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For Elisa and Henry





All men who say yes lie.

—Herman Melville

No one understands… But of course, how could they?

—Robert Crumb






Foreword

In late February 1968, a gaunt twenty-four-year-old Robert Crumb, gently stoned and wearing thick spectacles, a worn corduroy sport coat, and baggy trousers could be glimpsed selling his just-printed Zap Comix no. 1 amidst the paisley revelers grooving to the latest Doors and Rolling Stones records at an open-air party on San Francisco’s Haight Street. For just 25 cents anyone could bring home a comic book filled with nine features ranging from scathing social critiques to surrealist romps to philosophical discussions to visual poetry, all drawn in a style at once familiar from their childhoods and yet unmistakably new. No one had produced anything like Zap, and we’re still feeling its effects today.

Robert’s stories imprinted on an international audience just as the tidal wave of the sixties cultural phenomenon was cresting. He perfectly captured the look and feel of ecstatic LSD trips and languorous stoned afternoons as enthusiastically as he savagely pictured the racial and sexual violence that his generation sought to overcome; sparing no one, he then satirized the hippies, well-meaning liberals, and most of all himself.

If his urgent message hadn’t found its moment, today’s landscape of bestselling graphic novels would be impossible. There is no Maus, no Persepolis, no Fun Home, without his taboo-breaking, beautifully drawn, and formally inventive work. Robert’s three-hundred-sixty-degree vision of America was successful because he transformed the vernacular language of twentieth-century America into an instantly recognizable popular style that he then weaponized against the culture itself. Robert’s specific guttural yelp has long since placed him among the most profound and influential artists of the twentieth century and could only have come from someone born of, as he named it, “America the cruel bully; America the glutton; America the greedy; America the ugly!”



When Robert Crumb was a boy his family was the picture of the mythological mid-twentieth-century American Dream: a war hero father, a homemaker mother; three boys, two girls; a Christian lineage that stretched back to the birth of the nation. Robert would not have become “R. Crumb” if things were otherwise. He grew into an outsider, took lessons in incredulity from the ethnic and racial outsiders he idolized, but was born inside the beast, nurtured on the bloody land, indoctrinated with its foundational sins.

Trafficking in revelations about human existence for the sake of near-Platonic ideals of honesty, awareness, and moral investigation is not without its price. Throughout his life and work, Robert has repeatedly made himself a target to demonstrate an idea about human nature. He’s willing and compelled to expose his darkest impulses to exemplify the male id; he risks being shunned to demonstrate the viciousness of racism. He demands we pay attention no matter the cost. This is not an entirely unselfish position.

When Robert was twelve, the Crumb family lived in Oceanside, a Southern California town near Camp Pendleton. Robert and his siblings liked to play in a nearby junkyard filled with abandoned cars, trucks, and buses. In “Don’t Tempt Fate,” a dense six-page comic published in 2002, Robert remembers “smashing all the glass out of the windows and dashboard dials of beautiful 1930s sedans, tearing up the upholstery and the old fiber roofs in gang orgies of destruction.” As the action unfolds in each panel, Robert’s adult narrative voice is drenched in disbelief: In addition to destroying cars, the boys loved to throw jagged cinder block chunks at the cinder block wall behind the junkyard, delighting as their efforts produced craters and then holes. A particularly enthusiastic neighborhood kid joined the action one day, and Robert grew concerned as the boy’s projectiles sailed over the wall, endangering passersby: “ ‘Doesn’t he realize that he could seriously hurt or even kill an innocent person doing that? Why doesn’t he think of that??’ I was appalled by his total obliviousness.”
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“Don’t Tempt Fate,” Mystic Funnies no. 3, 2002.



Drawing himself in a mute trance, Robert walks around the wall and faces it. Sure enough, a chunk of cinder block pops him in the mouth, knocking out a front tooth and chipping several others. By allowing himself to be injured, Robert demonstrated the carelessness and danger of a thoughtless action. He makes himself the victim to stir the conscience of another. He also could be the Christlike martyr, taking the hit so that everyone else is safe. Or, in terms of his work, he used the total artistic freedom of underground comics, perhaps naively, to open up new avenues for artistic expression for others to build upon. Something in him wants, he’s said, to play the martyr, to commit a kind of aesthetic self-immolation, acting the exhibitionistic pervert as he exposes unthinkable truths about himself. The compulsions of masochism, sadism, and martyrdom are conjoined.

Robert is fond of writing “No one understands… But of course, how could they?” This is him as a self-regarding put-upon artiste. Sometimes he means it, in which case it’s both self-inflating and a challenge to any would-be friend or interlocutor. At other times, he uses this line to undercut himself, showing how absurd such egoism really is and bitingly demonstrating his self-awareness. He knows how normal it is that we humans feel misunderstood and isolated, and he wants us to feel some comfort in our common plight. And like an infinity loop of self-absorption, once again we’re back at Robert playing the fool for the sake of a message.

So it was not a surprise, in November 2018, when over a leisurely breakfast in his warm and gently cluttered kitchen just steps from a veranda overlooking the Vidourle River in the south of France, Robert imposed just one condition on this book: that I be honest about his faults, look closely at his compulsions, and examine the racially and sexually charged aspects of his work. He would rather risk honesty and see if anyone could understand than cooperate with a hagiography. After I promised all of that, Robert agreed to this project with a shrug: “I’m not opposed to it.”

It had taken four months, a plane ride to Paris, a three-hour train to Nîmes, and an hour-long drive from the train station to Robert’s home in Sauve to get to that shrug. I’d met him in person just once before, at a gallery dinner. An obligatory meal on Manhattan’s Upper East Side was no place for Robert Crumb. He was visibly annoyed to be there and altogether grumpy. The man I encountered in France was, eventually, quite different. Immediately upon greeting me, shoulders hunched, handshake limp, Robert performed “Crumb”: he told me that the renovations to the train station were ugly, that he doesn’t like anything modern, that he lives in the past, that he is too dyslexic to drive, and anyhow, he never wanted to learn.

After about thirty minutes without getting much of a response, he settled down; began asking about my neighborhood, job, wife, and child; and then eased into the warm, talkative, and curious man I was speaking to the next morning and whom I’ve come to know over the past six years. But his performance stuck with me. Born into a highly dysfunctional family rife with mental illness and abuse, Robert is by nature a skeptical outsider focused on maintaining a probing, independent consciousness. He has taken great pains to cultivate and preserve his interior life—sketchbooks, diaries, meditation, exercise, a healthy diet.

This has been interrupted at times by his own fate. Robert tends to say yes to most requests, like this book, and allow scenarios to play out, however messy they might become. He wants to be liked, wants to please his audience. On the other hand, he wants to maintain control. This contradiction between Mr. Nice Guy and control freak means that when things go sideways, he will disavow the project. Even if it works, he might change his mind. Remember, “No one understands… But of course, how could they?” It depends which end of Robert’s ego shows up. After that initial yes, anything can happen.

