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INTRODUCTION:






Edwin Muir, the poet, and translator of Kafka, wrote the magnificent first two thirds of his Autobiography just before World War I, thinking he would get killed. He recounted the story of his early years on Orkney; he put the manuscript in a drawer. As the Second World War broke out, Muir again assumed he would die; he wrote the final third, and again he survived. An inevitable worldliness marks his adult life. Muirs Autobiography is one of the most vivid and thoughtful memoirs in English, but only because he wrote about his childhood while he could still remember it and before he became a well-known figure describing other well-known figures.


There is something to be said for writing a memoir early, before life in society makes the writer ordinary by smoothing off characters rough edges and abolishing interior life. Tolstoy published the beginning of his three-part autobiographical novel, Childhood, Boyhood, Youth, when he was twenty-three years old. Anne Moody was twenty-seven when she wrote Coming of Age in Mississippi. Frank Conroy was thirty when he wrote Stop-time. Recently, Bernard Cooper, Deborah Digges, Albert Goldbarth, Lucy Grealy, Patricia Hampl, Teresa Jordan, Alice Kaplan, Paul Monette, Chris Offutt, and Susan Allen Toth have written good memoirs while still young.





Memoirs offer a powerfully fixed point of view. From a picket in the past, the retrospective narrator may range intimately or intellectually across a wide circle of characters and events. The memoirist may analyze ideas or present dramatic scenes; the memoirist may confess, eulogize, reflect, inform, and persuade. By convention, memoirists tell true stories about actual people. Their tones may be elegiac, confiding, scholarly, hilarious, or all of these seriatim. In addition to such brilliant advantages, the memoir form naturally has a few pitfalls.


Some memoirists berate themselves in public, all too convincingly. Sometimes the writer parades his faults and sins manipulatively: You forgive these, do you not? Sometimes the memoirist confesses in a pure spirit, but the incidents that purge the writer may nauseate the reader. The aftertaste of John Cowper Powyss bizarre Autobiography may scare a reader from his good novels, like A Glastonbury Romance. Ford Madox Ford omits his actual misdeeds, and admits disingenuously to harmless faults, apparently that the reader may admire, among his other virtues, his frankness. The otherwise excellent Ellen Glasgow, in The Woman Within, confesses, At the very beginning of the war in Europe, I did not feel the fullness of its impact, all at once.


Irony about oneself, at any age, becomes the memoirist better. Henry Adams is steadily ironic. His Education of Henry Adams scants a lifetime of extraordinary achievement; he claims to be puzzled throughout, and trying to get an education. Geoffrey Wolff describes dining out as a boy with his father and stepmother; he learned to request oil and vinegar with salad, and to order his steak rare. I was almost ready for an artichoke.


The Duke of Deception, about Wolffs father, is one of many great memoirs in which the narrator is not the object of all attention. In fact, one may leave oneself out of ones memoirs altogether, or use the first person only sparingly, as a fixed viewpoint, to good effect, for the chief danger memoirists face is starring in their own stories, and becoming fascinated.


Memoirists may leave out family members, possibly to lingering resentments. Martin Van Buren left his wife out of his autobiography; Victorians considered such a gap a delicacy, and it was usual. Henry Adams understandably omitted from his Education of Henry Adams his twenty-year marriage, which ended in his wifes suicide. More recently, from his gargantuan Autobiography, already 672 pages long, John Cowper Powys excluded, with apologies, all the women in his life. Loren Eiseley excluded his wife from All the Strange Hours; both Eiseleys prized their privacy. From his beautiful A Walker in the City, Alfred Kazin omitted all mention of his sister.





In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, nonfiction had more literary cachet than fiction. Novelists like Defoe, Melville, and Poe peddled some of their fabrications as memoir (Journal of the Plague Year; Robinson Crusoe; Typee; The Narrative of A. Gordon Pym). Twains first title for his novel was Huck Finns Autobiographyto distinguish it from mere romance, and thereby presumably to plead for a serious reading. In this century, opinion shifted for a time; a writer may well call a memoir fiction to stress its bonds with imaginative narrative. Consequently, some of this centurys finest works of fiction have strongly autobiographical elements, and may be more or less autobiographical: Tolstoys Childhood, Boyhood, Youth; Prousts Remembrance of Things Past; Henry Roths Call It Sleep; Fred Chappells I Am One of You Forever; William Maxwells Billy Dyer and Other Stories; James Agees novels; early John Updike stories; much of Henry Millers fiction; Louis D. Rubin, Jr.s The Golden Weather; Somerset Maughams Of Human Bondage; Paul St. Pierres Smith and Other Events; J. G. Ballards Empire of the Sun; V. S. Naipauls A Way in the World; Norman Macleans A River Runs Through It; Peter Taylors A Summons to Memphis; Elena Castedos Paradise. On the other hand, which of those memoirs published as fact have strongly fictional elements is anybodys guess.


The writer usually has the privilege, or onus, of labeling the work. Calling it memoir vouches for its veracity; calling it fiction may, on a good day, alert the world to its literary qualities. The writer may vacillate. Louise Bogan published part of her memoir, Journey Around My Room, in The New Yorker as fiction. One of the chapters of Edward Dahlbergs classic memoir, Because I Was Flesh, appeared in Best Short Stories of 1962. Editors may step in. Albert Goldbarth calls those perfectly structured narrative prose pieces in A Sympathy of Souls and Great Topics of the World poems; his publishers call them essays. Bernard Cooper, who wrote the grand Maps to Anywhere, says he tends to call it nonfiction. Magazine and journal editors called various selections from it poetry, fiction, fable, or essay. Best Essays of 1988 reprinted one chapter. The book won the 1991 PEN/Faulkner Ernest Hemingway Award for fiction.





Certain classic memoirs evoke whole generations of American life; one can survey history by leaping, as it were, from memoir peak to peak: Franklins Autobiography, the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, Walden, Ulysses S. Grants Personal Memoirs, Twains Life on the Mississippi, Booker T. Washingtons Up from Slaveryand in this century The Education of Henry Adams, Hamlin Garlands Son of the Middle Border, Helen Kellers The Story of My Life, Jack Kerouacs On the Road (not a great book, but an iconic one), and The Autobiography of Malcolm X.


