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            For my children, Christopher and Terry,

and for Woody’s grandchildrenvi
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            I’m going down that long, lonesome road And I ain’t gonna be treated this a-way …

            —“Lonesome Road Blues”
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            Some of the language expressed by the people and documents quoted directly in this book includes words which will be offensive to contemporary readers. It is presented here as a record of the attitudes expressed by particular figures living in a historical period, not as an endorsement of this language or those views.
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            Foreword by Billy Bragg

         

         Bob Dylan defined the art of the singer-songwriter in the early 1960s and, in the process, introduced global youth culture to the work of Woody Guthrie. I didn’t hear “The Times They Are a-Changing” until 1972. By then it was pretty difficult to track down any of Woody’s recordings. No sooner had I managed to obtain a cassette of his songs—on an obscure French label, with a sleeve bearing no more detail than a simple photograph and a brief track list—when punk rock came along and 1976 was declared Year Zero. Anything before that date paled into insignificance once I had seen The Clash. But wait a minute—who was scrawling antifascist slogans on his Martin before electric guitars had even been invented?

         The trouble was, Woody had never had much of a profile in Britain. We didn’t grow up singing “This Land Is Your Land” for obvious reasons, so it was not until I began to perform in the USA and was compared with him that I became familiar with his songs. I guess we do have a number of things in common; the fact that we are both politically motivated solo performers is enough of a rarity in popular music to make us both stand out. However, the more astute observers commented on my place in the tradition; that I was part of a line that can be traced back via The Clash and Phil Ochs and Bob Dylan to Woody Guthrie, who, it could be argued, was the first true singer-songwriter.

         Woody was also the last of the great balladeer tradition stretching back to Elizabethan England. Writing in 1941 about songs that he had picked-up from his mother, he quoted lines from “Blackjack Davey”, a song which was first written down in 1630. Murder ballads, xiioutlaw songs, sentimental parlour melodies, Woody knew hundreds of them and borrowed their tunes constantly. In fact, he wasn’t much of a songwriter at all, more often than not he adapted well-known folk tunes to fit his words. He wasn’t an accomplished singer either, so what was it about his work that inspired successive generations of singer-songwriters?

         It was his subject matter. At a time when everything on the radio seemed to be asinine escapism from tin-pan alley and Hollywood, Woody struggled to describe the realities of the world around him. When he wrote about love and peace and making the world a better place he was prefiguring the personal-political style which became popular in the Sixties counter-culture. It was also the way in which he wrote. He had an authenticity seldom heard in literature and his songs and writings mark him out as the greatest American lyrical poet of the century. Consider our greatest songwriters—did any of them ever write a book like Bound for Glory? Were any of the great authors capable of penning a song with the power of “This Land Is Your Land”?

         Yet you won’t find Woody up there with the literary giants or among the peculiar pantheon of the great pop songwriters. He just doesn’t fit in. He sang the blues but he wasn’t a black man. He sang country songs but he sounded like a communist. He was a political writer but he hadn’t been to college. Even those who admired him said he was just too ornery for his own good. In fact, it was only after Huntington’s disease had silenced his questioning tongue that friends were able to introduce his songs to a wider audience without the fear that the man himself might upset the entertainment by looking the American people in the eye with that hard stare of his and asking them questions, some of which they are still not prepared to contemplate.

         Among the things that the early onset of Huntington’s disease deprived us of was the opportunity to hear Woody Guthrie defend his beliefs before the House Committee on Un-American Activities. He xiiiwould have run rings around those self-appointed vigilante men. Sadly, the shadow that McCarthyism cast over American culture marginalized Woody’s works to the extent that he is still condemned as a communist in his home state of Oklahoma.

         In such a cultural climate it is perhaps no surprise that the real Woody Guthrie has all but disappeared from sight. Most Americans, if they know him at all, recall a one-dimensional figure from the Depression years: some kind of Dust Bowl icon, universal hobo, boxcar rider and wiseacre philosophiser. Perhaps they wonder if he ever actually existed at all. Did he spring fully formed from the folk tradition, the accumulation of centuries of apocryphal tales? Joe Klein has done us a great service in revealing the true story of someone whose own autobiography reads like a work of fiction, and his account of Woody’s life is as compelling as Bound for Glory itself.

         Although his albums are never mentioned nor his career reassessed, Woody Guthrie’s name still appears regularly in glossy music magazines, evoked by musicians seeking a guiding star for their own talents. What does he have to offer that is so inspirational to the artists of today? An authenticity in his words, a simplicity in their delivery, and an alternative philosophy that has stood the test of time.

         March 1998xiv
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            Preface

         

         This book is the result of a process, and an obsession, that began with a story about Arlo Guthrie that I wrote for Rolling Stone magazine early in 1977. I was a political reporter then and hadn’t written much about music, but Arlo represented a tradition I considered important, and which seemed to be dying.

         It was a primitive tradition, carried through the ages by common people who wished to express their joy and anger and frustrations through music. It had been passed on to Arlo from his father, the legendary Woody Guthrie, via Pete Seeger—and it extended back to socialist balladeers like Joe Hill … and further, to the unnamed, unknown slaves and farmers and cowboys and sailors who’d written and sung about the drudgery and occasional triumphs of their lives. In mid-twentieth-century America, it was given a name—folk music—and had enjoyed a brief vogue, but now it was quite out of fashion.

         When I began work on the story about Arlo, I didn’t know all that much about Woody Guthrie. I knew that he had written some famous songs, like “This Land Is Your Land,” and that he’d died from a rare disease, and that he was supposed to have been a major influence on Bob Dylan and other folk singers of the 1960s. There also was a distinct image in my mind: a little man who wandered the country as a hobo, riding the boxcars, occasionally stopping in a town to take an odd job and write a ballad of social significance, before drifting off into the sunset. There was, in addition, a cloying, cutesy, unduly optimistic and childlike sensibility that I associated with Woody Guthrie—and there was little that I subsequently read in his modestly titled autobiography, Bound for Glory, or saw in the film version of 2that book, or read in the other published volumes of Woody’s writing (with titles like Born to Win and Woody Sez) that did much to alter or deepen my impression of the man.

         And yet, there were passages in Bound for Glory—especially the sections in which Woody described his childhood—that were beautifully written and belied the simplistic mythology that he obviously was trying to create around himself. Even more impressive was his music—so basic and powerful and true that it dwarfed all else in the movie version of Bound for Glory, which portrayed Woody in somewhat more depth than the book but covered only a few years of his travels in the 1930s (inaccurately, I later learned).

         As I proceeded with my research about Arlo, the sense that Woody’s story had never been adequately told became the common thread in all my interviews. Pete Seeger said, rather matter-of-factly, “You know, Woody was a Communist.” And Arlo himself expressed dismay about his father’s simplistic public image. He thought Woody’s final years, his battle against Huntington’s disease, were every bit as dramatic and important as his more publicized earlier travels. “You know what I remember?” he said. “I remember him coming home from the hospital and taking me out to the backyard, just him and me, and teaching me the last three verses to ‘This Land Is Your Land’ because he thinks that if I don’t learn them, no one will remember. He can barely strum the guitar at this point, and—can you imagine—his friends think he’s a drunk, crazy, and they stick him in a puke green room in a mental hospital with all these crazy people …

         “And then—and this is so weird you really can’t even begin to figure it—when he can’t write or talk or do anything at all anymore, he hits it big. All of a sudden everyone is singing his songs. Kids are singing ‘This Land Is Your Land’ in school and people are talking about making it the national anthem. Bob Dylan and all the others are copying him. And he can’t react to it. Here’s this guy who always had all these words and now that he’s making it really big, he can’t say anything. 3But his mind is still there. The disease doesn’t affect his mind. He’s sitting there in a mental hospital, and he knows what’s going on, and he can’t say anything or tell anyone how he feels. It’s Shakespearean. Only Shakespeare could write something like that …”

         
             

         

         Well, I wasn’t Shakespeare … and there was a new administration in Washington to write about, so I finished the story about Arlo and moved on to other things.

