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Foreword



In 1936, when you became acquainted with Marguerite Roberts, the "Maggie" of this Memoir, she was a scenario-writer at the Paramount Studios in Hollywood. You were a novelist, recently brought by the Company from New York in the hope of making you over into a writer for the screen. The hope was never realized; after a year’s trial, you were found to be incapable of writing under supervision and against a deadline, and you were released.

Maggie, by then your wife, had long been alive to what Paramount had missed—that you wrote to suit yourself and at the pace of your choosing, and that your strong point (your "main holt," as she put it) was the making of books. Accordingly, she sent you home to do what in her opinion you did best, and from the earnings of her flourishing career, she supported you through a matchless marriage that lasted until her death more than fifty years later. To the two books you had written before meeting her, you added another eighteen, none of which, whether or not a credit to literature, would have come into being without her unassailable belief in you and her always open hand. So sustained, you enjoyed a rare freedom, that of disregarding the taste and temper of the time: you might write as you pleased and still dine on the morrow.

A rebel to begin with, a rebel you would remain, but you were due to be shown that even in the land of liberty, the freedom-road was a toll-road, and though dimly you must have known as much, you chose it all the same. Personal dissent led you to political dissent, and in 1939, you joined the Communist Party; Maggie, desiring only to accompany you, to go whither you went, followed your headlong lead.

Calamity now awaited you around one of the bends in the road.

It befell you during the daft days of the McCarthy era. In 1951, while the craze was at its height, you and Maggie were summoned before the House Committee on UnAmerican Activities, and there you were commanded to reveal the names of your associates—to inform against them, or, as the work was called in the slang of the day, to "fink." When neither of you would comply, you were branded "unfriendly witnesses" and denounced as citizens disloyal to your country.

As to yourself, since you were in no one’s hire, the effect was slight. As to Maggie, who was under long-term contract to Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, it was disastrous. Her employment was terminated, and she was placed on the Blacklist of the motion picture industry—and there she would stay for the next nine years. The economic damage was of course severe, but she suffered a loss greater by far and inexpressible in numbers. To her mind, exclusion from her profession was the equivalent of banishment, and it forever destroyed her feeling of affiliation; she had been made stateless, and even after the ban was lifted, she was never at home in her own country. All this, alas, for refusing to become a Judas!

For most people, life is the same round repeated until their time runs out. Such lives are lived with the quiet desperation noted by Thoreau; they are "the demmed horrid grind" of Dickens, designed, it would seem, merely as a test of endurance. Few are they who come to know their true nature, for seldom are they put to the ultimate test—the sacrifice of themselves for the sake of others.

For you and Maggie, the House Committee Hearings were the ultimate test.

–J. S.


THE COLOR OF THE AIR, I

[The Sacco-Vanzetti Jury]


TWELVE GOOD MEN AND TRUE

Like as the prophets were twelve to foretell the truth, the apostles twelve to preach the truth, the stones twelve that Jerusalem is built on.…

—a Person of Quality, 1682



The Dedham trial, Judge Webster Thayer presiding, began on the 31st of May 1921 with the selection of a jury. From a panel of 500, only seven proved acceptable to both the defense and the prosecution, whereupon the Norfolk County sheriff, at the behest of the Bench, rounded up 200 bystanders, and out of this fresh group of talesmen, the five requisite jurors were drawn. Nearly a week’s time was thus spent, and not until the 6th of June did the District Attorney, Frederick Katzmann, summon to the stand the first witness for the Commonwealth of Massachusetts….

But stay. Tell here of the twelve who would try the fact and give true answer. Tell of those prophets and apostles, those stones on which Zion was supposed to rest, tell here their twelve names:


Wallace R. Hersey

Frank R. Waugh

John E. Ganley

Frank B. Marden

Walter R. Ripley

John F. Dever

Louis McHardy

Harry E. King

George A. Gerard

Alfred L. Atwood

Frank J. McNamara

Seward B. Parker….



And yet what purpose does it serve, what light does it shed to call the roll? McNamara, Atwood, McHardy—does a patronymic decode them, reveal their heart, set Marden apart from Dever and Dever from Gerard? What’s shown of Ripley and Waugh and King that wasn’t known before, and in what save the spelling is Hersey distinguished from Parker and Ganley from the twain?

For thirty days that spring and summer, they’d sit behind their twelve faces and peer out at two Eyetalians (which was Sacco, by the way, and which Vanzetti?), or would it be Thayer they’d gaze at, or Katzmann (a Jew-man, was he?), or the world through the windows in the opposite wall—or, only seeming to see, would they stare at nothing at all? Would they care, any of the twelve, about a shoemaker from Torremaggiore and a fishmonger from deuce knows where?

The grocer Ganley, would his mind attune to a pair of ginnies, or would it dwell on his jars and tins and his coffee-grinder? Gerard the photographer and the mason Marden, what words would they retain of the millions they’d hear, and which would explain the torn cap, the left “twist” of a pistol barrel, the air of the aliens, their suspect bearing? And King and Dever, what bias would they bring from Brookline and Millis, what blind side to the brown-eyed no-spikka wops?