And this is something Robert has experienced from all sides. He wanted to be a great and successful cartoonist. But the fame he experienced at age twenty-five in 1968 was a rude shock that upended his sense of self. He likened the experience to suddenly becoming visible after living in the shadows. The sudden interest in his life and work afforded him extravagant professional and sexual opportunities but also reinforced his certainty that people were by nature fake, users, and hypocrites. All those yes-men turned out to be liars either on paper or in his mind. He became famous again in the mid-1990s because of the film Crumb, but now as the oddball pervert, the weirdo from a demented family. This exposure once again fed his artistic narcissism but caused him enormous aggravation.

In the years since, he has developed well-armed defenses, as he should, and this has helped him maintain a certain humility and calm, as well as work at a consistently high level decades after most of his peers declined, publishing in 2009 a graphic novel adaptation of one of the foundational texts of western civilization: The Book of Genesis.

His attention to himself extends to his archive. From an early memoir written at age fifteen to his very first job offer to a thoroughly researched monthly calendar of his life that he completed at age fifty-six, his carefully kept archive has guided this story, though it has not inhibited it. He is eighty-one now, and still tending to his vision and his legacy. What follows is the story of Robert Crumb, not only as he would tell it. Though not exactly tempting fate when he agreed to this project, he’s once again rounded that wall and left himself open.




PART I 1914−1962




CHAPTER 1 The All-Americans

Taking the hit would always be familiar to Robert Crumb. One afternoon in the spring of 1962 his mother, Bea, hurled a solid glass ashtray at his father, Chuck, who ducked. It beaned Robert, eighteen, in the forehead. Robert was bloodied and dazed, once again a silent and enraged witness to his family’s chaos. Soon after, Bea took the car and disappeared for three days. When she returned to their home in Dover, Delaware, Robert found her suicide note tucked into the front seat. His parents offered no explanation, just depressed silence.

Robert was a high school graduate, a cartooning prodigy, and a thoroughly alienated introvert. Tall, rail thin, wearing Coke-bottle-thick glasses, slacks, and button-down shirts, he looked perpetually lost. He knew he had to leave home; in late June he visited a friend at Kent State University and found the college campus buzzing with activity—music, books, and most important for him, coeds. It was tantalizing but seemed so far out of reach. At home, he felt trapped in his misery. He wrote to his pal, “I’ve heard all that ‘be yourself’ stuff. When I’m myself people think I’m nuts. I’m not repelled by people. It’s just that when I get around them, I lose my composure, my mind slips out of order, I become confused, nervous, I don’t know what I’m doing.” Not for the last time, Robert, who never learned to swim, contemplated suicide: “Things were looking terribly bleak and I was more miserable than I’d ever been before in my life. ‘This is unbearable,’ I thought to myself, ‘I can’t go on living with this terrible feeling inside of me.’ So I went out walking and came to this swimming pool behind the Treadway Inn. Here, I discovered, was an ideal place to commit suicide. The pool was about twelve feet deep and filled with water. Drowning is quick and comparatively painless. I stood by the pool for about half an hour, trying to get up the courage to jump in. But deep down I knew I could never do it. I found that even with its misery and frustration, life was precious to me. Complete oblivion! The thought of it makes everything in life seem good and dear, even suffering.”

And still, that summer he put off leaving home. He and his mad, brilliant older brother, Charles, walked the streets of Dover in the humidity, crickets rattling their ears. But finally, he couldn’t take it anymore. In early August, Bea and Chuck were once again screaming at each other. Bea chased her husband with a knife. The shouting was interminable. On October 8 he took the ten-hour Greyhound trip to Cleveland, documenting his feelings in a diary: “Saying goodbye to mother at the terminal was a very sad affair. I was almost in tears about it. She loves me and seems to need me desperately. As she said, us kids are all she has in life. We kissed a couple of times, and I waved to her as the bus pulled out. What a tragic figure she was, standing there, waving, with her sunglasses on, and headscarf and black coat… Her and Dad were arguing violently this morning… I’m a bit frightened about what’s going to become of me, leaving like this. I’m such a helpless infant—can hardly do anything for myself. Mother just showed me how to tie a necktie this morning. Sometimes I think I’m too sensitive for this fierce, competitive economic rat-race that I’m going to have to become a part of. I’m afraid it might crush me. I hope I can get a job, but not a job that has a lot of social demands and pressures. I’m not fit for something like that.”

After submitting applications to a few department stores for stock clerk jobs, he reported to the Ohio State Employment Service. His only skill, he told the job counselor, was drawing. After admonishing Robert for not bringing any art samples, he phoned American Greetings, a Cleveland institution and just behind Hallmark as the nation’s most popular card company. That art factory always needed extra hands, and they agreed to interview Robert. The counselor sent him on his way, saying, “This time don’t forget to take along some of your work samples. Good luck!” Robert wrote to Charles: “I have one decent lead for a job… doing artwork for this pretentious greeting card company. I hope I get it, though… I’ll make a lot of money and it will make this trip a success, and maybe I’ll meet some art do-ers there. Who knows?” Soon Robert was on the rapid transit out to a red brick building on the west-side lakefront that once housed the White Motor Car Company and the Otis Elevator Company but now churned out paper memories. He had a short interview and reported for duty on October 22, smack in the middle of the Cuban Missile Crisis. Robert began his job at $60 a week in the training department of American Greetings. He wore his high school graduation suit and tie that first morning to work, and then every workday after for the next two years.



In 1962, Robert’s branch of the Crumb family was far gone from his father’s roots on a few hundred acres of land in the flat prairies of southern Minnesota near the town of New Richland. There Robert’s paternal great-grandfather, John Maxon Crumb, started a farm in 1878: apple trees, fields of wheat and corn, chickens clucking around, pigs, cows, and horses. John’s ancestors had moved slowly across North America from Westerly, Rhode Island, since the seventeenth century, farmers, all. It was the opposite of the rumbling trolley cars, row houses, and alleys of Robert’s Philadelphia childhood. The memory of that flat, windswept place tended by God-fearing men and women would stay with Robert all his life as a reminder of a different path, an alternate life he could have had if not for his father’s restless spirit.

In New Richland, one of John Crumb’s sons, Winifred Maxon Crumb, though a practicing Seventh Day Baptist like all his family, married Mary Ann Chicos, a devout Catholic first-generation immigrant from Poland, and converted to her faith. Winifred and Mary Ann worked the farm, and so too did their fourteen children, among them Robert’s father, Charles Vincent (“Chuck”) Crumb, born in 1914. Chuck and all of his siblings held their parents in very high esteem: “Through their love and their self-discipline and their kindness,” Chuck remembered, “we learned at an early age that the world is a world of reality and if we want something, we’ve got to work for it. And if we want something to last, we have to take care of it and really, there’s no-one else who’s going to hand you an easy life.” He recalled Mary Crumb primarily as a farmer’s wife and a mother, fundamentally concerned with the tasks of keeping her family alive, healthy, and working: “I guess she was never happier than when she was making something, or patching something, for someone to wear that would keep out the cold and make them more comfortable.”

Winifred Maxon Crumb, a silent, equanimous man, possessed great physical and moral authority. Chuck would often retell an incident from his boyhood: Though he was specifically warned to keep a very careful eye on a pair of horses, they escaped under his watch. Winifred evenly asked his son if he’d left them alone despite his instructions otherwise. That question was enough for the boy to feel severely punished: his was a failure not just of duty but of morality, too. He hadn’t obeyed his father and now the lives of the animals and the livelihood of his family were endangered. But it was Winifred’s leveling moral gaze that truly punished Chuck. Robert inherited the Crumb family’s unflagging work ethic and strict morality, one not only of external consequences but of internal examination. Chuck wondered if his failing meant his character was flawed; later, his son Robert would expend hundreds of pages on meticulous accountings of the moralities of himself and those around him.