         Several months later, though, I bumped into Harold Leventhal—the man who’d been Woody’s agent and was now Arlo’s. He said that no one had ever written a full-scale biography of Woody (a children’s biography called A Mighty Hard Road had been published by McGraw-Hill in 1970), and asked if I’d like to try it. “It couldn’t really be done before,” he added, “because many of Woody’s friends would have found it difficult to speak candidly about their past associations, but I think the political climate has changed enough so that they can now.”

         Then I spoke with Marjorie Guthrie, Woody’s second wife, who said that many people had wanted to write books about Woody over the years, but she’d always refused: “I didn’t think any of them were mature enough to write about my personal life.” But she, too, thought the time was right and was willing to cooperate fully and give me access to all of Woody’s private papers. She asked nothing in return—no editorial control, no financial consideration. “It’s your book,” she said. “Just try to be fair.” Indeed, her only request was that I put in a plug for her Committee to Combat Huntington’s Disease. (Here it is: the committee’s address is 250 West 57th Street, New York, N.Y. 10019.)

         At the time, I wasn’t aware of the full significance of Marjorie’s comment about her personal life, but I soon found out. She led me to a room filled with file cabinets—Woody’s unpublished writings. I spent much of the next year in that room, reading stacks of letters and diaries that described, in astonishing detail, the most intimate aspects of their life together. Marjorie also subjected herself to dozens 4of hours of interviews, patiently answering questions that often were so personal as to embarrass the interviewer. She is a courageous and remarkable woman and, needless to say, this book could not have been written without her support and cooperation.

         There were others whose help was crucial to my work: Woody’s first wife, Mary Boyle, cooperated fully, as did his third wife, Anneke Van Kirk, and all his children, relatives, friends, and a few enemies. Their respective roles will be documented in the notes that follow the text.

         Early on, Alan Lomax told me that I’d never really know Woody until I understood where he came from. In November of 1977, a friend—Tom Lunde—and I toured Oklahoma and Texas in a red pickup truck (I returned alone for a second look in July and August of 1978), interviewing not only Woody’s relatives and childhood friends but also several old-timers who’d known his parents. I came to love and appreciate that bleak, open stretch of country, especially the desert near the Chisos Mountains, where one afternoon Lunde and I stumbled across the wagon road that led to the ruins of an old adobe house where Woody had lived briefly with his father, brother, and Uncle Jeff, and which was, in many ways, a symbol of the peace of mind he never found in his life.

         My research also led me to such diverse spots as Beluthahatchee Swamp in Florida, Los Angeles, Denver, London, Coney Island, Brooklyn State Hospital, the Library of Congress, the National Institutes of Health, and the abandoned gold-mining town of Columbia, California. Although I resisted the temptation to travel by boxcar, it was a grueling journey nonetheless … and friends like Victoria Kaunitz, Paul Solman, Susan Bolotin, Paul Cowan, Janet Klein, my agent Elizabeth McKee, my parents, and my children helped ease me through the rough spots along the way.

         
            •

         

         5Woody Guthrie was a man who was born on the frontier and died in the city. At times, I’ve been tempted to view his progress from Okemah, Oklahoma, to the Creedmoor State Hospital in Queens, New York, as a perverse metaphor for America’s progress through the twentieth century—but it really isn’t. It is only one life, sad and triumphant and utterly unique, and I have tried to present it as accurately as possible.

         
             

         

         New York

         January 19806

      

   


   
      
         
7
            1 Life’s Other Side

         

         Woody Guthrie’s maternal grandfather was a Kansas dirt farmer named George B. Sherman. He married Mary Maloney, a schoolteacher from Tennessee, and they had four daughters. Sometime in the early 1890s, with the Oklahoma Territory opening to white settlement, the Shermans packed their belongings into a covered wagon and moved south. They found a piece of land near Welty in the Creek Indian Territory.

         One day while crossing the Little Big Fork River, George Sherman fell off his horse and drowned. He was a young, strong man at the time; the river was narrow and shallow. In later years his death would be dismissed as another of the strange tragedies that seemed to haunt the Shermans, but it was never really explained.

         
             

         

         At about the same time and not very far away, a family of Texas cowboys, the Guthries, settled into a farm on the banks of the Big Deep Fork. They were a rowdy bunch, the sort of people who actually did all the things that cowboys are supposed to do: they herded cattle, shot bandits, played the fiddle and guitar around the campfire, and didn’t talk much. The patriarch was a taut raisin of a man named Jeremiah Pearsall Guthrie—Jerry P. to all who knew him—who rose to middle management in the cowboy business. He’d borrow enough money from some city-slick cattle agent in Tulsa or Kansas City to buy a small herd, then he’d raise them, sell them, and halve the profits with his backer.

         His brother Gid owned a ranch down around the Big Bend of the Rio Grande, and sometimes Jerry P. would help out there—chasing 8cows, guarding against the Mexicans who’d come across the river hoping to make off with the Guthrie stock (several wild gun battles were fought, it is said)—but never for very long. He wasn’t the sort to be tied down. No raggedy patch of prairie was interesting enough to contain his ambitions or curiosity. He was a first-class carpenter and mechanic with visions of becoming an inventor, always toying with various contraptions when he wasn’t out with the cows. He also was a wild hoedown fiddler, as was Gid (and their father before them), until someone shot him through the right arm and cut a tendon. He was Scottish and Irish, with intense brown eyes and a wild handlebar mustache, a mixture of pragmatism and romance. He was always on the lookout for gimmicks, for deals, for new possibilities. And so, when he heard they were giving away land in Oklahoma to anyone who could prove he was an Indian, Jerry P. Guthrie packed up his family and went. His second wife—the first had died in childbirth—was one-eighth Creek, and Jerry P. figured it was worth a shot.

         Oklahoma, known officially as Indian Territory in those days, was the scene of a great American madness. It was the one area east of the Rockies that hadn’t yet become a state; it was a gaping hole in the commercial map of the country, a vacuum the railroad magnates and land speculators desperately wanted to fill. But the land was held by the “Five Civilized Tribes”—the Choctaws, Cherokees, Chickasaws, Creeks, and Seminoles. The tribes were called civilized because they had tried to impress the white man by imitating his culture, hoping for civilized treatment in return. They established legislatures, developed written languages, and owned slaves—all of which did them very little good, as they were routed from their homelands in the Southeast in the 1830s and sent off on a humiliating march along “the Trail of Tears” to Indian Territory west of the Mississippi, which, they were assured, would be theirs “as long as the grass shall grow and the waters run …”

         Actually, given the brutal range of possibilities, it wasn’t such a bad deal. The Indians settled and re-established their various nations 9in a beautiful land of graceful, rolling hills that gradually flattened and dried out into the Great Plains to the west; it was good cotton land, and fine for grazing cattle. But the five tribes soon made a rather serious mistake: because they held black slaves (and perhaps out of sheer orneriness, to get back at the United States government for their humiliation), they sided with the South in the Civil War. When the war ended, the government promptly announced that the Indians had forfeited their right to the lands.

         The confiscation did not occur all at once, though. First the western half of the area—the plains, mostly—was lopped off and called Oklahoma Territory; the eastern half remained the province of the five tribes, each ruled by its own government. There followed a bewildering series of land rushes, special sales, and assorted power grabs as the western territory was opened, piece by piece, to white settlement. Whites began pouring into the Indian Territory as well: some leased land from Indians, others simply claimed a plot and established residence. The question of who owned what was becoming very confused.