Of the recent spate of memoirs, some are fast becoming classics: Frank Conroys Stop-time, Harry Crewss A Childhood, Alice Kaplans French Lessons, Alfred Kazins A Walker in the City, James McConkeys Court of Memory trilogy, Geoffrey Wolffs The Duke of Deception.





It is possible to imagine the writers in this disparate volume as a single, composite American of any heritage or gender, who appears in a family, grows up somewhere, and somehow watches, learns, falls in love, works, and perhaps has children and grandchildren. The writer celebrates, as Charles Wright did in a poem, all the various things that lock our wrists to the past. Because the collection represents only seventy-five years of published memoirs, and then only of memoirs whose action takes place in this century and on this soil, the editors excluded many great favorites. An afterword lists these.


A.D.















HARRY CREWS (1935-)






Harry Crews was born the son of a farmer in Bacon County, Georgia, and grew up there. He served in the U.S. Marine Corps as a sergeant, then attended the University of Florida, where he became a professor of English in 1974.


Author of more than a dozen novels, from The Gospel Singer (1968) to Scar Lover (1992), Crews has also written stories, essays, and nonfiction.


Crewss memoir, A Childhood: The Biography of a Place, describes the first six years of his life, under circumstances where there wasnt enough money to close up a dead mans eyes. His family lived on a series of tenant farms in Bacon County. His father died when he was two. The daddy in this memoir is his stepfather, whom he loved. Later he learned that this man was his uncle.





from A CHILDHOOD


It has always seemed to me that I was not so much born into this life as I awakened to it. I remember very distinctly the awakening and the morning it happened. It was my first glimpse of myself, and all that I know nowthe stories, and everything conjured up by them, that I have been writing about thus farI obviously knew none of then, particularly anything about my real daddy, whom I was not to hear of until I was nearly six years old, not his name, not even that he was my daddy. Or if I did hear of him, I have no memory of it.


I awoke in the middle of the morning in early summer from the place Id been sleeping in the curving roots of a giant oak tree in front of a large white house. Off to the right, beyond the dirt road, my goats were trailing along in the ditch, grazing in the tough wire grass that grew there. Their constant bleating shook the warm summer air. I always thought of them as my goats although my brother usually took care of them. Before he went to the field that morning to work, he had let them out of the old tobacco barn where they slept at night. At my feet was a white dog whose name was Sam. I looked at the dog and at the house and at the red gown with little pearl-colored buttons I was wearing, and I knew that the gown had been made for me by my Grandma Hazelton and that the dog belonged to me. He went everywhere I went, and he always took precious care of me.


Precious. That was my mamas word for how it was between Sam and me, even though Sam caused her some inconvenience from time to time. If she wanted to whip me, she had to take me in the house, where Sam was never allowed to go. She could never touch me when I was crying if Sam could help it. He would move quietlyhe was a dog not given to barking very muchbetween the two of us and show her his teeth. Unless she took me somewhere Sam couldnt go, thered be no punishment for me.


The house there just behind me, partially under the arching limbs of the oak tree, was called the Williams place. It was where I lived with my mama and my brother, Hoyet, and my daddy, whose name was Pascal. I knew when I opened my eyes that morning that the house was empty because everybody had gone to the field to work. I also knew, even though I couldnt remember doing it, that I had awakened sometime in midmorning and come out onto the porch and down the steps and across the clean-swept dirt yard through the gate weighted with broken plow points so it would swing shut behind me, that I had come out under the oak tree and lain down against the curving roots with my dog, Sam, and gone to sleep. It was a thing I had done before. If I ever woke up and the house was empty and the weather was warmwhich was the only time I would ever awaken to an empty houseI always went out under the oak tree to finish my nap. It wasnt fear or loneliness that drove me outside; it was just something I did for reasons I would never be able to discover.


I stood up and stretched and looked down at my bare feet at the hem of the gown and said: Im almost five and already a great big boy. It was my way of reassuring myself, but it was also something my daddy said about me and it made me feel good because in his mouth it seemed to mean I was almost a man.



Sam immediately stood up too, stretched, reproducing, as he always did, every move I made, watching me carefully to see which way I might go. I knew I ought not to be outside lying in the rough curve of root in my cotton gown. Mama didnt mind me being out there under the tree, but I was supposed to get dressed first. Sometimes I did; often I forgot.


So I turned and went back through the gate, Sam at my heels, and across the yard and up the steps onto the porch to the front door. When I opened the door, Sam stopped and lay down to wait. He would be there when I came out, no matter which door I used. If I went out the back door, he would somehow magically know it and he would be there. If I came out the side door by the little pantry, he would know that, too, and he would be there. Sam always knew where I was, and he made it his business to be there, waiting.


I went into the long, dim, cool hallway that ran down the center of the house. Briefly I stopped at the bedroom where my parents slept and looked in at the neatly made bed and all the parts of the room, clean, with everything where it was supposed to be, just the way mama always kept it. And I thought of daddy, as I so often did because I loved him so much. If he was sitting down, I was usually in his lap. If he was standing up, I was usually holding his hand. He always said soft funny things to me and told me stories that never had an end but always continued when we met again.


He was tall and lean with flat high cheekbones and deep eyes and black thick hair which he combed straight back on his head. And under the eye on his left cheek was the scarred print of a perfect set of teeth. I knew he had taken the scar in a fight, but I never asked him about it and the teeth marks in his cheek only made him seem more powerful and stronger and special to me.


He shaved every morning at the water shelf on the back porch with a straight razor and always smelled of soap and whiskey. I knew mama did not like the whiskey, but to me it smelled sweet, better even than the soap. And I could never understand why she resisted it so, complained of it so, and kept telling him over and over again that he would kill himself and ruin everything if he continued with the whiskey. I did not understand about killing himself and I did not understand about ruining everything, but I knew the whiskey somehow caused the shouting and screaming and the ugly sound of breaking things in the night. The stronger the smell of whiskey on him, though, the kinder and gentler he was with me and my brother.


