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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




PREFACE


A few years ago my wife, Catherine Crook de Camp, applied wifely pressure on me to write my autobiography. I rejected the idea, feeling that it would be committing narcissism in public. I thought: Aw, shucks, fellas, I’m not that important!


At last she threatened that, if I refused this task, she would do it for me. But, I thought, she would get a lot of things wrong, especially about my life before I—lucky man—met her and in 1939 married her.


Besides, a couple of my colleagues have recently published their life stories. If they can do it, why not I? So far as I know, they haven’t been chased by a hippopotamus in Africa, prospected for uranium by airplane, been out with the late Gypsy Rose Lee, or entertained royalty—and survived a train wreck on the way home from the party. So perhaps there is a story here after all.


I have tried to be truthful and as candid as old-fashioned scruples, inhibitions, and notions of privacy allow. There are no imaginary speeches; all quotations are either things I remember or that others have told me. I cannot guarantee verbatim accuracy of statements made decades ago, but I am sure no errors alter the sense of what was said, or what I was told was said.


At the same time, I have been guided by my experience in writing novels. In a well-wrought story, every incident should either paint the scene, or illuminate character, or carry the plot forward to its inevitable conclusion. Ideally, every incident should achieve all these ends at once, but this is often impossible.


Therefore I do not pretend to Tell All, because “All” includes a vast mass of trivial events of interest to nobody but the one they happened to, in this case me. Even events that, at the time, seemed important and threatened serious consequences (like the occasion during the Second World War when, as an officer in the Naval Reserve on a train to New York, I got into an unpleasant altercation with a drunken bluejacket) nevertheless passed off without lasting effect. So I have omitted them. As the story stands, you will find plenty of follies and blunders on my part and evidence that, on many occasions, I was not so smart as I ought to have been.


Save for one brief period long ago, I have never kept a diary. But I have, since 1918, kept a collection of mounted photographs, with captions and dates; made carbon copies of nearly all letters since 1929; and saved pocket date books going back to 1945. For doubtful recollections I have consulted old friends and kin, among whom I should like to thank Marianne P. Annin, Isaac Asimov, Robert H. Baker, Robert Bloch, Lionel Casson, John D. Clark, Jocelyn H. Darling, Catherine C. de Camp, Marie Louise Donnell, John B. Donovan, Steve Eng, Kenneth L. Franklin, Robert E. Frey, Harold C. Geyer, Beatrice F. Grey, John B. Hatcher, Dorothy C. Hazard, Charles Sprague Hazard, Virginia Hazard, Robert A. Heinlein, Glenn Lord, Robert N. Lyon, Sam Moskowitz, Ian M. Slater, Sarah M. Trube, Dorothea D. Vann, and Jack Williamson, several of whom have died in the decade since I began work on this project. For permission to quote from letters, I thank Isaac Asimov, Robert Bloch, John D. Clark, Beatrice F. Grey, John B. Hatcher, Glenn Lord, and Sarah M. Trube.


Finally, I apologize to the many friends and relatives who might reasonably have expected to see their names here but who, because of the limitations of space, are mentioned only briefly or not at all. The late great paleontologist, George Gaylord Simpson, once wrote me about his own autobiography, saying that when he finished it, he realized he could have written a second autobiography using just the materials he had cut out of the first. I know what he meant.


L. Sprague de Clamp


Plano, Texas, 1996




I


To 1907




“I am, in point of fact, a particularly haughty and exclusive person, of pre-Adamite ancestral descent. You will understand this when I tell you that I can trace my ancestry back to a protoplasmal primordial atomic globule.”1





Gilbert & Sullivan


A couple of years ago, I received a flyer from one of those outfits that will, for a fee, whip you up a coat of arms in jig time. They were sure that a name so distinguished in American annals as “de Camp” must be entitled to an escutcheon.


I threw away the flyer but later thought: Whereas my first de Camp ancestor in America was a poor Norman peasant who had fled France to escape religious persecution, a suitable shield would bear a hoe rampant between a pair of wooden shoes, with a manure pile in the chief.


On looking into the records, I found that this would not have been quite true. The immigrant was Laurent de Camp, son of Jean, named for the village of Camp in Normandy. In 1664, aged nineteen, Laurent arrived in Nieuw Amsterdam (our New York) and took up farming at the village of New Utrecht, now deep in the heart of Brooklyn. He Dutchified his name to Laurens Jansen De Camp and married Altje de Mandeviel or Mandeville, daughter of Gillis de Mandeville, a merchant who had come from the Netherlands in 1659. Then Laurent and Altje (later called Elsie) moved to Staten Island.2


Of Laurent’s seven children, his son Hendrik or Henry, along with at least two brothers, moved to central New Jersey, where his descendants continue to dwell, largely in Morris County. Hence central New Jersey is full of De Camps; there are a De Camp bus line and a De Camp warehouse company.


Laurent probably spelled his surname “de Camp” in the French manner. In the records of the first few generations, the name is spelled indifferently de Camp, De Camp, Decamp, or even D’Camp (an impossibility in French). By the seventh generation from Laurent’s father Jean de Camp, the spelling De Camp had become standardized among Jean’s American descendants.


My ancestor of that generation was Chillion Ford De Camp, who begat Edward De Camp, an ironmaster. Edward married Augusta Scott, daughter of William Scott and granddaughter of Joseph Scott, an Irishman from Dublin. They engendered live children including my grandfather William Scott De Camp (1846-1905).


For a while, William Scott De Camp made a good living mining New Jersey bog iron, but in the 1880s his profits withered away when the iron mines of Minnesota were opened. In 1876, however, he had married an heiress to upstate New York property, Julia James Lyon (1846-95). She thought that to spell the name with a small d in the French manner would lend the family an aristocratic cachet. Since William Scott De Camp—a big, bearded, self-assertive man with a booming voice—loved his wife, and since moreover she had the most money, he made the change. This caused a minor schism in the family. My great-uncle Clarence De Camp, a brother of William Scott de Camp, refused to open a letter addressed to Clarence de Camp. “’Tain’t my name” he would say.


The de Camps of the little-d branch have kept that spelling ever since. So have I; but I don’t fuss when somebody uses the capital letter. Life is too short to stew over trifles. To set the record straight: Early Dutch immigrants to Nieuw Amsterdam included van Camps, van de Camps, van Kampens, and so on. But these had no connection with the French de Camps or De Camps.


I long thought that Laurent de Camp fled France to escape persecution after Louis XIV, in 1685, revoked Henri IV’s Edict of Nantes of 1598, which ordained toleration for Protestants. The dates, however, show that Laurent came to America while the Edict was still in force. He may have been sensitive to petty discriminations and harassments, because one Jean de Camp of Rouen, a saddler and a possible ancestor, was killed in the St. Bart-holemew’s Day massacres of 1572. Laurent may not even have been a peasant, since there is inconclusive evidence of his having come from Rouen, too.


As for the “name distinguished in American annals,” as far as I can determine most of the American De Camps were farmers, respectably self-supporting but not distinguished, save for the short-lived fortune of Edward and William Scott De Camp from iron mining.


William Scott de Camp’s wife Julia was the seventh generation in descent from William Lyon who, aged fourteen, sailed from England in 1635 and settled in Roxbury, Massachusetts. His great-grandson Caleb Lyon (1709-92) of Woodstock, Connecticut, started a line of Caleb Lyons that ran through at least five generations. A great-grandson of this Caleb Lyon, Gardner Lyon, married Anna, the daughter of Asaph Phillips, who was a great-greatgrandfather of H. P. Lovecraft, the horror-fantasy writer of Providence, Rhode Island, of whom I wrote a biography. I suppose that makes me a fifth cousin by marriage of Lovecraft.3


Julia’s grandfather Caleb Lyon was a native of East Windsor, Connecticut, who married Marietta Henrietta Frederika (“Mary”) Du Pont, daughter of Major Jean Pierre Du Pont. The major was a nephew and aide of General Montcalm—Louis Joseph de Mont-calm-Gozon, Marquis de Montcalm de Saint-Véran, who perished, along with his equally heroic English opponent Wolfe, at the taking of Quebec by the British in 1759. On a ship bringing him to America, the major met an indentured German servant girl, Maria Richter. Falling in love, he bought up the girl’s indenture, married her, and had three daughters, of whom one became my great-great-grandmother, “Mary” Du Pont.4


As an entrepreneur, this last Caleb Lyon, the one from East Windsor, tried a number of ventures with ups and downs until he achieved success in Upstate New York, acquiring land in Lewis County. The towns of Lyons Falls and Lyonsdale are named for him.


Caleb Lyon had two sons, Caleb Lyon Jr. and Lyman Rasselas Lyon. Caleb Jr. (1822-75) was a man of parts: traveler, writer, lecturer, poet, and eccentric politician; a tall, lean man with a glittering dark eye. As a youth, in 1847 he was appointed U. S. consul in Shanghai. Next year found him traveling in Latin America on his way to California, where he took part in that new state’s constitutional convention and designed the state seal, with mountains, sailing ships, a miner swinging a pick, and in the foreground a seated lady with helmet, spear, and shield.


In 1850 he returned to New York State and during the fifties, served in the State Assembly, the State Senate, and Congress. In 1864, Lincoln appointed him territorial governor of Idaho.


