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PART I

CONCEPTION

It is not always possible to travel backward through the blur of years and remember the exact moment when a work of fiction was conceived. But in the case of my novel The Prize, I can even now, although nearly twenty-two years have passed, remember vividly the moment, or several separate moments, of the book’s beginning.

It began in 1946.

I had recently been discharged from the United States Army Signal Corps, demoted from sergeant to free-lance writer, and my wife Sylvia had resigned from her editorial job on a national magazine and was reduced once more from editor to helpmate. Together, we had taken a Swedish liner from New York to Goteborg, and then a train to Stockholm, to begin the research for the first of a series of articles I was to do for Reader’s Digest, The Saturday Evening Post, and Collier’s magazine. We had a regal corner suite in the Grand Hotel of Stockholm, utterly beyond our means, but worth it for the view from the sitting room overlooking the Strommen Canal and the Royal Palace.

It was the month of September in 1946, and I was constantly out in the chilly, wet northern city, trying to fulfill speculative magazine assignments and possibly find ideas for further assignments. I went everywhere in Stockholm, doing interviews and gathering information on stories that I had planned, yet always questioning, listening, observing, in quest of subjects for additional stories I might write.

One name kept recurring in my numerous conversations. That was the name of Dr. Sven Hedin, who was listed in a government publication as one of Sweden’s twenty great scientists of the preceding three hundred years. Dr. Sven Hedin had, in fact, explored Inner Mongolia and Tibet, and had gained an international reputation as a hydrographer, cartographer, and author of widely read travel books like A Conquest of Tibet and Across the Gobi Desert. But the reason Dr. Hedin’s name kept coming up was largely a political one. The Second World War had just ended. During that war, Dr. Hedin had been an aggressively unneutral Swede and had given his passionate support to an unpopular cause. Dr. Hedin had backed Nazi Germany and had counted Göring, Himmler, and Hitler among his intimate friends. Dr. Hedin had publicly characterized Hitler as “one of the greatest men in world history.”

Now, in 1946, I learned that while Nazi Germany had surrendered, Dr. Hedin had not. He was still, at the age of eighty-one, openly loyal to Hitler’s memory. At the same time, he was continuing with his work, writing steadily, adding to the thirty-one volumes he had already published on his explorations.

Among the Swedes I encountered, I noted a curious ambivalence of feeling toward Dr. Sven Hedin. In this small nation, with its shortage of world-renowned figures and celebrities, Dr. Hedin was one of the few remaining international Big Names. There were those who took pride in Dr. Hedin’s fame. On the other hand, the fact remained that Dr. Hedin had been the one prominent Swedish citizen to support Nazi Germany—whose atrocities and horrors had recently been revealed—and Germany had lost, and now Dr. Hedin was not only a Swedish hero but a Swedish scandal and embarrassment.

I was fascinated. Here was a possible magazine article. Perhaps I would write about the one notorious unneutral Swede. Or, if he wouldn’t talk about that, perhaps I would write about him as a Swedish scientist who had survived his affiliations and who, despite his advanced years, was going ahead with his work. Or, at least, I might include him as part of a story I had in mind about Swedish scientists in general, and the progress they had made during the years that much of the rest of the world had been at war.

I wrote Dr. Sven Hedin a note. He responded with an invitation to tea. And so one dark afternoon, I found myself in a taxi, riding up the left side of the impressive Norr Mälarstrand through the moody, rain-swept city, to the address that Dr. Hedin had given me. As I noted that night in my journal:

“September 8, 1946. Arrived at number 66, had trouble getting in until I found buzzer. Hedin’s name after apartment 6. Took two-person triangular elevator to sixth floor. Buzzed. Girl in twenties, Hedin’s niece, print dress, British accent, burst out, greeted me. Walked me up inner flight of circular stairs. Opened door. Alma Hedin, sister, tall with gray sensitive face, halting English, blue dress, in late sixties no doubt, welcomed me warmly. Sven Hedin leaped up from massive desk at far end of room, came to me, took my hand in both of his.”