I went on down the hallway and out onto the back porch and finally into the kitchen that was built at the very rear of the house. The entire room was dominated by a huge black cast-iron stove with six eyes on its cooking surface. Directly across the room from the stove was the safe, a tall square cabinet with wide doors covered with screen wire that was used to keep biscuits and fried meat and rice or almost any other kind of food that had been recently cooked. Between the stove and the safe sat the table we ate off of, a table almost ten feet long, with benches on each side instead of chairs, so that when we put in tobacco, there would be enough room for the hired hands to eat.


I opened the safe, took a biscuit off a plate, and punched a hole in it with my finger. Then with a jar of cane syrup, I poured the hole full, waited for it to soak in good, and then poured again. When the biscuit had all the syrup it would take, I got two pieces of fried pork off another plate and went out and sat on the back steps, where Sam was already lying in the warm sun, his ears struck forward on his head. I ate the bread and pork slowly, chewing for a long time and sharing it all with Sam.


When we had finished, I went back into the house, took off my gown, and put on a cotton undershirt, my overalls with twin galluses that buckled on my chest, and my straw hat, which was rimmed on the edges with a border of green cloth and had a piece of green cellophane sewn into the brim to act as an eyeshade. I was barefoot, but I wished very much I had a pair of brogans because brogans were what men wore and I very much wanted to be a man. In fact, I was pretty sure I already was a man, but the only one who seemed to know it was my daddy. Everybody else treated me like I was still a baby.


I went out the side door, and Sam fell into step behind me as we walked out beyond the mule barn where four mules stood in the lot and on past the cotton house and then down the dim road past a little leaning shack where our tenant farmers lived, a black family in which there was a boy just a year older than I was. His name was Willalee Bookatee. I went on past their house because I knew they would be in the field, too, so there was no use to stop.


I went through a sapling thicket and over a shallow ditch and finally climbed a wire fence into the field, being very careful of my overalls on the barbed wire. I could see them all, my family and the black tenant family, far off there in the shimmering heat of the tobacco field. They were pulling cutworms off the tobacco. I wished I could have been out there with them pulling worms because when you found one, you had to break it in half, which seemed great good fun to me. But you could also carry an empty Prince Albert tobacco can in your back pocket and fill it up with worms to play with later.


Mama wouldnt let me pull worms because she said I was too little and might damage the plants. If I was alone in the field with daddy, though, he would let me hunt all the worms I wanted to. He let me do pretty much anything I wanted to, which included sitting in his lap to guide his old pickup truck down dirt roads all over the county.


I went down to the end of the row and sat under a persimmon tree in the shade with Sam and watched as daddy and mama and brother and Willalee Bookatee, who wasI could see even from this distanceputting worms in Prince Albert cans, and his mama, whose name was Katie, and his daddy, whose name was Will, I watched them all as they came toward me, turning the leaves and searching for worms as they came.


The moment I sat down in the shade, I was already wondering how long it would be before they quit to go to the house for dinner because I was already beginning to wish Id taken two biscuits instead of one and maybe another piece of meat, or else that I hadnt shared with Sam.


Bored, I looked down at Sam and said: Sam, if you dont quit eatin my biscuit and meat, Im gone have to cut you like a shoat hog.


A black cloud of gnats swarmed around his heavy muzzle, but I clearly heard him say that he didnt think I was man enough to do it. Sam and I talked a lot together, had long involved conversations, mostly about which one of us had done the other one wrong and, if not about that, about which one of us was the better man. It would be a good long time before I started thinking of Sam as a dog instead of a person, but I always came out on top when we talked because Sam could only say what I said he said, think what I thought he thought.


If you was any kind of man atall, you wouldnt snap at them gnats and eat them flies the way you do, I said.


It aint a thing in the world the matter with eatin gnats and flies, he said.


Its how come people treat you like a dog, I said. You could probably come on in the house like other folks if it werent for eatin flies and gnats like you do.


Thats the way the talk went until daddy and the rest of them finally came down to where Sam and I were sitting in the shade. They stopped beside us to wipe their faces and necks with sweat rags. Mama asked if I had got something to eat when I woke up. I told her I had.


You all gone stop for dinner now?


I reckon well work awhile longer, daddy said.


I said: Well then, can Willalee and me go up to his house and play till dinnertime?


Daddy looked at the sun to see what time it was. He could come within five or ten minutes by the position of the sun. Most of the farmers I knew could.


Daddy was standing almost dead center in his own shadow. I reckon so, he said.


Then the whole thing had to be done over again. Willalee asked his daddy the same question. Because my daddy had said it was all right didnt mean Willalees daddy would agree. He usually did, but not always. So it was necessary to ask.


We climbed the fence and went across the ditch and back through the sapling thicket to the three-track road that led up to the shack, and while we walked, Willalee showed me the two Prince Albert tobacco cans he had in his back pockets. They were both filled with cutworms. The worms had lots of legs and two little things on their heads that looked like horns. They were about an inch long, sometimes as long as two inches, and round and fat and made wonderful things to play with. There was no fence around the yard where Willalee lived and the whole house leaned toward the north at about a ten-degree tilt. Before we even got up the steps, we could smell the food already cooking on the wood stove at the back of the house where his grandma was banging metal pots around over the cast-iron stove. Her name was Annie, but everybody called her Auntie. She was too old to work in the field anymore, but she was handy about the house with ironing and cooking and scrubbing floors and canning vegetables out of the field and berries out of the woods.


She also was full of stories, which, when she had the timeand she usually didshe told to me and Willalee and his little sister, whose name was Lottie Mae. Willalee and my brother and I called her Snottie Mae, but she didnt seem to mind. She came out of the front door when she heard us coming up on the porch and right away wanted to know if she could play in the book with us. She was the same age as I and sometimes we let her play with us, but most of the time we did not.


Naw, Willalee said, git on back in there and help Auntie. We aint studying you.


Bring us the book, I said.


I git it for you, she said, if you give me five of them worms.


I aint studying you, said Willalee.


