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Memoirs

Tennessee Williams was born in 1911 in Columbus, Mississippi, where his grandfather was the episcopal clergyman. When his father, a travelling salesman, moved with his family to St Louis some years later, both he and his sister found it impossible to settle down to city life. He entered college during the Depression and left after a couple of years to take a clerical job in a shoe company. He stayed there for two years, spending the evenings writing. He entered the University of Iowa in 1938 and completed his course, at the same time holding a number of part-time jobs of great diversity. He received a Rockefeller Fellowship in 1940 for his play Battle of Angels, and he won the Pulitzer Prize in 1948 and 1955. Among his many other plays Penguin have published Summer and Smoke (1948), The Rose Tattoo (1951), Camino Real (1953), Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955), Baby Doll (1957), Orpheus Descending (1957), Something Unspoken (1958), Suddenly Last Summer (1958), Period of Adjustment (1960), The Night of the Iguana (1961), The Milk Train Doesn’t Stop Here Anymore (1963), and Small Craft Warning (1972). Tennessee Williams died in 1983.

Peter Shaffer has written of Tennessee Williams: ‘He was a born dramatist as few are ever born. Whatever he put on paper, superb or superfluous, glorious or gaudy, could not fail to be electrifyingly actable. He could not write a dull scene … Tennessee Williams will live as long as drama itself.’







Introduction

Mr. Williams Saved My Life

BY JOHN WATERS


Tennessee Williams Saved My Life. As a twelve-year-old boy in suburban Baltimore, I would look up his name in the card catalogue at the library and it would read “see Librarian.” I wanted these “see Librarian” books—and I wanted them now—but in the late 1950s (and sadly even today), there was no way that a warped adolescent like myself could get his hands on one. But I soon figured out that the “see Librarian” books were on a special shelf behind the counter. So when the kindly librarian was helping the “normal” kids with their book reports, I snuck behind the checkout desk and stole the first book I ever wanted to possess on my own. One Arm read the forbidden cover, a short-story collection by Tennessee Williams that I later found out had been only available in an expensive limited edition, sold under the counter in “special” bookshops before New Directions released the hardback version in 1954. And now it was mine.

Of course, I knew who Tennessee Williams was. He was a bad man because the nuns in Catholic Sunday School had told us we’d go to hell if we saw that movie he wrote, Baby Doll—the one with the great ad campaign, of Carroll Baker in the crib sucking her thumb, that made Cardinal Spellman have a nation-wide hissy fit. The same ad I clipped out of The Baltimore Sun countless times and pasted in my secret scrapbook. The movie I planned to show over and over in the fantasy dirty-movie theater in my mind that I was going to open later in life, causing a scandal in my parents’ neighborhood.

Yes, Tennessee Williams was my childhood friend. I yearned for a bad influence and boy, was Tennessee one in the best sense of the word: joyous, alarming, sexually confusing and dangerously funny. I didn’t quite “get” “Desire and the Black Masseur” when I read it in One Arm, but I hoped I would one day. The thing I did know after finishing this book was that I didn’t have to listen to the lies the teachers told us about society’s rules. I didn’t have to worry about fitting in with a crowd I didn’t want to hang out with in the first place. No, there was another world that Tennessee Williams knew about, a universe filled with special people who didn’t want to be a part of this dreary conformist life that I was told I had to join.

Years later, Tennessee Williams saved my life again. The first time I went to a gay bar I was seventeen years old. It was called The Hut and it was in Washington, DC. Some referred to it as The Chicken Hut, and it was filled with early 1960s gay men in fluffy sweaters who cruised each other by calling table-to-table on phones provided by the bar. “I may be queer but I ain’t this,” I remember thinking. Still reading everything Tennessee Williams wrote, I knew he would understand my dilemma. Tennessee never seemed “gayly-correct” even then, and sexual ambiguity and confusion were always made appealing and exciting in his work. “My type doesn’t know who I am,” he stated, according to legend, and even if the sex lives of his characters weren’t always healthy, they certainly seemed hearty. Tennessee Williams didn’t fit into his own minority so I had the confidence not to either. Gay was not enough.

It was a good start, however. “I was late coming out and when I did it was with one hell of a bang,” Tennessee writes in 1972 in Memoirs, the same year my film Pink Flamingos was world-premiering in Baltimore. While I was just getting my first national notoriety, Tennessee was struggling to finish the final version of The Two Character Play, and horrifying theater purists by appearing on stage in his new play Small Craft Warnings, and then answering questions from the off-Broadway audience afterwards to keep the show running. I never once thought this was unbecoming behavior on my hero’s part and tried to follow his example by introducing in person, my star Divine, at midnight screenings of our filth epic. “I never had any choice but to be a writer,” Tennessee remembered at the time, and he remained my patron saint. I followed his career like a hawk.

Why was Memoirs reviewed so badly when it came out in 1975? “The love that previously dared not speak its name has now grown hoarse from screaming it,” Robert Brustein wrote in The New York Times. Today, few critics would be so blatantly homophobic, but Tennessee did love to bait his enemies. “They offered me a $50,000 advance,” he said of the book, “and I thought I’d be dead when it came out.” But more sensibly he admitted, “Of course, I could devote this whole book to a discussion of the art of drama, but wouldn’t that be a bore?” Memoirs certainly isn’t a bore and caused a sensation when it was released. In fact, the day Tennessee showed up at Doubleday Bookshop in Manhattan and signed over 800 copies became known as “The Great Fifth Avenue Bookstore Riot.”