         The confusion was compounded by the utter lawlessness of the area. White criminals were able to escape prosecution by fleeing to Indian Territory, where they were exempt from both tribal law and extradition. The James brothers, the Dalton gang, the Doolins, Belle Starr, and Cherokee Bill (who claimed to be half black, half white, and half Indian), among others, sought refuge in the eastern hill country from time to time, often surprising their neighbors with their peaceful demeanor (there was more mileage in robbing banks than dirt farmers) and starting a tradition in Oklahoma of regarding outlaws as populist heroes. In fact, the Daltons had a hideout on Big Deep Fork, not far from where the Guthries settled.

         In 1893, the United States government decided it was time for a final solution of the Oklahoma situation. Congress established the Dawes Commission to negotiate the dissolution of the tribes and to divide the land equally among their members. Needless to say, there 10was a wild rush of white people trying to pass themselves off as Indians, but the land was divided strictly among those whose names already were on the tribal rolls. Jerry P. Guthrie and his wife, Martha, obviously didn’t have much of a case.

         Having moved all the way to Oklahoma, though, Jerry P. decided to stay for a while. He bought some cattle, puttered around with his inventions, and sired more children. Eventually there would be eight, four by each of his wives. One child, a boy by his first wife, proved especially helpful in running the business: Charley Edward Guthrie, born in 1879, was a fine ranch hand but, more than that, he had brains. After chasing cows and doing chores all day, Charley would sit in a corner and read books all night. He sent away to Chicago for correspondence courses, which he completed religiously. He learned bookkeeping and developed a beautiful handwriting. Soon Jerry P. found himself actually going to the boy for advice—basic advice like when to buy and when to sell—and was sorely disappointed when Charley decided, at the age of eighteen, to go off and seek his fortune. Not long after that, Jerry P. packed up the remaining family members and went back to the Rio Grande Valley to help his brother Gid.

         Charley started his career by hiring on as a cowboy at H. B. Spaulding’s huge ranch near Clear Creek, hoping eventually to work his way into the business end of the operation. Not having much luck there, he found a job as a clerk, bookkeeper, and assistant postmaster for J. B. Wilson, who ran the general stores in the tiny hamlets of Welty and Castle. Before long, Charley had opened a small school as well—teaching handwriting to local children three nights a week. “Let your hand run free,” he would tell them as they drew page after page of equally spaced circles. “Always let your hand run free.”

         Inevitably, Charley Guthrie found his way to the Tanner farm outside of Welty. Mary Tanner, a teacher at the local Indian school, was one of the few people around as interested in books as he. She was the widow of George Sherman, the man who’d drowned crossing Little 11Deep Fork, and was now married to a farmer named Lee Tanner. They loved having Charley out to their place—he’d already developed a reputation as the best storyteller and quickest wit in Okfuskee County. People would go down to Wilson’s store just to hear him talk, and then invite him home to dinner to hear him talk some more. But it wasn’t just the intellectual stimulation that made his visits to the Tanners more interesting (and frequent) than to the others: Mary had four attractive daughters by her first marriage.

         Nora Belle was not the prettiest of them, but she seemed more alive than the others. She was nine years younger than Charley, having been born in Kansas in 1888, and was about fifteen years old when he first met her. She was the type of girl people described as “clever” in those days—sharp eyes, sharp tongue, a bit of a tomboy. She could ride a horse as well as a man, and she did it sidesaddle. She’d gallop across the rolling hills and slash through the tangled stands of blackjack and post oak on a blind horse named Frank, guiding him with her hands. Charley’s younger brother Claude, when he first met Nora, described her as a “cowpuncher.” She loved to sing the maudlin, old-time hill country ballads her mother had taught her—she sang in a high-pitched nasal twang as she rode along on her horse, with Charley at her side entranced. Unlike most of the other young women he met, she wasn’t twittery or fawning. After courting for about a year, they were married on St. Valentine’s Day: February 14, 1904.

         Charley bought a small house in Castle, and they settled into their new life with a great deal of optimism. He was, quite obviously, a man with a future. He was reading law now, and dreamed of a political career when Oklahoma achieved statehood. He’d even attracted the passing attention of the local newspaper. In September of 1904, the editor of the Okemah Independent, a tiny paper that had started publishing in the next town over, came through Castle and visited, with Postmaster Guthrie. “I found Mr. Guthrie to be a pleasant and courteous individual,” he reported, “and prevailed on him to furnish 12Independent readers with news of that neighborhood from time to time.”

         The editor was traveling from the all-white town of Okemah to find out what life was like in the all-black town of Boley, ten miles to the west. Though residents of neither place were likely to admit it, the two towns mirrored each other. Each had about a thousand people, both were founded with the strong encouragement of the Fort Smith and Western Railroad, which was hoping for commercial development along its route, and both towns had pipe dreams. There was talk that Okemah was about to be graced by a second railroad and transformed into a major commercial center; but the second railroad never arrived, and Okemah languished. Boley hoped to become the spiritual center of a national black separatist movement, perhaps the seat of an all-black county and, for a time, it seemed that dream might actually come true.

         Blacks were more independent in turn-of-the-century Oklahoma than in most other places. The Indian slaveholders hadn’t been as oppressive as whites, and sometimes gave their chattels major responsibilities. Black slaves often acted as intermediaries, conducting business with the white world for their tribal masters, who usually were too proud to learn English. After emancipation, the area also attracted a small but steady trickle of former slaves from the Deep South—“Exodusters”—looking for real freedom and a chance for prosperity in the West. They tended to be more ornery and independent than those who remained as sharecroppers on the old plantations, and soon a defiant black separatist movement was flowering.

         The dream of political power flourished in Boley until the first statewide election in 1907, when the local whites discovered that the blacks—who tended to vote as a bloc for the former liberators, the Republicans—held the balance of power in Okfuskee County. Faced with the vexing question of black power, the county commissioners—Democrats appointed by the territorial government—came up with a 13novel answer: they simply decided not to put any voting boxes in Boley. When asked by the Republicans where the residents of Boley were to vote, the commissioners said they might vote over in Van Zandt, a backcountry town the size of a mailbox.

         All these machinations were watched closely by Charley Guthrie. He was the Democratic candidate for District Court Clerk, having won the June primary by a three-to-two margin. With his handwriting and his law books, the clerkship seemed just the right spot to begin his political career, and Charley threw himself into the race. He campaigned vigorously for the Democratic ticket and its platform, which the Okemah Independent, a Republican newspaper, succinctly described as “the old familiar howl: Nigger! Nigger!”

         On September 18, 1907, Oklahoma went to the polls to elect its first government. In Okfuskee County, the Republicans romped by 350 votes across the board, their totals immeasurably helped by the 395 Republican votes that came in from the tiny precinct of Van Zandt. The election commissioners once again faced a serious problem. There were several ways of dealing with the Van Zandt situation, but they chose the most direct: they simply threw out the 395 votes, citing “force and fraud practiced by the Negroes at Van Zandt.” The Republicans sued, but the Democrats were sworn into office on statehood day and Charley Guthrie was now District Court Clerk, the winner by 319 votes.

         Charley celebrated by asking his father, recently returned from Texas, to build him the sort of home in Okemah that might befit a rising young politician. Then he took Nora and their two children—Clara had been born in November of 1904 and Lee Roy in December of 1906—over to George Farnum, the Okemah photographer, for their first official photographs. Charley looked directly into the camera, a serenely confident and handsome man who seemed younger than his twenty-eight years. Nora was dressed in dark velvet with a white lace collar. She looked quite well, but there was a slight, almost 14imperceptible unease about her. She did not give herself to the camera as readily as Charley; there was a hint of fear in her eyes.