She had already seen the two Prince Albert cans full of green worms because Willalee was sitting on the floor now, the lids of the cans open and the worms crawling out. He was lining two of them up for a race from one crack in the floor to the next crack, and he was arranging the rest of the worms in little designs of diamonds and triangles in some game he had not yet discovered the rules for.


You bring the book, I said, and you can have two of them worms.


Willalee almost never argued with what I decided to do, up to and including giving away the worms he had spent all morning collecting in the fierce summer heat, which is probably why I liked him so much. Lottie Mae went back into the house, and got the Sears, Roebuck catalogue and brought it out onto the porch. He handed her the two worms and told her to go on back in the house, told her it werent fitting for her to be out here playing with worms while Auntie was back in the kitchen working.


Aint nothing left for me to do but put them plates on the table, she said.



See to them plates then, Willalee said. As young as she was, Lottie Mae had things to do about the place. Whatever she could manage. We all did.


Willalee and I stayed there on the floor with the Sears, Roebuck catalogue and the open Prince Albert cans, out of which deliciously fat worms crawled. Then we opened the catalogue at random as we always did, to see what magic was waiting for us there.


In the minds of most people, the Sears, Roebuck catalogue is a kind of low joke associated with outhouses. God knows the catalogue sometimes ended up in the outhouse, but more often it did not. All the farmers, black and white, kept dried corncobs beside their double-seated thrones, and the cobs served the purpose for which they were put there with all possible efficiency and comfort.


The Sears, Roebuck catalogue was much better used as a Wish Book, which it was called by the people out in the country, who would never be able to order anything out of it, but could at their leisure spend hours dreaming over.


Willalee Bookatee and I used it for another reason. We made up stories out of it, used it to spin a web of fantasy about us. Without that catalogue our childhood would have been radically different. The federal government ought to strike a medal for the Sears, Roebuck company for sending all those catalogues to farming families, for bringing all that color and all that mystery and all that beauty into the lives of country people.


I first became fascinated with the Sears catalogue because all the people in its pages were perfect. Nearly everybody I knew had something missing, a finger cut off, a toe split, an ear half-chewed away, an eye clouded with blindness from a glancing fence staple. And if they didnt have something missing, they were carrying scars from barbed wire, or knives, or fishhooks. But the people in the catalogue had no such hurts. They were not only whole, had all their arms and legs and toes and eyes on their unscarred bodies, but they were also beautiful. Their legs were straight and their heads were never bald and on their faces were looks of happiness, even joy, looks that I never saw much of in the faces of the people around me.


Young as I was, though, I had known for a long time that it was all a lie. I knew that under those fancy clothes there had to be scars, there had to be swellings and boils of one kind or another because there was no other way to live in the world. And more than that, at some previous, unremembered moment, I had decided that all the people in the catalogue were related, not necessarily blood kin, but knew one another, and because they knew one another there had to be hard feelings, trouble between them off and on, violence, and hate between them as well as love. And it was out of this knowledge that I first began to make up stories about the people I found in the book.


Once I began to make up stories about them, Willalee and Lottie Mae began to make up stories, too. The stories they made up were every bit as good as mine. Sometimes better. More than once we had spent whole rainy afternoons when it was too wet to go to the field turning the pages of the catalogue, forcing the beautiful people to give up the secrets of their lives: how they felt about one another, what kind of sicknesses they may have had, what kind of scars they carried in their flesh under all those bright and fancy clothes.


Willalee had his pocketknife out and was about to operate on one of the green cutworms because he liked to pretend he was a doctor. It was I who first put the notion in his head that he might in fact be a doctor, and since we almost never saw a doctor and because they were mysterious and always drove cars or else fine buggies behind high-stepping mares, quickly healing people with their secret medicines, the notion stuck in Willalees head, and he became very good at taking cutworms and other things apart with his pocketknife.


The Sears catalogue that we had opened at random found a man in his middle years but still strong and healthy with a head full of hair and clear, direct eyes looking out at us, dressed in a red hunting jacket and wading boots, with a rack of shotguns behind him. We used our fingers to mark the spot and turned the Wish Book again, and this time it opened to ladies standing in their underwear, lovely as none we had ever seen, all perfect in their unstained clothes. Every last one of them had the same direct and steady eyes of the man in the red hunting jacket.


I said: What do you think, Willalee?


Without hesitation, Willalee said: This lady here in her step-ins is his chile.


We kept the spot marked with the lady in the step-ins and the man in the hunting jacket and turned the book again, and there was a young man in a suit, the creases sharp enough to shave with, posed with his foot casually propped on a box, every strand of his beautiful hair in place.


See, what it is, I said. This boy right here is seeing that girl back there, the one in her step-ins, and she is the youngun of him back there, and them shotguns behindm belong to him, and he aint happy.


Why he aint happy?


Cause this feller standing here in this suit looking so nice, he aint nice at all. Hes mean, but he dont look mean. That gal is the only youngun the feller in the jackets got, and he loves her cause she is a sweet child. He dont want her fooling with that sorry man in that suit. Hes so sorry he done got hisself in trouble with the law. The high sheriff is looking for him right now. Him in the suit will fool around on you.


How it is he fool around?


Hell steal anything he can put his hand to, I said. Hell steal your hog, or hell steal your cow out of your field. Hes so sorry hell take that cow if its the only cow you got. Its just the kind of feller he is.


Willalee said: Then how come it is she mess around with him?


That suit, I said, done turned that young girls head. Daddy always says if you give a man a white shirt and a tie and a suit of clothes, you can find out real quick how sorry he is. Daddy says its the quickest way to find out.


Do her daddy know shes messing round with him?


Shore he knows. A man allus knows what his youngun is doing. Special if shes a girl. I flipped back to the man in the red hunting jacket and the wading boots. You see them shotguns behind him there on the wall? Them his guns. That second one right there, see that one, the double barrel? That gun is loaded with double-ought buckshot. You know how come it loaded?


He gone stop that fooling around, said Willalee.