Maybe I like “bad” Tennessee Williams just as much as “good.” This year a boxed set of DVDs was released containing all of Tennessee Williams’ best reviewed movies: Streetcar, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, Sweet Bird of Youth, Night of the Iguana, and The Roman Spring of Mrs. Stone. But I want the “bad” Tennessee Williams boxed set: Boom (the greatest failed art film ever made) directed by Joseph Losey and starring Elizabeth Taylor as Sissy Goforth, the richest woman in the world, and Richard Burton as “The Angel of Death,” Last of the Mobile Hotshots (the film version of The Seven Descents of Myrtle), This Property Is Condemned with Natalie Wood, and even Noir et Blanc, the 1986 Claire Devers film version of “Desire and the Black Masseur.” The “bad” Tennessee Williams is better than most of the “good” of his contemporaries.

Was Tennessee nuts when he wrote Memoirs, or just high? Would his original agent, Audrey Woods (from whom he sadly broke in 1971), even have allowed him to publish this book if she had still been in charge of his career? “Since 1955 I have written usually under artificial stimulants,” he admits before adding, “aside from the true stimulant of my deep-rooted need to continue to write.” Did Tennessee ever really get over the 1960s, which he calls “my stoned age?” “To know me is not to love me,” he admits, remembering the “seven year depression” he went into after the death by lung cancer of his longtime boyfriend, Frank Merlo. “I’m about to fall down,” Tennessee would announce to whoever was present in those years, “and almost nobody, nobody ever caught me.”

When Tennessee suddenly is level headed, it can come as a surprise. “I have never doubted the existence of God,” he writes soberly before later admitting a “disbelief in an after-existence.” His guarded optimism always seems to save the day. “Mornings, I love you so much,” he enthuses, celebrating “their triumph over night.” Self-pity? Never. “I’ve had a wonderful and terrible life and I wouldn’t cry for myself: would you?” Hardly.

“Is it possible to be a dirty old man in your middle thirties?” Tennessee writes in Memoirs, remembering his very active sex life—a kind of sex life that we are much more used to reading about in memoirs today than we were then. “Baby, this one’s for you,” he tells himself whenever Mr. Right Now appears, but he seems to be realistic about safe sex with strangers even before the onslaught of AIDS. Recommending “that penetration be avoided” with hustlers “as they are most probably all infected with clap in the ass,” he may be the only Pulitzer Prize winner to write about A-200, a product used for ridding your body hair of crab lice. Of course he has standards. “The way I feel tonight I could fuck a snake,” a young sailor confides to Tennessee one night in a gay bar, “and I am proud to say that I told him to go snake-hunting,” Tennessee responded.

Tennessee falls in love a lot too. “I have a funny heart. Sometimes it seems to thrive on punishment,” he admits. What other memoir has “loneliness” listed in the index? Provincetown, Massachusetts, that beautiful beach town on the very tip of Cape Cod, seemed to bring out the best in him romantically. Not only did he meet two of his best boyfriends there (and Tallulah Bankhead), he wrote the line “I have always depended on the kindness of strangers” while holed up in a cabin before the summer season began. I felt the same way about Provincetown. I hitchhiked there in 1964 just because somebody told me, “It’s a weird place,” and boy, were they right. A very gay place too, but a different kind of gay. “I may be queer, but I AM this,” I remember thinking. I’ve gone back to Provincetown for forty-three summers and every time I pass by Capt’n Jack’s or the “little bar” at The A House, two places Tennessee got lucky in love, I mentally genuflect in respect.

Tennessee knew how to have fun with fame, too, and it seems he met all my idols: Jane Bowles, Luchino Visconti, Jean Marais, Johnny Ray, Yukio Mishima. So what if Jean Paul Sartre once stood Tennessee up—I bet Sartre was a bum date anyway. Tennessee helped William Inge, the great playwright who lived in Tennessee’s shadow, through alcoholism (the blind leading the blind?), and tried to understand the folie de grandeur of best friend Lady Maria St. Just, one of the most difficult women who ever lived. Even Truman Capote comes across sympathetically in Memoirs. But unlike Truman, Tennessee never took the upperclass that seriously. He hung around with street queens in New Orleans, prostitutes in Key West, and later in life, Warhol superstar Candy Darling became a best friend. He isolated himself, far away from New York and Los Angeles, to write and whenever he panicked, travel seemed to be the answer. “My place in society,” Tennessee remembers, “then and possibly always since then, has been in Bohemia.”

Suppose Tennessee Williams had lived? What if he hadn’t choked on that prescription drug vial cap that he supposedly used as a launching pad for his meds? Would his career have had a second wind like Edward Albee’s? Or would he have despaired and crumbled further when the AIDS epidemic hit, and wiped out many of his new younger friends? Surely he would be appalled at the end of “trade” as he knew it, but would he be like some of the older gay men I see now in one-time hustler bars in Baltimore who wait for the trade, even though they know it will never ever come? Would Tennessee have teamed up with Paul Morrissey? “I would like him to make a film of one of my short stories,” Tennessee writes and who knows—maybe these two mavericks could have reinvented each other as a pair in the same way as Douglas Sirk and Fassbinder did. Most importantly, could Tennessee have ever really hit “bottom” and gotten sober once and for all? On the wagon, would he have been able to continue to think up the best titles in the history of theater the way he always had done? Even with all the self-prescribed substance abuse, Tennessee seemed to age well and remained cheerfully handsome, but if he had reached his late seventies, would he have ruined it all by getting a face lift? Could anyone have saved Tennessee? Critics? Fans? Tricks? We, the readers? One thing for sure, flattery would have gotten us nowhere. “When people have spoken to me of ‘genius,’” he writes with a wink, “I have felt an inside pocket to make sure my wallet’s still there.”