         
             

         

         In 1907, Okemah was a dour little village, alternately sunbaked and windswept, that was located pleasantly, if somewhat improbably, atop a rocky hill. In the early days the combination of rocks and mud often made it difficult for wagons to get into town—another indication, along with the railroad that never arrived, that Okemah had its limitations as a commercial mecca. The rocks were gradually removed to construct stolid homes and buildings (with few of the Victorian Gothic indulgences that graced other small towns of the period), but the mud remained a seasonal bother until the streets were paved in the 1920s. It was a town that was working hard to achieve a veneer of respectability, the sort of place where propriety was mistaken for civilization. Okemah was born into middle age—its adolescence would come later—in a country that was still wild and young.

         Charley Guthrie, every bit as wild and young as the country, caused an instant sensation. At ten o’clock each morning, a crowd would gather at Parsons’ drugstore to listen to him talk as he drank his coffee. He was a man of vast enthusiasms, always looking to improve himself, always reading—his goal was to read all the classics, whatever that meant—always on top of the latest news, always the first in town to try the newest inventions. As early as 1909, the local newspaper reported that he and Nora had taken a trip to Kansas (probably to visit her relatives) by automobile. He had an unbridled, ingenuous optimism. He didn’t stash money away to cushion future setbacks; the possibility of failure simply didn’t cross his mind. He spent lavishly. He bought Nora a hundred-dollar side saddle so they could prance through town on Sunday afternoons, a bit too well dressed, he on his white stallion and she on a black mare.

         Somewhere along the line, he had become a physical-fitness nut. He had learned to box—perhaps through another correspondence 15course—and could often be found working out over at the gymnasium in the National Guard armory. Of course, simple workouts weren’t enough for Charley, and he soon had a punching bag installed in his office. He taught his younger brothers, Claude and Jeff, how to box. He taught his children: at the ages of six and four, Clara and Roy would put on gloves almost as large as they were, and stage exhibitions in the front yard for the neighbors. He was called “One-Punch” Charley Guthrie, the man who always grinned when he fought, even when he was taking a punch. He would paw-paw-paw at his opponent’s face with his left hand, then stuff a powerful right in the fellow’s ear. He was of average size—taller than his father—but was able to demolish men much larger because he was fast and in great shape.

         The upper crust in town thought this was all a bit too flashy and never invited the Guthries into the supper club that passed for high society in Okemah. The club members included the local doctors and lawyers, and the more substantial merchants. The Guthries were considered too rough, too pushy for such refined company; they weren’t even regular churchgoers, several of the wives pointed out. But the men enjoyed Charley’s company when they could pry themselves loose from the pretension of “society.” He was an inveterate poker player and always seemed to know where to get the best rotgut whiskey, the sort of man who’d invariably be the life of a stag party.

         Charley also was known as the town’s most creative practical joker, a reputation he earned one afternoon in June of 1911 when court was out of session and the building vacant. He persuaded the sheriff to “arrest” an innocent farm boy named Martin Bennett, who was in town running errands for his mother, on a charge of “unbecoming conduct,” and to bring him to the courthouse, where Charley had assembled a judge, a jury, a prosecuting attorney, a number of witnesses, and a packed audience. Guthrie himself assumed the boy’s defense. In a memorable summation, he attacked the credibility of his own witnesses, the intelligence of the jury, and the personal morality 16of the judge. At one point, the defendant tried to bolt but was forcibly restrained. The highlight of the trial, though, was something that not even Charley Guthrie could have anticipated. Sam Gray, a local farmer, had come to town to buy some heavy rope at the general store. Noticing the relative calm, he asked where everyone was and the clerk told him they were all down at the courthouse. Sam decided to find out what was up and banged into the courtroom, heavy rope in hand, just as the judge was delivering his verdict. When the laughter subsided, the boy was acquitted. The local press reported the trial as front-page news and said that “everyone had bushels of fun except the defendant.”

         For a while, Okemah had to contend with the entire Guthrie clan. Jerry P. moved to town with his wife and kids soon after Charley was elected clerk. He rented a farm on Cemetery Hill just north of town, received backing from a Colonel Woodley in Tulsa to buy some cattle, and set about building his son a house. They chose a lot on the south side, next to the home of a prosperous merchant, W. H. Field, and built a large six-room house, ringed by a porch on three sides. Everyone helped out—Jerry P. even sent the kids up to the roof to nail on shingles—and the result was splendid. It was painted yellow, and had built-in bookcases, an exercise room for all of Charley’s muscle-building contraptions, and an organ for Nora to play when she sang her old sad tunes. Work was completed in the early autumn of 1909.

         And then, about a month later, it burned down.

         The fire started next door, in Field’s kitchen, and quickly spread to the Guthrie house. School was let out so the children could help with the bucket brigade, and neighbors pitched in and managed to pull out many of Charley and Nora’s possessions, but much was lost. Field had been fully insured, but, the local newspaper reported, “Mr. Guthrie carried $300 insurance on his house though the building was worth $800, leaving him a pretty heavy loser … Mr. Guthrie moved at once to the Dr. Bewley property.”

         17Nora, who’d been there to watch her dream house go up in flames, was terribly depressed. She seemed haunted by the fire, and would talk endlessly about the house for years after. Charley took it in stride. The loss of the respectability that came from owning such a house seemed as serious to him as the financial loss. He was wiped out for the time being, but his political future looked brighter than ever, and no one had been hurt, and fortunes could be made and new houses built anytime. Jerry P. Guthrie, no doubt dismayed to see his handiwork gutted, moved his family out of town a few months later, driving his cows to market at Sand Springs.

         
             

         

         Early in 1910, Charley Guthrie announced he would run for re-election as District Court Clerk and was immediately endorsed by the Okemah Ledger, which said he’d been “one of the most satisfactory and popular of our county officers.” He would have an easier time this year than in 1907. For one thing, the county Democratic organization was behind him now. For another, the black vote would no longer pose a problem. In August, blacks had been neatly severed from the body politic in a statewide referendum which added an incredible amendment—called the “Grandfather Clause”—to the Oklahoma constitution: any prospective voter would have to pass a literacy test unless he could prove he was a lineal descendant of someone who could vote prior to 1865 or resided then in a foreign nation (as had the Indians).

         Boley’s dream of political power was over, and the town seethed. A sign went up on Main Street: “White Man, Don’t Let the Sun Set on Your Back in This Town.” And the following spring a race war nearly erupted when a white deputy sheriff from Okemah named George Loney went to a poor black farm near Paden to arrest a man named Nelson for stealing sheep. Nelson’s thirteen-year-old son, Lawrence, thinking that he saw the deputy go for his gun, pulled out a rifle and shot Loney in the leg. The deputy bled to death in the yard, and whites were especially outraged because Loney died begging for water, which 18the blacks refused him. A posse was organized, with Charley Guthrie a member, and the entire Nelson family was arrested. They were brought to Okemah, where the husband was placed in one cell and the wife, the son, and a nursing infant in another. The Okemah Ledger, not exactly a voice of reason in all this, described Lawrence Nelson as “rather yellow, ignorant and ragged.”

         A week passed, presumably time enough for everyone to calm down. But then a mob burst into the jail one night—a mob composed of many of Okemah’s finest citizens, including Charley Guthrie—and dragged Laura Nelson, her son, and her baby to the bridge over the Canadian River about six miles west of town, where she and Lawrence were lynched and the baby left crying helplessly by the side of the road. The Okemah Ledger reported the news rather huffily: “It is generally thought the negroes got what would have been due them under due process of law.” The Ledger also published a grisly photo of the lynched bodies, which later was reprinted as a postcard and became a popular novelty item in local stores.

