. Holden consistently holds in contempt any artist who caters to the audience at the expense of the work of art, even a song about a girl missing two front teeth. He feels the same way about Ernie’s piano playing or D.B.’s writing. Holden pays five dollars for the recording at a time when most records could be purchased for fifty cents or less.

A less professional example of authenticity is the kid on the street. He is “swell” because he goes his own way. The parents are on the sidewalk, but the kid marches along the street, next to the curb, singing, “If a body catch a body coming through the rye.” He has a pretty voice and is just singing “for the hell of it.” Cars zoom by, some apparently having to screech their brakes to miss the boy, but he is not perturbed. For Holden, this is pure, innocent, and real, a living example of art for art’s sake although he does not state it that way. The performance is the better because neither the kid nor Holden, his only audience, takes it very seriously. The event brightens Holden’s day. The scene is even more significant because it foreshadows Salinger’s revelation of the central metaphor of the novel, the source of the novel’s title, in Chapter 22.

In contrast are movies and the theater. It “depresses hell” out of Holden when people make too much of going to a movie, especially when they form lines all the way down the block. Live performances are just as bad. He hates Broadway, and he hates actors, even the so-called “great” performers like Sir Laurence Olivier. When D.B. took Phoebe and Holden to see Olivier’s legendary performance in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Holden didn’t much care for it. He thought that Olivier was handsome and had a great voice but acted more like a general than a “sad, screwed-up” guy struggling to find his way, which is what he thought the play was supposed to be about. Holden usually does not enjoy performances because he is concerned that the actors will do something phony at almost any moment. Even if an actor is good, Holden thinks the actor acts as though he knows he’s good and ends up pandering to the audience the way Ernie does when he plays the piano. Audiences usually can’t distinguish between phony and authentic, as Holden sees it, and applaud at all the wrong times.

The chapter’s other major theme is the mutability of time and its relationship to death. At the park, Holden runs into a schoolmate of Phoebe’s who suggests that Holden’s sister might be at the museum, “the one with the Indians.” That proves to be unlikely, since it is Sunday and Phoebe’s class would not be meeting, but mention of the Museum of Natural History triggers memories for Holden. He attended Phoebe’s school when he was her age and toured the same museum. He likes to think that the museum would be pretty much the same if he visits it now, but it bothers him to think that he has changed. Phoebe, too, will change. Life is change, as most of us learn, but Holden doesn’t want to accept that. He likes the glass cases in the museum that freeze a moment of history in time and space. An Eskimo, for example, might be fishing through a hole in the ice. The same Eskimo was there when Holden visited the museum and will be there for Phoebe when she visits. Holden would like it if our lives, too, could be frozen in time. It is an adolescent view of the world, the motive behind a young person’s saying to a friend, “Don’t ever change.” The wish is impossible, but it is shared by Holden. He’d surely like to freeze certain moments with Allie or Phoebe for all time: “Certain things they should stay the way they are. You ought to be able to stick them in one of those big glass cases and just leave them alone.” In Holden’s world, good things would never die.

Ch 17 Summary

Sally is ten minutes late but looks terrific in her black coat and matching beret. She is thrilled that they will get to see the Lunts and is impressed by the performance. Holden is less than thrilled, first by the performance on stage and then by Sally’s performance in the lobby. He dislikes the way she talks with an Andover student named George. After the show, they go ice skating at Radio City. Holden tries to talk with Sally about things of real importance to Holden. He asks her to run off to Massachusetts and Vermont with him. The date ends badly, and he walks out.

Ch 17 Commentary

The dominating theme of Chapter 17 is compatibility, or lack of it, between couples. The opening scene, the play, and the exchange at the skating rink all deal with the question of life partners and what a disaster it is to have the wrong one.

The question first occurs to Holden as he waits for Sally under the clock at the Biltmore Hotel. He is girl watching in his own way. Instead of wondering what it would be like to be with this girl or that, temporarily, Holden’s mind drifts. He begins to wonder what will “happen to all of them.” What kinds of life partners—“dopey guys,” as he calls them—will they find? Some probably will end up with petulant jerks who pout if they lose a game of golf. Others will marry mean guys or boring guys or guys who never read a book. Typically, Holden then digresses about a boring guy he knew who could whistle exceptionally well. Considering the events about to unfold, perhaps he should worry more about the kind of partner he may end up with. Sally is convenient and familiar and available, but she is no Jane Gallagher.

