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Chapter 1
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Four years ago, I wrote to the novelist J. D. Salinger, telling him that I proposed to write a study of his “life and work.” Would he be prepared to answer a few questions? I could either visit him at his home in Cornish, New Hampshire, or I could put my really very elementary queries in the mail—which did he prefer? I pointed out to him that the few sketchy “facts” about his life that had been published were sometimes contradictory and that perhaps the time had come for him to “set the record straight.” I assured him that I was a serious “critic and biographer,” not at all to be confused with the fans and magazine reporters who had been plaguing him for thirty years. I think I even gave him a couple of dates he could choose from for my visit.


All this was, of course, entirely disingenuous. I knew very well that Salinger had been approached in this manner maybe a hundred times before, with no success. The idea of his “record” being straightened would, I was aware, be thoroughly repugnant to him. He didn’t want there to be a record, and—so far as I could tell—he was passionate in his contempt for the whole business of “literary biography.” He was contemptuous too of all book publishers (so much so that for two decades he’d refused to let any of them see his work). When, in my letter, I vouchsafed that my “project” had been commissioned by Random House, I knew it would be instantly clear to him that I was working for the enemy.


I had not, then, expected a response to my approach. On the contrary, I had written just the sort of letter that Salinger—as I imagined him—would heartily despise. At this stage, not getting a reply was the essential prologue to my plot. I had it in mind to attempt not a conventional biography—that would have been impossible—but a kind of Quest for Corvo, with Salinger as quarry. According to my outline, the rebuffs I experienced would be as much part of the action as the triumphs—indeed, it would not matter much if there were no triumphs. The idea—or one of the ideas—was to see what would happen if orthodox biographical procedures were to be applied to a subject who actively set himself to resist, and even to forestall, them.


For instance, it was said—on “the record”—that Salinger had worked as a meat packer in Poland during the 1930s. Would it not make a readable adventure if some zealous biographer figure was to be seen trudging around the markets of Bydgoszcz “making inquiries” about a sulky-looking young American who had worked there for a week or so some fifty years before? Although this particular sortie was not actually on my agenda, the book I had in mind would, I conjectured, be full of such delights. It would be a biography, yes, but it would also be a semispoof in which the biographer would play a leading, sometimes comic, role.


And Salinger seemed to be the perfect subject. He was, in any real-life sense, invisible, as good as dead, and yet for many he still held an active mythic force. He was famous for not wanting to be famous. He claimed to loathe any sort of public scrutiny and yet he had made it his practice to scatter just a few misleading clues. It seemed to me that his books had one essential element in common: Their author was anxious, some would say overanxious, to be loved. And very nearly from the start, he had been loved—perhaps more wholeheartedly than any other American writer since the war. The Catcher in the Rye exercises a unique seductive power—not just for new young readers who discover it, but also for the million or so original admirers like me who still view Holden Caulfield with a fondness that is weirdly personal, almost possessive.


To state my own credentials: I remember that for many months after reading The Catcher at the age of seventeen, I went around being Holden Caulfield. I carried his book everywhere with me as a kind of talisman. It seemed to me funnier, more touching, and more right about the way things were than anything else I’d ever read. I would persuade prospective friends, especially girls, to read it as a test: If they didn’t like it, didn’t “get” it, they were out. But if they did, then somehow a foundation seemed to have been laid: Here was someone I could “really talk to.” For ages I thought I had discovered The Catcher in the Rye: I had come across it in a secondhand bookshop in Darlington, County Durham, and had bought it on the strength of its first sentence:




If you really want to hear about it, the first thing you’ll probably want to know is where I was born, and what my lousy childhood was like, and how my parents were occupied and all before they had me, and all that David Copperfield kind of crap, but I don’t feel like going into it, if you want to know the truth.





What more audacious opening to a novel could be imagined—at any rate, by one whose own fiction at that time was darkly allegorical/archaic and, in its speech, almost euphuistically remote from the dialect of his northern English tribe? And of course the Catcher’s colloquial balancing act is not just something boldly headlined on page one: It is wonderfully sustained from first to last. And so too, it seemed to me, was everything else in the book: its humor, its pathos, and, above all, its wisdom, the certainty of its world view. Holden Caulfield knew the difference between the phony and the true. As I did. The Catcher was the book that taught me what I ought already to have known: that literature can speak for you, not just to you. It seemed to me “my book.”


It was something of a setback when I eventually found out that I was perhaps the millionth adolescent to have felt this way, but I was by then safely engrossed by Beowulf and the Aeneid, Book III, a student of English literature at Oxford. Holden would say that this was where I started to go wrong, started along the path that would eventually lead me to the sort of literary folly I now had in mind, but I didn’t know this at the time. “My book” had turned into everybody’s book: Everybody had seen in it a message aimed at him.


In gratitude for this sensation of having been specially confided in, J. D. Salinger’s readers have granted him much fame and money and, if he has not altogether turned these down, he has been consistently churlish in accepting them. Now he won’t even let us see what he is working on. Is he sulking? If so, where did we all go wrong? By studying English lit.? Or is he teasing us—testing our fidelity and, in the process, making sure that we won’t ever totally abandon him? These were the sorts of question my whimsical biographer would play around with.


Of course, every biographer has a bit of the low tec in him, and mine—having made his first move—now looked forward to “getting on the case.” I was already thinking of “him” as somehow separate from “me”: a convenience or a necessity? Anyway, I got “him” started by firing off about two dozen form letters to all the Salingers listed in the Manhattan telephone directory. Where did the Salingers come from, I asked, and did any of these Salingers happen to know the novelist J.D.? I was hoping to tap the well-known American hunger for genealogy and, sure enough, the replies came storming back. But they were neither entertaining nor informative. Nobody knew anything of J.D. except that he had turned into a hermit, and several had never heard of him at all.