         Boley was so outraged by the news that there was talk of organizing a black posse and marching on Okemah. Rumors of the impending battle sent the whites into a panic. Women and children were evacuated to a field outside town, and the men stood watch with rifles on Main Street all night. But the blacks—who realized, no doubt, that such an attack would be suicidal—never marched, and militant separatism faded into second-class citizenship in Boley.

         With blacks no longer an electoral problem, Charley Guthrie turned his attention to the other major threat facing the Democrats in Okfuskee County—the Socialist Party. In 1910, Charley noticed, as he was handily beating the Republican by 994–665, that the Socialist candidate had pulled 345 votes … and the party’s strength seemed to be growing. Oddly enough, there were more dues-paying Socialists in Oklahoma in 1910 than in any other state in the Union. There was a strong heritage of agrarian radicalism in the area dating back to the populists of 19the late nineteenth century, and the Socialists found eager supporters among the proud dirt farmers who’d been forced into renting from absentee landlords, especially from bankers and land speculators. It was a constituency that included more than half the farmers in Oklahoma, according to the 1910 census. The party sponsored huge summer encampments with rousing speeches by Eugene V. Debs and the legendary Mother Jones, among others, and the dirt farmers attended by the thousands, their wagons festooned with red flags. More than 40,000 Oklahomans subscribed to the Appeal to Reason, the Socialist newspaper, which was the largest-selling weekly in America, with more than 750,000 subscribers. Debs, probably the most popular left-wing orator in American history, was getting ready to run for President again in 1912, and the Socialist threat seemed very real.

         It certainly was upsetting to Charley Guthrie. He had become a land speculator by then—the very sort of man the Socialists were campaigning against. He had started dabbling in real estate even before he was elected clerk; but hanging around the courthouse, where deals were made and deeds filed, whetted his appetite for more. Because he was able to speak both Creek and Cherokee, Charley became known as especially adept at relieving Indians of their property. It was more fun than work—he enjoyed the game of deal making more than the money that came of it. He wasn’t interested in empire building; he couldn’t hold on to his money long enough to become a real land baron, but he had his farms and, no doubt, his tenants. The Socialists, with their insistence that tenants should control the land they worked, obviously had to be dealt with.

         On October 4, 1911, the Okemah Ledger published a short essay entitled “Free Love the Fixed Aim of Socialism,” by C. E. Guthrie. In a decidedly sarcastic tone, the author quoted a variety of “kumrids” from Friedrich Engels on down. He quoted Engels, for example, as saying that prostitution and monogamy were two poles of the same condition, and that one couldn’t disappear without the other. It was 20the sort of approach guaranteed to hit home with Oklahoma dirt farmers. It was masterful.

         The next week, Charley was back with “Socialism the Enemy of Christian Religion” and then “Socialism Guards Secret Philosophy” and then “Socialism Seeks to Destroy Christianity.” By the third installment, the Okemah Ledger was featuring him on the front page. Charley, soaring, renamed the Appeal to Reason the “Squeal of Treason” and Debs, “Almighty-High-Gene.”

         The Socialists, caught off balance by a man who attacked them by accurately quoting their own philosophers, responded with J. Fleming Jones, the leading Socialist writer in Okfuskee County. The best Jones could do was to say that Thomas Jefferson, the founder of the Democratic Party, was himself “an infidel and free lover. Can Mr. Guthrie swallow Tom Jefferson, infidelity, free love, nigger children and all, and gag at socialism, because out of thousands of socialist writers he finds five or six whose views on marriage appear to be quite unorthodox?”

         Charley’s polemics also brought a response from the Executive Committee of the Socialist Party of Oklahoma City, which said: “Sincere thanks to C. E. Guthrie for the valuable aid and assistance he is giving the cause of socialism. Mr. Guthrie is doing what we socialists have all tried to do—namely, getting the people to study socialism.”

         It was a rather lame response, and Charley kept plugging. There was “More Evidence of Socialist Free Love” and “Is It True Socialists Never Do Graft?” and “Socialism Urges Negro Equality,” in which he explained that under socialism “the race problem would be solved by intermarriage.” In late December, he began a series of debates with a Socialist named Thurman, who, he later reported in the Ledger, hurled “vile epithets at the stars and stripes … He was wishy-washy, slippery, slimey and dangerous.” For his part, Charley defended Jefferson and said, “No body of men can establish pure government unless that body of men are pure in themselves.”

         21The debates quickly went out of control. In February, Thurman made a personal attack: “While charging free love on the socialists, do you deny you are a practical free lover?” Charley, outraged, knocked Thurman through a bank window on Main Street—at least that’s what his younger brother Jeff later swore.

         In March, all of Charley’s articles were collected into a pamphlet called Kumrids, whose publication was bannered in the Ledger with a large picture of the author (looking more severe and angular than in his earlier photo). In his introduction, Charley admitted he once had been tempted by socialism. “For more than seven years, I have been an earnest, patient and faithful student of socialism, the first three of which I was uninterrupted by any opposing politics … I hasten to confess that the contents of this little book will not be looked on as one of the literary classics of this enlightened age … The purpose is to give the reader an idea of the poisonous and dangerous fangs of the tempting serpent which is lurking behind the advance claims of socialism.”

         At about the same time, he announced the establishment of a semimonthly newspaper called The Kumrid, and promised that each issue would contain “actual proof of the charge that socialism is morally wrong, economically unsafe, politically unsound and socially it is rotten.”

         Obviously all this ranting, raving, and fistfighting was not going to improve the Guthries’ standing among the better elements in town, but Charley was hoping the Democratic Party would be grateful for his efforts and allow him to run for a more important office. He was wrong. He began 1912 by announcing that he would not run again for court clerk, but was considering a campaign for state representative. The friendly Ledger endorsed him at once, saying: “He wants the rate of taxation as low as possible.” Unfortunately, the incumbent, J. J. Roland, decided to run for re-election, and when the Democratic organization endorsed him, Charley backed out. Next he announced for County Assessor, but the party had another man in mind there 22as well. Too proud, perhaps, to be pushed around like this, Charley decided to run for Assessor anyway and take on the machine in what was sure to be a losing fight.

         Meanwhile, Nora was pregnant again. Charley hadn’t had much time to think about the prospect of another child, preoccupied as he was by politics. But on Sunday, July 14, 1912, with the temperature standing at 99 degrees and not a cloud in the sky, Nora gave birth to a boy. Charley named him Woodrow Wilson Guthrie, in honor of the man the Democrats had nominated for President just the week before.

         The birth was announced with appropriate fanfare in the Ledger. An article by C. E. Guthrie entitled “A Baby Defined” appeared on page two. In his inimitable fashion, Charley announced he had been searching for the best definition of a baby in “many volumes of the latest and most up to date works which deal with the theories of Creation, Evolution, and the origin of the family; brushing away the cobwebs to gain entrance into the antiquated libraries of our ancestors, I have finally succeeded in finding a definition. I have selected … one given in England in the hope of receiving a prize which had been offered by a London newspaper. ‘A baby—a tiny feather from the wing of love dropped into the sacred lap of motherhood; an inhabitant of lapland; a padlock on the chains of life … the morning caller, noonday crawler, midnight bawler; the latest edition of humanity of which every couple think they possess the finest copy.’ I concur in the definition as given and trust it will meet with the approbation of our splendid populace which is composed of real home-builders. To say the least, I am as happy as a lobster.”

         
             

         

         Nora called him Woodrow, not Woody as everyone else did, and sang him the songs her mother had brought from Tennessee, songs that had come over on the boats from England and Ireland and had been passed from mother to daughter (men, by and large, thought them too sappy) ever since. She sang of murders and jealous lovers and natural disasters. She sang about the woman who left her family to run 23off with the dashing outlaw, about the town that had been crushed by a cyclone, about families wrecked by bad luck. She sang lullabies to put the children to sleep and nonsense songs to cheer them up. She was alone with her children much of the time, and seemed even more alone when she was singing.