The theater play tells the story of two life partners from youth to old age. The partners seem compatible but artificial. Holden thinks the show is “on the crappy side,” but he concedes that the Lunts are pretty good. However, he concludes that they are too good, like Ernie at his piano, and that they show off for the audience. The play’s storyline takes the couple through various trials of life, and Holden concedes that it is not the worst he has seen.

From the beginning, Sally seems like an odd match for Holden. She is extremely phony. Everything is “marvelous” or “lovely” for Sally, but we get the idea that she doesn’t really feel things the way Holden does. At the intermission, she is mostly concerned with seeing and being seen. Finally she spots George, from Andover, whom, Holden suspects, she probably has met only once. She greets him like a lifelong friend. He is a fellow phony, saying that the Lunts are “absolute angels,” and he is even Sally’s match at name-dropping. Sally and George should ride off together into the future, cocktails at the club in hand.

At the skating rink, Holden makes the mistake of trying to talk with Sally about his passions. But he only confuses and frightens her. She asks him not to shout and says she has no idea what he is talking about. Instead of backing off, Holden soars. He suggests that they borrow a car and take off for a couple of weeks to Massachusetts and Vermont. They could get a cabin. It’s beautiful up there. Maybe they could get married and live there forever.

However serious Holden may or may not be, or whether he would be serious ten minutes later, Sally is not the right girl for this fantasy. She is neither spontaneous nor sensitive. She has little imagination. “You can’t just do something like that,” Sally says. She feels threatened and angry. She tries to placate Holden by suggesting that they think about all this after college. Holden, of course, is aware of the mutability of time. Things will change. The moment will be lost.

The disagreement turns angry, and Holden tells Sally that she gives him “a royal pain in the ass.” Suffice to say that, after this remark, the date is over. Sally says she will get home on her own. Holden leaves her at the skating rink bar.

It finally occurs to Holden that maybe Sally was not the right girl to ask about such a venture. He is right. Sally is a practical girl, ambitious in conventional ways, greedy, a bit of a social climber, who will get what she wants when she wants it, because she always has. We can be sure that, throughout life, Sally will never be caught leaving her kings in the back row.

Ch 18, 19 Summary

It is late afternoon or very early evening on Sunday. Holden telephones Carl Luce, whom he knew during his days at the Whooton School. Carl is three years older and was his student adviser. They agree to meet for a drink at the Wicker Bar in the Seton Hotel at 10:00 p.m. With time to kill, and since he is there already, he attends a stage show and movie at Radio City Music Hall. He sees the Rockettes, the Christmas pageant, and a war film. At the bar, Holden manages to get served, this time, even though he is underage. When Luce arrives, he reveals that he is dating an older woman, a Chinese sculptress in her late thirties who lives in Greenwich Village. He leaves for a date after having drinks with Holden.

Ch 18, 19 Commentary

These relatively insignificant chapters chronicle the beginning of Holden’s slow descent into a hellish night. It is no surprise that he resents the artificiality of the stage show at Radio City or finds the war movie “putrid.” The only wonder is that he attends at all.

On his way to the bar, Holden’s reflections on the film lead to some further considerations of literature. He dislikes Ernest Hemingway’s novel A Farewell to Arms (1929), apparently thinking of it as a war story and, of course, “phony”; but he appreciates F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1925) and an unnamed work by Ring Lardner.

For a fellow who dislikes phonies so much, Holden collects more than his share; Luce is an obvious example. At the age of 19, he poses as a worldly sophisticate. Holden is slightly suspicious but impressed nonetheless. At Whooton, Luce presented himself to the younger boys as an expert on sex, his specialty supposedly being “perverts.” Holden was, and still is, confused about the subject of sex, but he is very interested in Luce’s insights. Luce’s alleged Shanghai girlfriend, in her late thirties, fascinates Holden. He thinks maybe he should move to China and get in on some of the “philosophy” that Luce espouses. Then he wonders if he should pursue psychoanalysis, because Luce, whose father is a psychoanalyst, speaks well of it.