On the other hand, many of them did claim a connection with Pierre Salinger, John F. Kennedy’s press secretary, and it emerged from what they said that there were in fact two sorts of Salinger. One sort hailed from Alsace-Lorraine; the other from Eastern Europe, perhaps Poland. The French branch was far more numerous and self-knowing than the Polish, and J.D.—it was soon evident—belonged to the more shadowy East European line. Had he ever himself tried to find out about his origins and, failing to do so, become charmed by some sense of his own elusiveness?


It was at moments like this, I could now see, that my “biographer,” my sleuthing other self, would need some rather severe guidance and restraint.
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About three weeks after the first wave of answers had subsided, I got a letter from J. D. Salinger himself. One of my letters, it seems, had been received by his sister, and another by his son—both of whom are listed in the Manhattan phone book. Salinger berated me for harassing his family “in the not particularly fair name of scholarship.” He didn’t suppose he could stop me writing a book about him, but he thought he ought to let me know—“for whatever little it may be worth”—that he had suffered so many intrusions on his privacy that he could endure no more of it—not “in a single lifetime.”


The letter was touching in a way, but also just a shade repellent. It was as frigidly impersonal as it could be, and somewhat too composed, too pleased with its own polish for me to accept it as a direct cry from the heart. And yet there could be no mistaking its intent. I tried it out on one or two of my more sardonic literary friends. One said that it was “really a kind of come-on”: “I can’t stop you” to be translated as “Please go ahead.” Another said: “Who does he think he is?” and I suppose this was closer to my own response. But it was hard for me to be certain what I felt. I had already accepted a commission for this book. I’d been paid (and I’d already spent) a fair amount of money. According to my original plan (that Salinger might perhaps be lured into the open), it could be said that things were working out quite well. And yet this human contact, icy though it was, did give me pause. Up to now, I’d been dallying with the idea of Salinger; he was a fictional character, almost, and certainly a symbolic one, in the fable of American letters. He said he wanted neither fame nor money and by this means he’d contrived to get extra supplies of both—much more of both, in fact, than might have come his way if he’d stayed in the marketplace along with everybody else. Surely, I’d been reasoning in my more solemn moments, there was some lesson to be learned from his “career.” To what extent was Salinger the victim of America’s cultural star system? To what extent its finest flower? American intellectuals look with compassion on those Eastern bloc writers who have been silenced by the state, but here, in their own culture, a greatly loved author had elected to silence himself. He had freedom of speech but what he had ended up wanting more than anything else, it seemed, was the freedom to be silent. And the power to silence—to silence anyone who wanted to find out why he had stopped speaking.


And yet here was this letter, obliging me to face up to the presence of the man himself. He wanted to be left alone. He’d kept his side of the bargain: by not publishing, by refusing all interviews, photographs, and so on. He hadn’t gone quite so far as to withdraw his books from circulation, but perhaps it wasn’t in his power to do so. He had, it would appear, behaved with dignity and forbearance whenever some eager college student had turned up at his door. Didn’t he have the same right to his privacy as you and I? Well, yes. But then again, not quite. The Catcher in the Rye, Franny and Zooey, and so on are in the shops and on the syllabuses, still likely to figure in any conventional account of the best works of our time. Do we accord them special treatment, saying of them, as we (or most of us) would not say of other books, that we must suspend all interest in the author? On the face of it, we don’t. And yet is not Salinger, by claiming this treatment for himself, also suggesting that other writers ought to do the same? After all, other writers do draw the privacy line somewhere, saying “You can ask me this, but not that.” Salinger has decided not to play that game. But then it could be said that by not playing it, by not giving anything, he has exposed himself to a different sort of game: my sort, the sort that asks him in reply, “What’s your game?”


I wrote back to Salinger, saying that his letter had certainly made me think but that in spite of it I had decided to go ahead with my book. I would undertake, however, to observe some ground rules. Since up to 1965, he had been in the public domain, but thereafter had elected not to be, I would not pursue my researches beyond that date. I would also undertake not to bother his family and friends. He could still change his mind about seeing me, or about answering some questions, but I didn’t suppose he would. My hope was, I said, that if he was eventually to read my book he might soften his view—not just of me, but of what was possible, decently possible, in a genre such as this.


To myself, I issued one or two instructions. I would not attempt to seek out his ex-wife, his children, or his sister. I would permit myself to write letters to people who had been friends of his during his writing (or publishing) years, but I would not surprise them on the telephone, nor persist in my letter writing if two of my letters were to go unanswered. I would make it clear, where I thought there might be any doubt, that Salinger was against what I was doing. And so on. I was trying to make myself sound decent—not just to Salinger, but to myself. On the one hand, I really didn’t see why I should extinguish my curiosity about this Salinger phenomenon: I was by no means alone in wanting to know more about him. On the other hand, at what point does decent curiosity become indecent? In the end, I supposed that I would find this out as I proceeded, that I would recognize the border line when I ran into it. Even so, I didn’t have to write this book.


This circular self-questioning persisted and was fairly constant for a week or two. And it was genuine; it felt genuine. But it didn’t seem to be actually stopping me from moving on to the next stage of the operation. In November 1983, I set off for New York—or we did: me grappling feebly with the moral issues and my biographizing alter ego, now my constant companion, merely eager to get on with the job.
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Somehow, in America, it was harder than ever to remember that this whole thing had started out as a rather stylish (as I saw it) literary game. First, it so happened, I had to cope with a few demons from my past, my New York past. I had spent many months in New York and Boston from 1979 to 1981, researching a biography of the poet Robert Lowell. This biography was authorized in that it had the token approval of Lowell’s two surviving widows. Also, the poet’s literary executors were sympathetic. There was, therefore, no problem about access; several thousand letters and manuscripts were stored in various libraries and dozens of Lowell’s friends and acquaintances were, I soon found, prepared to talk. There seemed to be no requirement in this case for me to split myself in two.