I never met Tennessee Williams, but I saw him once at The Pier House restaurant in Key West, surrounded by admirers, looking a little woozy and decided maybe this wasn’t the time for us to be introduced. But reading Memoirs is the next best thing—it’s like having a few stiff drinks with Tennessee on one of his good nights as he tells you juicy stories that were once off the record. Listening could save your life too.
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A portrait of the author posing for a photograph by Vandamm, circa 1941.









Foreword


A fairly short while ago I happened to be in the city of New Haven, Connecticut, in connection with what was imposingly announced as the “world premiere” of an “adventure in drama,” a play called Out Cry, about which I will write from time to time in this book. Out Cry was irrevocably committed to its first public exposure on-stage in the early season of 1973, at that grand old maternity ward of the Broadway theatre called the Shubert.

I suspect the reader may know that New Haven is distinguished as the site not only of the Shubert but also of one of the largest of our old Ivy League schools, known as Yale.

At this point I will not go into my nervous and physical condition at that point except to say that I was recuperating much too gradually from a bout with London and/or Hong Kong flu, complicated by that condition whose name is derived from the name of “Pan” and whose first name isn’t Peter.

Never mind these feeble attempts at humor, so pathetically characteristic of old crocodiles and old playwrights. Scratching the hide of the latter, you will discover that it can only be noticeably indented by the cutting edge of a diamond or by a bit of dandelion fluff in the atmosphere of a late summer afternoon.

Well, anyhow, as they say so often in my plays, I had been invited to appear before a collection of Yale drama students the afternoon before the aforementioned “world premiere” of this adventure in drama. I remembered the Shubert as a building that contained a great many seats, upstairs and down, and also I remembered that quite a number of these seats are likely to be unoccupied even on the occasion of a “world premiere.” And it occurred to me that if I made a seductive impression upon Yale students some of those seats not booked for that same evening might be adventurously snatched from the dreadful maw of vacuity.

I have now covered the geographic and social and physical and mental background of the impending occurrence so let’s now cut directly to story.

I was invited to hold a symposium with Yale drama students. The symposium was arranged by the genial head of the Department of Theatre Arts at Yale. I found myself entering (through a door marked EXIT) an auditorium considerably smaller than the Shubert but containing a more than proportionately small audience. I would say roughly about twoscore and ten, not including a large black dog which was resting in the lap of a male student in the front row. My own position was in a folding chair behind a folding table on which was set a tumbler of what appeared to be plain water and which I immediately discovered to be just that. Furthermore, the young faces before me were uniformly inexpressive of any kind of emotional reaction to my entrance through that side door marked EXIT. In fact, the only face that betrayed a real interest was that of the dog.

I am not much good at disguising my feelings, and after a few moments I abandoned all pretense of feeling less dejection than I felt. I was talking. I was making these tired old jokes that come off like the destitute man’s Bob Hopeless at an encampment in some failed war. I found myself sinking lower in the folding chair, and that slumped position, combined with fits of wheezing, sniffling and coughing, encouraged some of the small assemblage to get up and walk out on me, a thing that stirred in my heart no sense of the favorably providential. Still I continued to hear myself talking but no longer telling old jokes. I heard myself describing an encounter, then quite recent, with a fellow playwright in the Oak Room Bar at Manhattan’s Plaza Hotel. I told them that this encounter had been inadvertent on both his part and mine, but since he happened to be my old friend Gore Vidal, I had embraced him warmly. However, Mr. Vidal is not a gentleman to be disarmed by a cordial embrace, and when, in response to his perfunctory inquiries about the progress of rehearsals of Out Cry I told him that its two performers, Michael York and Cara Duff-MacCormick, and the director. Peter Glenville, and the producer, David Merrick, all seemed a dream come true after many precedent nightmares, he smiled at me with a sort of rueful benevolence and said, “Well, Bird, it won’t do much good, I’m afraid, you’ve had too much bad personal exposure for anything to help you much anymore.”

Well, then, for the first time, I could see a flicker of interest in the young faces before me. It may have been the magic word Vidal or it may have been his prophecy of my professional doom. At any rate, a young lady student of drama in the diminished group stood up to ask me if I regarded Gore’s assessment of my present situation in my profession here in the States as a reliable one.

I looked at her in silence for a moment while wondering if I did so regard it, and I came to no conclusion about the question.

My eyes drifted from her face to that of the young man in the front row with the big black dog in his lap.

Laughter has always been my substitute for lamentation and I laugh as loudly as I would lament if I hadn’t discovered a useful substitute for weeping. Usually I laugh longer than I should, as well as more loudly than I should. This time I cut short my travesty of mirth and said to the young lady, “Ask the dog.”

The truth is that I don’t know whether or not I can ever again receive a persuasively favorable critical response to my theatre work in this country, I know the answer no more than does the dog.

But I am not embittered nor even greatly disconcerted by this dilemma in which I find myself. In a way, it does seem that I have almost asked for it. There is a duality in my attitude toward an audience now. Of course I want their approval, I want their understanding and their empathy. But there is much about them that strikes me as obdurately resistant to my kind of theatre these days. They seem to be conditioned to a kind of theatre which is quite different from the kind I wish to practice.

Actually my own theatre is also in a state of revolution: I am quite through with the kind of play that established my early and popular reputation. I am doing a different thing which is altogether my own, not influenced at all by other playwrights at home or abroad or by other schools of theatre. My thing is what it always was: to express my world and my experience of it in whatever form seems suitable to the material.


