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INTRODUCTION

In 1959, toward the end of his decade-long correspondence with Ralph Ellison, Air Force Captain Albert Murray writes wittily of judging a drill competition put on in Los Angeles by Negro Shriners. “Man,” he tells Ellison, “I was hard put to maintain a solemn military calm watching some of the old middle-age Moses mixing all that old flatfooted, box-ankled, bunniontoed-bellhopping-headwaitering-pullmanportering stuff in there with West Point.” Not to be outdone, Ellison replies from New York, in the second to last letter he wrote Murray, that during his boyhood in Oklahoma City, “no kid of a certain height was safe from [the] enthusiasm” of “old guys mad for drill.” With his characteristic blend of comic description and analysis, Ellison remembers vividly the passion for drill and dance of the influential Negro adults back in Oklahoma. “Come to think of it, I probably embraced the difficult discipline of the trumpet just so that I could escape those cats.” Nevertheless, young Ellison, as a member of the band at Douglass High School, accompanies the Elks drill team “as far as Denver” to the Western Convention where men and women “shuffled and ruffled and danced and pranced; some were tight and others were clowning and kidding the whole idea of what they were doing to a military form, discipline, pose, you name it—so that the occasion had everything: comedy and satire as well as the tension of tough competition. I can still see some of those tall, Watusi-looking Moses, wearing capes and fezzes and leaning on a pivot like a stagecoach taking a sharp curve, their shoulders touching, their faces skimming across a cymbal lightly…. I suppose there was the usual Negro yearning for ceremony and identification in it, and a feeling of potentiality and a threat—along with the joy in formalized, swinging movement. Whatever, I’m glad I lived through that phase and you brought it all back again.”

Realizing that memories come and go and much that is precious about culture and tradition is summoned in conversation, then lost, Ellison floats an idea that suggests he is aware of the richness and depth of his and Murray’s correspondence: “Why don’t we do something along this line for publication, perhaps as an exchange of letters? I’m sure it would be taken by someone, especially if we pointed out the relationship to jazz. Think about it anyway.” As things turned out, nothing comes of Ellison’s trial balloon; in fact, as Albert Murray tells us, letters between them cease less than a year later. But the letters they did write constitute a remarkable correspondence between two American men of letters whose importance only grows as the twentieth century passes away, and a new century brings closer and closer that millennial nation of omni-Americans whose actuality and potential was recognized and described by both Murray and Ellison more than fifty years ago.

The letters between Ellison and Murray are the bounty of a rare and spontaneous friendship in which each taps into the deepest experience of the other. Spanning the fifties, their correspondence chronicles a friendship at the same time that it reveals the increasing, active visibility of the Negro who issued one unexpected challenge after another to the often desperate conformities and complacency of postwar America. Written while each man passed from youth into middle life (Ellison was thirty-five when the correspondence begins, Murray thirty-three), the letters have something of the unselfconscious, jaunty confidence and defiant attitude of the letters of Hemingway and Fitzgerald at comparable early stages in their writing lives. And although Ellison and Murray were friends on many levels, their correspondence is first and foremost a literary one in which literary aspiration is nourished by a parallel, almost proprietary interest in jazz. Indeed, like jazzmen, Murray and Ellison find their rhythm with each other and hit their stride on the page gradually.

Two points of reference provide the initial bass line. The first is Tuskegee, where the two encountered each other in 1935, when Ellison was a junior and Murray a freshman. Because Murray is teaching at his alma mater when their correspondence begins, he whets Ellison’s appetite for news with choice bits of gossip about who’s in and who’s out, as well as comments about the current character and direction of the place. Like many who leave their chosen college before graduation, Ellison has a love-hate relationship with Tuskegee about which he is much more honest in letters to Murray than in his more respectful public comments. The other tie that from the first binds Ellison and Murray is their literary ambition. When he begins writing to Murray, Ellison is obsessively yet good-naturedly in the last throes of work on Invisible Man, which, as late as January of 1950, he referred to as “The Invisible Man.” While Ellison is finishing his novel, Murray, too, moves eagerly toward completion of his first, a manuscript that bears some resemblance to Train Whistle Guitar, the first novel he published in 1974, the initial volume of his Scooter trilogy. Ever the optimist, Ellison writes in his earliest letter to Murray: “Who knows, we might both have books published in 1950.” Ellison, it should be remembered, had been a published writer since 1937. And although Invisible Man was very much in progress and still unfinished in 1950, Ellison’s fiction and essays were increasingly in demand (Cyril Connolly chose the battle royal episode of Invisible Man for the 1947 issue of Horizon, which was devoted to art in America, and even as an excerpt, the chapter enjoyed a considerable succès d’estime). Murray had yet to publish any of his work, yet Ellison communicates with him as an equal in tones of easygoing fraternity.