But I also soon discovered that authorization, if you are writing a biography of someone who has died two years before, can be a narrow license. I had access, to be sure—to papers and to people. But papers that have not found their way into libraries (and some which have) can often be withheld, and people sometimes tell you lies. With Lowell, I found I almost had too much material—too many eyewitness accounts, too many items passed on to me in confidence, too many special interests. And the role of the biographer, even the authorized biographer, has its unpleasant aspects. For all that you enjoyed this magic-sounding right of access, you still had to be endlessly judging and rejudging limits of propriety. And to some extent you were always having to play one witness off against another. There were too many tightropes, too many injurable sensitivities, and later, when the book was done, too many denials and recriminations. Lowell had been loved by several people, but few of these people loved, or even liked each other. And yet all of them believed that their version of the man was the authentic one—it had to be because their love, which they knew to be authentic, made it so.


Compared to what I had been through with Lowell, this Salinger project might at moments seem bracingly unmessy. At any rate, there was little chance that I would become bewildered by a surfeit of material. But still, not to be authorized has some bad precedents in the United States: Unauthorized gives off a smell of sleaze. Describing my new project to a few New York acquaintances, I at once began to detect a pattern of response. People in New York wanted to know all that could be known about Salinger, this mysterious “celebrity,” and yet at the same time they evinced a protectiveness toward him, as if his inaccessibility was a national treasure that I, the invader, somehow threatened to despoil. Freedom of information versus invasion of privacy: a quarrel within the American psyche that Watergate had simply tugged into the open. Several times during my first weeks in the States, I had the eerie experience of being advised by the same person 1) to “make sure you get onto that ex-wife. … She’s probably sore at him. … You bet she’ll talk” and 2) “Don’t you think the poor man has the right to be left in peace, if that’s what he wants? I hear he’s deeply religious.” One of Salinger’s more vehement protectors, while arguing the “he’s religious” line, also managed to slip me the name and address of a girl he claimed Salinger had lived with for several years—and this in spite of my protesting that I wasn’t interested in the man’s life post-1965.


The man’s life. The writer’s life. It became wearisome having to explain time and again what I wasn’t even sure was true: that there had to be, somewhere, a line that could be drawn—that with other writers we knew more or less where to locate that line because the writers themselves at one stage or another had given us directions. We could tell from T. S. Eliot’s Paris Review interview which bits of his “personal life” he felt we had a right to know about or ask about. It works like this in ordinary conversation: The limits of intimacy are signaled. We pick up the signals or we don’t, but they are usually there. With Salinger, the signals were, well, shall we say, ill mannered, both hostile and provocative. “You’ll get nothing out of me.”


Of course, if Salinger was a Mallarmé we might not care so much. But he is, let it be confessed, a writer whose work is more than usually powered by autobiography. It actually admits to being so. Over three books, this author has offered us a central character whose curriculum vitae is in almost every detail like his own. … And so the argument went on. But it was all the time getting thinner and more effortful in the face of what often seemed to me dishonest or sentimental opposition.


As for my companion, he was already marking up his file cards. I decided to stick with him for just a little longer, and to listen more attentively when he explained to me that if this “job” was to be done, it might as well be done properly. There were several obvious next steps. First, there was the existing Salinger “record,” such as it was. This record has been handed down from book to book, from magazine to magazine, over a period of some twenty-five years, without any significant alterations. Its fullest expression could be found in Warren T. French’s J. D. Salinger, last revised in 1976.1 The Warren French account, amounting to some fourteen pages, represented the best that biographical scholarship could come up with on this subject. It offered, we were meant to understand, as much as could be known without Salinger’s cooperation. Our first task would be to put this proposition to the test; after all, maybe the record itself was a Salinger invention. Most of it seemed to have been compiled from statements he himself had made over the years. Evidently we would need to go through it, “fact” by “fact.”


Just as it was taken for granted that the “record” was both true and unexpandable, so (necessarily) it was believed that everyone who had ever known Salinger was somehow sworn to silence. In New York, people kept telling me, “No one will talk,” as if Salinger were a high-placed mobster who had ways of guaranteeing the loyalty of his lieutenants. Later on, I would learn of people like S. J. Perelman—willing to speak unsolemnly about everything under the sun and yet able to fall obstinately silent when asked about J.D. Was everyone like him? This side of things would be difficult to check without bending my own rules of conduct. It might well have been that there were blabbermouths, or grudge bearers, or embittered ex-lovers who, with a bit of badgering, or after a few drinks, or just for fun would spill the beans. The beans? Well, let us say, might tell me something that might later on connect with something else. What would happen if I ran into one of these? Would I stop my ears? Of course not. But perhaps the first question I would want to put to them would be: Why are you saying this? And what makes you different from the others?


I had the names of a few people who had known Salinger over the years. It seemed most unlikely that men like William Shawn or Peter de Vries or William Maxwell would wish to swell the literary historical record at the expense of their friendships with Salinger but, as my companion pointed out, it would be incompetent not to at least approach them. By letter. As agreed. Also, there was Salinger’s agent, Dorothy Olding (of Harold Ober Ltd.). She, it was clear, had been my subject’s chief protector for four decades. Obviously, I would get nothing out of her. But still, I ought to try.
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While waiting, or not really waiting, for replies to the dozen or so “letters to his friends” that I’d sent out, I began my appraisal of the “record.”




J. D. Salinger was born on January 1st, 1919. His father, Sol Salinger, was born in Cleveland, Ohio, and is said to have been the son of a rabbi, but he drifted sufficiently far from Orthodox Judaism to become an importer of hams and to marry a Gentile, Scotch-born Marie Jillich, who changed her name to Miriam to fit better with her husband’s family.2





This paragraph alone could take a year or two to check. Where had these “facts” come from in the first place? For instance, the bit about his father’s being the son of a rabbi and his mother’s changing her name to Miriam. Warren French’s footnote directed me to a 1961 article in Life magazine by Ernest Havemann.3 I telephoned Havemann. “Who said that Salinger’s father was the son of a rabbi?” “I don’t know. I must have heard it somewhere.” I looked up some Jewish Who’s Who’s. No Rabbi Salinger. Since I wasn’t prepared to make a trip to Cleveland, I thought I’d leave this one for a bit.