The sad truth is that Holden does not know which way to turn, and he will spend the rest of the night demonstrating it. He is intrigued by anyone who seems to have a handle on life. His own sexuality bothers him, as he openly admits in the conversation with Luce. Holden thinks he has a problem because he has to like a girl a lot in order to be intimate with her. If Luce were nearly as mature, or perceptive, as he likes to pretend, he would simply tell Holden that the slightly younger man’s feelings are admirable.

(Lastex trademarked term for a fine, round, rubber thread wound with cotton, rayon, silk, etc., and woven or knitted into fabric.

half gainer a fancy dive in which the diver springs from the board facing forward and does a back flip in the air so as to enter the water headfirst, facing the board.

Rockettes dancers at New York City’s Radio City Music Hall, known for their chorus-line precision.

furlough a leave of absence granted to military enlisted personnel for a specified period.

Ring Lardner (1885–1933) U.S. sports reporter and humorist.

snowing deceiving, misleading, or winning over by glib talk, flattery, etc.

goose to prod suddenly and playfully in the backside so as to startle.)

Ch 20 Summary

Holden stays at the bar and gets quite drunk. He decides to telephone Jane Gallagher but calls Sally Hayes instead. She tells him to go home and go to bed. Holden strikes up a conversation with the piano player. He tells Holden to go home and go to bed. Holden asks the hatcheck girl for a date. She tells him to go home and go to bed. Ignoring the unanimous advice, Holden heads for Central Park to look for the ducks. The search is in vain, and he manages to break Phoebe’s record in the process. Holden reflects on Allie’s funeral, which he could not attend because he was in the hospital with his broken hand (and possibly for emotional evaluation). His memory of Allie’s grave at the cemetery depresses him. Finally, he decides to sneak home and visit Phoebe in case he dies, too.

Ch 20 Commentary

From time to time throughout the novel, Holden has Jane on his mind. He wants to reach out to her but decides not to or fails in his attempt. In one of his better moves, he decides he is too drunk to call Jane. But Sally is a different matter. Despite the late hour, and the fact that her grandmother says Sally is asleep, she comes to the phone. Holden tells her, “Rocky’s mob got me.” In his mind, he is playing gangsters again. Under the circumstances, Sally is remarkably understanding and even suggests that he call her the next day.

Holden’s confused quest continues. At the park, he has a difficult time finding the lagoon. When he does, there are no ducks. Wherever the ducks go during winter, they apparently have gone. Holden is cold, drunk, and alone. Now he notices that he is also nearly broke. He has three ones, five quarters, and a nickel with him. With the wisdom of the inebriated, he decides to skip the coins across the part of the lagoon that is not frozen.

Holden’s memories of Allie continue to haunt him. It wouldn’t be so bad if Allie weren’t in that “crazy cemetery” surrounded by tombstones and dead people. Holden wonders about his own mortality, which is a major part of his obsession with Allie’s death. He wonders whether he is getting pneumonia and speculates on his family’s reaction to his tragic passing. It would be especially hard on Phoebe, he concludes, so he leaves the park to see her.

Ch 21 Summary

Holden wants to visit Phoebe at the family apartment, in the middle of the night, without his parents’ knowledge. Fortunately, there is a new elevator operator on duty who does not recognize him. Holden pretends to be visiting the Dicksteins who have an apartment on the same floor as his parents. Using his key to enter, Holden sneaks to Phoebe’s room only to realize that she now is sleeping in D.B.’s room because he is away in Hollywood; she likes the huge desk and bed. Holden peruses items on her desk, by lamplight, until he wakens Phoebe. She reveals that their parents are out for the evening and will return very late. The maid is in the apartment to care for the girl. As they talk, Phoebe guesses that Holden has been expelled and concludes that their father will kill him. Upset, she hides her head under a pillow. Holden goes to the living room for cigarettes.