Presently, after a tour of his two joined apartments, we sat in an old-fashioned parlor (lace doilies everywhere) which contrasted with the modern apartment building in which it was located. I was seated next to Dr. Hedin, a gnome of a man with quick eyes behind thick spectacles, a scrub mustache, a starched wing collar securing, I would note, a “cravatish tie”, and a blue pin-striped suit.

From the moment that our conversation began, Dr. Hedin was entirely himself. He spoke with affection of Adolf Hitler, of Goebbels, Himmler, Göring, Doenitz. “Whenever I wanted to see Hitler,” Dr. Hedin explained, “I would call Prince Wissen of the German Embassy here, a fine fellow, on Monday. He would call Berlin the same day, phone me back several hours later, and say Hitler would lunch with me on Friday. I would leave Thursday so as not to be late, and then see Hitler. He was a hypnotic talker, a fascinating man.”

Dr. Hedin spoke of the inhumanity of the conquering Allies toward defeated Germany. He spoke, with hope, of the probability that America would join a resurrected Germany in a third World War against Russia. I listened more with wonder than dismay. And when, eventually, I questioned Dr. Hedin about science, since he was a scientist, and about literature, since he was a writer, he seemed not only ill-informed but uninterested.

As our interview continued through the waning afternoon, my host, I perceived, was becoming more and more eager, eager and anxious, to impress me with his importance. He wanted the publicity of my article, and he wanted it to be favorable. Suddenly, during some reply of his, he halted abruptly, and then he said to me, “You know I am a Nobel Prize judge, do you not?”

I had not known that, and I was quite astonished and, indeed, impressed. I was impressed because, to me, to most persons I am sure, the Nobel Prize is the world’s foremost accolade given by man to man. And here was I, informally chatting with one of the august Nobel judges. And, I repeat, I was also astonished. What astonished me was the fact that this person I was interviewing was a cobweb of prejudices and misinformation and intolerance on many, many subjects, from the sciences to the arts, all of which came within the sphere of Nobel Prize considerations. To picture Dr. Hedin—someone altogether mortal—as a Nobel judge, one who played a decisive role in the annual crowning of gods, was astounding.

I had always believed, without ever having thought about it much, that if there were Nobel judges, they would be the wisest elders of our age. Actually, I suspected, most people did not believe that the Nobel Prizes were decided upon by human judges at all, but rather were selected at a meeting of deities on high Olympus or selected by some massive, invisible computing machine that could X-ray the earth’s talented, its geniuses, and appoint the most deserving as winners.

Intrigued by the contrast between what I had expected and what I unexpectedly found before me, I came to life, and began to pepper Dr. Sven Hedin, Nobel judge, with questions about his functions on his committee, about how winners were nominated, sorted out, narrowed down, secretly discussed and debated over, voted upon, and about his own role. Dr. Hedin, sensing my excitement, was pleased and expansive, and he rattled on for another hour or more.

What I learned was incredible. My mind reeled. Dr. Hedin was not a Nobel judge on just one committee. He was a Nobel judge on three committees, the only Nobel Prize judge who voted annually on three of the four categories that Sweden controlled. He had been a member of the Royal Swedish Academy of Science since 1905, and every year since that time he had cast a vote for the laureate in physics and a vote for the laureate in chemistry. In 1913, he had been elected to the Swedish Academy, and ever since then he had been one of the eighteen judges to vote on the yearly Nobel Prize for literature.

Dr. Hedin was full of confidences. Did I know that when Pearl Buck’s name had been proposed for the Nobel Prize in literature in 1938, ten of the eighteen Swedish judges present at the secret-vote meeting were against her? Well, continued Dr. Hedin, he and Selma Lagerlof had been the leaders of the minority who wanted the award to go to Pearl Buck. Dr. Hedin had been the most vociferous in favor of Pearl Buck. He admired her work, her knowledge of China (which almost equaled his own), and he and Selma Lagerlof had fought and finally overcome the resistance of the majority of their fellow judges. “Pearl Buck and her husband published my last book, a biography of Chiang Kai-shek. They gave me too little money for it, and to think how I got her the Nobel Prize!”