But what about Sol Salinger himself? I looked him up in the New York Times index and found that he had once given a speech on behalf of the Cheese Importers Association and that he had worked for a Chicago firm called J. S. Hoffman and Co.—manufacturers of tasty-sounding items like Hofco Family Swiss Cuts and Hofco Baby Goudas, but mainly importers of meats and cheeses, from South America and Europe. I looked them up in the Times. The only mention of the firm records a sorry fall from grace: In 1941 the FBI seized thirty-two cases of Hoffman’s Sliced Wisconsin on the charge that it contained “faked holes.”4 Although Sol was Hoffman’s New York manager, there was no suggestion that he was tied up in this scandal.


From the Cheese Importers Association I got the names of several of Sol’s colleagues and I rang around. Most of New York’s cheesemen are Italians and they came over as almost mafialike in their suspicious ness. After all, what was a “biography” for, what made it different from something like a police record, for example? If I wanted to know about Sol why didn’t I get onto his kid Jerry—he was still alive, wasn’t he?; some kind of writer, they believed. But I did pick up a few bits and pieces. Solomon S. Salinger had died in the 1970s; he had been born in 1888 and had moved to New York—probably from Chicago—in 1912. He was admired in business circles for running a tight ship. In his later years he was notable for sporting a white mane and a magnificent white beard. “He looked like God,” said one ex-colleague.


In spite of his appearance, though, Sol had always been something of a whipping boy for his boss, J. S. Hoffman. And he probably didn’t get on with his son. Most of the Italians I spoke to were the sons and nephews of Sol’s actual colleagues. In cheese, it seemed, there was a strong dynastic tendency, and Sol no doubt hoped his only boy would join the firm. “Let’s just say I didn’t ever see them together” was one comment. As for Jerry’s mother, Miriam—or Marie—the cheesemen were chivalrously loath to say anything about her. Again: “Why don’t you ask the boy? He and his mother were extremely close.” I had read somewhere that Marie had been an actress, or had played in vaudeville (like Bessie in Salinger’s Glass stories). There were reports too, on the “record,” that when Salinger was a boy the Marx Brothers would often drop by the family apartment (and in an unpublished story of the 1940s, Holden Caulfield’s mother is an actress called Mary Moriarity). I tried all this out on the Italians. “Yeah. She may have been. Why don’t you ask the boy?”


Where had the family lived? I asked the cheesemen. From their few leads and from a search of the New York telephone directories, I was able to piece together what seems to have been a steadily improving list of Salinger addresses. When Jerome David Salinger was born at the New York Nursery and Child’s Hospital on West Sixty-first Street, the family was living at 3681 Broadway. But in that same year they moved downtown, so to speak—to 113th Street, on the then-predominantly Jewish Upper West Side. (By 1931 the guidebooks described Salinger’s earliest milieu as follows: “Dark-eyed beauties with high combs in their hair, and paradoxical high heels on their shoes, parade the avenues and survey the territory originally captured from the Jew, and now held against the northern onslaught of the Negro. This is Little Spain.”5)


When Salinger was born, then, the neighborhood would already have been in transition. The Salingers, certainly, seem to have been restless. Between 1919 and 1928, the family moved three times, and always to the south. The New York that figures in Jerome’s writing later on is largely the New York he would have remembered from the age of nine. In 1928, the Salingers took an apartment at 221 West Eighty-second Street, and it is from this address that their son would have made his first forays to the nearby American Museum of Natural History, or to the zoo in Central Park. As William Maxwell wrote in 1951: “A New York childhood is a special experience. For one thing the landmarks have a different connotation. As a boy, Jerry Salinger played on the steps of public buildings that a non-native would recognize immediately and that he never knew the names of. He rode his bicycle in Central Park. He fell into the Lagoon. Those almost apotheosized department stores, Macy’s and Gimbels, still mean to him the toy department at Christmas. Park Avenue means taking a cab to Grand Central at the beginning of vacation.”6


In fact, from the fall of 1932, Park Avenue meant home. The Salingers moved across the park to an apartment building on the corner of Park and East Ninety-first Street—a sure sign to all of Sol’s colleagues that he was now an importer of real substance. He also had a motorcar of such splendor that it is still spoken of today with envy. Like Holden Caulfield, Jerome could from now on think of himself as an affluent big-city boy.
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Replies to my letters had started to come in, and they were very nearly as discouraging as I’d supposed they would be. William Shawn, The New Yorker editor, was “not able” to speak with me, but he thanked me for my “courtesy and consideration.” I had said to him, as to the others, that I didn’t really expect him to “cooperate” but perhaps there was some “limited” way in which he might assist me. Shawn managed to sound almost rueful, as if in a kinder world there would have been nothing he’d have liked better than to talk candidly about his friend. I rather dismissed this as reflex New Yorker-ese. All the same, there was something faintly regretful also in the answers I received from Maxwell and de Vries. Again, neither of them felt able to tell me anything, but neither of them tried to warn me off. This did surprise me, rather.