As Ellison’s star becomes ascendant after publication of Invisible Man and receipt of the National Book Award, and Murray takes his novel back to the drawing board for thoroughgoing revision slowed by strenuous commitments to teaching and the Air Force, one might expect the easeful, free quality of the correspondence to diminish or become a little awkward or self-conscious. But neither man lets this happen, and, best of all, neither seems to give the possibility even a passing thought. What modulations follow reflect exposure to a wider world of intellectual and cultural life, and both men’s determination to bring their vernacular Negro American point of view to bear on that world. Clearly, Ellison thinks Murray is ready for and would profit from exposure on a bigger stage than Tuskegee; just as clearly, he believes the wider world would profit from Murray’s insights and perspective. Although on jazz, too, Ellison is the published author, he sees Murray as his essential collaborator on the urgent project of giving the music its due as the foremost original art form of American culture. Realizing that he and Murray, in no small part because of their mutual stimulation, had the stuff—and the responsibility—to fill the vacuum in jazz criticism, Ellison tells his friend, “we might as well get started.”

His “we” is worth pausing on, for it is remarkable that throughout the correspondence their literary friendship is unmarred by competitiveness—a collaborative, brotherly competition, yes, in the manner of jazzmen jamming at a cutting session, but not any corrosive competitiveness. Perhaps this is partly because each man recognizes that the other plays a different instrument. Ellison’s a horn man improvising long, meditative, lyrical solos on trumpet, while Murray swings along on piano in offhand syncopation that he tends to accelerate with a sudden earthy velocity. Yet if readers are not careful, Murray’s irreverent, vamping, boogie-woogie style may throw them off the scent of an extremely learned man. On his many vernacular frequencies, Murray is as thoroughly in command of what T. S. Eliot called “the whole of the literature of Europe [America and elsewhere, too] from Homer” as he is of jazz, the blues, and other forms in the African-American oral tradition. In letters and fiction alike, Murray and Ellison share a historical sense of location and dislocation, continuity and discontinuity that they express through the breaks, the changes, the syncopation, the in-choruses and out-choruses of jazz. In their prose and point of view they enact certain vernacular literary possibilities each glimpsed reading The Waste Land in the Tuskegee library in the 1930s; aptly, the T. S. Eliot they are in touch with is more the self-described “small boy with a nigger drawl” from St. Louis than the “classicist” and “royalist” who later held forth from London town in a bespoke British accent.

Living on foreign shores—Ellison in Rome, Murray in Casablanca—the two friends may have absented themselves from America awhile, but neither leaves his country behind. As self-styled classical and vernacular literary guardians of the republic, they write pro domo and pro patria in one and the same gesture. They miss home, and miss each other; they plan a summer trip across several European countries as if they were plotting a military campaign, and here Murray’s itinerary is precise yet flexible, his sense of necessary and desired provisions as detailed and subtle as a quartermaster’s. Before and after their infrequent meetings, letters whet their appetites for reunions they know likely will be few and far between. (Judging from the letters, they did not see each other more than four or five times during the decade; even so, the continuing, easeful, intimate tone of the letters suggests that the act of corresponding provided regular occasions for their already strong friendship to deepen and develop.) Abroad as well as in the States, the correspondence is a refreshing blend of personal, intellectual, and artistic observation. Murray is shrewd about taking advantage of the PX and hopping planes bound for Athens or other attractive destinations, while Ellison, like a latter-day Romulus or Remus, prowls the streets and back alleys of Rome in search of pickling spices, and afterward distills his frustration into a letter of comic outrage that a great city in a civilized country would lack the ingredients for such vernacular haute cuisine as pigs’ feet.

Shortly after making the turn into his forties, while stationed in Casablanca, Murray has a heart attack, which, once detected, is considered serious enough to confine him to the stockade of bed rest with no writing allowed, only reading. In consequence, the two men speak of the need to exercise, watch their diets, trim down, and become fit, as if sensing they may be turning a corner in their lives and, perhaps, from time to time, glimpsing mortality in the mirror as well as somewhere off in the distance.