Once, when I interrupted to ask Dr. Hedin why some prominent authors had never won the Nobel Prize, he asked me what authors I had in mind. Well, I said, Maxim Gorky for one. “Ah, he died too soon. His name came in several times; he would have got the prize eventually.” What about H. G. Wells? “Too minor and journalistic.” What about W. Somerset Maugham? “Too popular and undistinguished.” And James Joyce. What about James Joyce? Dr. Hedin seemed puzzled. “Who is he?”

It was difficult to suspend disbelief, but these were the words, and this was a Nobel Prize judge. I wanted more of his behind-the-scenes anecdotes, but I realized that the afternoon had worn away. Yet I hated to leave. I knew that this was a real story—the truth about the Nobel Prize awards, the truth about those who gave and those who took—but I did not know what kind of story it was or could be, or in what form this story might take final shape. I knew only that I wanted more of it. Immediately, I requested a second appointment, to discuss only the Nobel Prizes, and Dr. Hedin was delighted to grant me another interview.

Two weeks later we met again. By then, I had done my homework, done extensive reading on the Nobel Prizes, and had made notes, got up a list of blunt questions. And this second time we were together, Dr. Hedin’s answers were even more stimulating. For three hours he discussed specific ballotings that had taken place behind closed doors over many years within the three science committees, and the literary and peace committees. Without inhibition he named names, he discussed the human frailty of the judges and the judged, he revealed stupidity and brilliance in the voting, and he exposed politics and prejudices and petty vanities as well as honesty and wisdom and courage.

Some of my penciled jottings of the interview were explosive. The bitter personal prejudices of a single judge, Dr. Carl David af Wirsen, a poet and critic, prevented the Nobel Prize from going to Tolstoi, Ibsen, Strindberg. Wirsen resented Tolstoi for advocating anarchism and for denouncing all money prizes as harmful to artists, and Wirsen’s colleagues resented Tolstoi for being a Russian. Wirsen’s vote was decisive in rejecting Ibsen, who Wirsen argued had not written anything worthwhile in eleven years. And Wirsen led the opposition against Strindberg, insisting that the great playwright’s dramas were ‘old-fashioned’ and reminding his fellow judges that Strindberg had once announced, “The anti-Nobel Prize is the only one I would accept!” … The personal behavior of authors sometimes kept them from receiving deserved awards. Flagrant immorality barred D’Annunzio, and homosexuality delayed Gide’s receipt of the award for many years … The anti-Semitism of one prominent Nobel Prize winner, the German scientist Philipp Lenard, may have been the major factor in keeping the award from Albert Einstein at a time when Einstein was expected to win it. Lenard, who had great influence among the Nobel Prize judges, told the judges that the theory of relativity was not actually a discovery, had never been proved, and was valueless. Accordingly, the Nobel judges refused to honor Einstein for his early theory of relativity, and continued to pass him by for seven years. By then Lenard’s influence had weakened, and the Swedish judges relented and elected Einstein the physics laureate in 1921 for his lesser work on the photoelectric effect … The selection of Gabriela Mistral for the literary award in 1945, over Hesse, Romains, Croce, Sandburg, and others, was made “because one of our judges, Hjalmar Gullberg, a poet, fell in love with her verse, and translated all of it into Swedish to convince us, and single-handed he swayed our entire vote.”

Dazed, I left Dr. Hedin and, so that I could think, I walked the long distance back to the hotel.

I had a treasure, I knew—provided it was not fool’s gold. But perhaps Dr. Hedin had become merely a malicious gossip, was even sliding into senility at his great age, or perhaps he felt embittered toward his fellow judges, and his memory was faulty, colored by paranoia. On the other hand, if his mind was clear, if he had presented me with facts, I was possessed of material that few other writers were lucky enough to own. Everyone knew the bright side of the moon; I alone knew exactly what lay on the dark side. Only one thing remained to be done. Somehow, I must confirm the accuracy of my interviews with Dr. Hedin.