And so did my fourth letter. It was from Dorothy Olding, Salinger’s agent since the early forties and, in my mind, his spokesperson. Ms. Olding didn’t suppose that she could help much, but she would be prepared to see me. I called her and we arranged a meeting in her office. The deal was that we would speak in confidence—and so we did. But what was happening here? Was this a put-up job? Had Salinger asked Olding to check me out? My companion was pleased enough to have the record put right on certain factual points, and believed he could already see ways in which the “Olding data,” as he immediately began to call it, could be smuggled into our narrative without “revealing our source.” Ever more sensitive than he, I came away from the meeting with a sharp sense that all was not as it had seemed.
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Chapter 2







Salinger’s childhood has never been publicly discussed. He attended schools on Manhattan’s upper west side, where he apparently did satisfactory work, except in arithmetic. … At the time he should have begun high school in 1932, he was transferred to a private institution, Manhattan’s famed MacBurney [sic] school, where he told the interviewer that he was interested in dramatics; but he reportedly flunked out after a year. In September, 1934, his father enrolled him at Valley Forge Military Academy.1





J D. Salinger has often said that he started writing at the age of fifteen—that is to say, during his first year at Valley Forge Military Academy. It has also been alleged by others that Valley Forge is the model for Pencey Prep, Holden Caulfield’s alma mater in The Catcher in the Rye: a plausible theory, since Valley Forge, like Pencey, is only a shortish train ride from New York. We made this our very first “field trip” in December 1983.


The academy is based near Wayne, a small town in Pennsylvania, about half an hour’s drive from Philadelphia. It was founded in 1928 and, according to its manifesto, the school’s mission from the start was to turn out “young men fully prepared to meet their responsibilities, alert in mind, sound in body, considerate of others, and with a high sense of duty, honor, loyalty and courage. Valley Forge implements these goals and gives them structure through the values found in military discipline.”2 Pencey, it will be recalled, boasted of “molding boys into splendid, clear-thinking young men.”


Holden, of course, thought all this “strictly for the birds,” but there is evidence that such promo rhetoric might have had a pleasant lilt for Solomon S. Salinger in September 1934 as he mused on the troubled prospects of his son, Jerome. At Valley Forge, we were allowed to inspect Jerome’s “201 File.” In it we found Sol’s original application form: It is hastily filled out, with irritated horizontal scratchings of the pen when asked about his son’s religion—the answer appears to have been none—and there is a clear unwillingness to go into bureaucratic detail except on the matter of the school’s fairly imposing fees. The decision to dispatch Jerome to Valley Forge was evidently taken in some haste. Sol’s letter of enrollment is dated September 20 and the school’s academic year was due to start on September 22.


A few days earlier Mrs. Salinger had taken Jerome and his sister to inspect the Valley Forge amenities—it fits with the sense one has of the father’s exasperation that Sol himself chose not to make the trip. And when, shortly afterward, Valley Forge sent a lieutenant to New York to conclude the deal (Valley Forge, like most other such schools in 1934, was desperately short of funds), it was Mrs. Salinger with whom he dealt, not Sol. A cadet who entered the academy at the same time as Salinger wrote (in reply to a form letter we sent out to a list Valley Forge provided of Jerome’s contemporaries) that there was indeed some tension between father and son:




I cannot imagine why Jerry’s parents would send him to a military boarding school knowing his traits and sensitive personality. Perhaps his father, who was Jewish and a successful cheese importer in New York, felt he needed the discipline. He was very close to his mother, who was not Jewish. I met her briefly at the academy and remember her as an attractive and gracious woman, who obviously adored her only son.3





Jerry’s last school had been The McBurney School, an expensive but none too chic establishment on New York’s West Sixty-third Street. McBurney had links with the YMCA movement; rather like Valley Forge it was not an obvious choice for a worried Jewish father to have made—it was no cheaper and certainly no smarter than more local schools like Dalton or New Lincoln.


The year Salinger was enrolled at McBurney, 1932, was also the year in which Sol moved his family to Park Avenue—indeed, the two events were almost simultaneous. As an importer of luxury foodstuffs, Sol could have been among the few who prospered during this, the worst year of the Depression. And perhaps, therefore, Jerome’s enrollment at McBurney was hasty, nouveau riche. Salinger himself in later years repeatedly declared that before McBurney, he attended a number of New York public schools. Only one of these has been identified—P.S. 109—but if the others were also public, this would support the impression that 1932 was something of a financial turning point for Sol.


The picture we have of Salinger at McBurney (gleaned from the school’s files and yearbooks) is the one that will stay with us during the course of his school and college years. Academically, his performance was well below the average. His most dismal grades were in Latin and geometry, and he spent the summer of 1934 at Manhasset School in an effort to make up in these subjects. His English and journalism marks were also poor (in his first year at McBurney he was rated seventh in a class of twelve), and the overall rating of his headmaster, Thomas Hemenway, placed him in the fourth fifth of a class of forty—that is to say, somewhere between twenty-fourth and thirty-second.


His demeanor was silent, thoughtful, to one side of the main drift—the usual demeanor, indeed, of the artist-as-schoolboy. A contemporary told Time magazine: “He wanted to do unconventional things. For hours, nobody in the family knew where he was or what he was doing. He just showed up for meals. He was a nice boy, but he was the kind of kid who, if you wanted to have a card game, wouldn’t join in.”4 He was nicknamed “Sonny” by his chums, perhaps with a hint of sarcasm.


The only school activities that attracted Sonny at McBurney were in the fields of journalism and dramatics. Like Holden Caulfield, he let himself become the manager of the school fencing team, but this no doubt came under the heading of Dramatic Art. (When Holden loses the “foils and equipment and stuff” in the subway, his Pencey team is on its way to play a match against McBurney). Jerome also served as a reporter on the McBurneian, and he acted in two school plays, taking a female part in each, and winning rave reviews. In Mary’s Ankle, he played Mrs. Burns, and the McBurneian declared, “Some think Jerome Salinger … gave the best performance.” In Jonesy, he “took the part of the well-meaning mother of Jonesy, giving a most excellent performance.” His final report from McBurney described him as “very good in dramatics” and—more surprising—“good in public speaking.”