Ch 21 Commentary

Phoebe’s significance in the novel is crucial. Despite her youth, she sometimes seems to be Holden’s best friend. He can confide in her and share his dreams. Like a real friend, she does not always agree. She often sees right through her brother, detecting early on that he has been kicked out of Pencey Prep. Her advice frequently is superior to what Holden plans to do. Phoebe is also Holden’s most trusted connection to family and home. On the other hand, she has trouble understanding Holden’s darker side. She wonders why he is so self-destructive and why he doesn’t just succeed in school the way she does. She may not quite grasp what he means by being the “catcher in the rye.”

Phoebe is also a fascinating character in her own right. One way that Salinger shows this is through the indirect device of Holden’s examination of all the “stuff” on her desk. In her arithmetic book, Phoebe has written her name as “Phoebe Weatherfield Caulfield.” Her actual middle name is Josephine, but Holden tells us that she hates it and is always trying others on for size. In this case, she has chosen the last name of her own fictional girl detective, Hazle Weatherfield. Phoebe shares with her brother a desire to make life a little more interesting.

We learn that Phoebe is a good student but she is best in spelling. What she really seems best at, though, is being Phoebe. Her notebooks reveal a 10-year-old with a rich imagination, deep secrets to share with friends, and a healthy curiosity about her own identity. Although she wonders who she is, she clearly is not lost as Holden is. Holden finds stability in his younger sister.

Some of Phoebe’s charm derives from the fact that she is only 10 years old, and Holden (like Salinger) values the innocence and authenticity of childhood. She is passionate about sharing a special movie with her best friend, Alice. Elephants “knock her out,” and she wears blue pajamas with red elephants on the collars. A leading role (as Benedict Arnold) in the school play thrills her; she insists that Holden must attend Friday night’s performance. Phoebe shares Holden’s tendency toward digression, to the point that he has to interrupt her three times to discover when their parents are scheduled to return.

Phoebe is also a compassionate person, a girl with a heart. When Holden shows her the smashed recording of “Little Shirley Beans,” Phoebe instantly senses the importance of the gift and wants to save the pieces, which she sticks in the drawer of her nightstand. She seems considerably more concerned about Holden’s dismissal from Pencey than he is.

(Benedict Arnold (1741–1801) notorious American Revolutionary War general, who became a traitor and attempted to surrender West Point to the British.

Annapolis the capital of Maryland and location of the United States Naval Academy.)

Ch 22 Summary

Phoebe continues to be terribly upset over Holden’s dismissal from Pencey Prep. She is sure that their father will be very upset with her brother. Holden says he’ll merely be sent to a military school, if he is still around; he plans to head for Colorado to work on a ranch. Holden tries to explain to Phoebe what a terrible place Pencey is. He doesn’t like anything there. But she concludes that he doesn’t like anything anywhere and challenges him to name one thing that he likes. Holden tries to focus on the issue, but his mind drifts. Phoebe interrupts and repeats the challenge to think of one thing that Holden likes. He says he likes Allie, but Phoebe counters that Allie is dead and doesn’t count. He says he likes talking with her, but Phoebe answers, “That isn’t anything really.” Phoebe changes the topic and asks Holden to name something he would like to be. After some consideration, he says he would like to be the catcher in the rye and explains to her what that means to him.

Ch 22 Commentary

In this crucial chapter, Salinger uses Phoebe’s concern to elicit, from Holden, the dominating metaphor of the novel as well as its title. He sets this up with the tragic, moving story of a courageous innocent, James Castle.

Holden is confused throughout the novel. His thoughts drift. He tends to digress. Some of the most effective parts of the novel are Holden’s digressions. An excellent example is the James Castle memory. Castle was a skinny, quiet, weak-looking schoolmate of Holden’s at Elkton Hills. He had amazing resolve. One day, James voiced an opinion that an arrogant ruffian named Phil Stabile was “conceited,” which he was. When word got back to Stabile, he and several cohorts locked Castle in his room and did unspeakable things to him, trying to get James to take back his comment, but James refused. To escape, he jumped out the window to his death. At the time of his death, Castle was wearing a turtleneck sweater that Holden had loaned him for a planned outing with a visitor.