And so we sat there on the porch with the pots and pans banging back in the house over the iron stove and Lottie Mae there in the door where she had come to stand and listen to us as we talked even though we would not let her help with the story. And before it was over, we had discovered all the connections possible between the girl in the step-ins and the young man in the knife-creased suit and the older man in the red hunting jacket with the shotguns on the wall behind him. And more than that we also discovered that the mans kin people, when they had found out about the trouble he was having with his daughter and the young man, had plans of their own to fix it so the high sheriff wouldnt even have to know about it. They were going to set up and wait on him to take a shoat hog out of another field, and when he did, theyd be waiting with their own guns and knives (which we stumbled upon in another part of the catalogue) and they was gonna throw down on him and see if they couldnt make two pieces out of him instead of one. We had in the story what they thought and what they said and what they felt and why they didnt think that the young man, as good as he looked and as well as he stood in his fancy clothes, would ever straighten out and become the man the daddy wanted for his only daughter.


Before it was over, we even had the girl in the step-ins fixing it so that the boy in the suit could be shot. And by the time my family and Willalees family came walking down the road from the tobacco field toward the house, the entire Wish Book was filled with feuds of every kind and violence, maimings, and all the other vicious happenings of the world.


Since where we lived and how we lived was almost hermetically sealed from everything and everybody else, fabrication became a way of life. Making up stories, it seems to me now, was not only a way for us to understand the way we lived but also a defense against it. It was no doubt the first step in a life devoted primarily to men and women and children who never lived anywhere but in my imagination. I have found in them infinitely more order and beauty and satisfaction than I ever have in the people who move about me in the real world. And Willalee Bookatee and his family were always there with me in those first tentative steps. God knows what it would have been like if it had not been for Willalee and his people, with whom I spent nearly as much time as I did with my own family.





The inside of their tiny house was dark on the brightest day and smelled always of ashes, even in the summer. Auntie did not like much light inside the house, so most of the time she kept the curtains drawn, curtains she had made from fertilizer sacks and decorated with bits of colored cloth. Bright light was for the outside, she said, and shadethe more the betterwas for the inside.


I ate with them often, as often as mama would let me, and the best thing I ever got from their table was possum, which we never got at home because mama would not cook it. She said she knew it would taste like a wet dog smells. But it did not. Auntie could cook it in a way that would break your heart. Willalee and I would stand about in her dark, ash-smelling little kitchen and watch her prepare it. She would scald and scrape it just like you would scald and scrape a hog, gut it, remove the eyes, which she always carefully set aside in a shallow dish. The head, except for the eyes, would be left intact. After she parboiled it an hour and a half, she would take out the teeth, stuff the little body with sweet potatoes, and then bake the whole thing in the oven for two hours.


The reason mama would never cook a possum, of course, was because a possum is just like a buzzard. It will eat anything that is dead. The longer dead the better. It was not unusual to come across a cow that had been dead in the woods for three or four days and see a possum squeezing out of the swollen body after having eaten a bellyful of rotten flesh. But it never occurred to me to think of that when we all sat down to the table and waited for Willalees daddy to say the only grace he ever said: Thank the Lord for this food.


The first possum I ever shared with them was in that first summer in my memory of myself, and with the possum we had fresh sliced tomatoes and steamed okraas well as fried okraand corn on the cob, butter beans, fried pork, and biscuits made out of flour and water and lard.


Because I was company, Auntie gave me the best piece: the head. Which had a surprising amount of meat on it and in it. I ate around on the face for a while, gnawing it down to the cheekbones, then ate the tongue, and finally went into the skull cavity for the brains, which Auntie had gone to some pains to explain was the best part of the piece.


After we finished the possum, Willalee and Lottie Mae and I stayed at the table sopping cane syrup with biscuits. Will and Katie had gone out on the front porch to rest, and we were left alone with Auntie, who was already working over the table, taking plates to the tin tub where she would wash them, and putting whatever food had been left over into the screen-wire safe.


Finally, she came to stand beside where I sat at the table. Come on now, boy, she said, an ole Auntiell show you.


Show me what? I said.


She was holding the little shallow saucer with the possums eyes in it. The eyes were clouded in a pink pool of diluted blood. They rolled on the saucer as I watched.


Nem mind, she said. Come on.


We followed her out the back door into the yard. We didnt go but a step or two before she squatted down and dug a hole. The rear of the house was almost covered with stretched and nailed hides of squirrels and rabbits and coons and even a fox which Willalees daddy had trapped. I would find out later that Auntie had tanned the hides by rubbing the animals hides on the flesh side with their own brains. It caused the hair to fall out of the hide and left it soft and pliable.


You eat a possum, you bare its eyes, she said, still squatting beside the little hole she had dug.


I motioned toward Sam where he stood at my heels. You gone bury it, I said, you better bury it deepern that. Dont hell dig it up. You might as well go on and give it tom now.


Wont dig up no possums eyes, she said. Sams got good sense.


Sam did not, either.


Know how come you got to barum? she said.


How come? I said.


Possums eat whatalls dead, she said. Her old, cracked voice had gone suddenly deep and husky. You gone die too, boy.


Yes, I said, stunned.


You be dead an in the ground, but you eat this possum an he gone come lookin for you. He aint ever gone stop lookin for you.


I could not now speak. I watched as she carefully took the two little clouded eyes out of the dish and placed them in the hole, arranging them so they were looking straight up toward the cloudless summer sky. They seemed to watch me where I was.


Auntie smiled, showing her snuff-colored gums. You aint got to think on it, boy. See, we done put them eyes looking up. But you gone be down. Aint never gone git you. Possum be looking for you up, an you gone be six big feets under the ground. You gone allus be all right, you put the eyes lookin up.


Auntie made me believe we live in a discoverable world, but that most of what we discover is an unfathomable mystery that we can nameeven defend againstbut never understand.





My fifth birthday had come and gone, and it was the middle of the summer, 1940, hot and dry and sticky, the air around the table thick with the droning of house flies. At supper that night neither my brother nor I had to ask where daddy was. There was always, when he had gone for whiskey, a tension in the house that you could breathe in with the air and feel on the surface of your skin, and more than that, there was that awful look on mamas face. I suppose the same look was on our faces, too, worried as we all were, not knowing what the night would bring, not knowing if it would be this night or the next night, or the morning following the second night, when he would come home after a drunk, bloodied, his clothes stinking with whiskey sweat.