His older brother Lyman Lyon (1806-69) was different. As a youth, my great-grandfather Lyman attended Hamilton College and wanted to be a lawyer; but his father vetoed the idea, wanting Lyman’s help In managing the property. In later life he was stout and round-faced, with a wreath beard framing his clean-shaven lips. Save for a stint as Deputy Clerk of the New York State Assembly and a later term in that legislature, he devoted himself to business, for which he showed outstanding talent. He ran a sawmill and a tannery, took dredging contracts, served as president of a bank, and bought up tracts of land in Lewis, Oneida, and Herkimer counties. He organized a steamboat company; the ship and its successor, both named the Lyman R. Lyon, had bow rudders to help around bends. He built a mansion at Lyons Falls, which survived him to burn in the 1890s. His daughter Florence, who had inherited this house, replaced it with a similar structure of stone, wood, and shingling, with a porte-cochère, a corner turret, and the name of “Florissante.” I described this Edwardian pile with a slight change of name in my Willy Newbury story “The Huns.”


Lyman Lyon also built the biggest barn in Lewis County. In the 1930s the writer Walter Edmonds wrote a series of historical novels laid in Upstate New York, where his family summered. Of these, Rome Haul (life on the Erie Canal) and Drums Along the Mohawk (the American Revolution in the Mohawk Valley) became motion pictures. Edmonds also wrote The Big Barn, a fictional version of Lyman R. Lyon’s barn-building enterprise. The “Ralph Wilding” of the story is distantly modeled on Lyman Lyon, although I remember his daughter Florence, my great-aunt, complaining that Walter had made her father out as a mere hick, whereas he was a well-educated, cultured man.


A real-life incident related in The Big Barn is the story of Lyman Lyon and the buck. He had a paddock behind the mansion in which he kept a small herd of deer. Once he entered the paddock, expecting no trouble because the buck had shed his antlers. But the animal butted him in the back, knocked him flat, and tried to kill him with its sharp fore-hooves. Lyman Lyon seized the ears of the beast, which was standing over him, so that it could not raise its hooves from the ground. Eventually he got out his jackknife with one hand, held the buck’s muzzle in his teeth while he opened the knife, and cut the buck’s throat. When he staggered into the kitchen covered with the buck’s blood, his women thought him done for; but he was not really hurt.5


Another true event was fictionized in Edmonds’s novel, though with different personae. During his residence in Lewis County, Lyman R. Lyon’s brother Caleb quarreled with Lyman and his family. A local minister had murdered his wife with an ax. Caleb Lyon published a long satirical poem in a local paper, which implied that the minister and one of Lyman Lyon’s daughters had been having a love affair, and that the daughter had put the preacher up to his crime. When Lyman Lyon caught his brother on the streets of Rome, New York, he horsewhipped him soundly. This incident may have had something to do with Caleb Lyon’s removal to Staten Island in 1860, after an arsonist burned down his house.6


In his sixties, shortly before his death, Lyman Lyon took his wife on a tour of Europe and Egypt. I still have the curved jambiyya or Arab dagger that they brought home, as well as a little bronze statuette of the god Ptah, of the sort that the ancient Egyptians used to bury at the corners of their lots to protect their property.


Lyman Lyon had three daughters: Mary, Julia (my grandmother), and Florence; and two sons, Lyman Howard Lyon and Chester J. Lyon. Lyman R. Lyon got no satisfaction from his sons. Howard, the elder, was self-willed and self-assertive like his father, so they quarreled fiercely. To get even, Howard Lyon would get roaring drunk and be picked out of the gutters of Rome.


As an adolescent, Howard Lyon was sent to Rome with a bull to service the local farmers’ cows. He blew some of the money from the stud fees on a whore and picked up a venereal disease. When symptoms compelled him to go to his father, Lyman Lyon took the physician aside before the examination. They cooked up a scheme to scare Howard into more seemly behavior.


The examination took place in the woodshed. Looking solemn, the doctor asked: “Have you got a good sharp hatchet? And a chopping block?”


“Wh-what you gonna do?” quavered Howard.


“Got to chop it off. Only way to save your life.”


Young Howard wept and pleaded until he was finally allowed to undergo a less drastic treatment on his promise to sin no more.


The younger son, Chester, is said to have had artistic leanings. Lyman R. Lyon, before his death, put the young, unqualified Chester in charge of the estate. Chester took bad advice and lost $900.000 (the equivalent of at least ten times that amount today) of his sisters’ money in the stock market, leaving only the land. When the sisters found out, they had Chester removed. Eventually they set up funds to support their two incompetent brothers.


All three daughters married and left progeny, so that I spent my boyhood surrounded by cousins, like W. S. Gilbert’s Sir Joseph Porter with “His sisters and his cousins, Whom he reckons by the dozens, And his aunts!”7


Lyman R. Lyon’s holdings were divided among his descendants in each generation. Of this patrimony, Julia Lyon came into a tract in Herkimer County, in the forested Adirondack Mountains, at the foot of the Fulton Chain of Lakes and surrounding the town of Old Forge. Julia, who had been previously married and divorced (a rare thing at that time) took as her second husband William Scott De Camp (or de Camp). While on a business trip to upstate New York in 1876, William met the attractive young divorcee one day and proposed by mail the next. She bore three children: my father Lyon (no middle name, 1877-1945); Mary Brinsmade (my “Aunt Mary,” 1878-1976); and Horace Silliman (1876-1954).


William Scott de Camp spent his life exploiting Julia’s legacy, mainly by cutting timber and operating a sawmill in Fulton Chain. This was a lumber village of a few hundred souls, with a strong French-Canadian presence, and a stop on the New York Central’s Adirondack Division.


When in residence, the William Scott de Camps dwelt in the Moose House, a two-story frame building in Fulton Chain on the banks of the Moose River. Before the railroad was extended to Fulton Chain (and eventually to Montreal), William de Camp ran a small side-wheel steamer, the Fawn, on the Moose River from Minnehaha, where the railroad then ended, to Fulton Chain. This steamboat had two engines, each turning its paddle wheel independently, so that the skipper could worm his way up the crooked channel by running one wheel forward and the other back around sharp bends.


When William Scott de Camp died in 1905, my father Lyon de Camp traded the securities he inherited for his brother’s and sister’s share of the land. He settled in to make a living by exploiting the lumber and real estate.


Born in Boonton, New Jersey, my father stood about 5 feet, 10 inches, with a slightly bulging forehead, a small nose, and a square jaw, which in later life became jowly. His figure tended to narrow shoulders and wide hips; but until late in life he was physically strong from outdoor activities. Lean when young, he became a bit paunchy in age but never obese. Dark of hair and eyes, in youth he cultivated a handlebar mustache; but I never knew him save as a clean-shaven man. Although his hair became gray and thin in his sixties, he never went really bald. All his adult life, defects of vision compelled him to wear eyeglasses, usually rimless pince-nez on a thin golden chain.


Lyon de Camp’s boyhood was passed at Boonton, Lyons Falls, and New York City, where he traveled three hours a day by horse car to school. When the elevated railroad was built, he took the “El” to the Horace Mann School, famous in its day for educational innovations.


As a young man, Lyon de Camp seems to have been shy, introverted, and high-strung—a solitary person without close friends. Nearing college age, he toyed with the idea of becoming a surgeon, for which he thought he had a bent. But, just as his father’s youthful legal ambitions had been thwarted by his grandfather, William Scott de Camp vetoed his son’s idea, saying: ‘You’ve got to come up here and help me manage this property!” And that is what Lyon de Camp spent his life doing, with some small success and some costly errors.


My father entered Stevens Institute of Technology in Hoboken, graduated as a mechanical engineer, and dutifully went to work for his father on the Herkimer County tract. At Stevens his undergraduate thesis, a design for a sawmill, can still be seen. He joined a fraternity but seems to have taken little part in its activities. He showed no sentimental attachment to his college, not even attending his own graduation ceremony. I do not think he ever went back there save once, in 1933, to see me get my Master’s degree.


During his college years, Lyon de Camp’s parents sent him to Europe to round out his cultural education. In Paris he fell in with some other American males. To see Parisian high life, they told a taxi driver to take them to a whorehouse. One of the party, older than my father, revealed that he was a Sunday-school superintendent back in the Midwest.


At the brothel, they explained to the madam that they wanted no screw, just a little party. And a party they had. My father was strongly impressed by the sight of the Sunday-school superintendent bouncing a naked girl on each knee and chortling: “I’ve always wondered what this was like, and now I know!” My father used the story for polemics on the vice of hypocrisy, which he held in withering scorn.


Over the decades, Lyon de Camp perforce learned to assume the persona of a shrewd, hard-driving businessman, a hearty, gregarious extrovert with a loud, booming laugh. I think he tried to pattern himself on his grandfather Lyman R. Lyon, the forebear he most admired. He did this impersonation so well that few who knew him in later life guessed what a thin façade it was.


He nonetheless retained an active hatred of “social affairs.” He once held a bonfire in which he burned up all his formal evening dress clothes. All through his later years, living in the huge old Van Auken’s Tavern in the little sawmill village of Fulton Chain (renamed Thendara) he steadfastly refused invitations from the local people. He said he could not afford to be indebted to any one of the rival factions of the region.


This excuse made some sense; but beneath it I think the solitary bent of his youth still prevailed. He had two close friends in New York, Harry and Anna Lee, whom he often visited on trips to the city. Once when they knew he was coming, they invited some friends to make a surprise party of it. When the door opened and my father saw the crowd, he told the Lees that if they ever played a trick like that on him again, he would see them no more, and left.


He never could decide his rôle, whether that of a suave, cultivated man of the world or a rough, tough, no-nonsense backwoodsman. Hence his persona wobbled confusingly back and forth, despite his attempts to adapt his behavior chameleonlike to his milieu. In Herkimer County he seemed the “gentleman” despite his flannel shirts and broad-brimmed Western-style hats. In New York City, where he and his family (both before and during his marriage) wintered, he wore expensive clothes in good taste, from stiff collar to spats; but now and then he would sound like an uncurried backwoodsman.