         After the first house burned down, the family moved from place to place. Woody’s earliest memories were of the London house, which had a dank, stone first floor and a wooden second floor with a back porch that overlooked the rolling countryside at the edge of town. But the family didn’t live there long; Nora hated it. She felt most comfortable in her mother’s new home, on a beautiful farm that Lee Tanner had bought five miles northwest of Okemah. He built an impressive Victorian house there, six rooms filled with interesting nooks and crannies, cedar paneling, window seats, and porches on all sides. It was located at the crest of a grassy hill, surrounded by cedar, pecan, and blackjack trees. There was a warmth to the house, a feeling of security and privacy … and calm. In addition to the regular Sunday visits with Charley and the children, Nora would bring Woody there during the week after his sister and brother went to school. She would sit at the Price and Deeple upright piano and sing “A Picture from Life’s Other Side,” an utterly gruesome song, filled with images of good families gone bad, brothers turned violently against each other, and mothers left to commit suicide by drowning. The chorus was burned into Woody’s brain:

         
            
               
                  A picture from life’s other side 

                  Somebody has fell by the way 

                  And a life has gone out with the tide 

                  That might have been happy some day. 

                  Some poor mother at home 

                  Is watching and waiting alone. 

                  Longing to hear from her loved one so dear, 

                  That’s a picture from life’s other side. 

               

            

         

         24It was a song that exaggerated Nora’s high-pitched nasal wail, and the Tanner boys—her mother’s sons by the second marriage—would hide out in the bushes and tease her by holding their noses and screeching along.

         Charley devoted himself to the real estate business after losing his race for County Assessor to the Democratic organization’s candidate in 1912. He installed his punching bag in a small office above the Citizen’s National Bank on Main Street, and took an ad in the paper saying he was interested in buying and selling farmland. He remained a frequent visitor to the courthouse, often serving as a handwriting expert who claimed to be able to distinguish between one Indian’s “X” and another’s. Sometimes he would help lawyers to develop strategy in the more interesting criminal trials, and was said to be especially adept at figuring out good alibis. There were those in town who thought he actually was a lawyer, but even though he probably had the knowledge to pass whatever examinations there were, he never became one. No doubt he considered the courthouse a hobby; his real future was in land speculation and, as World War I caused the farm economy to boom, he became quite successful. At times he owned as many as thirty farms. In 1918, he was involved in twenty-eight different land transactions filed at the county offices. He was able now to buy a fine home on North Ninth Street, and also to keep a little forty-acre farm on a hill southwest of town where he bred prizewinning Hereford cattle, as well as hogs and pedigreed hunting dogs.

         The house on Ninth Street seemed more Charley’s than Nora’s. He filled it with his exercise paraphernalia and his books, and cluttered the walls with ribbons his cattle and hogs had won, pedigrees for his hounds, and even framed doggerel like:

         
            
               
                  Smile and the world smiles with you. 

                  Kick and you kick alone. 

                  For a cheerful grin 

                  25Will let you in 

                  Where a kicker is never known. 

               

            

         

         Charley doted on his children. When he completed a big land deal, he’d invariably arrive home with his arms full of toys. Neighbors remember the yard was filled with wagons and bikes and other wheeled contraptions he’d bought. Each of the children was taught to ride horseback. Woody—who never did become much of a cowboy—fell off an Indian pony at an early age and broke his elbow in three places. Charley took him to a doctor who gave him chloroform and reset the arm. But Woody promptly went and fell out of a tree. “I felt my arm burn and sting,” he later wrote. “I knew it was broke in the plaster cast … I didn’t want to go under chloroform again so the bone grew back crooked.” More likely, it wasn’t set properly the first time. In any case, he spent the rest of his life with a right forearm that looked as if it had been hooked onto his elbow the wrong way.

         Woody was small for his age, a rag doll with curly hair. He would sit on the front porch in the evenings, waiting for the sound of his father’s horse on the hard clay street; then he’d run to meet him and jump up, and Charley would sweep him into his lap, and they’d play one of the silly word games they both loved. Woody was always hopping around the house, making up snatches of rhyme and trying to sing them like his mother. He loved the way she sang and would get angry at the Tanner boys when they mocked her. He commanded more attention within the family than his serious and reserved brother Roy, but the star of the show unquestionably was his sister Clara, a beautiful child with golden-brown hair and very much her father’s daughter. She was quite intelligent—all her teachers agreed to that—but headstrong and, perhaps, a bit spoiled. Once when she was made to stay after school and told to write “naughty girl” fifty times, she drew a picture of herself with fifty curls, each of which said “naughty girl.” Clara was difficult for Nora to handle, but Charley loved her free spirit … and Woody idolized her.

         26With his business doing well, Charley decided to run for political office again. The Socialists had lost much of their popular support when they opposed World War I and no longer constituted a threat, but Charley had more serious enemies now. His opposition was the local Democratic organization, run de facto by W. N. Barry, the incumbent state representative. In 1918 he decided to run directly against Nick Barry for the legislature, to settle a grudge and clear his name.

         Despite his electoral defeat in 1912, Charley had remained a political force. His appearances at the courthouse and his morning coffee at Parsons’ drugstore kept him in circulation. He was a popular figure—now also known as the man who wrote the names on Okemah’s diplomas—and a worrisome presence to the Democratic organization, becoming more formidable as his financial position improved. In 1915, he had begun his political comeback by being elected justice of the peace, a minor position but a necessary first step. It was probably no coincidence that a state auditor arrived soon afterwards from Oklahoma City and began an investigation of Charley’s record as District Court Clerk. The auditor “found” that Charley had received $834.25 in illegal fees and also discovered a $585 discrepancy in the money he turned over to his successor. The case went to court in 1916, but never was resolved. In a full-page ad that he bought at the beginning of the 1918 campaign, Charley said the charges had been conveniently left hanging after the judge asked the state for more “definitive proof.” He said the $834.25 came from fees granted to him under a rate structure approved by the local judge and by Nick Barry himself, then one of the county commissioners. He went on to attack Barry for playing fast and loose with bridge construction bonds.

         It was a wild campaign. Barry was rather nonchalant, saying, “Charley Guthrie only thinks he’s running for the legislature,” but Charley kept pushing. Woody later remembered traveling around the country with his father as he made speeches from the back of hay 27wagons to crowds of grimy farmers. As an extra campaign service, Charley—still a sucker for the latest inventions—bought a soil-testing device and offered a free soil analysis to anyone who wanted one. When Okfuskee County held its primary in early August, Guthrie was a decisive winner: 529 votes to 461 for Barry and 164 for Bartow, a third candidate.

         It was a sweet victory until the recount. Nick Barry had been right all along: Charley Guthrie never had a chance. Nearly half the ballot boxes were tampered with after the initial count. In one case, the Okfuskee County News reported: “Some party or parties gained access to the [voting] box, selected six ballots voted for Guthrie and stamped a cross in front of the name of A. C. Bartow,” thereby invalidating Charley’s votes. What’s more, eighteen ballots that originally had been voted blank now were stamped “with a cross in front of Mr. Barry’s name.” The new totals read: 499 for Barry, 477 for Guthrie, and 121 for Bartow. Even the relentlessly Democratic Ledger was forced to concede that this was the “first indication of a crooked election since the organization of the county.”

         Charley appealed to the state election board, but also took matters into his own hands. Apparently he never caught up with Barry himself, but he did locate several of his henchman and left at least one of them spraddled across a pool table. He didn’t expect much relief from the election board and, indeed, in mid-October it awarded the nomination to Barry. The Ledger said on October 25, in an election preview: “W. N. Barry … one of the recognized leaders of [Oklahoma’s legislature] will be able to again wield influence that will place our community in a commanding position.” It was as though the fraud had never occurred.