The significance of James Castle’s brave though ill-considered and tragic death is that it strikes home, once more, Holden’s concern about protecting innocence. Holden says that he hardly knew James, but he feels an apparent closeness, perhaps symbolized by the fact that Castle died in Holden’s sweater. Holden mentions that the two were linked alphabetically at roll call: “Cabel, R., Cabel, W., Castle, Caulfield.” We can imagine the sensitive Holden’s reaction the first time the roll was called without James’ name. Some critics want to make something more of Castle’s martyrdom, noting that he shares initials with another classic martyr, Jesus Christ, although that seems a stretch. It’s enough that life’s cruel side took another innocent victim, and Holden would like to do what he can to stop that.

When Phoebe asks Holden what he would like to be, she first suggests traditional professions such as a scientist or a lawyer. Holden quickly rejects those. Because it is Phoebe, he feels comfortable revealing an inner truth. What he’d really like to be is “the catcher in the rye.” Holden misunderstands the line from the Robert Burns lyric that he heard the boy singing in Chapter 16. Holden thinks that the line is, “If a body catch a body comin’ through the rye.” Phoebe corrects him. The actual line, she says, is, “If a body meet a body coming through the rye.”

Holden has a vision of thousands of small children playing in a field of rye. A cliff borders the field. In their abandon, the innocent children symbolically run too close to the edge and may fall. Holden would be there to catch them. He would be the catcher in the rye.

Phoebe doesn’t respond for a long time. Then she says, with all practicality, “Daddy’s going to kill you.” Although she may be Holden’s best friend, Phoebe occasionally demonstrates that she is only 10 years old and unable to understand the depth of Holden’s desire.

Holden wants to call Mr. Antolini, his former teacher at Elkton Hills. Now an English instructor at New York University, Antolini and his wife might allow Holden to stay with them. Phoebe undercuts the intensity of the moment. Like a kid, she quickly has moved past the catcher in the rye. She casually reports that her friend Phyllis has been giving her belching lessons while Holden was at Pencey, and Phoebe demonstrates what she has learned.

Ch 23 Summary

On the telephone, Mr. Antolini tells Holden to come right over if he wants. Holden returns to D.B.’s room, now inhabited by Phoebe. She has the radio on, and they dance. Holden lights a cigarette, and Phoebe explains how she can fake a fever.

Suddenly, they hear their parents entering the apartment. Holden turns out the lamp, jams out the cigarette, and hides in the closet. His mother checks on Phoebe and, smelling the cigarette, scolds her for smoking. After the mother leaves, Phoebe loans Holden her Christmas money, which makes Holden cry. He gives her his treasured red hunting cap and exits down the building’s back stairs.

Ch 23 Commentary

This chapter is primarily a transitional one, serving to wrap up the visit and get Holden out of the apartment. Salinger offers a little insight into Mr. Antolini’s character, detailing his compassionate response to the death of James Castle and his excellence as a teacher. In addition, we learn a little more about Phoebe and why Holden cherishes her.

Phoebe is delightfully serious at times. Holden has taught her the basics of dancing, and she is proud that she has been practicing and improving. She can even tango. She dances four numbers with Holden. In between songs, she stands perfectly still, not even speaking, waiting for the music to resume. She is also seriously proud of a new accomplishment, learning to fake a fever. Her friend Alice taught her the procedure: “cross your legs and hold your breath and think of something very, very hot.” She assures Holden that when he tests her forehead, she won’t burn his hand, she won’t abuse her powers.

Because he is nearly broke, Holden asks if he might borrow some money from Phoebe. He is moved to tears when his sister gives him her Christmas stash, eight dollars and sixty-five cents. Holden’s emotions frighten Phoebe, but they are not surprising. He is not nearly as independent as he pretends to be. In addition, physically and mentally, he is barely maintaining a delicate balance between function and collapse. Leaving the apartment, he is somewhat careless about making noise. He tells us that he almost wishes that his parents would catch him. Holden is 16 years old, confused, depressed, and lonely. It’s almost Christmas. He needs a home.