He could be very kind, obliging, and considerate when others’ wishes were called to his attention; but if they were not so called, he often remained oblivious to them. He could also be brutally insensitive, not from evil intent but from introversion. Once I gave him a book for a birthday present, only to have him growl: “I don’t like birthday presents!”


Seeing that I was hurt, he lamely explained that he liked presents but hated reminders of his age, about which he was as sensitive as women are proverbially said to be. When Catherine’s and my first child was on the way and I joshed my father about becoming a grandpa, he flared up angrily.


Some of my older relatives and family friends have told me that my father treated me cruelly as a child. Perhaps it would have seemed so to an outsider. But when I remember what a difficult child I must have been and what deep differences (despite some traits in common) lay between my father and me, I cannot much blame him. A person must bring up his own children to realize what he must have put his parents through.


Although my father had fenced in college, as an adult he had no interest in sports or games save hunting and fishing, to which he was devoted. His attitude towards wild life was the rural, exploitative one. In youth he poached deer out of season; in maturity he denounced “fanatical conservationists” who wanted to limit the rights of entrepreneurs like himself to enjoy and exploit the Adirondack forest without limit.


He thought wild life could best be preserved by giving property rights in the animals to the owners of the land on which they were found, so that the landowners would have an economic motivation to protect the animals in order to sell hunting licenses. In the nineteenth-century manner, he tended to class all wild creatures as “game” (those that were edible) and “vermin” (all the rest, with a few sentimental exceptions like songbirds). Hence he beheaded a huge snapping turtle he caught on De Camp Island, because snappIng turtles ate ducklings. (My story “The Lamp” has a fictionalized version of this incident.) He encouraged me to shoot red squirrels because they raided the nests of songbirds.


His unfulfilled ambition was to go to Alaska to shoot a brown bear. As an ardent, argumentative young conservationist, I tried to harangue him out of this idea. When I demanded to know why he wanted to kill the poor beast, in exasperation he snarled: “To hear the gun go bang and to see him roll over!”


He smoked heavily, taking a cigar after each meal and a pipe nearly all the rest of the time. He was a very fast if skillful driver. When anyone objected, he would arrogantly snort: “By God, I like to move!” He bought a Cadillac during the First World War and remained faithful to that make of car until his last decade, when straitened finances converted him to less opulent makes. I expected him to be killed in an automobile crash. He died, however, neither of that nor of lung cancer, but of pneumonia at sixty-seven.


Highly intelligent but not intellectual, Lyon de Camp read a lot but in limited fields: technical matters about his business of real estate and lumber, contemporary politics, and light fiction. I was much pleased when he seemed to enjoy my early efforts in fiction. Perhaps, too, I got my devotion to the New York Times from him.


In politics he was a Republican. Sometimes he took stands of extreme economic royalism, saying that workers should not be paid too much lest it make them discontented with their lot, or that only high-priced automobiles should be allowed, so that the masses should not squander their incomes on them. At other times, on particular issues, he expressed surprisingly liberal views. The crash of 1929 and the ensuing Depression changed some of his ideas, as they did those of many. While he suspected Franklin D. Roosevelt as a political dissembler, he thought Roosevelt’s emergency measures justified by the times.


He had but little intellectual curiosity. I suspect that this was not so much his natural bent as the result of having, from the time he went to work for his father, sternly disciplined himself to look at the world from a narrowly practical, self-interested point of view, in order to wring a living out of nineteen thousand acres of wild, infertile land, with Arctic winters and cool, wet summers.


His English was Upstate New York, with some quirks of pronunciation. “allocate” became “allottacate”; “era” he pronounced “array.” When he spoke of “the drunken array of prosperity,” meaning the 1920s, it seemed to make some odd sort of sense. He was always a wretched speller, rendering “few” as “fieu.”


Late in 1904, during one of his winter sojourns in New York City, he fell in love with a girl of twenty-one, the daughter of a banker and professor. This was Emma Beatrice Sprague (1883-1927; she never used the “Emma”). When their engagement was announced, Beatrice Sprague’s parents got the following letter (spelling and punctuation the original):




Dear Mrs. Sprauge


I have just heard of the coming marage of Beatrice to Mr. De Camp, and am surprised that you can sacrifised your daughter to such a life. You might as well bury her, as to send her up in that Country, to spend her days in such a god forsaken place. I hear that you say he is wealthy, but he is neither rich, nor is his family anythins to be proud of,—it is true he owns about three hundred Acres of wood land which can be bought for from 10.00 to 15.00 per Acre, for her sake Save your child from such a life of exile, as that will be,—it is only fit for some ilitrate person who has been brought up in the Woods, surly not for a pretty refined young lady as your daushter.


With love from one who dreads to see such a sacrafice


A friend.





When I came upon this letter while burrowing through old papers in the Moose House, I asked my father about it. He could shed no light, save to surmise that it had been written by someone who wanted either Lyon de Camp or Beatrice Sprague to marry someone else. In fact, my father was neither the millionaire that rumor sometimes made him nor the owner of a mere 300-acre woodlot. He was a hard-working, middle-rank landowner and minor capitalist, trying to wring a living from a wild and recalcitrant tract.


My parents were married at a home wedding on March 1, 1905, followed by a large reception at the old Waldorf-Astoria, attended by various eminent friends of the Spragues.8


The next month, on April 6th, William Scott de Camp died. His wife Julia had died in 1865, and five years later he had married a nurse, Annie Miller (1858-1942). Annie, a big, strong woman, was the daughter of a storekeeper of Constableville, New York. In the 30s, I used to visit my Aunt Annie at her Constableville home, where my father and his brother and sister supported her. This was usual in the days before Social Security. Although my father seems to have disliked Annie, I got on well with my step-grandmother.


Lyon de Camp was quite broken up by the loss of his father. His feelings towards William Scott de Camp seem to have been much like mine towards him: admiring awe tempered by criticism, love mixed with latent hostility and resentment.


In Upway, Dorsetshire, England, once lived a fuller named Edward Sprague, who died in 1614.9 In 1628 his three sons, Ralph, Richard, and William, migrated to America and settled in Charleston (later called Malden), Massachusetts. Edward’s descendants seem to have been mostly farmers, as indeed most men were in those days before the mechanization of agriculture.


The eighth Sprague in line from Edward through his son Ralph was the Rev. Ezra Sprague (1828-81), a Methodist minister in Schenectady, New York. Of his five children, one was to have been named Charles Edgerton Sprague after his mother’s family. But the baptizing clergyman, being deaf, got it wrong as Charles Ezra Sprague, and so the baptizee remained.


Charles Sprague, my maternal grandfather, proved a boy of extraordinary precocity; but he was also one of those fortunate mortals whom everybody loves, even without special effort on his part. One less fortunate trait I seem to have inherited from him is the inability to sing in tune. When Charley was a schoolboy, the music teacher stood the class in formation and commanded: “Sing do-o-o!”


They sang. The teacher looked sharply at them and made them repeat. Then he divided the class in halves and made each half sing do-o-o in turn. Then he divided one of the halves into quarters, and so on until he got down to my grandfather and one other boy. When each of them had sung do-o-o, the teacher said: “Charles, you may stand aside. Now the rest of you, since do-o-o! … Ah, much better!”


In any case, my singing is of the sort at which strong men turn pale, women faint, and children run screaming. It is not that I lack interest in music. I am devoted to classical music of certain kinds and can identify many symphonies and concerti after hearing a few bars. When I work, I turn on the local good-music radio station and run it all day and evening. Such music plays for me the role that cigarettes do for the chain smoker.


My tastes run strongly to the Victorian and post-Victorian romanticists, especially the pre-Revolutionary Russians: Balakirev, Borodin, Glazunov, Rachmaninov, Rimsky-Korsakov, and Tchaikovsky. In the more popular kinds of music—-jazz, rock, country, and the like—I have little interest. When I find myself where the band is playing rock at an earsplitting level, my urge is to get the hell out before my hearing is permanently impaired. To me, the thesis of Peter Sellers’s last movie, Yu-hsiang Fêng—that rock music is a diabolical plot by an oriental master-mind against Western civilization—has a certain horrid plausibility.


To return to my one really distinguished ancestor: In 1856 Charles Sprague enrolled at Union College, Schenectady, at fourteen, graduating in 1860. He had already shown a prodigious linguistic talent, puzzling out the elements of Hebrew from his father’s Bibles. At Union he soon became the foremost Greek scholar. In summer he earned money by driving oxen along the Erie Canal towpath. He walked behind the animals, which were towing a barge, with a whip in one hand and a textbook of (say) trigonometry in the other.


After graduation, Charley took a teaching job at Greenwich Union Academy while studying for a Master’s degree at Union, which he received in 1862. Then he volunteered for the U. S. Army in the Civil War, in which his own father, the Rev. Ezra, also served, as a chaplain. (The war seems to have unsettled Ezra Sprague’s religious convictions; for afterwards, instead of returning to his pulpit, he worked as a traveling peddler for his few remaining years.)


A three-months’ hitch sent Charley Sprague to garrison duty on the borders of Virginia. Discharged, he reënlisted in the “People’s Ellsworth Regiment” (Forty-Fourth New York National Guard Infantry) for the duration. He served in Hooker’s corps through the Chancellorsville campaign. Then in early July 1863, Sergeant Sprague’s active career was ended by a Texan bullet in the shoulder during the fight for Little Round Top at Gettysburg.