Immediately, with the help of Dr. Hedin, of the Nobel Foundation, of several other organizations, as well as of some friends that I had made in Stockholm, I arranged to interview six more Nobel Prize judges who officiated in four fields. According to my journal entries:

“Mr. Dahlman, spokesman for the Foreign Office, suggested ‘The’ Svedberg, Nobel Prize-winning scientist at Uppsala … Went to see Dr. Nicholas Norlen, assistant to Dr. Herbert Olivecrona. Dr. Olivecrona, at 55, is one of the world’s leading brain specialists and a Nobel judge for the medical awards … Went to Sturegatan 14 to see Sven L. Hammarskjöld, new Secretary of the Nobel Foundation … September 23, at 3, took cab to the Swedish Academy, through narrow streets behind National Palace in Old Town. Met a Dr. Lamm, giant, white-haired professor of literature who refused to talk but who took me through auditorium, past book-lined walls to meet a dignified, graying poet of fair reputation in Sweden named Dr. Anders Österling …”

One of my key interviews proved to be the one with the formidable Dr. Österling, Secretary of the Swedish Academy, who had voted on the literary awards for over two decades. Dr. Österling was as candid as Dr. Hedin had been. At the time of my interview with Dr. Österling, no Russian writer living inside Russia had ever won a Nobel Prize. Because of the historic Swedish fear and hatred of its big neighbor, the Nobel committees had ignored Russian genius, and the Swedish Academy had voted down Chekhov, Tolstoi, Andreyev, Gorky. Only one Russian author had ever been awarded the prize. In 1933, a minor writer, an expatriate who lived in Paris and had translated Longfellow’s The Song of Hiawatha into Russian, Ivan Bunin by name, had been voted the Nobel Prize in literature. When I asked Dr. Österling why Bunin got the prize, he replied, “To pay off our bad consciences on passing over Chekhov and Tolstoi.”

Dr. Österling told me that he had fought hard against Pearl Buck’s receiving the award. And while Robert Frost, Theodore Dreiser, Upton Sinclair had all been up for consideration and had been decisively voted down, neither Thomas Wolfe nor James Joyce had ever been voted upon, because neither had ever been nominated. He said that often authors’ wives tried to nominate their husbands officially. Furthermore, the language in which an author published was sometimes a factor in his winning an award. Anyone writing in Hindi, for instance, would have a difficult time winning the award, since the Nobel committee had no personal knowledge of the language and no experts upon whom they could rely. Dr. Österling frankly admitted that some of the Swedish literary judges, himself included, were prejudiced against certain American novelists. “I am against Americans getting it because they do not need our check and they receive more money from Hollywood than our Nobel Prize is worth.” Unfair or not, such were the facts.

The facts. Dr. Hedin had been a fountain of truth. The moon was bright, but indeed, indeed, a dark side existed, and I had been there. Yes, I had a treasure, a true one, I knew at last. There remained only one problem. I had not the faintest idea what to do with it.

My Nobel judge interviews were behind me. Another day or two passed, and I did other work, but always bothered and nagged by this new material, this revelation, and suddenly it was Sunday.

I have already recorded a part of what happened next in my book The Sunday Gentleman, where I wrote a reminiscence about my meeting with Dr. Sven Hedin.

It was, as I have said, Sunday. My wife and I slept most of the morning, and after we awakened, we had breakfast in our suite. Outside, the sun was shining. It was noon. I moved to the sitting-room window and looked down upon the Strommen Canal and idly watched and listened as the King’s band played before his enormous Royal Palace across the way. The postcard grandeur of the scene, the outer unreality of it, struck me, and then I remembered my interviews and I was again reminded that all that lay before my eyes was a façade, and that plainer, cruder human events happened behind palace walls, behind academy walls, behind institute walls, behind any walls where mere mortals dwelt. And that was the moment of conception. At once, I knew what must be done.

I turned from the window to my wife, who was still having coffee. “Sylvia,” I said, “has anyone ever written a novel about the Nobel Prizes?”

From that moment, I was possessed of a brainchild, faceless, almost shapeless, that I would not be delivered of for a decade and a half.