In 1931, Chuck graduated from Freeborn High School and then studied teaching at New Richland Normal School and Mankato State Teachers College. From 1934 to 1936 he taught junior high school history, science, and literature in Freeborn County. Inspired by the writer Jack London, he nursed a desire to be a novelistic chronicler of the American Midwest. He wanted to see the world, and at the time the United States Marine Corps offered an ostensibly safe all-expenses-paid trip around the globe. What could go wrong? Mary knew that the Marines was not for adventure but for violence: she wept as he blithely left. Chuck enlisted in 1936 and was bound for Shanghai in 1937, where the newly appointed Private Crumb joined the First Battalion, Fourth Regiment protecting the International Settlement, a then-endangered remnant of Western colonialism. And while Japan and China had been in conflict since 1931, the settlement was mostly left alone.

While Chuck was fleeing the midwestern nest, across the country in Philadelphia his future wife, and Robert’s mother, Beatrice Hall, was having her first child. If the Crumbs were model white Americans, then the Halls were the equally clichéd opposite: degenerate urbanites. The Crumbs of Minnesota maintained a healthy family tree nourished by family reunions and, these days, Facebook. The Halls, by contrast, virtually disappear in midcentury. Their tree is full of broken branches and burls.

Beatrice Hall was born in 1920 in Milford, Delaware, to Robert’s grandparents, Joseph Meachum Hall and the former Viola Jackson. The Halls and Jacksons both track back to eighteenth-century Chester, Pennsylvania, a manufacturing town just southwest of Philadelphia along the Delaware River. Joe Hall, born in 1880, was most interested in playing banjo, guitar, and mandolin; he lived his entire life in West Philadelphia working, like his father before him, in the city’s lively printing industry, first as a typesetter and then as a pressman. In 1903, he married a woman named Edith, and together they had a son, Gordon. By the end of the 1910s, he and Edith had split and she and Gordon disappeared from his life. Neither left a trace. Joe was single and living alone when he met Viola Jackson.

Here things become gnarled. Viola was born in Jersey City, New Jersey, in 1899, but seems to have arrived in Joseph’s neighborhood in the 1910s. The rest of the Jacksons relocated south to Milford, Delaware, a modest hub for shipbuilding and agriculture. The soon-to-be unhappy couple met sometime at the end of the 1910s, likely through music—Viola, a boisterous self-described flapper with a lifetime of alcoholism ahead of her, played piano and sang; her younger brother, Frank A. Jackson, was a multi-instrumentalist who would later lead the popular Philadelphia band Jackson and His Rhythm Boys. Joe was known as quiet and retiring, but he occasionally performed in vaudeville pit bands; for a time in the 1920s he played in a group later known as the Uptown String Band. Perhaps it was a dance hall romance, but likely Viola became pregnant, forcing the marriage in 1919. She was twenty and Joe thirty-eight. The following year Robert’s mother, Beatrice Hall, was born, soon followed by two baby boys.

The family lived in a rooming house in West Philadelphia. Their working-class, mixed-race neighborhood of row houses serviced the manufacturing industries in the city. On weekends, Joe, Frank, and Viola would play popular songs of the day, sometimes with friends joining in; on summer nights their neighborhood was alive with small groups playing music on the front porches of their row houses. Joe opened a short-lived grocery store and then returned to printing, training Frank as well, but was unable to earn enough money to move his family into their own home. Beatrice, who grew to hate her mother and forever romanticized her father, remembered Viola drunkenly shouting at Joe about his failures, at which point he would retreat to their bedroom, close the door, and play his mandolin. Apparently fed up with Joe’s inability to provide enough for his family during the depths of the Depression, Viola took the then-unusual step of divorcing him in 1931. He never recovered from the split, descending into depression and isolation. In 1940, Joe was self-employed and living above a shoeshine storefront, and in 1944, just a year after Robert was born, he died of unknown causes in a rooming house in Philadelphia.

In 1934, Viola married Phil O’Connell, a widower and father of three children. Phil, who lived just six blocks east, was a local plumber with a steady income, known around the neighborhood as solid in business and explosive in temperament. He was a financial life raft for Viola and her three children. Bringing six kids together under one roof was not an easy transition. The house was loud, chaotic, and booze fueled. Beatrice remembered, perhaps with exaggeration born of resentment, being forced to do all the housework, Viola slamming her head against a wall if it wasn’t done well and promptly. One of Beatrice’s brothers remembered his mother punishing him for stealing by holding his hand over a burner. The low ceilings, tiny warren of rooms, and claustrophobic streets bred violence, alcoholism, low-level criminal activity, and loose sexual behavior.

Money was tight in those Depression years, especially for such a large brood, and so both Beatrice, now going by “Bea,” and her eldest stepbrother, Phil Jr., dropped out of school after eighth grade, she to work in a steam laundry and then a diner, he to be an apprentice plumber. Unmoored from a teen or school community of their own, Bea, age fourteen, and Phil Jr., age thirteen, found solace in a sexual relationship. From their secret trysts soon came a child named Catherine, born in the summer of 1935. Bea was fifteen and Phil Jr. fourteen. They said they were in love and wanted to be together, to raise their daughter as a couple in another city, perhaps hoping for a stable family unit of their own. This was impossible. Despite Viola and Phil Sr.’s desperate attempts to keep the whole affair a secret, wild rumors of incest and rape spread from house to house. The staunchly Catholic neighborhood was outraged. The taunts and slurs hurled at all members of the O’Connell family were so virulent that both of Phil Jr.’s younger siblings were sent away from home for the remainder of their childhoods. In an attempt to quell any future rumors and reclaim some respectability, Viola and Phil Sr. told any newcomer that Catherine was in fact their daughter—Bea’s half sister—a happy accident for the aging couple.

In a late 1930s photograph Catherine stands hand in hand with her biological parents, Phil Jr. and Bea, at a fairground. Phil Jr. looks like a cocky young man; Bea appears a bit wan, eyes staring into the middle distance. Her heart was broken, she’d been publicly humiliated in her small community, and her first love had been forbidden. She was only a teenager but had known only chaos in her family life: her father vanished, an illegitimate daughter hidden, and a mother who never missed a chance to demean her.

Phil Jr. was said to be genuinely in love with his stepsister but was forbidden by his father to continue the relationship. He enlisted in the US Navy, served in World War II, and sent money to Catherine until she married in 1956. At that point, Phil Jr., having honored his commitment to his daughter and to Bea, cut off all contact with the O’Connells, Catherine, and Bea. He married, had two children in the 1960s, but never told them of their half sister. Bea also kept the secret, naming Catherine an “aunt” to Robert and his siblings until Catherine blurted out the truth in the late 1950s. Even then the truth was never discussed. This shame was profound and lasting; Viola’s 1976 obituary listed Catherine as her daughter. Robert would later refer to this side of his family as “urban, a bit lumpen, dissolute, alcoholic, degenerate. Sexual weirdness, all that stuff.” All that “stuff” included a concealed half sister, a divorce, domestic violence, a belittled grandfather, and a domineering matriarch—the material that built Robert’s worldview.