Back in Schenectady, Charles Sprague’s mother got word that her son had been wounded. She beat her way by train and horse carriage to Gettysburg, where she found Charles lying unattended in a tent. He glimpsed her going from tent to tent and called out with his last bit of strength. The army surgeons would have amputated his arm along with all the other wounded limbs, but they decided that he was going to die anyway and they had better concentrate on those who had a better chance.


Elizabeth Brown Edgerton Sprague took her son to the boarding house where she had rented a room and nursed him until it was safe to return him to an Army hospital. After further painful months in a succession of such hospitals, Charles Sprague was discharged early in 1864. All his life his left arm remained crippled; he could not raise it above shoulder height. He disliked boating, saying that, if the boat overturned, he might be able to save himself but could not possibly save a fellow victim unable to swim.


In 1868 he was made a brevet (honorary) colonel in the New York Volunteers, for bravery at Gettysburg. From 1870 to 1901 he was active in the New York National Guard, his last appointment being assistant paymaster for New York State, with the rank of colonel. I have his dress sword, a purely ornamental weapon of no belligerent use. Although he never commanded a regiment, his wife always introduced herself as “Mrs. Colonel Sprague.” She would.


My grandfather’s war record, of which I heard much, influenced me. You know of the “professional Southerner” who sentimentally cherishes memories of the genteel ante-bellum South, the Confederacy, the War Between the States, and the Lost Cause? Well, these childhood influences made me something of a “professional Northerner,” strongly anti-Confederate. It seems to me that the Marxist name for the Civil War, the “Slaveholder’s Rebellion,” hits the nail on the head. When I used to drive across the Potomac into Virginia, I was tempted to burst into “The Union forever! Hurrah, boys, hurrah!” But I try to rise above my prejudices. Some of my best friends are Southerners; and I have become one myself, in a manner of speaking, by moving to Texas.


Two years after his discharge, in 1866, Charles Ezra Sprague married a short, blue-eyed blonde of nineteen, the youngest of ten children of another minister. Named Rachel Maria Ellison (1846-1931), she was always called “Ray.” All the time I knew her she was a fat, dumpy old woman, with a blotchy skin and a tremor of the head. When I once saw a picture of her as a young woman, I was amazed at how pretty she had been.


When Helen A. Mann wrote the little authorized biography of my grandfather in 1930, John T. Madden said in his preface:




This foreword would not be complete without some mention of Mrs. Sprague, whose untiring care and devotion to her husband were responsible for his many additional years of life. Deo qratias, she is still living, active in her charities and doing for others those kindly acts which it was her pleasure to do for her husband, preserving meanwhile the freshness of her heart and youthfulness of spirit.10





Bullshit! My grandmother was a detestable woman: aggressive, combative, domineering, sentimental, unscrupulous, prejudiced (“I have no use for the nigger”), and incredibly selfish and mean-spirited. My father blamed the eventual breakup of his marriage on his mother-in-law. I do not know how just this accusation was but I can easily believe it. He and I used to call her “the old hell-cat.” Although her lumberjack’s appetite made her grossly obese, she always claimed to have an appetite “like a bird.” This was true only if an ostrich is meant.


Ray and her husband seem to have been a devoted couple, although she bullied the gentle Charles. He would have been happy in an academic career; she wanted the money and status to be had from business, and she saw to it that he succeeded in that field whether he wanted to or not. As Madden said, she did some charitable and generous things, such as taking young relatives on summer trips to Europe. She took me on one when I was eighteen.


She also had a streak of compulsive niggardliness, which drove her to bizarre economies and chicaneries. On our return from Europe in 1926, we took a taxi from the pier. When she paid the driver, she tipped him with a British shilling, which could easily be mistaken for a quarter-dollar. When I pointed out that this coin would be worthless to him, she said: “Let him find that out!”


Once in Los Angeles she gave a restaurant dinner for my mother, her three sons, and several other friends. There were about a dozen of us, and the bill came to somewhere between ten and fifteen dollars. (A dollar then bought a sumptuous restaurant repast.) She tipped the waiter a quarter. On the way out, the headwaiter handed her the quarter, sayings “I’m sorry, madame, but he refuses to accept it.” She put the quarter in her purse and marched out, ignoring the embarrassment of her guests.


According to my mother, when Charles Sprague was fighting the long battle with prostatitis that preceded his death, Ray cut down on his medication to make the supply last longer, although the Spragues were well-to-do.


The Charles Spragues had four daughters, of whom two died in infancy. The surviving two were my Aunt Flora (Mrs. Frank F. Hazard, 1872-1956) and my mother Beatrice.


In 1870, Charles Sprague went to work at the Union Dime Savings Bank in New York as a clerk, partly because his linguistic abilities enabled him to act as interpreter and translator. He rose to secretary, then treasurer, and in 1892 became president, so remaining until his death. He made signal improvements in banking practice, being the first to introduce the small passbook and the small check book. He invented the modern system of amortization.


He also invented a computing machine to make entries in ledgers, which he called the “arithmalogothotype.” It became the ancestor of those electronic computers which, in one quick motion, stamp deposits, withdrawals, and interest on your savings book. As he neglected to patent the device, it was soon widely copied.


He persuaded Chancellor McCracken of New York University to set up the School of Commerce, Accounts, and Finance, at which he was appointed the first professor. He taught evening classes there until his final illness. There is a bronze plaque to him on a wall in the Union Square campus. He wrote many books and articles on finance, including a pioneering work, The Philosophy Accounts (1907), which ran through several editions over the next fifteen years.


Charles Sprague continued his linguistic studies. My mother used to say that he spoke seventeen languages and was studying Finnish when he died. This may be an exaggeration, for it is one thing to study a language from books and quite another to converse fluently in it. But his linguistic talent was certainly extraordinary. Having worked on several languages myself, I wish I had more of it; I am a moderately good linguist but nothing like him. He held office in a Society for the Preservation of the Gaelic language, and another office in the Simplified Spelling League, which for a while enjoyed Theodore Roosevelt’s support. Of the reforms advocated by this League, my mother retained the habit of writing “of” as “ov.”


He even wrote poetry—hardly immortal, but competent versification.


Charles Sprague took his family on more or less annual trips to Europe, making twenty-seven such journeys. In Britain he studied banking methods; in France he haunted museums and galleries, driven by a voracious appetite for learning. In Germany he met Johann Schleyer, a priest who invented Volapük. This was an artificial language, which became the predecessor of Esperanto. Charles Sprague became an advocate of Volapük and wrote a textbook on it. At an exposition in Paris, challenged to translate a passage from the sixteenth-century Italian poet Tasso into Volapük, he not only did so but then spoke fluently to those around him in English, French, German, Spanish, Italian, and Volapük.


One of my mother’s adolescent memories was of a camping trip with her parents. They rode horseback with a large party down the Appalachian chain. At this time, I think in the 1890s, women were just beginning to ride astride, wearing split skirts over boots and breeches. One hillbilly woman said to my grandmothers “You-all ought to be ashamed of yourselves, women ridin’ astride’” Ray Sprague retorted: “And you should be ashamed of yourself, smoking that smelly old pipe!” (Ray had an allergy, physical as well as psychological, to tobacco; she hated smoking and would have been delighted by the present backlash against it.) Some of the mountaineers expressed their disapproval of the degenerate ways of these godless Yankees by shooting off rifles around the camp at night.


The Spragues spent their later decades on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. In those days the really rich dwelt on Fifth Avenue. The Upper West Side was the residence of the prosperous bourgeoisie and the professional class, financially a cut below the really rich.


These people dressed for dinner; Charles Sprague lectured his evening students at New York University in white tie and tails. On Sundays they went out in their carriages to leave calling cards at the houses of their friends, according to a code by which messages were conveyed by turning up one or another corner of the cards.


In youth, Charles Sprague had worn a narrow, dark mustache and sideburns. During his banking career he grew a full beard, like that which later adorned King George V. Since Charley had an unimpressive chin beneath his whiskers, it was agreed that the beard improved his looks.


Charles Sprague’s wide circle of friends included eminences like Rufus Choate, the Westinghouse brothers, Theodore Roosevelt, and Charles Evans Hughes. Some of these were connected with him by membership in his college fraternity, the Alpha Delta Phi, in which he remained active, serving a term as president. Other distinctions included a doctorate in 1893; the presidency of the savings-bank section of the American Bankers’ Association; and membership in Phi Beta Kappa, the Loyal Legion, the Grand Army of the Republic, and the Century Club.


The Upper West Side Set entertained one another at big parties, which they gave throughout the “season.” My mother and the late Alice Roosevelt Longworth, who looked somewhat alike, once appeared at these parties in almost identical blue dresses, puzzling the young men who came to look over the eligible young ladies.


This social activity on the part of the Spragues was Ray Sprague’s doing. She reveled in such affairs, whereas Charles merely put up with them. When such a party tried his scholarly nature too far, he would disappear and be found later in the library, calculating bond tables or studying some oriental language.


Like other society hostesses of her kind, Ray was a social head hunter, exerting herself to persuade people with big names to come to the Spragues’ for dinner. Once she snared Oscar Wilde, in the course of his tour of the United States in 1882. I am told that “as usual, he insulted everybody.”11


This was an extremely ethnocentric society. One rule of such parties, I am told, was that if a member of the Upper West Side Set introduced to such a gathering a person who was a Catholic, a Jew, a divorced person, of newspaper notoriety, of illegitimate birth, or who had done manual labor, the other members of the Set would cut him off their lists and ostracize him. As for inviting a Negro, the idea would have seemed so fantastic that it would never have occurred to them.