What followed I shall recount as candidly as possible, for those who are writers and readers like myself. I speak of this creative experience with no pretense that it was unique or in any way different from what has been endured by other authors whose books have been as painfully and joyously conceived, but simply to reveal to those whose interest in books is merely the pleasure of reading a story—as well as to those who are writers or who wish to be writers and who may one day write a similar book—something of the starts and stops, twistings and turnings, delights and tortures that go into the making of one novel. I know that, in the long run, I have learned less about writing and received less encouragement from English instructors than I have from reading or listening to a working artist relate how a single creation—poem, play, short story, novel—was brought to life and to maturity and to its public place.

Following the meetings with the Nobel judges and my realization that this material could be utilized in a novel, I spent my remaining weeks in Stockholm visiting the various voting Academies, the Caroline Hospital, the Nobel Foundation, meeting still other judges and officials in the five award fields, and meeting also the administrators of the awards and veteran Swedish newspapermen who had covered previous ceremonies. My notebooks were soon filled, and the information in them continued to be extraordinary.

Finally I left Stockholm and, after spending nearly a year in France, Spain, and Italy, I returned to California with my voluminous Nobel Prize notes. Once settled at home in Los Angeles, I put the Nobel material in my file cabinet. This was 1947, and in the two years that followed I devoted myself primarily to making a livelihood as a free-lance magazine writer. But I also persisted, in my limited spare time, in doing research on the Nobel Prize, in building up my file, and I spent countless hours trying to find a fictional approach to my material.

At last, in the spring of 1949, I found my first approach through a character I had devised. My earliest notes began: “A young, mature American scientist, who lives in a rut, does research at a Midwest university. His bachelor life is placid and tweedy. He has an elderly housekeeper, a dog, poker companions, and he is absorbed in investigations of the neutron. One day a cable comes … he has just been voted the Nobel Prize in physics … A recluse who has become a nine-day wonder, he learns a physicist can be as popular as a movie star or baseball player. He is happy to escape to Sweden to be free of the turmoil.”

In this development, I had the scientist fall in love with a healthy Swedish girl, who was a Foreign Office attaché. The pair had a disagreement, and my physicist rebounded into the arms of a Swedish actress, who represented an enemy power desiring nuclear secrets. Thereafter, the hero was in constant jeopardy, longing for the hermit life he had once led. In the end, calling upon resources that he did not know he possessed, he saved himself and his nuclear secrets, and was able to appear at the Nobel Ceremony in Concert Hall.

I brooded about this approach for two months, with the dark suspicion that it was dreadful. Finally, I wrote it off as a false start. The hero was empty; his women were unreal. The story line was contrived, lacked depth, said nothing, and, worst of all, was not gripping. The approach was too trivial for the serious subject I had in mind.

Impatient to do something with my Nobel obsession and material, I suggested to my New York literary agent, Paul R. Reynolds, that it might make a good factual article or series of articles. A new managing editor had come to Collier’s magazine, and he was seeking controversial coverline pieces, stories sensational enough to be featured on the magazine’s front cover. Reynolds got in touch with this editor, and he was enthusiastic. I was given the assignment to develop my material into a two-part article, presenting both sides of the Nobel Prize medallion.

With a great spurt of energy, I resumed my research. I hired veteran correspondents in Sweden to send me more behind-the-scenes copy. Personally, I interviewed or corresponded with a host of former Nobel Prize winners, and among the many who graciously cooperated with me were Professor Albert Einstein, Dr. Robert A. Millikan, Dr. Herman J. Muller, Mrs. Pearl Buck, and Miss Sigrid Undset.

I still treasure my reply from Professor Einstein. I had asked him, among other questions, how he had learned that he had won the Nobel Prize, the circumstances surrounding his acceptance of it, and if he had any criticisms of the Nobel Foundation’s procedures and of the judges’ choices. Writing me from the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton University, on April 25, 1949, Professor Einstein replied to my questions, in part, as follows:

“I was informed that I had received the Nobel Prize by a telegram which I got while on board ship on my way back from a visit to Japan … The prize was not personally handed to me. I was invited, instead, to attend a Swedish scientific congress at Goete- borg [sic] where I delivered an address … I find that the procedure of selection of the prize-winners—at least in my field—is fair and conscientious.”