Since The Night of the Iguana, the circumstances of my life have demanded of me a continually less traditional style of dramatic writing: I am referring to such works as The Gnadiges Fraulein, In the Bar of a Tokyo Hotel, and, most recently, the latest production of Out Cry. And, to an extent, the style of these memoirs.

I want to admit to you that I undertook this memoir for mercenary reasons. It is actually the first piece of work, in the line of writing, that I have undertaken for material profit. But I want to tell you, too, that soon after I started upon the work I forgot the financial angle and became more and more pleasurably involved in this new form, undisguised self-revelation.

This whole book is written by something like the process of “free association,” which I learned to practice during my several periods of psychoanalysis. It concerns the reportage of present occurrences, both trivial and important; and of memories, mostly much more important. At least to me.

I will frequently interrupt recollections of the past with an account of what concerns me in the present because many of the things which concerned me in the past continue to preoccupy me today.

Whether or not it will be acceptable to you will depend in part upon your tolerance for an aging man’s almost continual scuttling back and forth between his recollections and his present state.

This “thing,” as I have come to call it, will need your interpretation. I have to ask you to remember what you can of the history of the man who wrote it.

In the course of the book I will talk a great deal about love and much of the talk will be about carnal love as well as spiritual love. I have had, for a man so nearly destroyed so often, a remarkably fortunate life which has contained a great many moments of joy, both pure and impure.


“That sensual music …”

I still hear it clearly.

Is this book, then, with its rather unusual structure, a professional matter? Has any of my writing been “a professional matter”? I have always written for deeper necessities than the term “professional” implies, and I think that this has sometimes been to the detriment of my career. But more of the time to its advantage. Career? The wrong word. I should have said—no, nothing so pretentious as “vocation.” But truly, I never had any choice but to be a writer.

And so what’s next on the agenda? Or, quoting Anna Magnani, “What is the program now?”

Success in the theatre came to me pretty late by prevailing standards, but whether good fortune comes to you early or late, if it comes at all, you have to know you’ve been lucky. And the rest is a question to be put to “the dog.”






“Of what is past, or passing, or to come.”

—William Butler Yeats










1


To begin this “thing” on a socially impressive note, let me tell you that one recent fall, before the leaves had fallen, I happened to be weekending at one of the last great country houses in England, an estate so close to Stonehenge that one of the stones was dropped on the lady’s estate before it got to that prehistorical scene of druidical worship and, probably due to collapse or revolt of slave labor, it was not picked up but allowed to rest where it fell, and this bit of information has only the slightest and most oblique connection with the material which follows.

It was bedtime and the lady of the manor, giving me a sharp look, inquired if I didn’t want to retire with a good book since she knew I was a restless sleeper. “Go in the library and pick out something,” she advised me, pointing to a huge, chilly room in the left wing of the Palladian mansion. Since she was already on her way upstairs, I had no recourse but to follow her suggestion. I entered the library and discovered it to contain almost nothing but very large leather-bound volumes of an ancient vintage almost comparable to that stone which didn’t quite make it to Henge. Incidentally, I also discovered a secret doorway, floor to ceiling, rather amateurishly disguised by false book fronts, and this was not the only touch of deception that I encountered. There was a real book in there which was titled International Who’s Who or something of the sort. Quite naturally I snatched it out of its case and turned immediately to the index to see if I had made that scene. I was gratified to discover that there was considerable data upon that nonexistent personage who bears my professional name: the data contained a number of harmless inaccuracies but one of those inaccuracies was distinctly unfortunate in its effect upon my humor.


Among the list of my honors and awards was the astonishing announcement that in a certain year of the early forties I had received a grant of one thousand dollars, yes, what is called a “big one,” from the National Institute of Arts and Letters. It is the year, not the donor, of the alleged grant that stands out so prominently in my mind, for that was the year (several years before my life was changed irrevocably by the success of The Glass Menagerie) in which I had to hock literally everything I owned, including an old borrowed portable typewriter and everything else old and new and portable, including all clothes except a dirty flannel shirt, riding breeches and a pair of boots which were relics of a term in the study of equitation I had taken in preference to regular ROTC at the University of Missouri. And it was the year when I was bounced from lodging to lodging for nonpayment of rent, which was a minimal rent, and it was the year when I had to go out on the street to bum a cigarette, that absolutely essential cigarette that a living and smoking writer must have to start work in the morning. And it was even the year when I usually had what the French call “papillons d’amour” because I did not have the price of a bottle of Cuprex, the standard pubic pesticide in those days, and when I was once embarrassed by this outcry on a crowded street corner in daylight, “You bastard, you gave me crabs last night!”—an outcry which cut short my social season in the French Quarter of New Orleans and sent me packing—well, packing is hardly the word, since I had no luggage—on my thumb to Florida. And presenting upon the highways such a spooky appearance that motorists would push their accelerators to the floorboards when they sighted me in the light of day and so I had to try to catch rides mostly at night. I have journals to prove these specific recollections of that year when I was supposed to be the hilarious recipient of that “big one” from the institute of which I am now a tolerated member.

In the course of my early years as a skimpy youth infatuated with a theatre which was hugely oblivious of him, I knew and associated closely with a good many other young writers and/or artists and all of us were disregarding the small craft warnings in the face of which we were continually sailing our small crafts, each with his crew of one, himself that crew and its captain. We were sailing along in our separate small crafts but we were in sight of each other and sometimes in touch, I mean like huddling in the same inlet of the rocky, storm-ridden shoreline, and this gave us a warm sense of community, not too different from that which has been felt in recent years by kids called “longhairs” whom the inclement weather of society backed into what are called communes.

