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         INTRODUCTION

Angus Calder


Ambrose Bierce (1842-1913?) despised realism. In his Devil's Dictionary he defines it as 'The art of depicting nature as it is seen by toads . . . or a story written by a measuring worm.' Assuming that his own life was a fiction, who would credit as 'realistic' either its beginning or end  the bizarre circumstance of his naming, 'Ambrose Gwynett,' and the extraordinary fact that one of America's most celebrated literary men and public figures could disappear totally without trace on an actual or fabricated excursion into Mexico to view the battles of its revolution?




Rather more mundanely, there is a staring contradiction between the personality projected in his journalistic writings  that of a cynical misanthrope and intractable misogynist, despairing of all politicians and their isms, venomously antipathetic to all religious belief and to clerics of every known or conceivable creed, and scathing in his invective against writers, famous and obscure, whom he considered bad  and the person exposed by attentive biographers. The atrabilious Bierce persona of the Dictionary was the mask of a much hurt man.



Though he quarrelled with many friends sooner or later, he always had ample to choose from. Perhaps because they thought they knew that his contempt for females was a pose, numerous women were amongst the young writers   who flocked for advice to the Dr. Johnson of San Francisco, the literary arbiter of West Coast America, and to whom he was unflaggingly kind and supportive. 'Bitter Bierce', 'The Wickedest Man in San Francisco,' somehow survived, with a rich sunset glow of reputation, a long journalistic career in which he raked with wit and sarcasm which resounded across America and then over the Atlantic, fellow writers as famous as Henry James and Stephen Crane, all Freemasons, exorbitantly wealthy capitalists, several Presidents  and also obscure preachers, grafting local officials and feeble poetasters.




We cannot recapture whatever charm it was in Bierce made
contemporaries tolerate, relish and even love the great
'curmudgeon.' Suffice it to point out, as brief accounts of his
life tend not to, that he was an extraordinarily handsome man.
He was tall and stood very straight, fit-seeming, though he had
chronic asthma. His fair hair flourished, his moustache was
magnificent. His eyes were clear blue and his complexion fresh
and rosy despite his habitual excesses with strong drink. He
dressed very stylishly indeed and was obsessively committed
to personal hygiene, perhaps because he had spent the formative
years of his life in the stench and filth of one of the
nastiest conflicts in human history.



He was born on 24 June 1842, in Meigs County, Ohio.
He was the tenth child of Laura and Marcus 'Aurelius' Bierce.
Father, an indigent farmer and devout Congregationalist
puritan, descended, like Mother, from seventeenth-century
settlers in New England, decided that each child's name should
begin with A  Abigail, Amelia, Ann, Addison, Aurelius,
Augustus, Almeda, Andrew, Albert  then Ambrose. But how
had Marcus come by the melodramatic play by the English
writer Jerrold  Ambrose Gwynett; or A Seaside Story (1828),
which gave him a G to go with the infant's A?



Further As followed  Arthur who died in 1846 aged nine
months, then twin girls, Adelia and Aurelia, both dead within
two years. Understanding of Ambrose surely has to begin with
the fact that as his own understanding dawned, his mother
was preoccupied firstly with caring for infants, secondly with
mourning successive losses. Woman did not give Boy the love
he needed. Rejecting Parents and Family, he took to books.
Marcus was said to have the largest library in Kosciusko
County, Indiana, where the family moved in 1846. Here Boy
browsed.



Ambrose was a loner, unhappy both at home and school.
When he turned fifteen, he quit the homestead for good,
at first working as a printer's 'devil' on the Abolitionist newspaper
recently founded in the nearby town of Warsaw.
Thence he gravitated to Akron, Ohio, where Marcus's very
different younger brother Lucius was the most prominent
local citizen  lawyer, published author, four times mayor,
and military legend. In 1838, Canada had seethed with rebellion
against British rule. 'General' Bierce had led a force of
500 volunteers across Lake Erie to stir things up. Now he
was a fierce Abolitionist, who provided arms and ammunition
for John Brown when the latter set off on his bloody
sortie into the proslavery South.