From abroad, the two friends continue to write as intensely of the American scene as they had done in New York and Alabama, and would do again from New York and Los Angeles in the last two years of their correspondence. In the mid to late fifties their letters register and anticipate many of the volatile changes that would boil over on the American scene during the next decade, especially on the frequencies of race relations, music, and even sexuality. Always, memory is the touchstone for the present and future as well as the past, the Civil War the huge stone under which lies the nation’s still to be accomplished rendezvous with its principles, its identity, and its destiny. In their idiom the Negro is “mose”—old Moses who ever seeks the promised land through the fluid, abiding covenant of American democracy. Mose is also an ironic, inside name for the sly and cunning Negro trickster whose subservience is a mask behind which he slips the racial yoke and turns the joke on the white folks. In a riff on Negro preachers, prophetic of Reverent Hickman, who is beginning to dominate his novel-in-progress, Ellison writes Murray, “I’m supposed to know Negroes, being one myself, but these Moses are revealing just a little bit more of their complexity.” Ever the disappointed son vis-à-vis his alma mater, Ellison seethes at the contrast between what Martin Luther King, Jr., would soon call “the marvelous new Negro militancy” and what Ellison considers retrograde, reactionary antics at Tuskegee: “here Africans and West Indians are taking over governments and Montgomery Negroes are showing their quality and they continue to act like this is 1915.”

As his time in Rome is winding down, perhaps forgetting that he has not answered two of Murray’s letters, Ellison writes that “[t]his has been one of our longest silences, which means that the world has really been too much with us.” He means with him, for he adds that “I’ve been up to my ass in typescript and have only just climbed out of one level of the mess after another back to my novel.” During Ellison’s last unsettling months in Rome, Murray seems his friend’s polestar, a point of reference he counts on against personal and artistic uncertainties. “You’re the only one I really write to,” he confesses, before closing the letter with tender solicitude for his friend’s health and work, and a touching regard for Murray’s wife and daughter as shown by a onetime play on their names and his own: “So, rest, man, and sketch out some more of those episodes. Love to lovable Mokable and Miqueable, from Ralphable.”

As the fifties yield to the sixties, the Ellison-Murray correspondence does not cease so much as halt. It does not conclude; there is no sense of an ending. Readers are unprepared when the last letter, like the first, arrives from Murray, and we are left to imagine their conversation of friendship continuing on the telephone and, in a year or two, frequent visits, once the Murrays move to Harlem within a long walk (or short ride) of the Ellisons’ Riverside Drive apartment. We are left to imagine what riffs the two exchanged about the accelerating, alternating hubris and nemesis of American culture and politics in the sixties and beyond. Knowing that Ellison and Murray left plenty on the record about the subtle and not so subtle changes in American life during succeeding decades, I cannot stifle a sigh of regret that they did not riff and signify on paper with each other.

On the other hand, maybe we should be left guessing. Ellison and Murray are jazzmen, after all, and jazz doesn’t tie up all the loose ends. Jazz leaves things up in the air, to be continued, if not on one frequency, then on another. Maybe it’s enough that their correspondence in the fifties tells the story of two black intellectuals and writers fully acting out Ellison’s proposition ahead of its time. “[I]f Mose takes advantage of his own sense of reality, he doesn’t have to step back for anybody.” Not only did Ralph Ellison and Albert Murray not “step back” in their books of fiction and essays, in their epistolary conversation with each other they stepped forward and advanced the possibilities suggested by that elusive phrase, American identity. Foremost among these is their shared conviction that what Murray calls the American “social contract” is still evolving and that Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur’s eighteenth-century question, “What is an American?,” is not fully answered. In a decade of slow awakening, Ellison and Murray brought a vernacular intelligence, defiance, fervor, and, above all, style to American culture. Forty years after the last of these letters, it is clear that, even as they spoke privately to each other, “on the lower frequencies” they were also talking for the rest of us.

JOHN F. CALLAHAN
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EDITORS’ NOTE

For authors like F. Scott Fitzgerald, whose spelling is almost flawed enough to constitute an element of style, it is appropriate to incorporate misspellings into the published text of their letters. But this is not the case with Ralph Ellison or Albert Murray. For this reason we have silently corrected the occasional misspellings that occur in letters included in this volume of their selected correspondence. In the case of missing words, we have inserted within square brackets words clearly and unintentionally left out of some of the letters. Finally, we should note that we have included two letters by Fanny Ellison germane to the flow of the correspondence. The first, from New York, is dated June 9, 1952; the second, from Rome, is dated July 31, 1956. Footnotes identify persons, places, and events mentioned in the letters. In the rare instance when anything has been omitted from a letter, the omission is indicated in the text by ellipses within brackets.

JOHN F. CALLAHAN ALBERT MURRAY





PREFACE

Ralph Ellison and I became close friends and literary colleagues during the academic year of 1947–1948, while I was in New York earning my master of arts degree in English at New York University, and he was working full-time on the manuscript of the novel that was to become Invisible Man.