To have a problem in common is much like love and that kind of love was often the bread that we broke among us. And some of us survived and some of us didn’t, and it was sometimes a matter of what’s called luck and sometimes a matter of having or not having the gift to endure and the will to. I mean that none of us were voluntary dropouts, just occasional push-outs, and none of us had breath to waste on the totally fruitless complaint that we were not being fed with spoons of precious metal.

I am sure that when we had time to think of it, we must have suspected that a society whose elite was so grossly affluent, I mean a society that numbered its billions of dollars as we counted our nickels, could have and possibly should have exhibited a bit more concern for the fate of its young artists who might plausibly be expected, if they chanced to mature, to have some influence on the (very protean) culture of a nation which was then, as it remains now, a nation ruled by that numerically tiny gang which has fitted itself on the top of the totem pole and is scared of getting dizzy if it glances down.

Now to be fair, there were, in the forties, certain fabulously fat pocketbooks that scattered bits of much-publicized dole to young talents. There were the Guggenheim fellowships to be had, sometimes at the last ditch by such a tremendous and yet fragile artist as Hart Crane. Perhaps it could never have come early enough to have saved Hart from his own destruction, but it came, when it did, much too late. And there were in the thirties the WPA projects, and, oh, God, did I ever try to make that scene in Chicago and New Orleans and was I ever slapped down! And a bit later, there were the Rockefeller grants of a thousand dollars with a possible but improbable future increase by half the original big one. That one and its half-size addition did come my way, eventually.

The very rich have such a touching faith in the efficacy of small sums.

I should have put that observation in quotes rather than italics since it is not a remark of my own but one of (the legendary) Paul Bigelow’s most succinct comments on the godly handouts, tax-exempted no doubt, of our Babylonian plutocracy.

It is only now, in retrospect, at a great distance of time, that I speak of these celebrated benefactors of the young and gifted in a tone that is something less than pietistic, but you can put that down to the acidity of oncoming age. When I was one of the young and gifted and living among others of that kind, there was no self-pity among us, at least no degree of it that distinguished us from the rest of humankind. Of course we all know that something that passes for self-pity is one of those root emotions of the human race. But we had no time and most of us had no inclination to indulge in it much. What I observed far more, among artists of my generation, was a feeling of self-respect, sometimes carried to an excess of pride, and I have observed and have felt and still feel and observe a lot more self-respect, sometimes carried to that excess, than I’ve felt or observed self-pity, which is, after all, only a slight variation of self-contempt, a feeling that’s better left to the naturally contemptuous.

In 1939 I found myself employed as a feather picker on a squab ranch in one of those little communities on the periphery of Los Angeles, which I’ve heard described as a lot of villages in search of a city. This job of squab picking was not very lucrative, but it had its compensations of a nonmaterial sort. Several times a week a group of young men and boys would gather in “the killing shed.” The squabs were executed by slitting their throats and holding them by their frantically twitching legs over a bucket in which to bleed out their lives. For each squab that each of us plucked and prepared for the L.A. markets we would drop a feather in the milk bottle that bore our particular name and we were paid according to the number of feathers in our bottles when we knocked off for the day. It was, for me, a distasteful thing: the compensation, besides the small pay, was the wonderful rapping among us feather pickers in that shed, and I remember, never to forget, a homely bit of philosophy that was voiced by one of the more sophisticated kids.

“You know,” he said, “that if you hang out long enough on a corner of this coast, sooner or later a sea gull is going to fly over and shit a pot of gold on you.” (I have quoted this line a couple of times, once in a play and once in a film script, but have yet to hear it delivered from stage or screen. However—)

While I was out there at that occupation, a great piece of luck did hit me. I received a telegram from the Group Theatre in New York informing me that I had received a “special award” of one hundred dollars for a group of one-act plays called American Blues. This wire was signed by Harold Clurman, Irwin Shaw and the late Molly Day Thacher Kazan.

Most people no longer remember that a hundred dollars in the late thirties was a pretty big slice of bread, since now, you know, you can hardly get a good girl to spend the night with you on it. But at that time it was not only a big slice of bread but it was a huge piece of encouragement and boost of morale and, even in those days, encouragement in my “sullen craft and art” was far more important to me than anything convertible into cash.

You know, I can never be a true misanthrope, looking back on the totally sincere and nonenvious congratulations which I received from my colleagues and also from my employers on the squab ranch. They all knew that I was a writer, and consequently a kook, and here, all of a sudden, this sea gull had flown over my corner and crowned me with this heavenly manna, and I had not even been waiting out there on that particular corner for a long time.

I could, of course, have purchased a bus ticket immediately and directly to Manhattan and had enough left over for a week or two at the “Y,” but instead I bought for less than ten dollars a secondhand bicycle which was in good shape, and the lighthearted nephew of the squab ranchers bought a bike too and, to celebrate, we set out southward on a highway called the Camino Real and we pedaled our way from Los Angeles County—Hawthorne, to be exact—down to and across the Mexican border. We went to Tijuana and to Agua Caliente, both of which were quite primitive in those days. The places were primitive and we were innocent and in a border-town cantina we met with—well, let’s say we discovered that the little kewpie-type god has a predatory nature, sometimes, and we were considerably less enchanted with Mexican cantinas and their clientele when we started back north on the camino very real. In fact, we no longer had the price of nightly lodging along the way, but there were comfortable fields to sleep in under big stars.

Then in a canyon near Laguna Beach—a lovely town in those days—we happened to pass a chicken ranch at the entrance of which was a sign that said “Help Needed.” And since we needed help, too, we turned onto the dirt road and presented ourselves to the ranchers, an elderly couple who wanted to hire custodians for their poultry for a couple of months while they went on vacation somewhere. (I don’t know why I was so committed to occupations involving poultry in those days; no analyst has ever explained that to me.)