However, it was Mrs. Pearl Buck who provided me with some of the best material on the personal adventures of a Nobel Prize laureate. On April 22, 1949, she wrote me:

“I happened to be in New York on the day when the news of the award was cabled from Stockholm. The Associated Press called my secretary and she called me. Simultaneously my husband got the news and telephoned to say that I must come to the John Day office as soon as possible because reporters and photographers wanted to see me. I really could not believe the news and it is considered rather a joke on me that I would not talk with the reporters until my husband had called my Swedish publisher by trans-Atlantic telephone to get confirmation. It was my feeling then and still is that that award should have gone to Theodore Dreiser. But I was told that it was the intent to give the Nobel Prize whenever possible to writers who had not yet reached their fullest development, so that it would be an encouragement and help to them, as indeed it has been to me.”

Shortly afterwards, Mrs. Buck’s husband, the late Richard Walsh, a prominent publisher, sent me notes describing everything that he and his wife could recall of what had happened to Mrs. Buck from the moment that she arrived in Stockholm until the moment that she left.

As Mrs. Buck revealed it, on the night of the award ceremony she found herself seated next to Dr. Enrico Fermi, winner of the physics prize for his nuclear researches. Presently, as I would soon report in my article—

“She was introduced and asked to rise and go down the steps to the floor of the hall.

“In a moment she was curtsying to King Gustaf. The monarch shook her hand, then gave her a gold medal in a leather box, a portfolio containing the Nobel citation, and an envelope with the document which was to be exchanged for the prize money.

“Then came the ordeal of walking backward. Handicapped both by high-heeled shoes that almost gave way on the deep Oriental rug and by the long train on her gold lamé dress, Mrs. Buck retreated slowly amid almost unendurable suspense. Sensing her difficulty, the audience applauded her every step on the successful journey back up the stairs and into her seat. The next morning a Stockholm paper ran an eight-column banner headline proclaiming PEARL BUCK GOES GRACEFULLY BACKWARDS!

“Later Mrs. Buck confided to a friend, ‘I was so afraid that I would land in Professor Fermi’s lap that, while the speeches were being made, I memorized the pattern of the rug. Then I followed it right straight back into my chair!’“

This was human, and therefore valuable to me for the article. My wife and I conducted a number of additional personal interviews with Nobel laureates in our area. Among the most rewarding was an interview that Sylvia had with Dr. Robert Millikan, the 1923 Nobel laureate in physics. Sylvia met with Dr. Millikan in his large office at Caltech’s Bridge Laboratory, in Pasadena, California. According to her original notes:

“Two sculptured heads on pedestals in office—one Einstein, one Ben Franklin … He said, ‘It is amazing how few mistakes the judges make. In my opinion they have made only one. But what is one mistake in almost fifty years? Besides, that mistake is only in my opinion.’ … A member of the Swedish Academy of Science told Millikan confidentially (and he told me confidentially) that the committee wanted to give the prize to Einstein. The Academy man said he spent all his time studying Einstein’s theory of relativity. He couldn’t understand it. Didn’t dare give the prize and run risk of learning later that the theory of relativity is invalid.”

My wife’s interview also provided me with one more tidbit of new information. Dr. Millikan said that the Swedes had given him two medals. “One was solid gold, to put in the vault for safekeeping. The other was a brass replica, just to keep around the house to show people.”

But the very best material in my 1949 researches came from professional newspapermen in Sweden, who had covered many Nobel Prize seasons, and who were filled with information they had never been able to use in their routine covering of the Nobel ceremonies. One correspondent—who also held a government post, and whom I paid for replies to a series of questions—sent me a marvelous anecdote. I had wanted to know what the prize money had done for each of a number of winners. In response, he told me what the money had done for Knut Hamsun, a recipient of the Nobel Prize in literature, so that I was able to write in my article the following:

“It saved Knut Hamsun from near poverty and afforded him a historic two-week toot which began the very night of the award ceremony.