By 1940 Bea, still living at home caring for Catherine, had a job at a diner in downtown Philadelphia. It was an hour-long trolley commute from home, and she complained that Viola confiscated her wages. There she met Chuck Crumb. In those years of family tumult in West Philadelphia, Chuck was in Shanghai with the US Marines. In July 1937, after a period of relative calm, warfare broke out between the Japanese and the Chinese—shelling and shrapnel decimated the citizens of Shanghai. What began in Chuck’s mind as a lark became a horror: the fighting was so gory, so deadly, and so utterly unexpected that three hundred thousand people died in just three months in what later became known as “Stalingrad on the Yangtze.” Perhaps the constant horror inured Chuck to the sights—it certainly didn’t diminish his enthusiasm for the Marine Corps. Chuck was a young man looking for adventure, perhaps material for a future novel, and from his descriptions of himself, however self-mythologizing, he perceived himself as some kind of seeker.

Chuck landed back in California in July of 1939, and a year later became a recruiting warrant officer sergeant for the Marines at the newly built US Custom House in downtown Philadelphia. There he spoke to dozens of recruits each day, presenting a focused, clipped demeanor, taking his lunch breaks around the corner at the diner where Bea waited tables. She took a liking to the tall, handsome, straight-backed Marine with a strong sense of purpose. Their courtship was brief and passionate, resulting in a surprise pregnancy. Their late-1940 wedding was presided over by a justice of the peace. Only after their first child, a daughter named Carol, was born, in April 1941, were they married (again) in a Catholic church, where the couple posed for a photograph. Bea stands smiling in white pumps, at ease in a festive blue dress, buttons down the front, one white-gloved hand holding a bouquet, and the other on her husband’s uniformed shoulder. Chuck is seated at attention, his smile too wide to be natural, his eyes staring far into the distance. The young couple moved into a West Philadelphia house not far from the O’Connells and briefly settled into family life. Their second child, Charles Jr., was born in 1942, and Robert in 1943. But with America at war, Chuck wanted to get back into action. He was assigned to the Fleet Marine Force in late 1943, completed officer training school in Quantico in 1944, stopped back home long enough to conceive a fourth child with Bea, and then shipped out to the Pacific. Bea, sensing a long haul ahead, shipped herself and the kids to the Crumb farm in New Richland, Minnesota, so she could get some help with her four children under the age of four. She knew well enough that her childhood home was neither on offer nor a good place to raise a family.

From mid-1944 to early 1946 Chuck was in the Pacific Theater. He fought in one of the bloodiest conflicts of the war, the Battle of Saipan, and in 1945 he was part of the amphibious assault on Okinawa—the last major battle of World War II, and another bloodletting. With a chest festooned with medals, the Purple Heart among them, in early 1946 Charles returned to New Richland and his young family. Like many soldiers, Chuck was loath to discuss what he saw and did. He returned home hardened, transformed by his experiences from a wide-eyed wanderer to a traumatized realist. Their time on the farm had been good to Robert and his siblings. He and his older brother, Charles, learned to draw from their aunt Katie and found warmth and peace in the quiet demeanor of their midwestern relatives. But Bea, while appreciative of the Crumb hospitality, was starved for city life, and perhaps missed Catherine, too. And so in early 1946, Chuck, his brother Mac, and their father, Winifred, piled Bea and the kids in a car and drove straight through to Philadelphia. Mac and Winifred didn’t stay in the godforsaken place even a night before zooming back to New Richland.



By the end of 1946 Chuck and Bea were the parents of five children: Carol, age five; Charles Jr., four; Robert, three; Maxon, two; and the newborn Sandra. Upon his return to the United States Chuck was discharged from the Marines but quickly signed up for an additional two years through a program that offered a bonus for reenlisting. The Crumbs were back in West Philadelphia, first just around the corner from the O’Connells, and then in a modest rental house on South Fifty-Third Street, just a block east of the Market Street Elevated Line in a noisy and congested row thrumming with the motion of trolleys and trains.

The neighborhood was mostly Italian and Irish working-class, though Black people were moving in, battling redlining and more directly violent attempts to contain them in North Philadelphia. Viola, a vehement racist, bitterly complained and the O’Connell men smashed the windows in Black homes to discourage integration. Robert’s maternal uncles were “tough, hard-drinking working class men, full of anger, capable of turning mean all of a sudden… they’d be laughing, and slapping each other on the back and hugging each other in a lurching sort of way one minute, and the next you’d hear the sound of a bottle smashing on the ground or against a wall, shouts and curses, the heavy thud of adult bodies falling against the wall or some furniture knocked over. We tended to steer clear of these family gatherings…. We would split the scene [and] come home many hours later to find some of them passed out on the floor or the couch or someplace.”

Splitting the scene became a ritual for Robert and his older brother, Charles, in the ever-changing cities, neighborhoods, and houses the family would inhabit in its slow roll to disintegration. Home was never settled, always teetering, sometimes exploding. Having a long ramble was a chance to find some freedom, process events, and seek new sights and sounds. Robert’s earliest memories were gathered during these few years on South Fifty-Third Street. As for many families, the radio was a primary source of culture, and it provided Robert’s first exposure to recorded music. Bea tuned in to whatever was popular, songs like “Open the Door, Richard!,” “Cement Mixer,” and “Pistol Packin’ Mama”; polka sets for Philadelphia’s large German and Eastern European populations were a special favorite.

In early 1947, after just over a year at home getting to know his wife and five children, Chuck volunteered to ship out to the US Navy’s Western Pacific Fleet off the coast of Tsingtao, China. The US was ostensibly there as a show of force to support Chiang Kai-shek’s government against the threat of communism. At home Bea had some help from her brother Joe Hall Jr., who Robert remembers spanking him hard with a hairbrush and generally being cranky with the unruly brood. Bea loved her kids but didn’t know how to be a parent. She could be goofy, funny, and loving. Almost giddily naive in her affection, but also confused, overbearing, and remote. She’d given up her first child, had suffered the scorn of her neighbors, and had escaped Viola’s hand, but she lived in constant fear of abandonment and deprivation—a feeling Chuck did little to alleviate.

Chuck returned to Philadelphia in May 1948 with a trunk full of teakwood bowls and cups, toy airplanes and battleships, a samurai sword, and other loot; his tour was uneventful. A year later the People’s Liberation Army took Tsingtao—one more “domino” in the early days of the Cold War. Chuck was back for good now, but to what? He and Bea had lived together for only half of their seven-year marriage, conceived five children, and occupied four different homes. Like many GIs after the war, Chuck was grim, rudderless, and angry. No war to fight, no place to go, no brotherhood: just a houseful of kids and a wife whose youth was fading and who was showing herself to be mentally unstable. She had already had two self-described “nervous breakdowns”—one in which she fell on the floor screaming, and another in which a kitchen drawer full of cutlery fell to the floor, setting her off—and sought treatment for her anxiety and depression. Chuck also grew to detest his rowdy, undisciplined in-laws, particularly Viola, whose impertinent cruelty he could not abide. But Bea, while ambivalent herself, needed help with the children, so Bea’s daughter, “Aunt Catherine,” now a teenager, would frequently babysit.