I had been aware of him and of his interest in serious fiction since the fall term of 1935–1936, when I was an eager young freshman at Tuskegee Institute in Alabama on a scholarship from the Mobile County Training School, and he was a junior year upperclassman in the School of Music and a leading trumpet player in the famous Tuskegee School Band. I did not meet him during the one term that we overlapped, but I did know that he was there from Oklahoma City on some kind of special scholarship grant; and of all the upperclass-men, he was the one by whom I was most strongly impressed. I liked his very stylish collegiate wardrobe and was struck by the fact that he seemed as serious about supplementing course requirements with further reading as I was. And I also liked the fact that he seemed to do things very much on his own rather than as a member of a group.

The trumpet was his major instrument, but I also came to know that in fact he was enrolled in the School of Music because he wanted to become a composer of concert hall music. I found out later on that he had chosen to come to Tuskegee because its School of Music was directed by William L. Dawson, the conductor of the renowned Tuskegee Institute Choir who had also recently composed a work that received national acclaim as the first Negro folk symphony when it was premiered by Leopold Stokowski conducting the Philadelphia Symphony Orchestra.

What made Ralph an upperclassman of special interest to me, however, was the fact that he seemed more involved with literary matters than any of the upper-class English majors whom I could observe. When you saw him on his way back and forth across the campus he was more likely to be carrying a clutch of library books on history and literature than his trumpet case or a folder of music scores. I remember him doing copy work on sheets of music at a table by himself in the library every now and then, but even so I was more impressed by the fact that his student self-help scholarship supplement job was not in the School of Music but at the circulation counter in the main reading room of the library. Also, in a matter of weeks I became aware of the fact that he was enrolled in a special advanced course in the English novel that included works by Defoe, Richardson, Fielding, Sterne, Jane Austen, the Brontës, and so on to Thomas Hardy, taught by Mr. Morteza Drexel Sprague, head of the English Department, who was also teaching the special section of freshman English 101, 102, and 103 for which my placement test score qualified me.

The only direct face-to-face verbal exchanges I had with Ellison that year consisted of a few polite words we said to each other at the circulation counter when he was on duty and I was checking books out or returning them. There were freshmen that year who lodged in Ralph’s memory, mainly because they were musicians, athletes, or irrepressible hotshots of one sort or another, but I was not one of them.

Ralph did not return to complete his senior year and get his degree in music at Tuskegee, but my memory of his sojourn there was kept vivid by the sight of his name on checkout slips of so many of the library books of fiction, poetry, history, and literary criticism that had become the main part of my own personal extracurricular reading program. Some of the books had been checked out by him more than once between 1933 and 1936, and in many instances he was the only previous borrower.

I didn’t actually meet Ralph until we were introduced by a mutual friend and Tuskegee graduate and staff member named Louis A. “Mike” Rabb, who was taking a graduate course at Columbia University when I came to New York on my first visit in 1942. I had graduated in 1939 and had returned as a part-time instructor of freshman remedial English in 1940, after taking graduate courses in education at the University of Michigan following a term as principal of a junior high school in southwest Georgia.

I began teaching regular courses in freshman and sophomore English the following year. At the time I did not know that Ellison had given up music as his main interest, but I was aware of the fact that he had published some articles, sketches, and some short fiction, which, given my awareness of his reading interests, did not surprise me. Nor was I really surprised to find that he no longer thought of music as his primary vocation; he now thought of himself as a writer.

But what he and Mike Rabb and I talked about the afternoon that Mike and I went across from the Harlem Y and up the hill to the CCNY area and the apartment on Hamilton Terrace was not books and writing, but mainly about who was doing what at Tuskegee and what Tuskegeans were doing elsewhere. Even so, what I remember most vividly about being there sipping whatever we were sipping as we went on talking was the bookcase on the wall beyond the writing table where Ellison sat. There, along with copies of André Malraux’s Man’s Fate and Man’s Hope, I also finally saw copies of Malraux’s The Conquerors and The Royal Way, which I had never seen before.

I had read Man’s Fate, Man’s Hope, and Days of Wrath at Tuskegee and at the time I assumed that he had too. I found later that he hadn’t read Man’s Fate until he came to New York and was introduced to Langston Hughes, who was carrying a copy which he suggested that Ralph read and return to a friend. Before I left New York I found copies of The Conquerors and The Royal Way at Gotham Book Mart on Forty-seventh Street and began reading The Conquerors on the train back to Tuskegee.