We sat at the supper table, eating quietly, nobody saying a word, and when we finished, my brother and I went just as quietly into the fireroom and sat in ladder-back chairs, staring into the cold hearthstone where there had been no fire for two months. By the time mama came in to sit with us we had already brought in the foot tub full of water. The only thing we seemed to wash for long periods of time on the farm was our face and hands at the water shelf on the back porch and our feet in front of the hearthstone.


That night as we sat silently together, everybody thinking of daddy, thinking of where he was and how he might come home, Ifor reasons which Ill never knowturned to mama and said: I want to preach.


She immediately understood that I didnt mean that I wanted to be a preacher or to become a preacher, but rather that I wanted to preach right then. She said: Well, son, if you want to preach, just get up there and preach to us.


She was always open and direct with us, always kind and loving, even though she was always strict. She believed that if a child did something he knew was wrong, had been told was wrong, he had to be whipped. And she did throughout my childhood throw some pretty good whippings on my brother and me. But she never whipped us when we did not know that we deserved it and, more, when we did not expect it.


Mama and my brother sat there in front of the cold fireplace while I got up and turned my ladder-back chair over and got the crocheted doily off the pedal-driven Singer sewing machine to cover the chair with. The chair covered with the doily made a fine altar from which to preach. I took hold of it with both hands, looked out at them, and started my sermon.


I said: We all of us made out of dirt. God took Him up some dirt and put it in his hands and rolled it around and then he spit in the dirt and roll it some more and out of that dirt and God spit, he made you and me, all of us.


That is the way my preaching began. I dont remember how it ended, but I know it went on for a long time and it was made pretty much out of what I had heard in church, what I had heard the preacher say about hell and God and heaven and damnation and the sorry state of the human condition. Hell was at the center of any sermon I had ever heard in Bacon County. In all the churches, you smelled the brimstone and the sulfur and you felt the fire and you were made to know that because of what you had done in your life, you were doomed forever. Unless somehow, somewhere, you were touched by the action of mercy and the Grace of God. But you could not, you must not, count on the Grace of God. It probably would not come to you because you were too sorry.


I was exhausted by the time it was over, and I was asleep the moment my head touched the pillow. But I heard the pickup truck when it came in. And I heard daddy come through the front gate, the plow points banging and his own drunk-heavy feet on the steps and the front door slamming, and then I heard, as I already knew I would, querulous voices as mama and daddy confronted each other there beyond the thin wall. Finally, their voices raised to shouts and even screams, but since there was nothing breaking, no pots hitting the wall, no glass splattering on the floor, no furniture turning over, I could stand lying in my bed if I concentrated on hell and damnation. This was nothing compared to the eternal fires of hell that God might someday demand that I endure. With my whole self firmly immersed in hell, I could usually go back to sleep.


I woke up sometime in the middle of the night. An enormous and brilliant moon shone over the cotton field where I was standing, still in my gown. It was not a dream and I knew immediately that it was not a dream. I was where I thought I was, and I had come here by walking in my sleep. I came awake that night the way I always have when Ive gotten up in my sleep and walked. Terrified. Terrified almost beyond terror because it had no name and was sourceless. My heart was pounding, and my gown was soaked with sweat and sticking to my freezing skin. My mouth was full of the taste of blood where Id chewed my lips.


The cotton bolls were open all about me. As far as I could see, all the way to the dark wall of trees surrounding the field, was a white sheet of cotton, brilliant and undulating under the heavy moon. I stood there for a long time, unable to move. Off there to the left was the enormous oak tree that I had slept under that morning, it, too, brilliant in the moon, and behind the tree was the house, dark in its own shadow. I did not know what to do. I did not cry and I did not scream. I did not think that I could go back there to the dark house where my family slept. I somehow knew they would not receive me. I knew that I was guilty of something neither man nor God could forgive. But it would always be so when I walked in my sleep.


I stood utterly still and waited because I knew if I waited long enough, the terror would find a source and a name. Once it had a name, no matter how awful, I would be able to live with it. I could go back home.


Gradually, the terror shapes itself into a school bus. I can see it plainly. It is full of children. Stopped by the side of a road. I am in the ditch by the side of the road. They do not see me. It is broad daylight and many of the children are looking right at me. But they dontthey cantsee me. I have something in my hand. I do not know what it is. I cannot tell what it is. I come slowly out of the ditch and touch the school bus with the thing in my hand. The moment contact is made, the whole bus disintegrates in my eyes. There is no explosion, no sound at all. The disintegration is silent as sleep. When I can see again, the bus is on its back, broken children hang from open windows, and somethe ones toward the backare drenched in gas from the ruptured tank and they are frying, noiselessly frying. I can smell them frying. And I am terrified at the probable consequences that will follow what I have done, but I am glad I have done it.


Now I can go home, and I start off in a dead run between the rows of cotton toward the dark house beyond the oak tree.


When I got to the door, I opened it quietly and went down the hall to the little room where I knew daddy was sleeping on a pallet. It was where he often had to sleep when he came in drunk and out of control and mama would not let him into their room. He lay, still dressed, curled on the quilt spread across the floor under an open window through which bright moonlight fell. I sat down beside him and touched his face, traced the thick scar of perfect teeth on his flat high cheekbone. The air in the room was heavy with the sweet smell of bourbon whiskey. Sweat stood on his forehead and darkly stained his shirt.


Daddy, I said. He made a small noise deep in his chest, and his eyes opened. Daddy, Im scared.


He pushed himself onto one elbow and put an arm around me and drew me against him. I could feel the bristle of his beard on my neck. I trembled and tried not to cry.


Sho now, he whispered against my ear. Everybodys scared now and then.


I was in the cotton field, I said. Out there.


He turned his head, and we both looked through the window at the flat white field of cotton shining under the moon.


You was dreaming, boy, he said. But you all right now.