Violence in the surrounding streets and in the home was fairly normal. On Christmas Day 1948, Robert, age five, opened a gift—a plastic ukulele! Just what he wanted. Unfortunately it was intended for his younger brother Maxon, so he flung it to the floor, breaking its neck. Chuck roared, Robert was ordered upstairs to his bedroom, his father in pursuit, striking him as he climbed. Robert tripped and fell hard against the wall, breaking his collarbone. Bea and Chuck took him to the naval hospital and claimed that he’d fallen down the stairs in a burst of holiday excitement. “ ‘You know how kids are on Christmas morning,’ ” Robert remembers Bea saying to the doctor. “My father left the lying to my mother.”

If Robert’s injury wasn’t deliberate, Charles’s were: enraged by what he saw as his first son’s inborn physical failures and consistent provocations, Chuck berated and beat Charles so badly that sitting was painful for days afterward. Bea disapproved of Chuck’s punishments as well as his continued employment in the Marines but had little leverage. “Things went bad in our family in the late forties,” Robert remembered. “We used to wish they’d get the goddamn divorce they were always threatening to get, but it was probably a good thing for us that they didn’t since our mother would most likely have gotten custody of us, and then she very likely would have gotten involved with some man even worse than our father, who, harsh as he was, at least wasn’t a psycho and did always provide for us—food on the table, enough clothes to wear, decent roof over our heads.” Chuck and Bea had each married an illusion: the upright all-American Marine and the sassy urban dame. Now both images were fading into a much different reality.

Chuck always provided, but he wasn’t quite sure how. He’d been in and out of the Marines for nearly his entire adult life, but he was still just a grunt. He reenlisted again, this time in a secretarial position as an assistant to various officers (security, intelligence officer, chemical warfare radiological safety) at the Depot of Supplies in Philadelphia, where weapons components were logged and shipped west. Attempting to save some money and perhaps get some distance from the O’Connells, Chuck relocated the family to a housing project on the south edge of Philadelphia near the railroad tracks that ran alongside the Schuylkill River. To the south enormous oil refineries hugged both sides of the river. The navy yard was to the east, where Chuck would take the kids to see vast expanses of junked World War II airplanes stripped for parts and intended for the scrapyard. The idea of surplus American mass production bound for oblivion, deservedly and not, stuck with the Crumb boys and fascinated Robert in particular.

Charles found his own amusements: throwing “clinkers” (burned-out coal chunks) from the railroad embankment at the windows of passenger trains. This could have been simply a case of childhood mischief if other signs weren’t surfacing: “Once,” Robert remembered, “he picked up a still smoking cigarette off the sidewalk and stuck the lighted end into the bellybutton of a fat little Italian girl who lived around the corner. The girl screamed bloody murder until her mother came running out of her front door and went storming down the alleyway to our house, and she and our mother had a big shouting match about it, the big fat Italian lady yelling up at my mother, who yelled back at her from an upstairs back window.”

A more benign distraction became the center of the Crumb household in the late 1940s: a television. The box then was awash in entertainment pulled from radio shows and old vaudeville acts. Television held the past but promised the future, soothing the jangled nerves of young vets and selling them the latest consumer goods. Families suddenly weren’t strumming chords on their porches, they were staying inside to watch every genre available: soon-to-be-classic comedy by longtime pros in Milton Berle’s Texaco Star Theatre and The Colgate Comedy Hour with Eddie Cantor; children’s programming that combined popular fads with a wholesome and homemade sensibility, like It’s Howdy Doody Time and Kukla, Fran and Ollie; variety shows, such as Toast of the Town; and detective dramas, like Man Against Crime. In front of the TV their world expanded, and soon Charles felt a particular spark of creative energy.

In September 1949 Robert entered first grade at St. Richard’s Catholic School, where a “very heavy Catholic indoctrination” began. He believed the priests were speaking directly to God, that Jesus had died for his sins, and that he needed to be good in mind and body or else go straight to hell when he died and suffer for all eternity. Authority was to be obeyed at all times. He was made to wear a starched white shirt and necktie every day, learned his prayers, kept mute the pain of his knees on the hardwood pew in the basement church, and imbibed the Holy Trinity, all of which left him as fearful as he was faithful. He prayed to God every night until he was sixteen, terrified of divine justice, only feeling absolved when he received communion. Charles was so devout that he sometimes walked around with pebbles in his shoes in imitation of his favorite saint, Francis of Assisi, whom he used to quote as saying “I’m not a man, I’m a worm.”

In an irony Robert would only grasp later, his father was an atheist and his mother completely disinterested in religion. The family attended church every Sunday to be sociable and sent the Crumb children to Catholic school because Chuck believed it instilled the strongest discipline. He had a special respect for nuns—his sister Katie, who taught Charles and Robert to draw back in New Richland, now wore the habit, and he spoke admiringly of the wartime heroism of nuns. Robert’s nuns were not there to minister to his injuries, but rather to shame and punish him. He tried hard to please the sisters and be a good Catholic boy but felt it was futile. The disconnect between the doctrine and his daily reality “was an impairment,” he later wrote, “to the development of confidence in [his] ability to reason and cope intelligently with the world.” He added, “A Catholic school education means spending large amounts of time and energy later struggling against the damage done to one’s mind, and that’s only if you become aware of it at all. In my childish innocence I believed everything the sisters taught. I needed to be a good boy to avoid going to hell.” Never a good student, and struggling with undiagnosed dyslexia, Robert was not terribly well liked by his teachers. He experienced a special injustice when his first-grade teacher hit him with a ruler for being unable to read the blackboard. Terrified, Robert screamed that he couldn’t see the blackboard. Finally, his eyes were tested, and he was fitted for glasses. The trouble was that he could perceive neither distance nor depth. Until then, he’d felt his way through the world bumping into corners and walls, and his parents just thought him clumsy. He had to consciously figure out the spatial dynamics that we normally intuit. The shapes he saw in space were a bit blurry and lacking any interior details, which gave him a great feel for the forms of the iconography around him. Having taught himself to see depth, when he began drawing, Robert was able to carry this conscious knowledge over to the page. If given an assignment to draw a ship on the ocean, most kids would draw the icon of a boat atop a horizon line. At age six, Robert impressed Bea by rendering a ship cutting through the water, its bow looming large, and the rest of the hull receding back into the page.

In August 1950 the family moved again, this time to Ames, a small college town in the middle of Iowa. Chuck became an instructor in the Navy Reserve Officers Training Corps at Iowa State University, which also hosted US defense projects. Bea took a job canning corn at a factory. In Iowa Chuck hoped for some stability, maybe some quiet and relative peace. Seemingly plunked down in the middle of nowhere, the Crumb siblings huddled ever closer to each other and clung to a new obsession: comic books. Bea was supportive when the kids began stacking up comic books, even taking the boys to newsstands and bringing home new issues from the grocery store to feed their habit. Unlike parents who decried the effects of the medium on growing minds, Bea and Chuck had no cultural aspirations or pretensions, kept no books besides the essentials for school, and were open to nearly anything that kept the kids busy.