The old, respectably married couple of chicken ranchers had not struck it rich on the ranch, in fact they were barely able to keep the chickens in feed, and they said, with touching apologies, that all they could offer us in the way of remuneration was the occupancy of a little cabin at the back of the chicken run. We assured them that our passion for poultry was quite enough to make the job attractive, and they set out on their vacation and we moved into the cabin and established friendly relations with the chickens the first time we scattered their feed.

I don’t know what the beach of Laguna is like now but in the thirties it was a fine place to pass summer days. There was constant volleyball, there was surfing and surfers, there was an artist colony and there was so on and so forth and all of it was delightful. It seems to me that the best part of all was riding our bikes up the canyon at first dark in those days when the sky was still a poem. And dogs at every ranch along the way barked at us, not threateningly, but just to let us know they were on duty.

I suppose that summer was the happiest and healthiest and most radiant time of my life. I know that I kept a journal, then, and in this journal I referred to that season as Nave Nave Mahana, which is the title of my favorite (Tahitian) painting by Gauguin and which means “The Careless Days.”

So it went that way till the month of August, which is the month when the sky goes crazy at night, full of shooting stars which undoubtedly have an effect on human fate, even when the sun’s up.

To put it in two words: disaster struck. It struck first the chickens and caromed off them onto us. We came out of our cabin one crystal-clear morning to discover about a third of this feathered flock lying on their backs and sides with legs extended in a state of rigor mortis, and the survivors of this flash epidemic were not in much better condition. They were wandering dizzily about their enclosure as if in shock of sorrow for their defunct companions and now and then one of them would squawk and fall over and not get up again. We never did learn what the disease was. But this was the end of Nave Nave Mahana.

My friend had somehow legitimately acquired a beat-up old Ford and late that day of disaster he split the scene and I was alone with the plague-stricken poultry, and almost envied their lot. This was, I believe, the longest time in my life that I went hungry. I went without nourishment for about ten days except for some remnants of dried peas and some avocados that I stole now and then from a grove in the canyon. I subsisted on these meager rations, since the heroically surviving but diseased chickens did not appear fit for the frypan or stewpot, and I myself was afflicted with a curious inertia that made me disinclined to leave the ranch, and anyhow I hadn’t a dime left on me, nor even postage for a letter of supplication if I had been in the mood for such an embarrassing thing.

I learned, however, that after about three days of semistarvation you stop feeling hungry. The stomach contracts, the gastric spasms subside, and God or somebody drops in on you invisibly and painlessly injects you with sedation, so that you find yourself drifting into a curiously, an absolutely inexplicably, peaceful condition, and this condition is ideal for meditation on things past and passing and to come, in just that sequence.

After a fortnight in that condition, mostly horizontal, I heard my friend’s scatter-bolt sputtering with exhaustion toward the cabin and he entered grinning casually as if he had left ten minutes before.

During his absence he had played his clarinet in a night spot near L.A., had received a week’s salary, and that sum was sufficient to get us into the San Bernardino Mountains for a time of recuperation from our respective ordeals.

I was receiving letters that summer from various agents on Broadway who had seen my name in the theatre columns as winner of that Group Theatre “special award.” One agent said she was not interested in serious plays but was looking for a good “vehicle.” I wrote her that the only vehicle I had to offer was a secondhand bike. But another lady, Audrey Wood, expressed a more serious interest, and on the advice of Molly Day Thacher Kazan I chose Miss Wood to represent me, and this dainty little person whom her husband called “The Little Giant of the American Theater”—both of them were of small physical stature—took me on, sight unseen, as a client and she continued to represent me for a long, long time.

In the late autumn of 1939, during a period of confinement to the attic of the family residence in a suburb of St. Louis, I received a wire from Miss Luise M. Sillcox, executive secretary of the Dramatists Guild at that time, and a phone call from Audrey Wood informing me that I was the recipient of a thousand-dollar grant, on which the ladies urged me to catch the first Greyhound to the city of New York, where the action was in those days, and possibly still is.

When this bit of information first came through, it was my mother, the indomitable Mrs. Edwina (Cornelius C.) Williams, who received it. She practically collapsed. I think it was the first time that I saw her in tears and it was a very startling sight and one which still touches me deeply, that sight and her outcry: “Oh, Tom, I’m so happy!”

Of course I was just as happy as she was but for some reason a piece of good fortune has never moved me to tears, nor has a piece of bad fortune, for that matter. I only cry at sentimental movies which are usually bad ones.

St. Louis is not a large part of the world and yet the fact that the Rockefellers had invested a thousand dollars in my talent as a writer, which lacked a great deal in the way of substantial evidence at that time and probably for some time thereafter, was a matter of considerable local interest. All three of the St. Louis newspapers invited me to their offices for interviews on the subject of this grant.

Now we hadn’t always been so favorably noticed in the cold city of St. Louis; in fact my sister Rose and I had been quite lonely there during our childhood and adolescence. Also, although my father had early on acquired a sort of underground reputation as a fairly big wheel in the International Shoe Company, he had suffered a remarkable misadventure during an all-night poker party at the Hotel Jefferson not long before the Rockefellers noticed me, and this misadventure had not been openly publicized but there had been a good deal of gossip about it. Somebody in the poker game had called Dad a “son of a bitch” and my father, being of legitimate and distinguished lineage in East Tennessee, had knocked the bastard down and the bastard had scrambled back up and had bit off my father’s ear, or at least he had bit off most of the external part of it, and “C.C.” had been hospitalized for plastic surgery. Cartilage was removed from his ribs and skin from his behind and the bitten-off portion of his ear was not exactly restored but rather ineptly approximated. The gossip concerning this incident had given the family a certain notoriety in St. Louis and the county, which rubbed off on me when I got this grant from the Rockefellers, and I think it is fairly safe to say that there has been public and private interest in the ups and downs of our fortunes ever since …

On Sunday I had lunch with the “great” Russian poet Yevtushenko. He came to me at “The Victorian Suite” about an hour late and was accompanied by a very fat, silent man whom he said he brought along as interpreter—which seemed extraordinary since he has full command of English.