The next time I saw Ralph in New York he was making wartime Atlantic crossings in the Merchant Marine, and I was a second lieutenant in what was then the U.S. Army Air Corps, stationed at the Tuskegee Army Air Field where the “Tuskegee Airmen” were being trained. I hadn’t looked him up; I just happened to run into him on Seventh Avenue near 135th Street. I may have mentioned the musette bag of poetry by Auden, Spender, and C. Day Lewis that I had bought in the “We Moderns” section of Gotham Book Mart, but only because I knew he had read a lot of contemporary poetry at Tuskegee. At the time I had no idea that we would become lifelong friends and literary colleagues. For one thing, I thought that he was as involved with Marxism as Richard Wright was and I had spent much of my first year out of college studying and rejecting Marxism. I also assumed that he regarded himself as a refugee from the South, much as Wright did.

As soon as we began to discuss his current project, however, both of these assumptions changed. It was immediately clear that, like me, he had accepted the challenge of William Faulkner’s complex literary image of the South, and that he shared other of my enthusiasms as well.

When I happened to run into Ralph again while I was on another trip to New York during the war, I had a very specific literary matter to talk to him about. He had written a short story about a flying cadet at an airfield obviously based on the one where I was stationed. The story was called “Flying Home,” as in Lionel Hampton’s popular jazz instrumental, and I had read it in Cross Section, a new collection of contemporary writing edited by Edwin Seaver. In this story a student pilot has had to crash-land his plane onto an Alabama plantation after flying into a buzzard. Ellison had made up the incident, but I couldn’t wait to tell him that one of our planes actually had flown into an Alabama buzzard not before, but after his story was published. The buzzard that he had concocted at his writing desk in New York had actually come to life! The plane had not crash-landed, because it was a twin-engine medium bomber, rather than a single-engine BT-11 Basic Trainer or AT-6 Advanced Trainer. The impact had caused the vulture to get stuck in the partially split Plexiglas of the pilot/copilot cabin, and when the crew returned to the base the ground level temperature plus that of the plane itself was such that by the time I heard about what had happened and got down to the flight line, the cabin was reeking with barbecued buzzard.

He was delighted by the coincidence of the buzzard in “Flying Home,” but he was certainly not amazed, because he then reminded me playfully that “stories endure not only from generation to generation but also from age to age because literary truth amounts to prophecy. Telling is not only a matter of retelling but also of foretelling.” So the incident of the buzzard in “Flying Home” was entirely consistent with Ralph’s conception of literature. (Incidentally, Ralph was also amused by my account of one of our cadets who could not resist temptation and zonked his AT-6 down to deck level and buzzed an Alabama cotton field at the peak of harvest time, leaving a stalk-brown right-of-way down the middle of all that infinity of post-Confederate whiteness. Some cotton picking black eagle, man!)

It was that Seventh Avenue exchange that turned out to be the prologue to what became our lifelong dialogue about life, literary craft, and American identity, a part of which is collected here. As for the most basic and most comprehensive assumptions underlying that dialogue, given the oversubscription to social science surveys and platitudes that now characterizes so many discussions about American culture in our time, perhaps the source of our orientation may not be as obvious as one might have once hoped. Ellison and I regarded ourselves as being the heirs and continuators of the most indigenous mythic prefiguration of the most fundamental existential assumption underlying the human proposition as stated in the Declaration of Independence, which led to the social contract known as the Constitution and as specified by the Emancipation Proclamation and encapsulated in the Gettysburg Address and further particularized in the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth amendments.

Yes, it would be the likes of him from the Oklahoma Territory and me from the Deep South, the grandchildren of slaves freed by the Civil War, betrayed by Reconstruction and upstaged by steerage immigrants, it would be us who would strive in our stories to provide American literature with representative anecdotes, definitive episodes, and mythic profiles that would add up to a truly comprehensive and universally appealing American epic. Whatever the fruits of that grand ambition, he and I conceded nothing to anybody when it came to defining what is American and what is not and not yet.

The exchange of letters between Ellison and myself reprinted here took place between 1950 and 1960. The letters are arranged in the following chronological sequence: from Tuskegee and New York, 1950 to 1955; from Casablanca, Rome, and New York, 1955 to 1958; from Los Angeles and New York, 1958 to 1960.

All our written correspondence ended when it did because by that time not only had long-distance personal telephone calls become more routine, but so also had long-range air travel, which meant that for an Air Force captain, space-available flights to and from the New York area were fairly easy to come by. Then in 1961 I was transferred from California to Hanscom Air Force Base outside Boston, only four hours north of New York by automobile. I retired in the permanent grade of major in 1962, moved to New York, and began my full-time career as a writer, and so regular local calls ended all written correspondence between us except for Christmas cards.