Those soothsayers, those tellers of truth, would they think ahead to the day when, in a locked room, they’d play with the doom of a seller of eels and an edger of shoes? Or would Hersey dream of real estate deals, would farmer McNamara hope for news of rain? Parker and Waugh, machinists both and both from Quincy, and McHardy who worked in a Milton mill, how would they find, those wage-earners—for or against their kind? And Ripley the foreman, and Atwood, another dreamster of metes and bounds and chattels real, how would they vote on a pair of ginzos who lacked a pot to piss in?

In that month of spring and summer days, one hundred sixty-seven witnesses would depose, but would the prophets, the apostles, the twelve stones listen?

One hundred sixty-seven would swear to what they’d seen or sensed of two stranieros who “ran like Italians.” From one hundred sixty-seven mouths would issue the sworn word on such life-and-death matters as place and time, weight and height and coloration, the clothing worn, and a revolver’s cannelure—but in the end, would it be any of those things that weighed with the twelve, would it be a cap that happened to fit, would it be the lands and grooves of a .38 Colt that swayed the twelve when a show of hands was made? Would it count for a pistareen what the witnesses said they’d seen and heard, would the finisher of shoes and the seller of fish be nailed by their shape and size and their somber hues? Or would the twelve when sequestered to poll themselves decide that the dagoes ought to die for their foreign views?


They believed that war was wrong: Brothers, you will not fire on your own brothers just because they tell you to fire, no, brothers.

They believed that wars were fought for the benefit of the rich: They are war for business, million dollars come on the side.

They believed it was wrong to kill: Why should I go kill them men? What he done to me? I love them people.

They believed that wealth should belong to all: Over here is not for the working and laboring class.

They believed that a man was entitled to the fruits of his labor: Debs, he wanted the laboring class to have better conditions, more education, but they put him in prison. Why? Because the capitalist class they want the working class to be low, not up with the head.

And they believed they had a right to say what they believed….



Six years later, shortly after midnight on the 27th of August 1927, two thousand volts of electricity put an end to them—but not to their beliefs.


(1987)



The Latter Days



Looking back at that time, you clearly see what you but dimly saw then—that she was failing. The signs were there, but they were undesirable guests, and your mind soon showed them the door. Not for long could you entertain her fatigue, her weaving gait, her broken sleep or none at all, her falling; you could not receive her own testimony (You’ll outlive me, Johnny), you could not endure it that some dire day she’d die. She was more than eighty, but her face was still full and quite unlined, and when the light came from behind her, the down that powdered it glowed. It was all too easy to persuade yourself that nothing else had changed, that what you beheld was the Maggie of old, the small, the fashioned figure of the days foregone. There she was, sitting just across the room and reading a book—no, holding a book and reading you. Why?, you wondered. Was she committing you to memory? … But in dread of knowing, you fled to other mysteries.




THE COLOR OF THE AIR, II

[“I.W.W. John”]


THEY CALLED HIM “I. W. W. JOHN”

… His true name was never known. He was tall, slim, and wore his black hair in a pompadour. To residents of Sapulpa, he was just “I.W.W. John.”

—Associated Press (1946)



Back when it happened, in 1917, if he came looking to find Sapulpa, he was likely a while on the way even after he got to Oklahoma, it being a not-much place spang in the middle of not much else. Indian Territory, it used to be, and not so long since, either. Ten years before, it wasn’t in the Union, and there were Chickasaws and Choctaws all over the outdoors just like they owned it, which, betwixt you, me, and the doorjamb, they damn sure did—once. But that’s another story.

This one has to do with a stranger to the section that Godamighty alone knew what drove or drew him there, and only He can say where the man stayed and why: in Sapulpa, nothing holds you long, and little takes the eye. A crisscross of streets at the Courthouse, and you’ve seen all it has to offer, and in the districk roundabout, the offer’s even less—a slew of swaybacked barns and broke-up Lizzies where, knee-deep in drop-seed and grama grass, Herefords used to feed.

Not far off, they mine for coal these days, and in the Glen Pool field, there’s oil, a regular lavish of it—and come to think, that’s maybe what brang this “John” to Sapulpa on Polecat Creek, a paltry little prong of the Arkansas—or poultry, as we’re apt to say when we use the word at all.


… “John” would mount the soap box and preach the Socialist ideologies of the Industrial Workers of the World. He was found dead one morning after a street oration the previous night….



It being 1917, it was the wrong year to be spouting that sort of stuff to Sooners. This “John” must’ve thought he was Gene Debs, shooting off that way about how it was a rich man’s war and a poor man’s fight, and about how the only good war was the one between the classes, and about how it would go on till the masses—and the Cherokees and the Seminoles—got their own back. If you went and said such things in Sapulpa, the more fool you, account of it was the right place and the right year to be found dead in the morning.