Those who complain of present-day American racism have no idea of its intensity a century or half-century ago, compared to which the present phenomenon is trivial. Theodore Roosevelt was widely denounced for having Booker T. Washington to lunch at the White House. In the late 1920s, when Time Magazine was started, Southern readers wrote furious letters objecting to Time’s prefixing “Mr.” to names of Negroes, calling it an “insult” to the South. The same magazine reported that at a big party in Virginia, to which the Egyptian ambassador was invited, another lady of the committee ordered him out because the darkness of his skin offended her.


This does not mean that a member of the Set could have no contact with members of the tabued classes. He could even invite them to his house, provided that no other member of the Set was present. The offense lay, not in social intercourse with Catholics, Jews, and so forth, but with presenting such a person to a member of the Set as a social equal. My grandfather, who had none of this snobbery, had ethnic friends among the immigrant masses on the Lower East Side. He would walk about that area practicing his Italian, Greek, and Hebrew on them. A Jewish group gave him a miniature Torah in token of friendship.


By the time of my parents’ generation, the prejudices among persons of the Spragues’ class had moderated. Thus my mother had a lifelong Catholic friend, Julie Wenig. Mrs. Wenig’s husband, an Episcopalian banker, had once danced attendance on my mother before she met my father. But so far as I know, my mother never had a Jewish friend, being in fact a strong Judaeophobe. Towards blacks she expressed sympathy for their troubles, but she also solemnly explained to me that a Negro was dangerous because he combined a child’s mind with a man’s body.


I have but little memory of my grandfather, who died when I was five. I think it was the previous summer, when I was four and just learning my letters, that the Spragues visited us at our camp in the Adirondacks. I remember sitting on his knee while he drew fanciful letters with legs, wheels, and other appurtenances. The next year I glimpsed him in his coffin.


Now, you may ask, why trot out all these ancestors? Am I an ancestor worshiper like W. S. Gilbert’s Pooh-Bah, claiming special distinction or privilege because some ancestor arrived on a certain ship, or fought in a certain war?


Not at all. Colonel Sprague’s accomplishments reflect no credit whatever on me, any more than I should be blamed for the follies of Lyman R. Lyon’s sons. I have no cause to be proud in the first case or ashamed in the second. In my book, each of us is responsible for his own acts but not for those of some kinsman whom he never knew.


I am, however, history-minded, and amusing or colorful anecdotes can be dug out of the records. There would doubtless be many more, save for genealogists’ habit of ignoring the horse thieves, swindlers, and other colorful characters, whom we all have in our family trees if truth were known.


Neither am I so prejudiced against the subject as my father. He made a fetish of ignoring his background (“I stand on my own feet!”), refusing to furnish information for George Austin Morrison’s genealogy of the De Camps. Hence Chillion Ford De Camp’s son Edward, my great-great-grandfather, was omitted from Morrison’s book and had to be connected up by my wife’s independent research.


Furthermore, one’s ancestry does shed some light on how one became the sort of person one is. Not that one necessarily inherits the virtues or vices, the brilliance or stupidity, of any single forebear. But one does often derive one’s cultural norms from them.


For example, although I was born in Manhattan and went to school there for several years, my natural speech is not old-fashioned Newyorkese, which “drops r’s” save before vowels and which renders “bird” as “böid.”12 During one period in college I thought it smart to affect a pseudo-English accent, not yet having learned that the most successful affectation is that of not having any affectations at all. Otherwise my speech all along has been the Middle Atlantic variety of General American, prevailing in Upstate New York, western Connecticut, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey. As a public speaker for forty-odd years, I have tried to polish it up to make sure my audiences understood me.


My father spoke the same dialect, since his parents came from New Jersey and Upstate New York. My mother spoke thus also, her father being an Upstater. Of my grandparents, I think Ray Ellison Sprague was the only one with Newyorkese pronunciation. Hence I have tended to think of myself, despite my place of birth, as an Upstater rather than as a Gothamite.


Since all my ancestors—English, Scottish, Irish, French, Dutch, and German—seem to have come to America before 1800, you could call me a WASP or, better yet, an “Old American.” This state has decided advantages; but on the other hand its cultural norms, with its compulsions and tabus, are not always helpful.


My friend Isaac Asimov was kind enough to describe me as “modest.” It is not really modesty so much as early training. In that post-Victorian environment, a boy was taught to try at all times to be a “gentleman,” in the sense of “a man of superior manners, morals, and taste.” A gentleman never used a “four-letter word” in the presence of a lady; if you heard a man use such a word within earreach of a woman, you knew that (a) he was not a gentleman or (b) he did not consider her a lady. A gentleman never praised himself. Gentlefolk did not get their names in the papers. Gentlefolk did not talk about their financial affairs. Divorce was an ineradicable disgrace, to be buried in silence by the divorced person and his or her loved ones.


Some of these rules are still useful, but you can see why others make it hard for me to do the kind of self-promotion that my occupation as a writer calls for, and that some of my colleagues perform with such brio. I do it perforce, but it always makes me a little guiltily uncomfortable. When I hear a bank advertising itself by a singing commercial on the radio, I fancy I hear the whir of my grandfather’s spinning in his grave. I am extraordinarily lucky to have an able businesswoman as my wife.


My lack of ethnicity has advantages but one minor drawback. In my youth, the barbed ethnic joke, usually aimed at the Negro, the Jew, or the Irishman, was a staple of popular fiction, motion pictures, the vaudeville stage, and party conversation. Now such jokes are tabu among enlightened people, unless the joker belongs to the ethnos concerned. So among my friends, Isaac Asimov could tell Jewish jokes and Ben Bova can tell Italian jokes with impunity; but there are no good Old American jokes to tell.


My mother, Beatrice Sprague de Camp, was a tall, slender brunette, good-looking but no great beauty. Although not college educated (few women then were), she was intelligent, well-read, rather intellectual, with versatile artistic talents. She painted in water colors and wrote poetry: in English and French, rhymed (she favored the sonnet form) and unrhymed, and strongly sentimental. Here is an example of her free verse (untitled):




My lips are stained with blood,


But I have not feasted on the heart of my beloved.


No, I but snatched at the cup of love


With strong teeth, and it splintered,


So that I tasted blood, not wine.


And now I am trying to fill the cracked cup


With my tears.





She played the violin until one day at our summer camp, when she was practicing scales, my father, who had been trying to balance the family accounts, erupted, roaring “My God, woman, are you trying to drive me crazy?” At that she put away her fiddle for good.


She was one of the most altruistic, loving, self-sacrificing people I have known, but also singularly naïve, unrealistic, and credulous; she had all the virtues but common sense. One might say that she floated through life a foot off the ground.


When I was small, she was converted to the germ theory of disease and carried sanitation to absurdity. We were brought up to wash our hands every time we touched money. When she borrowed a library book, she spread a newspaper on her lap, laid the book on the newspaper, and turned the pages with a hatpin.


Charles Sprague was an agnostic. Like most Upper West Siders, my mother was raised an Episcopalian, and she had to have a faith. When she moved to California, she dabbled in Theosophy; but Mme. Blavatsky’s whigmaleeries proved too much for even my mother’s gaping mind to swallow. Eventually she settled into Christian Science, denying that germs even existed. This belief finally killed her.


Once, when I explained that there is no evidence whatever for the personal appearance of Jesus the Nazarene, who for all we know may have been short, stout, black-haired, and clean-shaven, she burst out:


“Well, maybe your Jesus looked like that, but not the one I believe in!”


She was a non-stop talker, and pain had a peculiar repulsion-fascination for her. As a girl she owned a set of miniature instruments of torture, probably picked up on the family’s European trips. But when I was an adolescent, she could not bear to hear anyone speak of bloodshed and pain.


She was a strong Francophile, speaking fluent if American-accented French and making a minor celebration of Bastille Day. She tried to bring up her sons bilingually. As a child I had read to me, in the original, Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables as well as Les Trois Mousquetaires by Alexandre Dumas père and its sequels, Vingt Ans après and Dix Ans plus tard.


The Sprague-de Camp wedding of March 1,1905, was reported in a newspaper as follows:




“The wedding of Miss Beatrice Sprague, daughter of Colonel and Mrs. Charles E. Sprague, and Lyon De Camp [sic] was celebrated last Wednesday afternoon at the home of the bride’s parents, No. 116 West 75th-st. The ceremony was performed by the Rev. Dr. S. De Lancey Townsend, of All Angels’ Church, with only the relatives and most intimate friends of the families present. The bride, who was given away by her father, wore a gown of heavy white brocade, trimmed with point lace. Her veil was of tuile fastened with a spray of orange blossoms, and she carried a shower bouquet of lilies-of-the-valley. On her corsage she wore the gift of the bridegroom, a large crown shaped broach of diamonds. Miss Sprague’s only attendant was her cousin, Miss Bertha Sprague, who acted as maid of honor, and wore a dress of white lace over pink silk, a large white hat trimmed with pink roses and carried a bouquet of pink rosebuds. Horace De Camp, a brother of the bridegroom, was best man.”


Over a thousand invitations were issued for the reception which followed at the Waldorf-Astoria. The Astor Gallery, in which the reception was held, was decorated with bride roses and lilies. Among those who attended the reception were …





Here follows a list of 160-odd guests out of the several hundred who came. Besides my father’s father and stepmother and his sister and brother-in law, the list included two judges (Deuel and Blanchard), a general (Stewart L. Woodford), two colonels (Law-son and Mann), Chancellor MacCracken of NYU, Herman Wesinghouse of the Westinghouse Electric Company, and others among whom I recognize the names of “old family friends” whom I knew as a child: Wenig, Schramm, Eaton, and Aiken. A complete list would doubtless turn up many more. It seems to have been quite a bash.