There is no indication that he was much involved with sports. His McBurney records state that he liked Ping-Pong and soccer, but he seems to have been alarmingly accident prone. Before entering McBurney, he had on various occasions suffered a broken leg, a broken ankle, and a broken arm. In the middle of his freshman year, it is noted, he was struck on the head by a medicine ball—no great event, one might have thought, and yet his mother immediately demanded to know “how this could have happened in a supervised class.” Jerome’s only other recorded interest is in “tropical fish.”5


The passion for acting seems to have been evident from very early on; it has been said (again, on what authority we know not) that at the tender age of seven, Jerome was the best actor at a summer camp in Maine. One might disregard this rumor if Salinger himself had not, later on, written a long story about a seven-year-old genius at summer camp. The Salingers, like the Caulfields in The Catcher in the Rye‚ probably had a summer home in Maine or New York State. Camp Wigwam, where Jerome is reputed to have won his acting prize, is possibly a model for Camp Hapworth in Salinger’s last published work, “Hapworth 16, 1924,” in which the genius Seymour Glass is also age seven. If young Jerome had anything at all like Seymour’s sense of his own mysterious precocity, this would help to explain his sluggish academic showing.


Certainly it was not difficult—as my companion now repeatedly remarked—to perceive a connection between Jerome’s juvenile attachment to the idea of performance with the heavily theatrical “man of mystery” stance adopted later on by JDS. Perhaps when Jerome Salinger was first escorted to Valley Forge, the theater of the place had an appeal for him. There is indeed something studied and artificial about the school’s appearance: the dressed-up boy soldiers; the short-haired bushes, symmetrically spaced, as if they too were on parade; the cannons and flags that seem to be stationed around every corner of its spotless, neatly shaven grounds. The atmosphere is brisk, ready for anything, and, apart from the odd crumbling gable, shiny new, a boyhood dream of military competence and dash. For the secretive exponent of outsiderism, it might well have seemed like a perfect place to hide away, and for the performer who liked dressing up it offered a multitude of props, costumes, and disguises.


Liking it or not, Salinger was enrolled as a boy soldier. His character report from McBurney warned the colonels what they might expect. It said that he had been “hard hit by adolescence his last year with us,” that he was “Fuzzy.” On the boy’s ability, the report declared that he had “Plenty.” On his industry, however, the verdict was gloomy and abrupt: Jerome “did not know the word.” Another school might have been cautious about taking him. The six-year-old Valley Forge could not afford to be fastidious.


Salinger has said that he hated life at military school, but the evidence is contradictory. He certainly didn’t spend his time there in a state of sulk. As a half-Jewish New Yorker joining an odd school like this halfway through the curriculum he might easily have felt licensed to indulge an even deeper fuzziness than at McBurney. In fact, his career at Valley Forge is marked by a curiously companionable struggle between eager conformism and sardonic detachment. His co-students tend to remember the sardonic side:







What I remember most about Jerome was the way he used to speak. He always talked in a pretentious manner as if he were reciting something from Shakespeare. And he had a sort of sardonic wit.




  





I must say I enjoyed his company immensely. He was full of wit and humor and sizzling wisecracks. He was a precocious and gifted individual, and I think he realized at that age that he was more gifted with the pen than the rest of us.


We were both skinny adolescents and must have looked terribly young and boyish. I was immediately attracted to him because of his sophistication and humor. His conversation was frequently laced with sarcasm about others and the silly routines we had to obey and follow at school. Both of us hated the military regime and often wondered why we didn’t leave the school. I believe Jerry did everything he could not to earn a cadet promotion, which he considered childish and absurd. He enjoyed breaking the rules, and several times we both slipped off the academy grounds at 4 A.M. to enjoy a breakfast in the local diner. It was a great surprise to me that he returned to school for a second year.




  





He loved conversation. He was given to mimicry. He liked people, but he couldn’t stand stuffed shirts. Jerry was aware that he was miscast in the military role. He was all legs and angles, very slender, with a shock of black hair combed backward. His uniform was always rumpled in the wrong places. He never fit it. He always stuck out like a sore thumb in a long line of cadets.





The presiding genius at Valley Forge was the founder, Colonel Milton S. Baker—the model, everyone at the academy today assumes, for Pencey’s headmaster in The Catcher in the Rye. Fund-raising was Baker’s obsession, and he was immensely proud of having secured the school’s survival through the Depression. One student writes: “Colonel Baker was no scholar, but he was a great promoter. … He was always seeking publicity in the papers. Some of it was downright ‘tacky,’ as the time his PR man had a cadet walk around on stilts. Indeed the corps would sometimes march—out of Baker’s earshot—and chant: ‘One-two-three-four, Butch’s Advertising Corps.’ Butch was the cadets’ nickname for Baker.”




Baker was very pro British. He wore a greatcoat like the ones worn by British officers. When he changed the cadet uniform in the fall of 1936, he used British army officers’ “stars” for cadet officer insignia on the shoulder straps. In April of 1936, I still remember the time when Baker spoke in chapel and denounced Edward VIII for giving up his throne for Mrs. Simpson. Baker’s concern was that Edward was shirking his duty, which of course he was! Some years later, Baker was awarded the OBE, which must have been the proudest moment of his life.


He was also a devout churchman—vice-president of the American Church Union. The Valley Forge chaplain was always an Episcopalian.