… An inquest was held, after which the body was brought to the funeral home of the Buffington Brothers with instructions to retain it until an investigation could be made.…



At any other time, those who tarried to listen to him that night might’ve just tapped their heads and gone on home to kick their dogs instead of kicking “John.” Not in ’17, though, and not in Sapulpa. What they heard off of that soap-box in the Square wasn’t rant or rimble-ramble. No, sir, it was real red-shirt talk, and it had to be stopped lest it find an ear in the Glen Pool field and down below in the mines. They could’ve cooled his ass in jail, maybe, or they could’ve drowneded him out with cat-calls, or they could’ve flang him on a train and rode him out of town—any of those things. But it was war-time, and what they done, they killed him.


… The investigation trailed off into time, hut under the law, the body could not be interred without a burial permit. None was ever issued….



What they handed “John” they would’ve handed Debs if the gant old geezer come to Sapulpa whilst we were fighting the Huns. Gene was a likeable sort of coot, sure, but he’d’ve only got as far as The master-class declares the wars; the subject-class fights the battles, and he’d’ve been gant, old, and just as dead as that stiff at Buffington’s.


… The body was kept in a packing-case in a corner of the Buffington store. In order to conserve space, a muslin band was tied around the corpse and the box was stood on end.…



And banded, boxed, and standing up, “John” was clean forgot for twenty-nine years, forgot all through the rest of the war, a heck of a depression, and then another war against the self-same Huns.

Forgot?

How about the excuse-me stink? They might’ve put “John” out of mind, and they done that, but how could they have got rid of the smell of rot? Was the store-room iced, or was “John” so well embalmed that he no more died than Christ? Whatever, the fact is that “John” stood in a corner till 1946, and he’d’ve been there yet if the Buffingtons hadn’t sold the business to a man name of Rampp, Harold Rampp, who got to poking around in the store-room to see just what it was he’d gone and bought, and, Godamighty!, one of the articles was a twenty-nine-year-old mummy called “John.”

Permit or no permit, Rampp was the one laid “John” to rest—let him lie down, so to speak—and if he ever wondered what that muslin band was for, he never wondered out loud. Anyway, not in Sapulpa.


SCENE 1: (WINTER OF 1936)
The Twain Meet

Through the transom of your room in the Writers Building at the Paramount Studio, you could hear people going by in the hall, wayfarers, some of them, coming from nowhere and to nowhere bound, and some went in haste, as if fleeing fate or eager to face it at last, but one set of sounds passed with purpose and in cadence, and it was for these that you began to wait each day. Wondering to whom they belonged, at length you wondered aloud to your writing partner, Joe March, who said I thought you knew. You’re always listening for her. Soon thereafter, he presented you to the maker of those precise, those measured footsteps, the screenwriter Marguerite Roberts. Quickly it became your custom to invite her to morning coffee at Oblath’s across from the studio entrance, but not for some weeks did you ask her out for an evening.

Coming in from the Valley, where she resided with her parents, she joined you in the parking-lot adjacent to Levy’s, a restaurant opposite the Vine Street Derby. She’d driven a spanking Ford Phaeton, and you watched her step out from under its canvas top and come toward you over the paving. Again you took note of her resolute way of going, but this time, you thought, her objective was you. She was wearing a gray single-breasted suit of hound’s-tooth checks, a white silk blouse, and black pumps made of interwoven strips of patent leather.

What other





































A Note on the Author

John B. Sanford was born Julian Lawrence Shapiro in Harlem, New York in 1904 to Jewish parents; his father was a Russian immigrant and his mother a first-generation American.  His mother died in 1914 when he was only 10, which would have a marked influence on his life. 

A graduate of Lafayette College, Shapiro later studied law at Fordham University; after graduation he decided to follow the example of his childhood friend, Nathanael West, and concentrate on his writing.

In the summer of 1931, isolated in a log cabin in the Adirondacks, he finished his first novel, The Water Wheel. When Shapiro was close to publishing his second book, The Old Man’s Place, West (born Weinstein), suggested he change his name to one less identifiably Jewish, for fear of anti-Semitism damaging book sales. Shapiro became Sanford, and in 1935 the success of The Old Man’s Place allowed him to move to Hollywood to try his hand as a screenwriter.

In 1936, Sanford was hired by Paramount Pictures, where he met his future wife Marguerite Roberts, also a screenwriter. In the same year, he became involved in the Communist Party of the United States – Roberts became a member after meeting Sanford, but was to hand her card back in 1947. Nevertheless they were both called to testify before the House Un-American Activities Committee, where they refused to give their names, invoking the Fifth Amendment. Along with many other Hollywood professionals, both Sanford and Roberts were blacklisted between 1951 and 1962, which effectively ended their Hollywood careers.

Sanford wrote half of his books after the age of 80; his 5-volume autobiography earned him a PEN/Faulkner Award and the Los Angeles Times Lifetime Achievement Award. He left three unpublished novels and was still writing up until a month before his death at 98 in 2003.
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