The bride received a great many handsome and valuable presents, among which was a check for $5,000, from her father and mother. Mr. and Mrs. De Camp will visit California for a month.13





Beatrice and Lyon de Camp were hardly a well-matched couple. My childhood memories of home life include much bickering between my parents and no overt signs of affection. Nonetheless they formed a bond that survived their separation. When my mother’s divorce case came up in court in Los Angeles, the judge asked her whether my father was really as villainous as he was portrayed in the complaint. Oh, no! said my mother. She thought him a splendid man; in fact she still loved him. Divorce denied, snapped the judge, and she had to go back to the lawyer and start over. When she was dying, one of the last things she told the Christian Science practitioner who attended her was that she still loved my father.


I was born in New York City on November 27, 1907. My parents logically named me “Lyon Sprague de Camp.” Then, when it was too late, they realized that, for obvious reasons, they could not call me “Lyon” and could not call me “Junior.” So they parted my name in the middle, and I have gone under “L. Sprague de Camp” ever since. The “Sprague” rhymes with “plague”; while the “de Camp” is pronounced like the verb “decamp.” In France and other Francophone countries, I use the French pronunciation to save explanation, not because I hope to pass myself off as a Frenchman. The name is properly filed under D; but in Europe, letters to me are equally likely to end up under C or S.


As a boy I hated my name, wishing I had something simple and manly like “Jack” or “Bill.” But when I got into writing, I found the name to have advantages. When people ask me what pen names I write under, I reply: With a name like mine, who needs one?




II.


1907-14




“At first the infant, mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms.”1





Shakespeare


According to the “baby book” my mother kept, I was 18 inches long and weighed 8.25 pounds at birth—a normal size, I am told, albeit both my brothers were larger at birth. I was baptized over a year after my birth, at All Angels’ Church in New York, on January 10, 1909. My Aunt Flora served as godmother and her twelve-year-old son, my cousin Charles Sprague Hazard, and my Uncle Horace were godfathers. Although godparents are responsible for the child’s being brought up a good Christian, none of my godparents ever exerted themselves in the matter.


The main event of my infancy was a spell of pneumonia in the winter and spring of 1910, when I was two, which left me physically below par for many years. I nearly died and was still bedridden in May when Halley’s comet passed close to the earth. Later, my mother told me she went up to the apartment-house roof to see this sight of the comet.


My family wintered in an apartment house called Ardsley Hall, long since demolished, on Central Park West near 90th Street. One of my first memories is of our removal from Ardsley Hall to the Turin, a more up-to-date apartment house at Central Park West and 93d Street. I rode from the old place to the new, along with my mother and grandmother, in an open carriage of the kind called a barouche. We settled in Apartment No. 126, with a long hall and rooms opening off it.


The first scattered recollections must begin at about the age or three or four. Besides the move to the Turin, and my brief memory of my grandfather Charles Sprague in the Adirondacks, I recall walking up and down Central Park West with my nurse, weeping for a lost plush kitten. I also remember returning with my parents from a journey, getting off a ship or ferryboat at South Ferry in Manhattan, and taking a hansom cab homeward. The hansom cab impressed me because of a lively fear of getting my fingers caught in the clamshell doors, which closed in front of the passengers.


Another memory is of serving as a flower child, at six, at the wedding of my Uncle Horace to Mary Farquharson Marvin, the beautiful widow of a victim of the Titanic. Someone forgot to take off my rubbers, in which I went clump-clump down the aisle ahead of the bride.


The Fulton Chain of Lakes is a series of bodies of water emptying one into another until the channel becomes the Middle Branch of the Moose River at Old Forge. Here a dam raises the water level throughought the first four lakes of the chain, making possible an eleven-mile voyage by boats or small ships. One can row or paddle from Fourth Lake into Fifth, but from there on the channel is interrupted by rapids. While the series extends to Eighth Lake and Bug Pond, Fourth Lake is larger than all the rest of the Chain put together. First Lake is connected with the town-site of Old Forge by a two-mile channel, the Narrows, which at Old Forge opens out into a small round lake or pond. Three little steamers, the Clearivater, the Uncas, and the Nehasane, plied the lakes from Old Forge to Inlet, at the head of Fourth, since the roads around the lakes were then mere dirt tracks whose rutted mud became nearly impassable much of the year.


The whole western Adirondacks, once heavily glaciated, is speckled with hundreds of lakes, great and small. From the fire tower on Bald Mountain, I have counted twenty-two on a clear day. The eastern part of the range, with fewer lakes, is more mountainous.


Bald Mountain, a long granite hogback just north of Third Lake, is the place where I became an acrophobe. One of the family summer recreations in the Adirondacks was climbing mountains—or at least what they call mountains in those parts. In the eastern Adirondacks, three peaks exceed 5,000 feet (1,650 meters) in height, and several surpass 4,000; while in the western Adirondacks, most “mountains” are mere humps and ridges rising a few hundred feet above their bases and less than 1,200 feet above sea level.


In the western United States, from the Rockies to the Sierras, such molehills would not even be dignified by names. But the reverse can be said of the rivers of these two areas. In the West, they call a river any declivity down which water has been known to run within the memory of man, while in the Adirondacks an affluent of the Mohawk, West Canada Creek, would be classed as a good-sized river in the West.


At any rate, a summer’s hiking program commonly included a series of climbs of the little West Adirondack mountains for picnics, starting with an easy climb like Bald Mountain and working up to Blue Mountain, whose ascent took a couple of hours. While one can now drive from Old Forge to Blue Mountain in three-quarters of an hour, in those days we went from De Camp Island to Inlet by boat; to Raquette Lake by train; across Raquette Lake by ferry; to Blue Mountain Lake by narrow-gage railroad; and to the foot of Blue Mountain by another ferry. Thus the ascent of Blue Mountain required an all-day safari.


I must have been four or five when the family took me up Bald Mountain. For the first twenty minutes or so the trail leads up the side of the ridge through timber, becoming steeper and steeper until the climber must grasp the trunks and roots of trees to pull himself up. Then one comes out on the naked rock of the crest and walks several hundred yards westward along the narrow hogback, bare save for a few trees, to the fire tower.


The crest of this particular hogback rises to a sharp ridge, like the ridge of a roof. Atop the ridge, where the sloping sides meet, a fairly level, slightly rounded summit provides a path a foot or two wide. On either side, the rock drops away steeply at an angle which a little way down becomes almost vertical. If you slipped down the side, you would slide or roll until you reached this sheer drop and landed in a treetop below.


On my first visit, the path looked to me as narrow and perilous as the bridge in Zoroastrian mythology, as wide as a single hair, over which souls must pass in imminent danger of falling into the flames of Hell. Somebody urged me along from behind, touching my shoulders to steady me. But the sight of those drops on either side scared the bejesus out of me.


I have been up Bald Mountain many times since and now face the rocky walk with equanimity; but I am sure that long-ago picnic instilled a lasting fear of heights. It is not so bad as the acrophobia of some people, who cannot even enter an office in a skyscraper. I can walk into the office easily enough, but I have to force myself to go to a window and look down. Still, this fear did not stop me from climbing the iron stair up the side of Mount Sigiriya in Sri Lanka, which rises skyward 500 feet. Nor does it interfere with airplane travel, so long as nobody asks me to climb out on a wing.


Where two points of land project out into the water, dividing First from Second Lake, one large and one small island partly block the strait. On the larger island, called De Camp Island, my father had built a lodge and named it Camp de Camp. When he married, he decided to build a grander island home. So he tore down Camp de Camp and erected a twenty-two-room, two-story rustic mansion, with walls of huge hand-hewn logs and three immense stone fireplaces on the ground floor.


The furnishings, which I described in my story “The Lamp,” included built-in corner settees; stair rails and banisters of white birch with the bark on; a gun case containing an arsenal of rifles, pistols, and shotguns; and decorative lichens on the white nether surfaces on which amateur artists had sketched sylvan scenes. Deer hides and beaver furs were draped over the furniture; Indian rugs reposed on the floor; and a number of stuffed animals and birds—a weasel, a raccoon, a beaver, an owl, a loon, a heron; several deer heads, and a huge caribou head from I know not where—gazed glassily down.


In the living room stood a player piano, which I operated by the hour as a boy. Today when I hear Liszt’s Second Hungarian Rhapsody, I can still visualize the pattern of little holes in the paper roll corresponding to the notes.


Here, for three or four months each summer, we lived, entertaining relays of relatives and guests of my mother, until my father grumbled about “running a free boardinghouse.” Regular visitors included my mother’s friends the Wenigs and their children, Herbert and Marie Louise. We also had her friends the Schleys: H. Spaulding Schley,2 a vague man who looked like Andy Gump; his wife Adele, fat, energetic, high-spirited, domineering, and humorous; and their sons Harry and Sturges. Spaulding Schley was a cousin of Admiral Winfield Scott Schley, a controversial commodore at the battle of Santiago in the Spanish-American War. Spaulding Schley suffered a breakdown in middle age and died in a mental hospital. We also had my mother’s friends the Rip-soms, the Van Ettens, and many Sprague and de Camp relatives.


A boathouse on the First Lake side of the island held six or eight muscle-powered craft: a canoe, a couple of heavy rowboats, and some sleek Adirondack guide boats. These last, now a rare breed, were gracefully sheered like a Viking longship and made of such thin planking that the whole boat weighed only fifty pounds. On a hunting trip, over portages, a man could carry the boat upside down on his shoulders by means of a wooden yoke. Summer women were always ruining these delicate craft by stepping into them with spike heel shoes, which punched through their fragile strakes.