He had gone as my guest, the evening before, to see my play Small Craft Warnings and he immediately launched an attack upon the play.

“You put only about thirty per cent of your talent into it, and that’s not just my opinion but that of people seated around me.”

I was distressed but I kept my composure.

“I’m very happy to know,” I said, with the cool of a Southern lady, “that I still have so much of my talent left.”

He went on and on, he’s a very voluble as well as personable young man, till it was past closing time at the restaurant in my hotel.

I don’t know whether it was he or I who suggested that we go to the Plaza, which is in walking distance.

He told me, as we arrived and were seated in the Oak Room, that he was a connoisseur of wines. He proved it immediately by summoning the wine steward with that arrogance that characterizes his behavior in the States. He ordered two bottles of Château Lafite-Rothschild (they are about eighty bucks a bottle at the Plaza), and then a supplementary bottle of Margaux. Then he called over the Captain to place his order for lunch. He wanted (and got) a great bowl of beluga caviar with its appropriate trimmings, the best pâté and the most expensive steaks for himself and his equally voracious “interpreter.”

I was now a bit put out. I called him a “capitalist pig”—the remark applied with a veneer of humor. Then I launched a counterassault.

“Being a homosexual,” I told him, “I am very concerned over your [Russia’s] treatment of my kind in your country.”

“Absolute nonsense. In Russia we have no homosexual problem.”

“Oh, is that so! How about, say, Diaghilev, Nijinsky or some of the other artists who have left the Soviet Union to avoid imprisonment for being one of my kind?”

“We have absolutely no homosexual problem,” he still insisted.

The wine was excellent, of course, and our humors improved under its influence. He told me that I was a millionaire in Russia from the accrued royalties of my plays there and that I should come over and live off them like a king.

I said, “Be that as it may, I’d rather stay out of Russia.”

The lunch continued till closing time in the Oak Room and then came the bill and it was so big it required three pages for itemization …

He presented me with his most recent collection of verse, inscribing it to me with great flourish and expression of esteem and affection.


During our controversy over whether there was, or was not, any homosexual problem in the Soviet Union, I said to him, “I hope you don’t think I’ve brought the subject up because I plan to seduce you.”

I believe he thinks I’m quite mad, and I believe I have the same opinion of him, as well as “esteem and affection.”

After the local fanfare over the Rockefeller grant, I left St. Louis to come to New York, and arrived in New York City by Greyhound at daybreak. I had not rested or shaved, and looked pretty disreputable when I presented myself at the imposing offices of Liebling-Wood, Inc., way, way up in the RCA Building at 30 Rockefeller Plaza.

The reception room was full of girls seeking chorus jobs in a musical that Mr. Liebling, husband of my new agent, Audrey Wood, was casting; they were milling about, chattering like birds on a locoweed high, when Mr. Liebling came charging out of his inner sanctum and shouted, “Okay, girls, line up now!” and everybody lined up except me. I remained on a chair in a corner. A number of girls were selected for auditions, the others gently discouraged, and they rushed chattering off. Then Liebling noticed me and he said, “Nothing for you today.”

I said, “I don’t want anything today except to meet Miss Wood.”

And dead on that cue she entered the outer office, a very small and dainty woman with red hair, a porcelain complexion and a look of cool perspicacity in her eyes which remains there today.

I figured that this was the lady I’d come to see and I was not mistaken. I got up and introduced myself to her and she said, “Well, well, you’ve finally made it,” to which I replied, “Not yet.” I meant this not as a witticism but quite literally, and I was rather discountenanced by her frivolous peal of laughter.
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I guess it hardly needs stating that I had been the victim of a particularly troubled adolescence. The troubles had started before adolescence: I think they were clearly rooted in childhood.

My first eight years of childhood in Mississippi were the most joyously innocent of my life, due to the beneficent homelife provided by my beloved Dakin grandparents, with whom we lived. And to the wild and sweet half-imaginary world in which my sister and our beautiful black nurse Ozzie existed, separate, almost invisible to anyone but our little cabalistic circle of three.

That world, that charmed time, ended with the abrupt transference of the family to St. Louis. This move was preceded, for me, by an illness diagnosed by a small Mississippi town doctor as diphtheria with complications. It lasted a year, was nearly fatal, and changed my nature as drastically as it did my physical health. Prior to it, I had been a little boy with a robust, aggressive, almost bullying nature. During the illness, I learned to play, alone, games of my own invention.

Of these games I recall vividly one that I played with cards. It was not solitaire. I had already read The Iliad and I turned the black and red cards into two opposite armies battling for Troy. The royalty, the face cards of both Greeks and Trojans, were the kings, princes and heroes; the cards merely numbered were the common soldiers. They would battle in this fashion: I would slap a red and black card together and the one that fell upon the bedspread face up was the victor. By ignoring history, the fate of Troy was decided solely by these little tournaments of the cards.

During this period of illness and solitary games, my mother’s overly solicitous attention planted in me the makings of a sissy, much to my father’s discontent. I was becoming a decided hybrid, different from the family line of frontiersmen-heroes of east Tennessee.