The late 1940s and early 1950s were the tail end of an enormous boom in comic books. The format itself evolved throughout the 1930s, eventually finding a popular audience at the end of the decade thanks to the success of Superman. Seeing a new market of children, teens, and enlisted men, publishers pushed superheroes, science fiction, adventure, crime, film, and funny animal characters onto newsstands. This new market required a fresh labor force to write and draw stories. With top talents making good money in newspaper comic strips and magazine illustration, comic books fell to teenagers, also-rans, eccentrics, and moonlighting animators. Of the hundreds of titles published monthly by over two dozen publishers, most were forgettable, some were fascinatingly strange, and a few were ambitious for the medium itself. Many readers latched on to all-powerful beings like Captain Marvel or stoic detectives like Batman. The confidence and machismo of comic book heroes was, after all, closest to the American self-image. But the Crumb brothers resented brutish do-gooders solving problems with fisticuffs. Superman was hardly an idol to them—he was more like their drunk uncles and local bullies. Their goofy, cerebral, and clannish sensibility was more akin to the animal and humor comics in Walt Disney’s Comics and Stories, Little Lulu, and Pogo comic books, all released by Dell, one of the finest comic book publishers of the twentieth century.

The company’s motto, “Dell comics are good comics!,” meant “good” for the kiddos, as against the bang-up action and adventure titles that might lead impressionable noggins astray. For the men drawing the comic books, Dell paid reasonably well and offered a modicum of respectability that attracted cartoonists who could see the potential in a vast readership and ready-made vehicles. Nearly all the Dell comic books were licensed properties—Disney, Looney Tunes and Merrie Melodies, Popeye, Tarzan, and other family-friendly characters, which, by contractual agreement, were written and drawn anonymously. Walt Disney’s Comics and Stories sold an astonishing two million copies a month in the late forties, far exceeding the monthly sales of superheroes, crime, and romance comics. Among Mickey Mouse and Goofy yarns, this title included some of the very best comics ever published: Donald Duck (and later Uncle Scrooge) stories written and drawn by a former Disney story man named Carl Barks. In keeping with the Dell policy, Barks never signed his work, but fans came to recognize the touch of the man they called “the Good Duck Artist,” whose comics from 1942 to 1968 had pathos, cynicism, visual depth, and richly delineated characters. Barks thought of his characters as “humans who looked like ducks.” He used highly recognizable ciphers so that he could tell the stories that entertained him and his readers. Barks was something of a realist: even when he took his ducks to the Andes, they still had to conform to their character traits and the laws of physics. This practice maintained a consistent baseline for artist and audience alike. And Barks had range: from slapstick one-pagers to incidental stories of ten or twelve pages, to epic adventure stories that ran as long as thirty-two pages.

The December 1948 Walt Disney’s Comics and Stories, in which Barks has Donald sign up for a radio quiz show, inadvertently exposing its inanity and the average citizen’s greed, was a fixture in the Crumb home. In 1952, Robert and Charles both hand-copied the story, substituting their own characters for Barks’s ducks. Still later, Robert would marvel at Barks’s storytelling discipline. Each plot turned on how these highly individual characters interacted with the world. Barks imbued them with psychological and emotional depth and then carried these traits to their logical ends. But the narrative never overtakes the individual drawings: his panels and pages are impeccably composed micro and macro beats in his propulsive stories.

Pogo by Walt Kelly (another Disney alumnus), which Robert discovered in comic book form in 1953, envisioned all of society and current events within a small village called Okefenokee Swamp populated by animals with distinct points of view. Kelly drew Pogo first in comic books and then in comic strips and accompanying books from 1941 to 1972, to great acclaim. Kelly’s work was similar to the dialogue-heavy ensemble comedy then becoming nationally popular through Jack Benny and Fred Allen—it was rooted in the collision of oddball characters bumping against each other to spark incidents and plots. Kelly also laced in satire, a leftist critique of industry, and a sense, as in Barks, that animals could be all too human. He was also deeply invested in rendering lush settings as distinctively as his characters. A primary inspiration for Kelly, as for Robert, was late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century graphics, especially the complex compositions and intricate crosshatched images of late nineteenth-century life by the great political satirist Thomas Nast.

Little Lulu, by another former animator, John Stanley (also required to remain anonymous), chronicles the wiseass adventures of a tough little girl in a nameless postwar, pre-suburban neighborhood. Stanley, like Kelly, kept his settings limited, but his drawings were spare as well, rendering Lulu and company in just a handful of straight lines and curves. This was no-frills cartooning by an artist whose view of the world was somewhat dark: misadventures were necessary, grown-ups rarely understood, and Lulu had to push, scheme, even bully a bit, to get her way. It was her against the world. And like Barks, Stanley kept to consistent rules: the characters were usually seen in full figure, in generalized versions of Depression-era homes and streets that never changed during his 1945–59 run on the title.

All three cartoonists were approaching the medium with the rigorous attention to story beats, body language, and setting that animation demands, but adapted to panel-based storytelling. Which is to say, a careful balance of dialogue, characterization, drawing, and a line that swings, but not too hard—just enough to keep the story moving along. In doing so they created distinctive, rich stories far beyond what might be expected in a comic book about a little girl or a talking possum. These beautiful, transporting, and subversive stories are structural models for what Robert would do later. All have the texture of real experience and of a voice speaking through the characters—a voice recognizable to the Crumb brothers and a handful of other kids around the country who would, just a few years later, seek out these artists and form the nucleus of comic book fandom.

By 1952 Carol, age eleven; Charles, age ten; Robert, age eight; Maxon, age seven; and Sandra, age six, were all making their own books and comics modeled on anthology comics featuring different characters drawn by multiple artists, just like Walt Disney’s Comics and Stories, using Mickey Mouse and other animated favorites. Moving homes so often meant that the kids became their own social group, and comics their primary activity. Charles, always obsessive and domineering, drove his siblings to produce enough pages to fill twenty-page comics each month. A decade later, Robert and Charles wrote about these days in the voice of a narrator recounting an important historical development: “Why [the Crumbs] chose cartoons over regular art is hard to say. They had plenty of comic books which they devoured eagerly, but so did most kids of this same period, when the cartoon field was its best, at least animated cartoons were, which they seemed to prefer over serious comic-type art.”

As much control as he exerted over his siblings, everywhere else Charles was spinning out. He was at once paralyzingly fearful of the outside world and strikingly cavalier. Charles was isolated, teased as “nutty” by the neighborhood kids, and, unusually in those postwar years, had already visited a psychiatrist a few times by the age of seven. In the absence of anything formal, the casual diagnosis was that he was a mama’s boy who needed more discipline. But there was menace, too. On one of their walks around Ames, Iowa, Charles and Robert wound up at a motel court outside of town. Deliberately in full view of the owner, Charles began plucking empty Coke bottles from a rack and smashing them on the ground. The proprietor burst out of his office and chased the boys deep into a cornfield, Charles laughing and taunting the man as they played hide and seek amidst the tall stalks.