“Tying one on, Hamsun pulled the whiskers of an elderly Nobel committeeman and then wove his way over to Selma Lagerlöf, who was also on the Nobel jury. Snapping his fingers against her new corset Hamsun cried, ‘Y’know? Sounds like a bell buoy!’“

When I combined this mass of new material with my three-year-old notes from Nobel judge interviews, and with all of the reading I had done since, I was almost overwhelmed by my research riches. But I managed to condense the material for the two-part article, and then I undertook the writing of the story. The writing went smoothly, and on May 25, 1949, I was able to inform my literary agent:

“Well, here it is. The completed job has turned out very much as I planned … I have never, in 20 years, undertaken anything with as much scope. I found myself dealing with big and with unusual names in medicine, chemistry, physics, literature, and pacifism. It was tough, but honestly fun. When I completed my first draft it ran 120 pages—exactly. About ten pages or so proved to be repetitions, and after I got rid of those, I found myself with 110 pages of solid facts, anecdotes, stories …

“I would be most interested in elaborating the Nobel material into a full-length book. Next year will be the 50th anniversary, the golden anniversary, of the Nobel Prizes. There have been a number of books on Nobel, on the Prizes and the winners, but most are either dull or way out of date. I think there is a place for such a book …”

On May 31, 1949, my literary agent replied as follows:

“I read your piece Friday and got it over to Collier’s. You have certainly done a very exhaustive job on the subject. The piece is very well written … Frankly I can’t see a book on the Nobel Prizes. I don’t see who would buy the book. There is awfully little in books unless you can get an idea that will sell to the public and this wouldn’t seem to me one.”

In my eagerness to use all of the Nobel Prize material, and since I had no satisfactory approach for a novel, I had been willing to settle for an informal nonfiction history of the Prizes, but the moment that my agent threw cold water on the idea, I abandoned it, and perhaps for the best. Meanwhile, the editors of Collier’s had accepted the article, had praised it, had agreed to give me four more assignments if I went to Europe, and I was feeling better.

But three months later, as the magazine was preparing the two-part article for the press, and just as I arrived in Paris to undertake the four new Collier’s assignments, there occurred what today seems an amusing—but at the time was a most serious and upsetting—intervention and censorship. A member of the Crowell-Collier board of directors had routinely scanned the pieces—and suddenly he had seen red.

A letter, dated September 2, 1949, written by my literary agent, had been awaiting my arrival in Paris. It informed me that my four new assignments in Europe had been canceled out of hand. “The whole trouble is the Nobel Prize piece,” my agent had written. “The director of the firm thought the Nobel piece was very pro-Russian and I think he got the idea from it that you were a Communist or a fellow-traveler trying to sneak stuff in.”

This explanation seemed insane, and I tried hard to understand what had happened.

Based on factual evidence, I had shown that the Nobel Prize judges were—up to that time—not only anti-American but also anti-Russian. I accused the Nobel committees of having an unfair bias because they had no respect for American achievements and had hatred for their powerful neighbor Russia. The Crowell-Collier director had said that this was dangerous fellow-traveler propaganda, and so I replied that I was referring not only to prejudice against Communist Russia but against Czarist Russia, and I cited the deliberate boycottings of all great Russian authors under Nicholas I—Tolstoi, Chekhov, Andreyev—and all the great Russian scientists save Pavlov (who won the Nobel Prize only because Alfred Nobel, before his death, had admired and aided him). The Crowell-Collier director remained adamant, and I made one last desperate effort to protect the integrity of the article. On September 5, 1949,1 wrote my agent:

“After giving them exactly what they asked for at Collier’s, what is the result? The result is, I arrive in Paris to find four major assignments canceled and myself suspended from the magazine for an utterly mad personal prejudice on the part of one of their directors.

“I resent that pro-Russian crap of his. I don’t care if the man is one of your friends, or whatever he is. He may be brilliant, bright, nice to children and agents. But if, in reading my Nobel pieces, he can conceive that I am ‘very pro-Russian’, then I say flatly that man is an idiot … Why don’t you reread Nobel and tell me how pro-Russian it is. My God, aren’t those people interested in facts? Out of my final draft of 90-odd pages, a half-dozen, less, dealt with a simple true fact—that with one exception, no Russian, under the Czar, or under Stalin, ever got a Nobel Prize, though several probably deserved it. And because I try to write interestingly and tell all the facts, I repeated instances and anecdotes. What in the devil is Communist about that? I despise working in movie studios, and I always think of the magazine field as fresh air and decent—but this is the first time in 20 years of magazine work I am seriously beginning to wonder.”