My father’s lineage had been an illustrious one, now gone a bit to seed, at least in prominence. He was directly descended from Tennessee’s first senator, John Williams, hero of King’s Mountain; from the brother Valentine of Tennessee’s first Governor John (Nollichucky Jack) Sevier; and from Thomas Lanier Williams I, the first Chancellor of the Western Territory (as Tennessee was called before it became a state). According to published genealogies, the Seviers could be traced back to the little kingdom of Navarre, where one of them had been a ward of the Bourbon monarch. The family then became divided along religious lines: between Roman Catholics and Huguenots. The Catholics remained Xaviers; the Huguenots changed their name to Sevier when they fled to England at the time of St. Bartholomew’s Massacre. St. Francis Xavier, credited with the conversion of many Chinese—a valiant but Quixotic undertaking, in my opinion—is the family’s nearest claim to world reknown.

My paternal grandfather, Thomas Lanier Williams II, proceeded to squander both his own and his wife’s fortunes on luckless campaigns for the governorship of Tennessee.

Now the imposing old Williams residence in Knoxville has been turned into a black orphanage—a good ending for it.

The question I’m asked with most tedious frequency by interviewers and talk-show hosts is “How did you get the name Tennessee when you were born in Mississippi?” So that’s the justification for my professional monicker—and I’ve also just indulged myself in the Southern weakness for climbing a family tree.

My father, Cornelius Coffin Williams, grew up mostly without the emolient influence of a mother, as the beautiful Isabel Coffin Williams died of TB at the age of twenty-eight. Consequently he had a rough and tough character. It was not softened at the military academy of Bellbuckle, where he spent much of his time in the guardhouse for infractions of rules; there he was fed only turnips, a vegetable which he never permitted to appear on our family table. After a year or two studying law at the University of Tennessee, he became a second lieutenant during the Spanish-American War, caught typhoid fever, and lost all his hair. Mother claims that he remained good-looking till he took to drink. I never saw him during his time of abstention and good looks.

But heavy drinking was not a detriment to a Mississippi drummer. After a short career in the telephone business, he became a shoe salesman and was very popular and successful at this itinerant profession, during which he acquired a great taste for poker and for light ladies—which was another source of distress to my mother.

He was such a good salesman that he was taken off the road to become sales manager of a branch of the International Shoe Company in St. Louis—a promotion which took us to St. Louis where the wholesale shoe company’s main offices were located, and which also removed my father from the freedom and wildness on which his happiness depended.

Dad went to St. Louis before Mother, Rose and I.

He met us at Union Station. We had scarcely left that curiously designed structure of gray stone, now threatened with demolition, when we happened to pass an outdoor fruit stand. In passing it, I reached out and plucked a grape. Dad delivered a stinging slap to my hand and boomed out, “Never let me catch you stealing again!”

A catalogue of the unattractive aspects of his personality would be fairly extensive, but towering above them were, I think, two great virtues which I hope are hereditary: total honesty and total truth, as he saw it, in his dealings with others.

Our first home in St. Louis was on Westminster Place, a pleasant residential street lined with great trees which made it almost Southern in appearance. Rose and I made friends and we had an agreeable children’s life among them, playing “hide-and-seek” and “fly, sheep, fly,” and bathing under garden hoses in the hot summer. We were only a block from the Lorelei swimming pool and the West End Lyric movie and we had bicycle races about the block. Rose’s closest friend was a pretty child whose mother was a snob who made catty remarks about Mother and Dad in front of us. I recall her once saying, “Mrs. Williams always walks down the street like she was on the boardwalk at Atlantic City and Mr. Williams struts like the Prince of Wales.”

I don’t know why we left Westminster Place for 5 South Taylor; perhaps the apartment on South Taylor admitted more sunlight (my mother was recuperating from “a spot on her lungs”). Anyway, it was a radical step down in the social scale, a thing we’d never had to consider in Mississippi; and all our former friends dropped us completely—St. Louis being a place where location of residence was of prime importance. That, and going to a private school and belonging to the St. Louis Country Club or one of nearly corresponding prestige; attending Mahler’s dancing classes and having the right sort of car.

So we had to make new friends.

I took up almost immediately with a rowdy little fellow named Albert Bedinger, he was as prankish as the Katzenjammer kids. I remember only a few of these pranks: throwing a rock at a window of a house which contained a retarded child, and sticking Limburger cheese in the radiator cap of a parked car. Then there was Guy Shaw, a tough little redheaded Mick who delighted in pushing me into the gutter, an affectionate kind of teasing which I did not appreciate at all. All free afternoons were spent, at first, with Albert, participating joyfully in his pranks. I was truly devoted to him and he to me. Then all at once Mother delivered one of her edicts. Albert was a terrible influence on me and I must never see him again.

Mrs. Bedinger was outraged and I remember her coming to see Mother about it.

“My son,” she declared, “is a red-blooded American boy.” Then she cast a frowning glance upon me, which clearly implied that I was quite the opposite.

I made one or two pathetic attempts to resume friendship with Albert on the sly, but Mrs. Bedinger treated me icily when I slipped over there and Albert was indifferent

The malign exercise of snobbery in “middle American” life was an utterly new experience to Rose and to me and I think its sudden and harsh discovery had a very traumatic effect on our lives. It had never occurred to us that material disadvantages could cut us off from friends. It was about this time, age eleven or twelve, that I started writing stories—it was a compensation, perhaps …

But now for my first meeting with Hazel.

The Kramers lived around the corner from us on the one attractive street in the neighborhood, a street entirely of residences with a tree-planted park running
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