         Meanwhile, the strain of the election was causing real tension in the Guthrie family. Nora would sit anxiously waiting for her husband to come home each evening. She knew the threat of violence was more serious this time—the Socialists at least had some principles, 28but these guys were crooks. Sometimes Charley came home spattered with blood, his hands all busted up from fighting. He wasn’t a young man anymore; he was almost forty now and, she thought, much too old for that sort of thing.

         A fourth child, George, had been born in February of 1918 and Nora was finding it increasingly difficult to care for all her family. She was becoming forgetful: there were days when Roy would come home from school and find that she’d gone off and left the wash sitting in a tub of cold water, and he’d finish the job himself. The neighbors noticed that she wasn’t mending the children’s clothes anymore, and they were beginning to look raggedy at school/Sometimes she would wander, aimlessly it seemed, around town. She would dawdle over a piece of fabric in the dry-goods store and not even notice when someone said “Good day, Mrs. Guthrie …”

         At about the same time, she broke her arm—probably in a fall from her horse—and it had healed poorly (the local doctor apparently didn’t specialize in broken bones). When her stepbrother Lawrence Tanner and his new bride stopped by, they found Nora in pain, with her left arm fixed in a curious half salute. She was temporarily cut off from her one source of relaxation: with her arm in a sling, it wasn’t possible to play the piano while she sang her songs.

         Saddest and most frightening of all, though, was her temper. She was having trouble controlling herself at times—especially when it came to Clara. There had always been a subtle tension between them, but now the rivalry became more pronounced as Clara reached a difficult age: she was fourteen, and beginning to bloom. She was almost the same age Nora had been when she first met Charley. Nora was only thirty-one herself, but she felt much older. She’d had four children and thought of herself as ugly and disheveled. As Nora increasingly withdrew from the world, Clara hungered more and more to become part of it. They fought continually.

         One day in late May of 1919, Nora kept Clara home from school 29to help with the housework. Clara protested: she had to go to school, there was a final exam that day; if she didn’t take it, she wouldn’t graduate. Nora said she didn’t care. They argued back and forth—the neighbors later said they knew something horrible was happening inside the house that morning—and finally Clara, half crazy with anger, doused her dress with coal oil and touched a match to it. She later explained she’d only intended to scare Nora, who’d been unnaturally afraid of fire since the first house burned down, but the dress exploded in flames. Clara ran out of the house, screaming and crying, tumbling over and over in the grass. Nora was frozen in the doorway, shocked beyond any ability to respond. The woman next door had to rush out with a blanket and smother the flames.

         Charley Guthrie was sitting in his real estate office when he heard the fire whistle blow. He saw people heading up Ninth Street and broke into a run. When he got there, he found Clara partially wrapped in a blanket. She was seared from her neck to her knees; the skin seemed to be hanging in sheets off her arms and legs. She’d been burned so badly that her nerve endings were destroyed and she couldn’t feel the pain. Charley sank down in front of her, sobbing uncontrollably. “Why are you crying, Daddy?” she asked. “I’m all right.”

         They brought her inside and swathed her in bandages. That afternoon a steady stream of friends and relatives came to visit. It was a macabre scene: a crowd had gathered outside the house, and Clara, much the most cheerful person there, would ask from time to time if one or another of her friends were outside, and summon them in for a chat. Woody later wrote that Clara asked him not to cry like everyone else. “I’m gonna jump out of bed and start singing and dancing in about two minutes and a half,” she said. “You go in there and tell Papa, and make Mama and Roy quit their carrying on.” Indeed, Clara even granted the Okemah Ledger a brief interview. “I put coal oil on my clothes,” she was quoted, “and was going to burn them a little to scare my mother.” Through the afternoon she lay there, “displaying the most 30superb fortitude and courage,” the Okfuskee County News said. But with much of her skin gone, there was no way to prevent the loss of body heat. She gradually froze to death. At the end, her teacher, Mrs. Johnston, was there and Clara asked if she would graduate despite her absence that day. “Of course you will,” the teacher said, and Clara closed her eyes and died.

         For the rest of his life, Charley carried a small envelope in his coat pocket. On the outside he had written: “My Little Angel.” Inside there was a picture of Clara and the death notice. He held it in his hand the day he died.

         
            •

         

         The town blamed Nora. As if Clara’s deathbed interviews hadn’t been damning enough, there were those who now said the girl was covering up for her mother—that Nora had actually set her on fire. Others remembered the first Guthrie house had burned ten years before and said Nora probably was mixed up in that one too. Rumors about Nora’s odd behavior had been circulating even before Clara’s death, and now the simplest domestic problems were blown up and twisted ominously: Nora had chased Clara around with a broom; she had refused to wash or mend Clara’s clothes, and when the girl complained, Nora told her to go hide in the closet. But there were other stories, far more chilling: Clara came home from school one day and heard a strange, muffled cry from the baby. “Where’s George,” she asked. “He’s gone away,” Nora replied. But Clara heard the crying and searched the house, eventually finding the baby wrapped in newspapers in the oven.

         Talk of the tragedy was so widespread that even the Ledger noted that it was “the chief topic of conversation” in town. School was let out for the funeral, and all of Okemah was there. Charley, in his starched white shirt and best dark suit, was no longer the dashing young man; he was stooped, and beginning to look old. Nora seemed more distant 31than ever. No doubt she felt the weight of every eye in town upon her. She knew what they were saying … and she agreed.

         Clara was all she talked about now. If only she had let Clara go to school that day, the girl would still be alive. If only she hadn’t been so harsh … all Clara wanted was to graduate and go on to the eighth grade. Nora twisted the events over and over in her mind, and nothing could wrench her free of them. Charley tried to get her interested in other things, offered to take her riding again. But when Nora pranced through the streets of Okemah now, all the looks were stares and everyone who talked was whispering.

         Charley decided to get her out of town, at least until the talk died down and her nerves were calmer. He moved the family to one of his farms, about two miles north of town. It had a quiet little house next to a small pond, surrounded by fields of oats and cotton. But Nora seemed no more capable of caring for the family in the country than she had in town. Charley asked his sister Ethel, a relentless housekeeper, to come and help out for a week or so.

         One day during Ethel’s visit, Charley said he wanted to invite some business associates home for noon dinner. Nora fretted: “What shall we make for them?” Ethel reassured her: “We’ll figure out something.” But the next thing she knew, Nora had yanked out a slab of bacon and was down on the floor stabbing it with a knife, ripping it to pieces.

         The rest of the family noticed Nora’s odd behavior the following spring when Jerry P. Guthrie decided to hold a big family reunion at his farm in Drumright. Guthries from as far away as Texas came, and there was fiddle music and plenty of food. At one point, though, Woody and Roy were talking about Clara’s fire. They talked on and on, describing every detail to their breathless cousins … and Nora exploded. She started screaming, and Charley had to restrain her.

         Her depressions were becoming deeper. At times she would sit for hours, crying. She would go around the house muttering about killing herself, about getting a knife and cutting her throat from ear 32to ear. “She would be all right for a while,” Woody later wrote, “and treat us kids as good as any mother, and all at once it would start in—something bad and awful—something would start coming over her, and it come by slow degrees. Her face would twitch and her lips would snarl and her teeth would show. Spit would run out of her mouth and she would start out in a low grumbling voice and gradually get to talking as loud as her throat could stand it; and her arms would draw up at her sides, then behind her back and swing in all kinds of curves. Her stomach would draw up into a hard ball, and she would double over into a terrible-looking hunch—and turn into another person, it looked like, standing right there before Roy and me.” One day she dashed out of the house, got on her horse, and careened into town. Bill Stanford happened to be looking out his barbershop window and saw her blur past, dark hair flying crazily and her clothes all askew. The strangest thing, though, was that Nora Guthrie wasn’t riding sidesaddle as she usually did; she was riding astride, like a man. She didn’t stop for anything, just buzzed through and returned home.