This outburst availed me nothing. On October 6, 1949, my agent wrote me:

“I lunched yesterday with the managing editor of Collier’s … Practically all of the Russian material is out, which you won’t like. Actually, most of the Russian material should have and certainly could have stayed in except for two or three rather unfortunate sentences. For example, you open a paragraph with the statement that the Swedes showed their anti-Russian prejudice at the time of the Finnish-Russian war by giving a prize to a Finn. Factually this was, of course, true, but to the average American, Russia’s attack on Finland before the Second World War is just indefensible and, while that probably shouldn’t influence the Nobel Prize Committee, I am afraid the average American would feel sympathetic to the fact that it did. This would be just a matter of changing a couple of words in a sentence. However, now Collier’s seems to have decided they have a swell feature …”

Well, there it was. I was left stranded in Paris with all of my assignments canceled, and with a wife and infant son to be supported back home. Eventually, by redoubling my efforts, I was able to get a few other magazine assignments and salvage something from the trip. But financially, it was a trying period, a period of considerable hardship. And what made it worse was that in the battle over censorship I had lost, and I had no power to prevent the periodical from deleting valuable information and distorting history because of executive idiocy.

This kind of restriction made me more determined than ever to work on this subject in a field where I might be free to write as I pleased—the field of the novel. Another incentive was the response to my two-part article, which appeared in the Collier’s magazines of November 5 and 12 of 1949, as ‘Those Explosive Nobel Prizes’. The blurb over Part One read: “The inventor created another form of dynamite when he left his fortune to establish the world’s biggest giveaway for men of real distinction.” The blurb over Part Two read: “The distinguished juries that grant the world’s most important awards are prey to their own foibles and obscure terms in the inventor’s will.” The response to this article, both in the press and in my mail, was so electric that I was encouraged to think further about the subject.

Once more I returned to the idea of a novel. In the next five years I outlined two more versions, and made numerous notes on both. One of these was called Journey to Malmö. While en route to Stockholm, six Nobel Prize winners—a disillusioned American author, a French woman scientist, a Scandinavian, an Indian, and two Russians sharing one science award—were stranded by a snowslide in the Swedish port of Malmö. The plot centered on the two Russians: one did not want to return to Moscow after the awards, for fear that his bacterial discovery would be adapted to warfare; the other, his Russian co-winner, was not a scientist but was posing as one to keep an eye on the real scientist. Apparently I had a novel of regeneration in mind. I had the group of Nobel laureates cooperate to save the Russian who wanted to be free, and my last note on this approach read: “End book with giving of awards in Stockholm, now that winners are genuinely deserving at last.”

Examining this, I felt that for a second time I was wrong. What I had was a confined situation for a melodrama reflecting the formula of The Petrified Forest. It was interesting but too shallow and familiar. Moreover, it merely skirted the Nobel Prize awards, and failed to penetrate the heart of my basic idea.

Doggedly, while making my livelihood writing for magazines and films, I persisted in trying to find a satisfying approach to the novel, and by 1956 I had written my third version, a sketchy outline which, for the first time, I entitled The Prize. I will quote directly from my preliminary notes:

“Open book in plane from Paris to Stockholm. Passengers are three Nobel Prize winners going to get awards. One is German refugee, physicist, who fled Communism, faced with moral dilemma (whether to reveal a destructive discovery to his new homeland, America); another is a Frenchman (like Malraux) who has won literary prize and flirted with Communism; third is youngish English doctor under fire from older colleagues. Hero is American pilot of plane.”

My notes went on to develop the characters, and then worked into the story:

“Plane blown off course, has engine trouble, makes forced landing in wheat field in East Zone of Germany. Passengers and crew taken to hospital, cleared. All released, except German refugee physicist. Others realize Communists know who he is, want to hold him, make use of his mind or keep him from working for America. Others decide to save him. They rescue him and are on the run, through Germany, hunted the entire week before the Nobel ceremony.”

From that point on I developed mounting tensions, growing inner
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