The puppet shows on television that transfixed Charles, including Howdy Doody and Foodini the Great, employed theatrical devices, along with Depression-era performers and slang. These entertainments seemed within reach to a young boy. So, just as he’d once recolored and decorated his toys, he set out to make his own puppet shows. He formed his hands into shapes and, with the streetlamp for light, cast shadows against his bedroom wall to make puppet shows for an audience of one. From this lonesome activity came his first character, Ally Alligator, and then, with just two fingers, Fuzzy the Bunny. The following year, Disney released Cinderella. Charles wrote a decade later, “Walt Disney productions had a great influence on me and are probably 75% responsible for my attempt at cartooning.” The Disney empire had incubated his favorite cartoonists and, on film, produced an entirely believable world full of rigorously ordered beauty and terror. Good was good, evil was evil. Those fluid, curvaceous forms were a respite for millions of children across the world, becoming the lingua franca of postwar childhood. In September 1950 Charles drew his first Fuzzy the Bunny story for a class assignment, and did so again at every opportunity. Around this time, he started his own original handmade comic book series, Animal Town Comics, featuring Ally Alligator and his nephew, Nicky; Chicky Chick; the birds Mopsy and Flopsy; Fuzzy the Bunny; Blackie Crow; and Ma Hen. Inspired by Walt Kelly’s features in Animal Comics and Carl Barks’s in Walt Disney’s Comics and Stories, Animal Town Comics was Charles’s private universe rendered in pencil on notebook paper, sometimes colored with crayon, folded to five and a half by eight inches and bound with staples.

Then it was Robert’s turn: by January 1951 he finished an entire sixteen-page issue of Diffy in Shacktown, featuring Diffy the Mouse and Brombo the Panda. Robert was just a year younger but utterly in thrall to his domineering, slightly dangerous brother: “I always liked to draw but he made me draw comics. I just had to draw comics. If I didn’t, he said I was worthless. He’d constantly ask if I had the latest issue done, and remind me of the spin-off bimonthly or the upcoming Christmas annual. I would often work fast just to fill the pages. And then he would scold me for sloppiness and illegibility. He shamed me constantly. He was so powerful. His vision was so strong. Once he got me on it, there was no getting off it. I was set on that track like a trolley car. Other than drawing I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t even tie my shoes. I didn’t know how to cope with life at all. I was fearful, I was uncoordinated, socially inept. And the other siblings of mine, they kind of tried to do comics, but they didn’t succeed as well as I did. Charles was a storyteller. I’d be lying in bed at night and I’d say, ‘What are you thinking about?’ He’d say, ‘I’m thinking of a plot for a story.’ I never did that. I never thought of plots for stories.”

In November 1951 Charles began drawing Chuck Crumb’s Funny Friends, a monthly sixteen-page comic book featuring Fuzzy the Bunny and others. It lasted eighty or ninety issues, up into the late 1950s. Robert also began a monthly sixteen-page comic, Brombo the Panda, which ran from 1952 to 1958. The other siblings started their own monthly comic books, of varying ambition and duration: Carol drew Funny Funnies with Campfire Clown, Maxon drew Dizzy Wizzy with Jerry the Octopus, and Sandra drew Black-Eyed Susan featuring Nosy and Tommy Tulip. These comics were produced under the auspices of the Animal Town Comics Club, “an organization to discuss problems, ideas, questions, concerning homemade comic books.” Charles was the president, Robert the vice president, Carol the secretary, Sandra the treasurer, and, to his eternal resentment, Maxon the supply boy. They drew on their bedroom floor hunched over sheets of paper laid on an old coloring book for support, their supplies in coffee cans and cigar boxes. They included subscription offers, just like the published comics. The kids showed these booklets to their classmates but there wasn’t a grand distribution plan beyond that. Over the next year or so the club fizzled into temper tantrums and disagreements—just like grown-up art collectives—and was formally dissolved in 1954, leaving only Robert and Charles to carry on.



The relentless comic book–making activity brought the kids, and especially Robert and Charles, into deeper isolation and gradually pulled them into the past. The comic books they loved were all made by men whose sensibilities were rooted in pre–World War II America, a time and place Robert and Charles could glimpse but never inhabit. Barks, Stanley, and Kelly were each somewhat disaffected and always critical of contemporary life. These attitudes resonated with and then shaped Robert and Charles. They were already alienated within their extended family, soon to be alienated from most of humanity, so why not view the world as a misguided present obscuring a better past? Robert remembers noticing that an old house on a nearby Ames corner was torn down, revealing the remains of a pioneer log cabin. As if predicting his 1979 comic strip A Short History of America, the cabin was moved to a park and the site was promptly paved over; then a streamlined burger and milkshake joint rose up. The past, Robert was learning, whether beautiful or ugly, was forever being bulldozed under the present. It needed investigating, and maybe saving.

By the late spring of 1952 Chuck had taken a second job as a relief mail handler for the Ames base and was seeking yet another move, this time to pursue what he decided was his calling: training. Chuck managed a transfer to Camp Pendleton, next to Oceanside, California, a military town just north of San Diego. And so, having lasted some two years in Ames, the family moved again. They drove cross-country to their new life—moving farther and farther away from Philadelphia, from the O’Connells and the Jacksons, and, most painfully for Bea, from her secret daughter, Catherine. That summer Robert turned nine, and, he remembered, “a new feeling—a melancholy, [came] over [him] at this time, a new level of awareness” of past and present, the absurdity of his family, and the difficulty of what he felt might be his own imprisonment within it. With that feeling came the beginning of his compulsive collecting. He began to seriously gather and hold on to comics, playing cards, marbles, matchboxes, and milk bottle tops.

In August the Crumbs settled into a modest stucco house in Oceanside, a stretch of land dotted with new construction that terminated at the beach. Chuck trained young soldiers headed for the Korean War. Bea soon worked the night shift at a Mel’s, a small fast-food restaurant, and brought home extra jukebox records like Bill Haley and the Comets’ ecstatic “Crazy Man, Crazy,” which gave Robert a taste of the anarchic early sounds of teenage rebellion. Bea also began taking amphetamines to stay awake on the job and would sometimes join her coworkers for early morning beach parties.

The children attended a nearby Catholic school in which corporal punishment remained the norm—one nun even employed two class bullies to rough up Charles a bit for some minor infraction. Most days after school Robert and Charles visited a nearby Salvation Army looking for old comics for a nickel each, or searching trash cans and refuse piles along the three-block walk home from school. Once, they found a stack of torn-in-half comic books that Robert carefully taped back together and kept for years like precious artifacts. Robert continued to pursue drawing, winning a twenty-five-dollar war bond in a local poster design contest in June 1953—the first time he earned money from his artwork. A few months later, Bea asked Robert if she could borrow his winnings. She cashed it for its immediate value of $18 and never mentioned it again.

Chuck found eager pupils at Camp Pendleton, one of whom would later write: “His military demeanor was consistently excellent. I noted in particular his high, two-blocked sea-going necktie that didn’t flap around. When he first introduced himself to our class, he stated his name was Crumb and ‘what a name like Crumb can do to you in boot camp.’ ” One of his favorite sayings at the time was “Happiness is a relative thing.” Chuck badly wanted to go over to Korea with his students, and received orders to do so, but he was needed at home. The job at Mel’s hadn’t lasted past 1953, and Bea’s mental health was fraying. She had gone from a buzzing East Coast city to progressively sleepier and more suburban towns. There was no one to commiserate with in a coffee shop—nowhere to go, really. She had been thrust into adulthood when she was just fifteen, and her life hadn’t slowed down since. Now she was stuck with five children and an unhappy, remote husband.