ALBERT MURRAY





I
TUSKEGEE
AND
NEW YORK
1950–1955




In the autumn of 1946 I was released from active duty as a first lieutenant in the U.S. Army Air Force and placed on reserve status, and I returned to my civilian position as an instructor of freshman and sophomore English at Tuskegee. I spent the academic year of 1947–1948 earning my master of arts degree in English at New York University, returning to Tuskegee in September. My master of arts thesis was a comparative study of symbols of sterility and fertility in T. S. Eliot’s poem The Waste Land and Ernest Hemingway’s novel The Sun Also Rises. It was also during this school year that my relationship with Ralph Ellison developed into an ongoing literary dialogue that included sessions during which I listened and responded to his readings of sequences and episodes from the novel he was writing.

I returned to Tuskegee during the summer of 1948, and during the late spring and summer of 1950 I made my first trip to Europe, visiting Lisbon, Naples, Genoa, Florence, and Venice, from which I went to Paris, my ultimate destination, by the Orient Express and took classes in French language and culture at the Sorbonne, the Institute of Phonetics, and Alliance Français. Incidentally, it was also while I was in Paris in 1950 that I met and became a lifelong friend of the painter Romare Bearden, two of whose works I had seen in Ralph’s apartment. It was also in Paris at that time that I met and became friends with James Baldwin, with whose civil rights polemics during the 1960s I was to take issue in my first book, The Omni-Americans (1970). I also made a motor trip to the Côte d’Azur that summer.

I sailed back across the Atlantic from Cherbourg to Montreal by way of the St. Lawrence River and took a train, and after a brief stopover in New York to make up for the letters I hadn’t written to Ralph and to pop in to see Bearden in his studio (which was in the Apollo Theater building in those days), I came on back to Tuskegee for the fall term.

During the mobilization for the war in Korea that began in 1950 I was recalled to active duty in 1951, and after completing the Academic Instructors course at Air University spent the next four years as associate professor of air science and tactics on the staff of the Air Force ROTC unit on the campus at Tuskegee, where I was promoted to the rank of captain in 1954.

Back in 1947, when I arrived in New York to go to graduate school, Ralph’s main preoccupation was the novel he was working on, an episode from which had just been published in Horizon, the prestigious British literary journal edited by Cyril Connolly. The novel in progress was under contract to Random House, where Albert Erskine and Frank Taylor, Ralph’s editors and sponsors, had taken it when they transferred there from Reynald and Hitchcock. I never asked and never came to know what advance or advances against royalties were involved.

But Ralph did mention supplementing whatever it was by taking odd jobs from time to time. I knew that he had worked in the dining hall before I arrived at Tuskegee and also as a mess man in the Merchant Marine during the war, but his background as a gadgeteer and tinkerer also enabled him to do freelance work as a repair and maintenance man. He was a highly qualified semiprofessional photographer, and his expertise in selecting and assembling recording and playback components became such that his services for installing home high-fidelity systems were also in frequent demand.

Meanwhile, he was writing nonfiction. There was “The Way It Is” in New Masses, October 20, 1942; “An American Dilemma: a Review,” written for The Antioch Review in 1944 but not published; “Richard Wright’s Blues,” The Antioch Review, Summer 1945; “Beating That Boy,” The New Republic, October 22, 1945; “Harlem Is Nowhere,” Magazine of the Year, 1948; “The Shadow and the Act,” The Reporter, December 9, 1949; and “Twentieth Century Fiction and the Black Mask of Humanity,” Confluence, December 1953. These did not bring in very much cash but they did lead to lecture and panel discussion engagements for which he received moderate fees. Incidentally, I was very much impressed with the informal affiliation with Bennington College he had had during the war years because it had led to his close relationship with Kenneth Burke, the author of Permanence and Change, Attitudes Towards History, Counterstatement, The Philosophy of Literary Form, A Grammar of Motives, and other basic books on literary criticism.

When Invisible Man was published in 1952, it received a number of enthusiastic reviews, was on The New York Times Bestseller List for at least two months, and received the National Book Award for 1953 (no monetary prize at that time). Ralph’s main income now came from the increased number of speaking and reading engagements and the larger fees that his newfound fame earned him. In the fall of 1954, Ralph went to Austria to lecture at the Salzburg Seminar in American Studies, and by then was working in earnest on a second novel.

A.M.