Ch 24 Summary

It is very late when Holden arrives at the Antolinis’ “swanky” apartment on Sutton Place. The couple hosted a party earlier in the evening, and Mr. Antolini is still drinking heavily. Mrs. Antolini (Lillian) makes coffee and goes to bed. Holden feels dizzy and has a headache. The coffee does not help Holden. Mr. Antolini ignores his coffee and fixes himself another highball. Holden discusses an Oral Expression course, taught by Mr. Vinson at Pencey, which Holden failed. Antolini defends the instructor.

Mr. Antolini is about the same age as Holden’s brother, D.B., and usually seems like a great guy. Tonight he wants to discuss pedagogy more than Holden cares to. He also offers long-winded theories concerning Holden that the boy could do without. Holden is very tired. He has slept only two or three hours since Saturday morning, two days ago. It has been an exhausting weekend. He and Antolini make up the couch, and Holden falls asleep.

Suddenly, Holden is awakened. He is shocked to find Antolini sitting on the floor by the couch, patting Holden’s head. Holden becomes very upset and insists on leaving. He decides that Mr. Antolini is a pervert.

Ch 24 Commentary

Holden becomes increasingly disillusioned with Mr. Antolini. He initially tells us that the instructor was the best teacher he has ever known. Antolini is a kind of mentor, almost an older brother. Holden compares him to D.B., whom he clearly admires despite his brother’s relocation to Hollywood. Young, articulate, and popular, Antolini is also intensely caring as evidenced by his continuing concern for Holden as well as his attentions to the mangled body of James Castle. But in this chapter, Holden discovers the feet of clay on his golden idol. Whether Holden’s ultimate judgment (that Antolini is “perverty”) is accurate or not, he is forced to recognize that Antolini does have his problems.

Holden already knows that Antolini is a heavy drinker. When the teacher greets him at the door with a highball in hand, Holden passes it off as “sophisticated.” Nonetheless, the excessive drinking does bother Holden. He mentions it several times and notices that, when coffee is served, Mr. Antolini just fixes himself another highball. Holden thinks that Antolini should be careful or he “may get to be an alcoholic.”

Well on his way to drunkenness, Antolini shows a side of himself that is especially annoying to Holden. Sounding very much like old Mr. Spencer at Pencey Prep, the instructor pontificates on pedagogy, specifically defending the teaching techniques of Mr. Vinson, who offers a class called “Oral Expression” at Pencey. Holden flunked the course but dislikes Vinson more because the man is cruel and shallow. If a student gives a speech and strays from the point, Vinson insists that the other boys yell “Digression!” at him. The interruptions especially intimidated a shy, nervous student named Richard Kinsella, who was giving a speech about his father’s farm in Vermont. Richard did digress, telling about his uncle who had polio. Kinsella was interesting and excited in his story, but the boys cut him off with shouts of “Digression!” and Vinson gave him a D+ in the course. Holden prefers digressions. He often finds them more worthwhile than the original topic and digresses frequently, to the reader’s benefit, in his own story.

Antolini disagrees that digressions are positive, arguing that “there’s a time and place for everything.” He then waxes philosophical, and at length, on Holden’s character and the kinds of problems he may have in later life if he doesn’t learn to conform. Inventing a strained and unfortunate metaphor, Antolini speaks of Holden’s mind and education as if the boy were being fitted for a cheap suit. Holden is exhausted and yawns, unable to take any more. Perhaps it is Antolini who needs to learn that there is a time and a place for everything.

Most disturbing for Holden is the shock of waking to find Antolini patting him on the head. Holden’s reaction, and his conclusion, may be excessive. Salinger allows the reader to decide, but it may be that Antolini is just drunk and awkwardly caring. After all, he is only patting Holden’s head, not any other part of his body. For his part, Holden holds no doubt. He has seen more than his share of “perverty” behavior and is out of the apartment in short order.

(oiled up here, drunk, intoxicated.)