By the spring of 1954 she was on the verge of collapse. After a wellness check from the Red Cross, a letter dated May 26, 1954, from US Navy lieutenant commander Cornelius O. Sullivan, senior chaplain, made clear the position of the Marine Corps: “Due to his pressing family problems which involve five young children and a highly nervous wife in need of present medical attention and an operation in the near future with no possibility of their receiving adequate care from other sources, I feel that the mental worry would seriously hinder Master Sergeant CRUMB in the proper execution of his duty in an overseas base… It is my sincere conviction that the separation involved in the execution of these orders would cause the mental collapse of his wife with the resultant break-up of his family to the extent that the children would become wards of the State.”

According to her children, this is about the time Bea was prescribed various medications, including sedatives. There is no record of an operation, her exact prescriptions, or even a diagnosis, but after 1954 she was in one haze or another and remained medicated for the rest of her life. The mental illness that pervaded the Crumb family begins, it seems, with the union of Chuck and Bea. As the decade continued, their children began experiencing debilitating mental and physical health conditions that went largely unexamined and completely unexplained. To his dismay, after this letter Chuck did indeed remain on domestic soil, albeit in the family’s new home in “Francine Villa,” a large tract-housing development on the edge of Oceanside, far from any shopping or community areas. By the end of the year they’d moved yet again. The reasons were never clear, though Robert suspects it was because of noise complaints from neighbors at every location, likely from Bea and Chuck’s frequent shouting matches. Chuck was determined to hold it together, though. He began to realize his children, save Carol, were never going to be “normal.” They didn’t want to throw a ball around, didn’t much care for the other kids. In an attempt at toughening him up, Chuck threw out Robert’s beloved stuffed panda (on his birthday no less) Brombo and got him a job selling newspapers at Camp Pendleton, but it didn’t last long because Robert, dyslexic and timid, couldn’t make change under pressure. Maxon at least showed an early interest in mechanics and baseball.

In September 1954 Robert was eleven years old, entering sixth grade and nostalgic for a past he’d never experienced. The siblings were fascinated with repeats of The Little Rascals and the 1930s cartoons now airing on television; they loved Disney films going back to the previous decade—Pinocchio, Snow White, Bambi, Cinderella—and watched those on television as well. Soon a new obsession took hold of Charles. In January the children watched the television broadcast of Disney’s first live action film, Treasure Island, and Charles became entranced. Young Jim Hawkins, played by the troubled child actor Bobby Driscoll, was the adventurous hero in a world of moral ambiguity and darkness, as personified by Long John Silver. The film swamped Charles’s imagination. Robert dutifully went to work on his own Treasure Island comic, but his older brother soon took charge of this project and completed it with the film’s dialogue and Fuzzy the Bunny as Jim Hawkins. Charles became enamored of Bobby Driscoll, seeking more information on the young star, watching him on television and in movies whenever he could. He also began dressing up and walking around Oceanside as Long John Silver, British accent, pirate hat, homemade crutch, and all.

One day, while out with his brothers and his best friend Jack Binkinz, Charles picked a fight with a rival family of eight brothers. They convened in a nearby field: Charles stayed out of the fray, swinging his crutch and shouting lines from the film: “Oh if I only had ten toes, I’d show you how!” Everyone else charged: Maxon swung a large homemade toy rifle, just like Davy Crockett at the Alamo, and was promptly pummeled; Robert ran away; Jack was badly beaten; and Charles was unscathed. Another episode, memorialized in Robert’s 1978 comic strip Treasure Island Days, has Charles lead his brothers in the construction of a ship out of a refrigerator box. They buried a treasure chest (actually a lunch box with some foreign coins, funny money from a cereal box, and costume jewelry) and made a map. When they went looking for the “treasure,” they ran across a couple of toughs in leather jackets. Charles began yelling Treasure Island insults at them; they looked puzzled for a moment; punched Charles in the head, knocking him down; and kept right on walking. Even in fantasy the boys weren’t safe from the cruelties of childhood.

In June of 1956, after much pleading from Bea, Chuck finally retired from his beloved Marine Corps. The uncertainty and potential danger were too much for her to bear. However complicated their family life was, the only place with viable roots for Bea was back east. Chuck got a job in corporate training in Dover, Delaware, at the International Latex Corporation, a leading supplier of aeronautic equipment to the military and a solid employer of former servicemen. After four years in California, the family drove back across the country, erasing their distance from the future in just three days. After a few weeks with the O’Connells and then the extended family of Jacksons, they settled into a newly built ranch house in the small town where Bea’s extended family resided, Milford, Delaware.




CHAPTER 2 Jugular Veins

In September 1956, Robert began eighth grade at Milford High School. The town was set near two lakes in a working-class agricultural area in southern Delaware. With typical equanimity, Robert remembers the town as “a low-grade place full of inbred white racists,” saying, “I always remember the feeling I had in that town, the conflicting pain of social alienation with the physical beauty of the place.” He wasn’t alone in his alienation.

Elvis Presley was on the air, Allen Ginsberg was diagnosing the country, and the “sick” comedy of Lenny Bruce, Mort Sahl, Jonathan Winters, and Stan Freberg was rising. Unlike the reassuring jokes of, say, Bob Hope, these comedians peeled back the American skull to reveal confusion about sex, psychology, authority, technology, and industry. Rather than offering a hearty laugh to take the blues away, they wanted to poke the country’s sore spots to provoke conversation and perhaps a bit of social change. Jules Feiffer’s comic strip Sick, Sick, Sick, published in the just-founded Village Voice, was the comic strip equivalent—his calligraphic lines delineated vignettes of contemporary relationships—embodying themes related to uncertainty, ambition, companionship, sex, and trust. As Feiffer remembered it, “America was unprepared for this sudden onslaught of doubt, insecurity, neurosis. It was unarmed against the guerrilla attack on its own psyche…. Confused and on the defensive, WASP America, having begun to lose faith in its own mythic identity, looked around and found a few funny Jews who mirrored their anxiety. They welcomed and embraced the victimized Jewish sensibility of displacement.”

But in Milford, Robert was thirteen, scrawny, with Coke-bottle-thick spectacles and two false front teeth, which were necessary after he tempted fate and took a hunk of cinder block to the mouth back in Oceanside. “In the high school I went to,” he remembered, “there were a lot of farmers and poor kids. They weren’t treated with any respect by the middle class kids at all, just looked upon as dirt, and even if you’re in your teens, if you start reading at all, or if someone turns you on to stuff, it became very clear that there’s something wrong with that. People were looked up to because they had fancy cars, they had fancy clothes, the whole phony charming act they learned to put on. If you’re an outsider and you’re perceptive you can see the picture in a broader perspective. Also, from the anger and feeling of being an outsider you develop a critical view of things. There’s something wrong with it because it rejects you.”

Robert’s sole friend that first year was Mike Britt, a fellow military brat and comics fanatic. Britt’s Milford was “like an episode of Happy Days: ducktails, cars, friends—but [he and Crumb] weren’t in the in-crowd.” The two pals talked comics, collaborated on strips, and skipped catechism classes to go bike riding. Britt was one of the few outsiders who spent time in the Crumb home: “
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