BOX 343
tUSKEGEE INSTITUTE,
ALABAMA
2 JAN 50

Dear Ralph,

Thanks very much for the copy of “The Shadow and The Act.” I had read it already in the library and had already discussed it with one of my classes, but I hadn’t been able to buy a copy of The Reporter anywhere. I think it is an excellent piece, by far the best thing on the subject so far, the only other piece worth mentioning being the review of The Home of the Brave by somebody in Commentary some time ago. (And I mention it only because it called attention to how naively and embarrassingly homosexual—well, you know, come on back to the raft again Huck honey). No doubt you read it. (By the way, did you see that piece by Fiedler on Montana in PR1 for December? I told Mort Sprague2 that you wrote your reviews with a switchblade knife, or was it a razor? Well, that goddamn Fiedler can at least scratch with a pin).

How is the youknowwhat? Don’t let anybody rush you, but every Monday when I get my Times Book Review I find myself sort of halfway looking for it. I saw a copy of Steegmuller’s3 book, but haven’t read it yet, costs too damn much.

As for myself, I’ve had a pretty good school year so far. I think the students are a little better. The groups I’ve had in Drama and in Introduction to Literature are especially encouraging. I’ve also had a pretty good year with my little writing project. It’s a little clearer to me now, but I seem to be only just about halfway through. I couldn’t rush it even if I wanted to, but I hope I can get it worked out by May.

I’m going to try to get to Paris in June. I still have about three more years on the GI Bill, and I want to do some French with at least several months of it, maybe nine months. I was thinking that since you are an old seaman, you might be able to help me arrange for transportation. (I’m not taking my family) I don’t know anything about visas, passports and booking passages, and nobody here seems to know. I’m writing the French Cultural Relations Office in NY about possible schools, but I’m planning to go school or no school. How long does it take to get a passport and visa, and where do you get them from?

Naturally I don’t wish to bother you if you are still hacking away at that story, but if you get time, do what you can. I don’t know just when I’ll be in N.Y. again, since I’m going to be economizing for the trip, but I might be able to make it some time in February at that.

Murray

749 ST. NICHOLAS AVE.
NEW YORK 31, N.Y.
JANUARY 24, 1950

Dear Albert,

I suppose by now you’ve received the information which Fanny had sent you. It was a rather impersonal way of going about it, yet it was one way of insuring that you received the latest and most official directions. Should you run into difficulties please let us know. The trip is much too exciting to allow some fairly mechanical factor like a passport [to] cause you delay.

As for passage, I’ve been away from close contact with the sea for so long that I’m not up on such things, however I’m told that with the rush for Europe come spring it’s best to see about passage well in advance. I would suggest that you try a cargo ship, since many carry passengers and are apt to be cheaper and as fast. It’s possible that once you decide, you might take a ship out of New Orleans and save yourself some expenses. We’re waiting expecting Virgil4 to arrive from Japan any day now and he’ll have such things at his fingertips. You’ll get it as soon as he arrives.

Thanks very much for seeing to it that a few Negroes read my reviews; I get the feeling that most times the stuff is seen only by whites and that, I’m afraid, doesn’t mean much in the long run. Although the reactions to the piece by no means displeased me. Some day I’d like to have the time and space to do a real job on the movies and not from any limited racial angle…. The fellows on the Reporter are quite alert and on the lookout for competent stuff by Negroes, so you might send them something. They pay a little over ten cents a word and are yet in that formative stage where they are apt to print almost anything of interest. I have several things in mind for them but my you-know-what doesn’t allow time for working them out, although two of the essays are in rough draft.

By the way, I took your tip and read Fiedler’s piece on Montana and liked it. He’s not bad, that Fiedler. And here’s a tip for you: Get J. Saunders Redding’s new novel Stranger and Alone which is to be published on Feb. 17th. I’m reviewing it for the N. Y. Times—a very short review unfortunately—but I think you’ll find the book interesting. Not as a successful novel, but as a good and important job of sociological statement, and perhaps even more than that; for he has got ahold of some of the psychological motives operating in the Negro-hating mulatto types that collaborate with the white south in making such a travesty of Negro education…. If I’m not careful I’ll start my review right here! But see the book. I believe that at last we’re going to have a group of writers who are aware that their task is not that of pleading Negro humanity, but of examining and depicting the forms and rituals of that humanity. But see the novel. And if I ever complete my endless you-know-what you’ll get a chance to see what different things we make of a common reality. “You-know-what” indeed. Is it a rock around my neck; a dream, a nasty compulsive dream which I no longer write but now am acting out (in an early section the guy is obsessed by gadgets and music, now I’m playing with cameras and have recently completed two high-fidelity amplifiers and installed a sound system for a friend); a ritual of regression which makes me dream of childhood every night (as a child I was a radio bug, you know, and take it from me after getting around with the camera bugs and the high-fi bugs and the model train bugs, you’ll have no doubts as to the regressive nature of this gadget minded culture); or is it a kind of death a dying? Certainly after it’s all over and done up in binders I will have passed through the goddamnedest experience of my life and shall never be the same. Perhaps that is why it’s so difficult to finish. Nevertheless I’m near the end and I’ll be glad to get it over with. Perhaps as you say of my reviews there’s a switchblade in it—if so, I’ll be damned relieved to turn it against someone else for a while. Perhaps you’ve given me the subtitle: The Invisible Man; a Switchbladed Confession.