The colonel was a likely butt for Jerome’s burgeoning sense of the absurd and it should be no surprise that when The Catcher in the Rye appeared, poor Baker was appalled. “I thought it was filthy,” he told Salinger in 1963.6 Other Valley Forge staff members would also have attracted Salinger’s sardonic eye. There was Major John DesIlets, who wore a waxed moustache and was never to be seen without his swagger stick; Captain Horace Aitken, an aristocrat who hated cats and used to shoot them from the window of his quarters; Lieutenant Houston, who taught English and wore pince-nez (the cadets said they were made of plain glass and were worn to give him style); the officer (he won’t be named) who was dismissed from the school for cursing in church and was later hailed as a hero by the boys. And among the cadets themselves there were more than a few eccentrics: the handsome cadet captain who served as crucifer in chapel and was busted to private after being caught in a nearby whorehouse; the cadet who rigged up the radio program Gang Busters to the loudspeaker system in the barracks; the upper-class bully who beat a new cadet for not answering a question quickly enough and thus forever cured him of his stammer. These were the real-life Ackleys, Stradlaters, and Marsalas, it would seem. And a cadet did fall to his death from a window in one of the dormitories—like James Castle in The Catcher. A former cadet testifies: “I did not know the details, but was aware of the accident. I did not know there was a reason beyond a ‘slip’ while trying to go from one room to another via the roof.”


Salinger’s own delinquencies seem to have been mild: sneaking out of school at night, getting drunk from time to time. There was one night, a cadet recalls, when Jerome became so impossibly drunk and “Holden Caulfield-ish,” vowing to break out of school once and for all, that a close friend had to fell him with a knockout punch to prevent him from waking the militia. (The close friend was Salinger’s roommate, one Ned Davis, thought by many to be a model for Stradlater: “Ned was a fine cadet, but was good-looking, tall, combed his hair constantly and believed himself to be the answer to a woman’s prayer.)” Most stories about cadet Salinger, though, are to do with his teasing, ironic manner: “His favorite expression for someone he did not care for was ‘John, you really are a prince of a guy‚’ and of course the meaning never got through except to his friends.” One day Salinger’s mother came to visit the school. She commented on the red flashes that some of the boys wore on their caps (these were awarded for meritorious conduct of one sort or another). Salinger told her that she must at all costs avoid speaking with these boys. The flashes, he said, were worn as punishment for using profane language.


This, then, is the detached, mildly rebellious Holden Caulfield-ish Salinger one would expect to find. There was another side, though: the straight-faced joiner, the comrade-in-arms. In his second year at Valley Forge, Salinger was made literary editor of the class yearbook, Crossed Sabres. The literary editor was, in effect, the book’s author, and the book itself can be taken as Salinger’s “official” version of his years at Valley Forge. As an exercise in straight-faced irony (if such it was), the whole project is quite masterly. Here is the author’s tribute, printed boldly in the center of an otherwise extremely empty page, to Colonel Baker:







When one speaks of Valley Forge Military Academy one thinks of Colonel Baker. The names are synonymous. All that Valley Forge has meant to us, Colonel Baker has meant to us. We, of the class of 1936, here regretfully take leave of this man, who has embodied all we ever hope to be. We shall carry his inspiration, the Valley Forge inspiration, to the four corners of the earth.7





Heartfelt or slyly subversive? Certainly, Colonel Baker could not take offense. And this tribute sets the tone. In another section of the yearbook, there are two pages of class history in which the author muses lyrically on the four magical years he has spent at Valley Forge—no matter that Salinger had spent the first two of them being fuzzy at McBurney. The history begins with the eager cadet’s arrival at the school:




The beginning of a new life! Prep school! Do you remember with what anxiety you waited for the Order telling you to report and, after it arrived, the feeling of trepidation on suddenly being faced with the realization that the die was really cast; that you were actually leaving your parents and friends—and accustomed habits—for a military school, about which you had read so much and looked forward to with longing? Do you remember the sharp emotion of bidding mother goodbye and the firm handclasp of father before you were hustled away by the important-looking cadets of the Plebe detail?8





The rhapsody goes on, from year to year: 1932 to 1936. In 1933 there is the pleasant sensation of drilling new recruits; in 1934 there is a new seriousness, an awareness that “in these last two years we will either make or break ourselves.” And then, the final year:




We have grown, our horizon has extended, and our outlook has become more mature. Like those before us, we are only one of the innumerable classes which will graduate but we ardently hope that we shall not be forgotten by those with whom we have been associated. To our Alma Mater, nourishing mother, we say goodbye. To our memories of four happy years under your skillful guidance it shall never be goodbye. Our memories shall be ever vital and alive.





If we accept that whoever wrote this could not actually have meant it, then there is no need to challenge the probability that the author is indeed sardonic young Jerome: “Salinger the Sublime,” as he is nicknamed in the 1935 Crossed Sabres, On the final page of the 1936 yearbook Jerome excels himself in a rhetorical vein not dissimilar to the one that animates his elegiac prose. This time the contribution bears his signature, and is offered as a class song for the boys of ’36:




Hide not thy tears on this last day


   Your sorrow has no shame:


To march no more midst lines of gray,


   No longer play the game.


Four years have passed in joyful ways


   Wouldst stay these old times dear?


Then cherish now these fleeting days


   The few while you are here.







The last parade, our hearts sink low:


   Before us we survey—


Cadets to be, where we are now


   And soon will come their day.


Though distant now, yet not so far,


   Their years are but a few.


Aye, soon they’ll know why misty are


   Our eyes at last review.







The lights are dimmed, the bugle sounds


   The notes we’ll ne’er forget.


And now a group of smiling lads:


   We part with much regret.


Goodbyes are said, we march ahead


   Success we go to find.


Our forms are gone from Valley Forge


   Our hearts are left behind.9





However charitably we probe, no ironies can be made to surface here, no signals that between the lines the class song is other than what it seems. And yet it is almost certainly a spoof—an act of mimicry so consummately straight-faced that no one could possibly see through it. And it worked. To this day, Salinger’s class song is enshrined in the Valley Forge school hymn book, along with works by Martin Luther and John Wesley, and is still sung at graduation ceremonies. The mode being what it is, fake sentiment is what the audience expects; so too is the mock-antique diction, the lachrymose team spirit. To achieve full, official piety, the hymn actually prefers a mimic author to a real one.