I woke up out there. Now I was crying, not making any noise, but unable to keep the tears from streaming down my face. I pushed my bare feet into the moonlight. Look, I said. My feet and the hem of my gown were gray with the dust of the field.


He drew back and looked into my eyes, smiling. You walked in your sleep. It aint nothing to worry about. You probably got it from me. Ias bad to walk in my sleep when I was a boy.


The tears eased back. You was? I said.


Done it a lot, he said. Dont mean nothing.


I dont know if he was telling the truth. But hearing him say it was something that he had done and that I might have got it from him took my fear away.



You lie down here on the pallet with your ole daddy and go to sleep. Me an you is all right. We both all right.


I lay down with my head on his thick arm, wrapped in the warm, sweet smell of whiskey and sweat, and was immediately asleep.













ELEANOR MUNRO (1928-)






Eleanor Munro has written several volumes of nonfiction, including On Glory Roads: A Pilgrims Book About Pilgrimage (1987), Originals: American Women Artists (1979), and Through the Vermilion Gates (1971).


A graduate of Smith College, Munro completed graduate studies at Columbia University and the Sorbonne.


Her fascinating Memoir of a Modernists Daughter (1988) largely concerns her father, Thomas Munro, a curator of the Cleveland Museum of Art, who wrote Scientific Method in Aesthetics, and her first husband, Alfred Frankfurter, who edited Art News.


This section describes her paternal grandfather, the son of Scottish immigrants, who grew up farming in Nebraska. He married a New England woman, Mary Spaulding, and later retired with her to a little homestead in the Catskills.





from MEMOIR OF A MODERNISTS DAUGHTER


There it was that our grandfather, by then a knobby, sour-faced Scot with the deferential manners of some country people, would take me and my brother on his knee when we begged him to tell us a story.


Bappa, tell us about Rip van Winkle!


What? That one again? He would settle into his rocker covered with old scarves and a crocheted afghan. He would raise his head, lean back against the chair and close his eyes while he called up the lines. I looked up into the long deep pleats of his throat. I jabbed my brother as we settled ourselves in his lap. My brother jabbed me.


Soo, soo, our grandfather would say, stroking our arms and our hair. Settle down and listen. There was a man a long time ago


(Our eyes were closing, my brown head leaning on my brothers curly gold one.)



and he lifted his hand to his face and felt a long beard. Oh, what is this? he cried. What has happened? I just lay down for an hour, and now I am changedand where is my home, and my wife and my son?


Then came a lady


I remember a Rip, a long time ago, said she, but he went away into the woods and his family is gone to the ends of the world. But come into my house, old man, and Ill care for you till you die.


Thus did our grandfather weave for us the first intimation we had of the exiles lament, the pain of separation and the impossibility of finding ones way back to the place of beginning. So much had been lost out of his own life by then, a whole clan vanished on the winds, his sisters Flora and Ferny, his mother and dad, and behind them in memory, the patriarch, Big Alexander of the Prayers, an evangelical preacher-teacher born on Skye after the catastrophe of Culloden.


On us, our grandfather shed the love those clansmen shed on their children and the lore he had learned by the sea and on the prairie. He taught us the Indian walk and how to lift birch bark with a penknife, bend it and seal it with candlewax for a toy canoe. He gave me my name, Hiawatha Painted-feather, and ordered me moccasins and a bow and arrow from the Sears, Roebuck catalogue. One day when the rain was blowing in sheets, he strode out into the storm to cut me Indian grass for a basket.


Because he loves you, said Mary, biting off a thread. I watched through the window as he leaned against the wind. He came back stamping, shaking rain all over the kitchen, his eyes grave behind spotted glasses, speaking in a brogue full of tenderness, It rains on the housetops and all through the land


When I dropped my doll, old and floppy, down the outhouse, he raked it up and washed it. Because he loves you, said Mary tightly, watching it blow on the line. It must have hurt her to see how such small acts touched us while her demanding labors left us unaware.


He seemed very wise and knew all the tales, and even those he may not have known I attribute today to his telling, for they all come out of the same well. Pison, Giheon, Hiddekel and Phrath, he would begin, four are the rivers that run toward the sea. He would reach over to the enormous black teachers desk that stood by his chair, pull out from among his Testaments and Psalms, his Homer, his Tennyson and Longfellow, his Emerson, Darwin and Spencer, a yellow tin box of licorice. His hands would move like rusty farm machinery to work off the lid. With slow farmers hands, he would grope out two tiny black squares for us and go on playing on the strings of our imagination.


The old names lay soft on his tongueGilgamesh and Abraham, Theseus and Odysseus, Mowgli and Ab, and the one who went into the pit and whose coat was dipped in blood.


Man was born in a cave and lived in a tree. Man sailed in a boat dug out with fire, curved like the moon. Man wrote on a stone in letters called runes.


What is man? he would ask us children, looking away over our heads into the distance through his heavy glasses. Then he would answer. He struggles upward. He pushes on. He reaches his level. He will live on that spiritual height forever.


You are so wise, Bappa, I said more than once, standing by his knee, looking up into his face. And he would correct me gently, Remember the man who walked by the sea and picked up a stone.


This stone, he said, is what I know, and he threw it into the waves.


The ocean is what I do not know.





There came a time, after Mary died, when he came down from the mountain to live with us in Ohio. I was then an adolescent, and he seemed to me pulled out from the roots, an aged melancholic in black clothes and ill-fitting false teeth. For a while, he wanted to chop wood for exercise, as he had once done for necessity. So my father ordered cords of it, and every afternoon he would take his stance in the backyard, fix the log with solemn gaze, lift the ax and let it fall. All afternoon, chop chop would echo down the backyards of our suburban block, chop chop like the sounds of country lands. So he would chop while the hours went by, and it came to me, young as I was, that he was holding time at bay.


Then his mind began to go. The Overflowing Fountain bathes us all, he would intone. The spirit lives on. We can communicate beyond the grave. I often feel the presence of my beloved Mary. At parties in our house, he would lift a finger to a circle of guests. His impassioned brogue brought them to a halt. What is man? A wind that passeth away and cometh not again.