On the Second Lake side of De Camp Island stood a larger boathouse, with two slips for motorboats, chain hoists for hauling them out of water in winter, and a second story that included a dance floor. We kept three motorboats. One was a tubby old craft with a one-cylinder engine. The others were shiny inboard pleasure craft, the smaller one named the Ray (for my grandmother) and the larger Peter Pan, a popular model of the time, which could do about 28 m.p.h.


My father used to win races with the Peter Pan in the annual regatta on Fourth Lake; the gun case held a silver trophy from one of these events. During the First World War, a man named Hollenbeck brought to the lakes the first boat seen there of the step-hydroplane type, which skim along on the surface instead of plowing through the water. Such boats so far outclassed ours that my father gave up racing.


Nobody on the Lakes went in for sailing. The general opinion was that Adirondack weather was too changeable for safe sailing, with sudden fierce gusts swooping out of nowhere. The Adirondacks certainly have one of the world’s stormiest climates; one summer we had rain every day for sixty consecutive days.


As neighbors we had an older couple named Soper, whose camp lay on the south shore of First Lake. The Sopers had no confidence in any of these newfangled motorboats. When they arrived in the spring, they and their trunks had to be ferried two miles from Old Forge in rowboats, and when they departed in the fall the journey was reversed. In hope of converting them to motorboat enthusiasts, my father persuaded the Sopers to come for a spin to the head of Fourth Lake in the Peter Pan. All went well until we were on our way back.


The Peter Pan had a steering wheel like that of an automobile. A rope, wound around the steering post, led through eyes back to the stern and was there secured to the rudder post. One day as we overtook and passed one of the little steamers, the Peter Pan’s steering rope broke. The motorboat did a sharp U-turn around the bow of the steamer, missing it by a few yards, and struck the far side of the vessel a glancing blow, knocking a chip out of the steamer’s side and a large patch of paint off our motorboat’s port bow. Just before we collided, I recall a number of men on the steamer shouting “Hey!” in chorus.


Our boat lay dead in the water while the steamer continued on her way. Presently my uncle, also out boating, came by and rescued us. But the Sopers never became motorboat enthusiasts.


A grocery boat, called the Pickle Boat, and a mail boat also plied the Chain. The Pickle Boat came by early in the morning thrice a week, and my mother had to be down at the First Lake dock to buy food. The mail boat, a fast little steamer, came by later. As it swooped past our dock, one of the crew tossed out a large leathern mail bag, while another snatched a similar bag, containing the outgoing mail, held out by my father or the hired man. Once in a while when somebody missed, a bag fell into the water, and a scramble to save it ensued.


Our hired man was Patrick Hogan, an Irish-Canadian ex-lumberjack about my father’s age. Paddy was a native of Nova Scotia. His home town must have been solidly settled by Irishmen, for Paddy had one of the richest brogues that I have ever enjoyed hearing. He kept a wife and two daughters in Old Forge.


My mother used to call Paddy “one of nature’s noblemen.” A man of infinite good will, good humor, high morals, and patience, he had much to do with my upbringing. He was not unintelligent, although he sometimes did bizarre things, like the time he caught a skunk in a trap and hung the corpse in our icehouse along with the butter and other perishables. He learned to run motorboats with some difficulty, because his tendency, when he found himself headed for an obstacle, was to pull back on the wheel and shout “Whoa.” (I put him, as Mike Devlin, into a couple of my Willy Newbury stories.)


To run the place, we hired not only Paddy Hogan but two cook-housekeepers as well. One, Katy McMorrow, was with us from my earliest memories down to the time of my mother’s death in 1927. Katy was a tall, big-boned, lantern-jawed, completely illiterate Irishwoman from County Sligo, who wore a black “transformation” over her graying hair. She was good at the simple-minded but vastly time-consuming chores that then comprised housekeeping, such as shelling peas and churning ice cream. She once tried to learn her letters but gave up when the other servant girls made fun of her.


For Katy’s assistant we tried several women, but none lasted long. One fresh from Ireland went with Katy to the Island to prepare it for the family’s arrival. After a few days of looking at the somber Adirondack scenery and muttering: “Ah, wurra, wurra, wurra; dooky, dooky, dooky! Water, water, water; trees, trees, trees!” she quit.


Another was a Finn, a husky blonde who could never grasp the idea of planning ahead for meals. Long after the Pickle Boat had gone its way, she would announce: “Miss de Camp, no putter!” or “No pread!” She also brought the Scandinavian custom of swimming nude. When the rest of us were asleep at night, she would dive into the frigid waters off one of the docks. When the young sports of the Lakes learned of this, they came by in their motor-boats to cheer.


The huge kitchen over which these domestics presided had a wood stove, the operation of which must have absorbed a vast amount of labor. I recall utensils and other articles seldom seen today, such as a pair of grooved wooden paddles for rolling butter into little balls, and a lot of domes of wire gauze, with handles on top, which were placed over dishes that had been loaded but not yet served, to keep off flies. Wire screens for doors and windows were not yet general. So the kitchen was festooned with flypaper: flat sheets atop tables and cabinets and long strips dangling from the ceiling. Somewhere the dying buzz of a trapped fly could always be heard.


On Sundays, ice cream was made by a hand-powered freezer. This device had a wooden bucket, inside which was a galvanized-iron cylinder containing the ice-cream mixture. The cylinder was rotated by a horizontal shaft across the top of the bucket, ending in a crank. The dasher—the stirring device inside the cylinder—rotated in the opposite direction. The space between the cylinder and the bucket was filled with cracked ice and rock salt. The ice came from our ice house, which in winter was charged with blocks of ice sawn from frozen lake surfaces and insulated by a coating of sawdust. I spent many Sundays mornings turning the freezer crank until the ice cream became stiff. As a reward I was allowed to lick the dasher.


A mass of storage batteries, providing power and light, largely filled the cellar of the main camp. A big one-cylinder gasoline engine in the main boathouse charged the batteries. It had on-off regulation, so that it went bang—pft—pft—bang—bang—pft—pft—pft—bang—pft—By a system of belts, the engine drove auxiliary machines including a direct-current generator, a water pump, and a grinding wheel. The pump sent water to a tank in the attic, which could be connected to fire hoses in emergencies.


My father later bought another motor-generator set, with a four-cylinder engine. He must have been a little crazy to have let a small boy like me fool around those engines when they were running; I would pull out the handwheel that worked the clutch of the one-cylinder engine and push it back in again. Such a room, full of whirling flywheels and flapping belts, is the last place one ought to turn a child loose.


My father’s brother and sister also had each a camp on two points of land that projected towards the island from the mainland. My Aunt Mary Geyer had a lodge, much less pretentious than ours, on the northwest point; my Uncle Horace de Camp had another on the opposite side.


My Aunt Mary’s physician husband had died before I had a chance to know him, leaving my aunt with two girls and a boy to raise. Of these, Carol died in 1909, shortly after her father; my dear cousin Margaret died of diabetes at twenty. My cousin Harold, two years older than I, became an artist and lecturer. When I was a toddler, he fascinated me by talk of “goblins” and “the boogie man.” A childhood disappointment was never to see any of these exciting creatures. For several years Harold made a summer project of an abridgement of some Shakespearean play, with a cast of child cousins. I have played Thisbe in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Caliban in The Tempest.


My Aunt Mary was an amazing woman, who at eighty-nine had to give up golf; she used only the putting green thereafter. She lived to ninety-seven. Until her last few years, when she became blind and deaf, she had all her marbles.


My uncle and his family at first dwelt in Berkeley Lodge, an old camp on Second Lake built in 1896 by ex-president Benjamin Harrison. Then the Horace de Camps hired an eminent architect and friend of my parents, H. Van Buren Magonigle, to design a new and grander camp. Magonigle came up with the curious combination of a Japanese exterior and a German baronial interior. At least, the house was well-built, for it still stands in a climate that starts to tear every house apart as soon as it is completed.


My uncle’s wife was pregnant when saved from the Titanic disaster, and my uncle adopted the ensuing daughter. They had two more children, my cousins Jenny and Frank. In naming the posthumous daughter of the perished first husband, they tried to please all the relatives. So, having been thrice married, my cousin Peggy rejoices (if that is the right word) in the royal name of Mary Margaret Elizabeth Janet Danella Marvin de Camp Kittredge Gordon Rogers.


My aunt-by-marriage, Mary Farquharson de Camp (1897-1977) was a woman of great beauty and charm; no mental heavy-weight, but with more common sense than my dear mother sometimes showed. Her parents were Francis and Jessie Farquharson of Edinburgh, Scotland, a carpenter and a seamstress who emigrated to the United States. After Francis died, his widow built up a dressmaking business. By hard work and clothing skill she became proprietress of the exclusive dress shop of Farquharson and Wheelock in New York. (The Wheelocks were Scottish relatives.)


Despite her attractive qualities, Mary Farquharson de Camp could never, as a dressmaker’s daughter, make the Social Register; but her daughters did. By that time the Farquharson money had become old money, and the curse of honest toil had worn off.


Besides the other help on De Camp Island, we usually had a nurse-governess to manage, first me and then my brothers. In keeping with my mother’s Francophilia, when I was six she hired a Swiss woman, Flora Adorn, to teach me French.


The next year, 1915, she hired a younger cousin of Miss Adorn, the seventeen-year-old Marianne Perrigal, who stayed with us several years and eventually became my father’s secretary. Marianne arrived as a refugee from Thann, near Belfort in southern Alsace. Since she stepped ashore without a word of English, I had to learn French pretty quickly. I suppose that, like my mother, I spoke it with a strong American accent until, long after, I studied phonetics. My old friend Marianne (now Mrs. Howard Annin) still speaks with a strong French accent after more than seventy-eight years in America.