What is interesting, though, is that young Jerome seems to have been happy for the piece to be taken at face value, to be thought of as “by him.” Cadets who were with him at Valley Forge particularly remember his conscientious labors on the yearbook and his authorship of the class song. Not one of them suggests that either the song or the history had been composed with tongue in cheek.


Of course, the “terrific liar” is at his most effective when he starts believing his own lies. Salinger’s hymn is perhaps best thought of as an adroit finale to his whole performance in the role of good cadet. Although his contemporaries remember him as mocking and subversive, his teachers believed him to be “quiet, thoughtful, always anxious to please.” The staff sergeant in command of his B Company has said that Salinger was “a long way from the rebellious, nonconforming adolescent he describes in Catcher in the Rye.”


The mistake here, of course, is in thinking of Holden Caulfield as a nonconformist. There is in him, as there is said to have been in Salinger, a rather touching willingness to please, to keep the peace, to tell people what they seem to want to hear. Holden has an actor’s ability to win over most of the grown-ups he has dealings with; if he can bluff his way out of a tight corner, he will do it. His true disaffection is a secret between him and us—and this is, of course, flattering to us.


Salinger’s own acting career—his public one, that is—took a few steps forward at Valley Forge with his membership in the Academy’s Mask and Spur Dramatic Club. The club was run by Lieutenant Norman Ford, who taught English and befriended Salinger throughout his time at Valley Forge. In 1936 Ford penned a musical comedy for performance by the Mask and Spur and later published a novel about a cheating scandal at West Point. Salinger’s most extended triumph on the boards was in the part of Ralegh in R. C. Sherriff’s Journey’s End, a stiff-upper-lip drama set in World War I. Ralegh is the juvenile male lead, a fresh-faced young subaltern sent to the trenches straight from school and full of such lines as “Oh, but good Lord! That must have been simply topping” and “The Germans are really quite decent, aren’t they?” He dies nobly in the final scene.


As well as belonging to the Mask and Spur, Salinger is listed as having been a member of the glee club, the aviation club, and the French club. A private for most of his time at Valley Forge, he was promoted in time to appear as corporal in the yearbook. Academically, he did enough to graduate: 88 in English, 84 in German, 83 in French, and 79 in modern European history. All his colleagues viewed him as “the writer.” As one of them has put it: “Jerry was never in much of a hurry as far as moving was concerned. He was a very advanced thinker. I mean, he always came up with a different angle on things. When we wanted to spell a word, we’d hit him.”


He was also the big-city boy: Very few New Yorkers went to Valley Forge. He knew about the Broadway shows, and he read The New Yorker and Esquire. He and a friend “used to talk all the time about how they were going to go out to Hollywood and become writers and producers. You know, they talked about cutting a wide swathe to the West Coast and making some of that big money.” His class prediction (written by himself) foresaw him “writing four-act melodramas for the Boston Philharmonic Orchestra.”


The Crossed Sabres job gave Salinger the chance to limber up in more than one literary manner. In addition to the pious material aimed at parents and members of staff, there are several pages of jauntily facetious stuff intended for the boys, and here we get a glimpse of the sophisticated Salinger at play. There are the class predictions: Willie Price will publish his own handbook called My Wit; Pat Patsowsky will run a roller-coaster monopoly in Atlantic City; Remo Tedeschi will be found singing “Ciribiribin” to a packed house at the Met; and so on. And there is a character rundown on each member of the Class of ’36, with Jerome somewhat straining here to score a bull’s-eye every time:




“Berg” Birgenthal is our most frugal cadet but says “business is business and I would not consider it under six percent. “Guy” Woodward is our best “nickel squeezer” and it is rumoured that “Guy” can get real groans from the Buffalo. “Hoim” Muller is the biggest chiseller but we must say that it’s an art—we’ve been trying to learn it for years. Once again, “Dan” Comerford crashes through and this time is our noisiest member. “Dan” has a theory that the world is deaf. Our most timid member is Guy Woodward but we believe that it’s merely a pose. “Bob” Jaegers loses by a blush.10





And thus it labors on, through something like a hundred cadet personalities; the only name missing from parade is that of Corporal Salinger himself. But then he is mine host, distributing the charm. There is genuine affection too in some of these class profiles. Just as Holden ends up “missing” even the most repellent of his Pencey schoolmates, so Salinger gives us a sense that he will probably remember many of these characters for years—as, indeed, most of them seem to have remembered him.


Holden at Pencey, of course, had no real friendships, and no “inner resources” to fall back on—no kings in the back row, no secret goldfish. Throughout The Catcher in the Rye he mourns for his dead brother. His author seems to have been luckier, as authors almost always are. If we are to believe his own account—as told many years later to the Saturday Review—it was at Valley Forge that Salinger first began to think of himself as a committed writer, and not just a writer of calculated set pieces for the school yearbook. At night, he said, hooding a flashlight under the bedcovers, he wrote stories. These stories are almost certainly now lost; we know that none was published. But the hooded flashlight, the air of secrecy and obsession, the sense of a momentous opening of doors—these are to recur time and again in Salinger’s sparse recollections of his life at Valley Forge. By day, Crossed Sabres and the Mask and Spur. By night, the secret fictions. A military academy was perhaps the perfect place at which to acquire a lasting attachment to the surreptitious.


One might record as a nice footnote to Salinger’s double life at Valley Forge the impressions of one of a pair of twins who served there with him: Remo and Romolo Tedeschi:




Yes, I did know Jerry Salinger, since he roomed two doors from me on the second floor. He was an upper classman and a corporal and I recall him as a pasty-faced, not too well-liked individual. He was not my favorite person … sort of a “wise guy” and rather cynical about everything. I happen to be a twin, identical really, and my brother Remo lived in the same hall, but at the other end from my room. He tells me that he liked Jerry Salinger and thought he was a regular guy. So there! You now have two diverse opinions.








Chapter 2 – Notes
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