Ch 25, 26 Summary

It is dawn on Monday as Holden leaves the Antolinis’ apartment. He sleeps on a bench at the waiting room in Grand Central Station until about 9 a.m. Having second thoughts about Mr. Antolini’s intentions, he wonders if he should have returned and stayed there. Walking up on Fifth Avenue, searching for an inexpensive restaurant in which to eat breakfast, he suddenly feels very anxious. Every time he steps down off the curb to cross a street, he thinks he may just keep falling and disappear. He asks his dead brother, Allie, to help him. Holden is physically and emotionally exhausted, sweating profusely despite the cold. He is near collapse.

In a final, awkward attempt to save himself, Holden decides to go “way out West” and live as a deaf-mute so he won’t have to talk with people. Before leaving, he arranges to say good-bye to Phoebe. While he is with her, he decides to stop running and return home. In a brief final chapter, Holden concludes the story, telling us that he doesn’t know what he thinks about everything that has happened, except that he misses the people he has told us about.

Ch 25, 26 Commentary

Holden’s anxiety as he crosses streets on Fifth Avenue is reminiscent of the feelings that he had on his way to Mr. Spencer’s home near the end of Chapter 1. There, too, he felt that he was disappearing every time he crossed a road. The terror is related to the horror he feels toward mutability and death; it is not surprising that he calls on Allie for support. Allie has crossed over and knows the territory.

Holden’s efforts concerning Phoebe seem ambiguous. He says he wants to see her before he leaves for the West. Because she is his most trusted living link to family, we have to wonder, even at this point, whether he really wants to say good-bye or whether he just longs for home. While delivering a note for Phoebe to the principal’s office of her school, he sees that someone has written “Fuck you” on the wall by the stairs. This enrages him. Holden’s own language is often salty, and Phoebe asked him to stop cursing when he visited her in the apartment, but he finds this word especially abhorrent and does not use it around his sister. It upsets him that innocent children must see such a thing. While waiting for Phoebe at the Museum of Art, he shows two boys an Egyptian tomb and sees the same obscenity on the wall even there. Holden concludes that there is no way to escape the ugliness of the world. Death is never far from his thoughts, and he guesses that someone probably will put the phrase on his tombstone, right under his name and the dates of his birth and death.

Holden’s conversation with Phoebe results in his ultimate decision to go home. At first, she is determined to leave with him, having brought her essentials in one of his old suitcases. He says she cannot go. She refuses to return to school and insists that she does not even care about her role as Benedict Arnold or missing the play. Holden’s decision to return home is suspiciously easy. Supposedly to get Phoebe to stop crying, he says he has changed his mind and is not leaving. He notices, though, that she is not crying at the time he makes this decision.

The touching final scene of Holden’s long flashback, his story, takes place at the carrousel in the park outside of the zoo. The great thing about a carrousel, for Holden, is that it has beauty and music and even motion, but it doesn’t go anywhere. Nothing really changes. However, not everyone wants things to stay the way they are. Symbolically, Phoebe and the other kids want to grab the gold ring hanging just beyond reach on each rotation. If they can grab the gold ring, they can win the prize, whatever that might be. In life, too, it is natural for young people to want to take a risk and try for something beyond what they have. Even Holden, taking an initial step toward maturity or change, concedes that, when kids long to “grab for the gold ring, you have to let them do it. . . . If they fall off, they fall off. . . .”

We get the feeling that Holden could stand there and watch Phoebe ride her “big, brown, beat-up-looking old horse” forever, even in the rain. The song the carrousel plays is “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes,” recalling the natural reaction of tears when smoke gets in people’s eyes. Holden is so happy that he is “damned near bawling.” Phoebe goes round and round, the music plays, and she looks “so damn nice” in her blue coat on that old wooden horse; for a moment, Holden’s world is perfect.

That’s all that Holden wants to tell us. He says that he did go home after being at the zoo with Phoebe. He got sick and ended up in California, but, for once, he doesn’t want to go into the details. He doesn’t know what the future holds, but he misses all the people in his past, even the jerks and bullies. “Don’t ever tell anybody anything,” he concludes. “If you do, you start missing everybody.” Holden wishes that the story would never end. It would be perfect if it just kept going round and round, like that old carrousel.

(Holland Tunnel a passageway connecting lower Manhattan with Jersey City, New Jersey, beneath the Hudson River.)