I still try to exercise my French, for without practice any language soon rusts away. I don’t think I could fool many Frenchmen into taking me for a fellow countryman, but I have been taken for French in other European countries. My mother urged my father to learn French, too; but he never got beyond a few badly mispronounced words.


Intensely pro-Ally in the Kaiserian War, my mother agonized over each Allied defeat. She also agonized over the Armenians, then being massacred by the Turks on the same sort of pretexts as those used by European Christians over the centuries for massacring Jews. (The parallel never occurred to my Judaeophobic mother.) Whenever my brothers or I rebelled at eating something, we were told how much the starving Armenians would love it. It is a wonder that I was not left with a prejudice against Armenians.


My highly patriotic mother, ardently in favor of American intervention in the war, hated Woodrow Wilson, both for his long clinging to neutrality and for his alleged adulteries at Princeton. When, in 1919, Theodore Roosevelt died, with tears in her eyes she exclaimed: “There goes the last great American!”


My father’s opinions were similar but less extreme and more cynical. One Christmas he bought me a large set of lead soldiers and little cannons that shot wooden slugs. A few times he played a war game with me on the floor of the New York apartment. This was a rare departure for him, since he normally gave little time or attention to his children; such activity was not then expected of husbands. He was, however, the appointed spanker; so I grew up regarding him with more fear than affection.


As a by-product of the Kaiserian War, everybody was supposed to learn to swim. My mother and Marianne swam in the two-piece bathing suits of the time. These were not two exiguous patches of fabric sundered by wide areas of skin, but two complete suits worn one over the other and covering the wearer from neck to knee.


We all started with the breast stroke but experimented with other strokes. Annette Kellerman had just introduced to America the Australian crawl and the shocking one-piece bathing suit, which we should call a “tank suit” today. She starred in the movie Neptune’s Daughter, about a magical sea shell that could turn a woman into a mermaid and vice versa. At the end, the villainess smashes the shell in a rage and is turned into an octopus, and served her right.


The Adirondack lakes are not the most propitious place to learn to swim, since a foot below the surface, even in midsummer, the temperature is not far above freezing. This was especially true for a skinny youngster like me, without fat to buoy him up or keep him warm. Hence I ended swimming lessons with chattering teeth. Since floating was difficult, I acquired a hatred of getting my face under water. My mother’s idea of teaching me to dive was to stand me on the edge of the dock and say: “Will you jump off, or must I push you off?”


I never did learn to crawl properly but instead do the Trudgen, named for the Englishman who popularized it in the 1890s. It is a bastard crawl with a frog kick instead of a flutter. I swim a few times a year to keep my hand in and get exercise, but I go at it in a grimly calisthenic way.


As part of the war effort, citizens were urged to buy government bonds. I was given an allowance but was sternly told never to spend it on frivolities like fifteen-cent ice-cream sodas. Instead, I was to put every nickel into War Savings Stamps- These pretty green-and-white rectangles I dutifully glued in a stamp book on the promise that, when I had accumulated enough, I could trade them for a bond.


I have no idea what happened to that book of stamps, save that I never got a bond out of it. What I got was a lasting feeling of guilt about spending a cent on mere personal pleasure. As a literal-minded perfectionist, I tended to push every principle to a contraproductive extreme.


So miserly did I become that, when in high school and college I was enrolled in the ROTC, I insisted on wearing the hideous government-issued uniform every day, whether there was drill or not, on the theory that it would be wrong to wear out my own clothes when Uncle Sam lent me a free suit. While I eventually outgrew this compulsive parsimony, I still save string, rubber bands, and paper clips and feel it sinful to replace a shabby old garment before it has been worn into holes.


My main interests in early school years were railroads and wild life. Like many boys, I was fascinated by trains. When given a couple of peanuts to eat, I played train with them instead. To this day I cannot understand why my parents never indulged my dearest wish, an electric train set, which they could easily have afforded.


On Riverside Drive, I spent hours watching the trains at the New York Central freight terminal. When I graduated to roller skates and a scooter, I made three-mile trips south to the Pennsylvania Railroad passenger yard between 31st and 33d streets, to peer through the cracks in the fence at the electric locomotives of those days, with clanking connecting rods and side rods.


On one jaunt, with school chum Irving Steif, I had my first experience with crime. We were watching the trains when a small boy struck up a conversation. He remarked:


“I bet I have more money than you!”


I innocently brought out my change purse and showed the quarter in it. When I put the purse back in the breast pocket of my jacket, the boy cried: “Oh, there’s a bug!”, snatched out the purse, and ran. I scootered after him, but he vanished into a maze of wagons at the end of the street. Thereafter I was more cautious in displaying wealth.


In summer, on the island, I pursued natural history with equal fervor. My mother often read to me, including not only Dumas and Hugo but also Darwin’s Origin of Species and Fabre’s Life of the Spider. My parents also gave me a set of The Book of Knowledge (1912), then a very different publication from now. For instance, it solomenly explained that the basic difference between man and the rest of the animal kingdom was that animals had no souls. A page, however, of wretchedly-drawn pterosaurs, dinosaurs, mammoths, and other prehistoric beasts fascinated me.


Advancing years erased my ambition to be a locomotive engineer, but I replaced it by a determination to be some sort of naturalist, perhaps a paleontologist. The nearest I have come to fulfilling that ambition has been, as a science writer, to compose popular treatments of the biological sciences.


Once I got a microscope for Christmas. In summers I had fun rowing to Raccoon Bay on Second Lake, working the boat into the swamp, and collecting muck in a jar. Back on the island, I spread the slime on a slide to study the little wrigglers. I once saw an ameba try to engulf a diatom too big for it. Unable to meet itself on the far side, it had to relinquish its prey.


Photographs during my first decade show an ordinary-looking boy with a rather round, solemn face. Without clothes I was as scrawny as a plucked owl; a bathing-suit picture shows a body like that of a famine victim. I also had a chronic sniffle. Much rowing and paddling in the Adirondacks failed to develop a strong upper-body musculature. During adolescence I shot up to a fraction of an inch under six feet, with long, spidery limbs.


I have a rather small head, with dark hair, brown eyes, bushy eyebrows, and prominent ears, which I can wiggle. This last is a hereditary de Camp character.My great-uncle Clarence De Camp had an outstanding pair. When he was sitting in the front row of a college class and the professor was talking about vestigial organs, such as human ear-moving muscles, Clarence waved his huge ears until the other students were convulsed with laughter. The poor pedagogue could not imagine what was so funny.


When I was in high school in California and my father made one of his Christmastide visits, he rightly thought I needed exercise. He gave me a punching bag and hung it on its ring in the garage. This was a mistake. A punching bag requires use under supervision, and in any case it did not afford the deep-muscle, high-stress exercise I needed.


Nonetheless I dutifully punched away until a woman from next door, hearing the noise, asked in a friendly way if I had been punching a bag. Easily embarrassed and in fear of embarrassment—psychologists call it erythrophobia—I never touched the bag again.


My father should have bought me a set of bar bells, with instructions, and started me on a course of weight lifting. It is now known that mechanical stress on a bone controls the electrical currents regulating the deposition and adsorption of bone. With heavy loads, the bones become larger and thicker, providing attachment for more massive muscles.


As a result of such exercises over the decades, I worked up to fairly average strength for my age. But skinny I was born and skinny I have remained; nobody will ever approach me saying: “Aren’t you Mr. Schwartzenegger?” My leanness, however, enables me to stand heat better than more fleshy types. It would be no boast for me to say: I can lick the average man of my age, because he is dead.


Besides my skeletal figure, other traits guaranteed me a troubled boyhood. One was a shocking lack of physical coördination. Eternally dropping, breaking, or falling over things, I must have been born on St.Klutz’s Day. My “most embarrassing moment” came when, at eighteen, at a dinner party, I knocked a glass of near-beer (during Prohibition) into the lap of a girl in a new evening dress. I forever broke toys and presents, not from destructiveness but from inability to judge the force that could be safely applied to them. Nor could I learn to throw and catch a ball with normal American skill.


By hard work and concentration, I have since learned to do many physical things. But I have to keep my mind closely on what I am doing. Let my mind wander, as by answering someone’s question, and I miss the nail with the hammer, or step on my dancing partner’s toe, or break a piece of glassware, or shovel a pancake on the floor instead of the plate.


I started dancing school at about six, in the days of the maxixe and the shimmy. In the class I knew one girl, named Christine. Since asking a strange girl to dance was to me on the order of attacking a great white shark with my bare hands, I pursued poor Christine with invitations until she fled. I have never escaped an intense dislike of accosting strangers and had rather spend ten minutes hunting the supermarket shelves for an article than ask where it is.


By many dancing lessons, I have worked up from being a terrible dancer to being almost mediocre. Unfortunately, I have little “muscle memory.” Let me go a few months without dancing and I have forgotten most of what I knew and have to start over.


Another handicap, not explained till long afterward, was what the psychologists call “low figure-ground discrimination.”3 I have a terrible time finding things if they are not exactly where I expect to see them. If someone places a kitchen utensil a few inches from where I saw it last, I stare stupidly for minutes before locating it. The object registers on my retina but not on my brain. To compensate for this fault, I am fanatically neat, because that is the only way I can be sure of finding things when I want them.


Not understanding this, my mother once sent me at five on an errand to a drug store on Columbus Avenue. I returned home long after, saying I could not find the place. She dragged me back to the shop, over whose door the pharmacists had put a new and unfamiliar sign. Although she discovered this fact, she nevertheless whaled me with a sock stretcher when we got home. Of all the many spankings I received, that is the one that still rankles.
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