Who knows, we might both have books during 1950. Let us hope. I’ve been asked to lecture on the sociological background of southwestern jazz at N.Y.U. in April. The director of course is a combination bopper and exponent of the Herskovits5 myth-of-the-Negro-past-school of anthropology—and under contract to write a book on jazz…. Well, I leave bop to Dawson6 and Herskovits to who the hell wants him, and with my fear of having my poor little brain picked I probably won’t say much of anything. So let that be a warning to you; if you have any ideas write them before you talk to these white boys, ‘cause they’re all eager beavers aspiring to win their spurs in P.R.,7 Accent or anywhere else that will print a by-line. So write it before you talk it—if you plan to write it, and don’t say too much even then.

That’s about all, except to express my surprise that you got down to writing. Had you written before you came up last fall you might have had our apartment all to yourselves while we were having Parks’s8 house all to ourselves just a few miles up the river at White Plains. Glad things are going good for you, Mozelle9 and Mike,10 give my regards to Bess and Mort and any old ones who would remember me; and we hope to see you in Feb. And you keep writing—all it takes is ——it, grit and motherwit—and a good strong tendency towards lying (in the Negro sense of the term).

Ralph

MARCH22, 1950
608 FIFTH AVE.

Dear Murray:

What goes? Are you going abroad or not? I wrote you last month but received no answer. As you can see, I’m back in Steegmuller’s office pounding away. Book almost finished—I hope. There’ll be rewriting to do but the main thing will be over. Right now it reads like a three-ring circus. All the anti-violence boys will blow their tops should it come their way. Regards to Mozelle from us two.

Sincerely,

Ralph

BOX 343
TUSKEGEE INSTITUTE.
ALABAMA
27 MARCH 50

Dear Ralph,

Yes, I’m still hoping to get to Paris this summer. My leave has already been approved by the school (and, believe it or not, the school is giving me $300 toward expenses). But as yet I haven’t been able to obtain passage. I tried the French Line, and they’re solid up to 24 July. I’ve been to New Orleans, but they’re all taken there too. I’ve also had the American Express looking, but all they can offer is a plane, which I will take only as a last resort.

By the way, my leave is only for the summer; other people in the English Department had already applied for leave to go to school next year. That means that I have to be here for the fall term. Well that’s all right too; I still want to go. Actually I get away as early as May 16 and stay as late as about September the same.

I didn’t reply because I thought I was starting fairly early and that I’d be just about set by now, but mostly because I knew that you’re tied up. But now that you mention it, if you have any time check a few agencies for me. Naturally I want to go as cheaply as possible, but $500.00 is my range, and I absolutely cannot go any higher than plane fare, which is $666 round trip. Your OK is my OK on anything you or Fanny may be able to find at this late date.

Your short piece in the Times Book Review was all right. Mort is doing the book now; I get it next week. I’m sure already, however, that you have represented Redding much better than he represented himself in that talk with Harvey Breit a week or so later. Have you seen Beetle Creek? I haven’t. Intruder11 was here at last. Boy, that little sonofabitch playing Aleck Sander almost threw the whole thing out of focus here. In the first place he tended to sound like a black Yankee. […]

Of course you’ve seen the installments of the new Hemingway novel in Cosmopolitan. Did you see The Cocktail Party yet? The Idea of a Theater is the best thing I’ve read recently. Haven’t seen Burke’s new volume yet.

Murray

749 ST. NICHOLAS AVE.
NEW YORK CITY 31
APRIL 16, 1950

Dear Albert,

We’re sorry to hear of your difficulty and hope by now you’ve gotten passage. From our inquiries however, the problem seems to be general. A girl in Fanny’s office was successful in getting early passage only after going through the complete list of merchant shipping offices freight shippers and then only because her husband, a former seaman, had connections. The only thing we found that is at all promising is a trip on the Arnold Berstein Line, but the sailing is not until July 5th. Let us know if you’re interested. Meantime we’re still looking, though it seems that the pilgrims have everything sewed up. Suggest you keep trying such ports as Baltimore, Mobile and New Orleans
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