Witness to such scenes, my brother and sisters and I stood helpless in pity and shame. He is old, he is sad, he is mystical, our father instructed us children, four in number by then. He believes in things people no longer do. Dont hurt him by arguing, but remember theres no truth to them. I saw our father had no way to approach his father or to alleviate his own pain. It was then our mother, usually so diffident and self-involved, who would reach out to the old man, quiet him and lead him off to his room at the back of the house. So that finally we children, busy in any case with our schoolwork, our sports, parties and friends, were uncertain how to behave and drew away, leaving our grandfather in his loneliness.


During my first winter at college, he died. He left me a little black notebook in which year by year hed copied out poems he loved. In it, I found again William Carruths once-famous, swelling lines I had first heard spoken in his Gaelic accent:





A fire-mist and a planet, a crystal and a cell,


A saurian and a jellyfish, and a cave where the cave-men dwell.


Then a sense of law and order, and a face turned from the sod.


Some call it Evolution. Others call it God.





and so also of Autumn, and Longing, and Consecration, all of which some others call God.


Then I put the book away in guilt and sorrow and also in silence, for my fathers resistance to talking about death or the dead spread an anesthesia throughout our household. For him, it would never wear off. After he carried his fathers ashes back to the mountain in a box, he would never return or mention the place again, nor would he speak of his mother. But many years later, when I picked up the black notebook again, I found my grandfather had inscribed one poem twice, first in his youth, and then, on the last, unfinished page, tremblingly he had traced its first words, Help of the helpless, O Lord, abide with me.



Only nine words they were, but placed just before the silence of the books end, they sank deep into my mind, evoking the thoughts even a young person has of the dark distance into which all things are swept. And as life goes on, other deaths and losses add to this store of darkness, so it deepens, until the smallest natural happeninga roll of thunder, the edge of a wind lifting the hair, an animal cry at nightcan open, again, the sluiceway behind which waits ones own death, ahead.





It is gone, the beloved clan, I imagine my grandfather saying, sitting on his narrow iron bed in Ohio, staring down at his black, bulbous city shoes.


It would be twilight of a winter evening. His little room at the back of the house was pleasant enough in summer, for it overlooked the garden. But in February, it surveyed a desolate scene of flower beds in burlap, icicles along the windowframe.


A frozen branch rattles against the roof, the radiator bubbles and begins to knock. The old man remembers the harsh, sweet smell of woodsmoke and peaches cooking.


The land lies behind, covered in mist, he thinks. The river will find the sea.


I believe we shall meet again.


But where is the past, and what is the shape of the world to comethese are mysteries.


The radiator falls silent. A pall of cold air falls from the window onto the old mans knees, drifts down to his shins.


Mudwayushka, little firefly, he mutters, laying his hands on his knees, fingers outstretched, his gaunt head sinking, his eyes big behind heavy lenses.


A whippoorwill calls. A bobcat screams.


The children are on his knees, pressed shoulder to shoulder.


O Bappa, when will you die? You are so old, your eyes are red.


Golden is gone, brown is gone.


How then shall we all come back together in the end?
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His last book concerns living and writing in the West: Where the Bluebird Sings to the Lemonade Springs (1992).


Wolf Willow, his 1955 memoir, is experimental and mixed in form. He subtitled it A History, a Story, and a Memory of the Last Plains Frontier. Here he describes the part of his boyhood he spent homesteading on the Saskatchewan plains in Canada. The nearby town he calls Whitemud. Wheat farming went poorly, and after five years the family moved to Montana.




from WOLF WILLOW


What we did on the homestead was written in wind. It began as it endedempty space, grass and sky. I remember it as it originally was, for my brother and I, aged eight and six, accompanied my father when he went out to make the first improvements. Except for the four-foot iron post jutting from the prairie just where our wagon track met the trail to Hydro, Montana, and for the three shallow holes with the survey stake at their apex that marked the near corner of our land, there was nothing to distinguish or divide our land from all other, to show which 320 acres of that wind and grass were ours.


That was our first experience of how flat land could spread from the wagon and tent by which we attempted to demonstrate ownershipflat to the horizon and beyond, wherever we looked, except that, halfway to our western line, a shallow, nearly imperceptible coulee began, feeling its way, turning and turning again, baffled and blocked, a watercourse so nearly a slough that the spring runoff hardly flowed at all, its water not so much moving as pushed by the thaw behind it and having to go somewhere, until it passed our land and turned south, and at the border found another coulee, which carried in most seasons a little waternot enough to run but enough to seep, and with holes that gave sanctuary to a few minnows and suckers. It was called Coteau Creek, a part of the Milk-Missouri watershed. In good seasons we might get a swim of sorts in its holes; in dry years we hauled water from it in barrels, stealing from the minnows to serve ourselves and our stock. Between it and our house we wore, during the five summers we spent vainly trying to make a wheat farm there, one of our private wagon tracks.


Coteau Creek was a landmark and sometimes a hazard. Once my father, gunning our old Model T across one of its fords, hit something and broke an axle. Next day he started walking the forty miles into Chinook, Montana, leaving me with a homesteader family, and two days later he came back carrying a new axle on his back and installed it himself after the homesteaders team had hauled the Ford out of the creek bed. I remember that high, square car, with its yellow spoke wheels and its brass bracing rods from windshield to mudguards and its four-eared brass radiator cap. It stuck up black and foreign, a wanderer from another planet, on the flats by Coteau Creek, while my father, red-faced and sweating, crawled in and out under the jacked-up rear end and I squatted in the cars shade and played what games I could with pebbles and a blue robins egg. We sat baldly on the plain, something the earth refused to swallow, right in the middle of everything and with the prairie as empty as nightmare clear to the crawl and shimmer where hot earth met hot sky. I saw the sun flash off brass, a heliograph winking off a message into space, calling attention to us, saying Look, look!


Because that was the essential feeling I had about that countrythe sense of being foreign and noticeable, of sticking out. I did not at first feel even safe, much less that I was helping to take charge of and make our own a parcel of the world. I moped for Whitemud, nearly fifty miles north and east on its willowed river, where all my friends were and where
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