Lucius decided that Ambrose should be a soldier. He sent
him, aged seventeen, to the celebrated Kentucky Military
Institute. Ambrose dropped out after only one year, but
acquired a military bearing and skills in design and cartography
which quite soon became very useful indeed. For nine
months, Ambrose drifted through menial jobs in Warsaw.
Then in the spring of 1861, Civil War erupted. Bierce was
one of the first to enlist in Lincoln's army.



With the Ninth Indiana Volunteer Infantry Regiment,
Bierce entered diurnal trauma. Twenty thousand British soldiers
had died in the recent Crimean War, only 3,000 directly in
combat. In the appalling Battle of Shiloh in April 1862, in
which Bierce took part, there were 23,741 casualties. All his
service was in the South. For a son of the flat Midwest, the
mountainous terrain was breathtaking. Its beauty, with
agonizing irony, was backdrop to scenes of futile heroism,
nightmare butchery. Bierce saw hogs feeding on the corpses
of dead soldiers, brains oozing out of shattered skulls. In a
sense he had a 'good war'. His extreme bravery attracted attention
early on, when he rescued a wounded comrade under
Confederate fire. His Kentucky Institute year further marked
him for promotion. In February 1862, already a sergeant, he
was reassigned to General William B. Hazen's brigade in
Buell's Army of the Ohio, and named topographical officer,
surveying terrain. In a year, he rose to first lieutenant. By
November 1864 he was brevet captain. Close to Staff, he
observed with disgust the behavior of generals, some silly,
others callous. His hero was Hazen, who suffered no folly
gladly, whether in infantrymen or senior commanders.



The future author of The Devil's Dictionary had inherited
from his Puritan forebears a very strict conscience. Thus he
was appalled by what he saw as a Federal treasury agent in
Selma, Alabama after his demobilization. Carpetbaggers had
moved in to loot the South. Bierce's job was to find and
impound cotton deemed to belong to the US government.
This was a commodity in immense demand, as important in
its way as oil today. Fellow agents were in cahoots with
conscienceless businessmen and outright pirates and smugglers.
Bierce's stubborn probity put his life at risk. By now he
had seen through the bombastic idealism of Uncle Lucius.
What had the war really been about? From the careerism of
soldiers to the cupidity of public servants, the war and its
aftermath had helped provide Bierce, an affronted moralist,
with the cynical view of human nature found in The Devil's
Dictionary.



Hazen rescued him with a call to join him in an inspection
tour of forts in the newly created Mountain District in
the West. Launched in July 1866, this was a risky but exhilarating
jaunt, through Indian country where buffalo still
roamed. Bierce arrived in San Francisco at the end of the
expedition expecting to receive word that he had been
commissioned as a captain in the US Army. The letter he
now opened offered him the rank of second lieutenant. He
was furious and decided to resign. So he found himself jobless
in a booming city created within the last two decades by
the famous Gold Rush. He would stay there, mostly, for over
thirty years.



At first he was employed as a watchman in the US Branch
Mint, while he labored on his self education. He read the
whole of Edward Gibbon's Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire,
and this was crucial to the emergence of Bitter Bierce from
the chrysalis of a wannabe peacetime soldier. Here Bierce read
of a mighty republic fallen into chaos and doomed to erratic
Caesarism, of virtuous rulers succeeded by vicious tyrants.
Already alienated from his parents' chilly piety and disgusted
by the revivalist meetings of rustic evangelists, he would find
in Gibbon's ironic explorations of superstition, hypocrisy and
corruption in the early Christian Church an intellectual
dimension for his intestinal reactions. Not only the views but
echoes of the style of the great master pervade Bierce's Devil's
Dictionary, whenever it ventures into orotund Latinity.



San Francisco was just the place to start as a writer. A
population of around one hundred thousand supported
towards ninety newspapers and journals of various kinds. Two
cardinal pioneers of what had been lacking  a distinctively
'American' literature  were stars in the city's eccentric, selfxi
made firmament: Bret Harte and Mark Twain. Bierce's first
publication, in the Californian, was a poem. He would write
verse for the rest of his career, some of it plangent, more of
it satirical, all of it technically sound, and he would always
believe that poetry was the highest form of literature. But
around this time he decided, with sadness, that he would
never
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