         Charley wasn’t doing too well either. It was a terrible irony: now that he was growing older, Okemah had turned wild and young. The Oklahoma oil boom had hit, fortunes were being made every day, and the town was jammed with boomers and roughnecks. In 1920, oil was discovered at Spring Hill, nine miles east of Okemah. “Although the townsite is but a few days old,” the Okfuskee County News reported, “it is estimated that it is now the home of 800 people.” From there, the boom moved on to Garrison City, just south of Okemah, and then southwest to Cromwell, which became known as the “Meanest City in the Nation,” and west again to the sleepy little village of Seminole, which exploded from a population of 700 to 30,000 in a matter of weeks.

         Not much oil was ever discovered in Okemah proper, but the town’s railroad station made it a major supply center. Lumberyards (oil rigs 33were made of wood in those days) and drilling-supply companies popped up around town. Oil-equipment wagons, paced by teams of ten rushing horses, rattled through the streets. Within months, Okemah’s hotels were filled to capacity and men were roaming the streets, knocking on doors and asking for lodging. One local widow rented her spare bed to six men, two at a time in eight-hour shifts. A shack town sprouted on Okemah’s east side to accommodate the boomers, but hundreds more steamed into town each day on the Fort Smith and Western train. The streets, still unpaved and swampy, were clogged with cars and wagons, and all manner of men clomped along on the wooden sidewalks. The population of the town, which had just nudged past 2,000 in 1920, quintupled overnight.

         The boomers tended to spend their money as quickly as they made it, and now there were gambling casinos and loose women in Okemah. Crime became a problem for the first time. The local police seemed entirely unable to stem the violence in the streets. There were several grisly murders, as well as assorted shootings and stabbings. Alarmed by the near anarchy, the local businessmen decided—as the “better sorts” were deciding in towns all over eastern Oklahoma—that vigilante action was needed, and they formed a chapter of the Ku Klux Klan. This particular incarnation of the Klan wasn’t much concerned with blacks, Catholics, or Jews; it functioned more as the martial arm of the Chamber of Commerce, almost as a hooded collection agency. Charley Guthrie, still yearning to be considered a “better sort,” was an enthusiastic member.

         The sheer animal force of the boom left Charley at something of a loss; a new generation of outrageous, flashy young men were elbowing their way to prominence. He remembered the days when he had been on the cutting edge, full of vinegar, a real force in town … and he wondered where it had all gone. He sought desperately to regain control of his life and business, which seemed to be slipping away from him. He tried to ape the oil-field jauntiness in his real estate 34ads: “Still for Sale,” read one. “It may be that you already know the way to a still; however, I have reference to another kind of still. If you still want to sell your property, list it with me … My facilities for handling the sale of your property are unexcelled … Remember—same old stand—Room 9—over F. B. Thurman’s store.” But the oil boom had transformed land speculation into a different, more volatile proposition than it had been when he was going around peddling 80-acre tenant farms. The high-stakes action had brought some real sharks into the game, the kind of operators who ate small-timers like Charley Guthrie for breakfast. His business fortunes were declining rapidly.

         He became wantonly decisive. He decided that what Nora really needed to bring her back was another baby to take Clara’s place, and Mary Josephine was born in February of 1922. Then he decided that what he really needed was to run for office again; perhaps he’d feel better if he were out there making speeches and raising hell the way he did in the old days. He wasn’t going to run for any puny local office this time, either; he’d make a statewide race. He grandly announced his candidacy for the Oklahoma Corporation Commission, a populist remnant that was supposed to monitor the activities of corporations, but really didn’t do much of anything. “Politically I am a lifelong Democrat. My pre-election promises are few, very simple and, therefore, quite easily understood,” he announced. “My platform is a perfect marvel of brevity. Here it is: If nominated and elected, I shall do my very best to see that my conduct in office brings no regrets.” He sent Woody and Roy around the countryside tacking up campaign posters, and spent entirely too much money. It was madness from the start. He didn’t have a chance. He ran fifth in a field of eight for the one opening on the commission. He pulled 10,614 votes, about 60,000 behind the man who won.

         By the beginning of 1923, Charley was stone-cold broke. What’s more, he was in physical agony: his hands, which he had broken 35and abused in many a fistfight, were now swollen and crippled with arthritis, the fingers drawing down painfully into his palm. In the evenings, the children took turns massaging his fingers and knuckles. “I’m the only man who ever lost a farm a day for thirty days,” he would moan. “Nobody ever lost fifty thousand dollars any quicker than me.”

         He struggled to keep his dignity. He still would go downtown each day, dressed in a dark suit, clean white shirt, and tie. At first he’d just sit in his empty office, waiting for business that never came; then, for a time, he went out into the booming streets trying to sell fire extinguishers, of all things, door to door. But he was going nowhere and he hated the smell of failure. He had the feeling that they were staring and talking about him now, as well as Nora, and he couldn’t stand it. He decided it was time to get out of there, try someplace new. He packed the family into a Model T truck and moved to Oklahoma City in July of 1923. They rented a shotgun shack on Twenty-eighth Street there, and everyone went to work. Roy pumped gas, Woody delivered milk, and poor Charley was forced to deliver groceries in return for a dollar’s worth of food a day.

         Then, for a moment, it seemed that things might turn out all right. Nora’s stepbrother, Leonard Tanner, was a motorcycle daredevil who was making quite a name for himself in stunt shows throughout the Southwest. The Ace Motorcycle Company offered him a dealership in Oklahoma City, and Leonard asked Charley to run the business end for him. But just as they were about to close the deal, Leonard piled his motorcycle into an automobile in Chickasha, fractured his skull, and died.

         
             

         

         So they limped back to Okemah in the summer of 1924, and settled in a little boomer shack—living room, bedroom, and lean-to kitchen on the half-deserted east side of town. The boom was pretty much over by now. The wells had been drilled, the pipelines built, 36the leases bought and sold, and the boomers gone off to prairie oil fields further west.

         But the town had survived in fine fashion, its streets finally paved. The oil-equipment wagons were gone, but farmers still came with the wagonloads of cotton and pecans. Many of the burghers, their mild boom-time speculations and expansions having paid off, walked about with the puffed assurance of one-shot gamblers who’d quit while they were ahead. They could point with some satisfaction, and not very much pity, to carnage like the Guthrie family as proof that the waters had indeed been treacherous. With the boom safely tucked away, Okemah’s propriety turned into pretense. By 1925, the Okfuskee County News was running an “In Society” column.

         Charley managed to latch on as a bookkeeper for the Hudson-Essex automobile dealer downtown and, hoping that he’d have better luck now that the boom had died down, he placed an ad in the newspaper: “Let’s Trade. For real and rare bargains in real estate and slightly used automobiles, see me at once.” But the customers didn’t come. His tenure as bookkeeper ended after four months when he was given the job of issuing auto licenses in Okfuskee County, most likely a small political handout from a courthouse friend. He would be paid fifty cents for each license issued. He was still in terrible pain, and apparently began to drink more heavily. He kept a fruit jar filled with white lightning beneath the front seat of his car, and Woody would see him going out there for a snort every so often.

         Nora was worse. She hated the musty shotgun shack they were forced to live in. She hated the tiny rooms and the old, battered furniture. Sometimes she’d lose her temper and knock the furniture around; once she threw it all out into the yard. Sometimes she’d empty the icebox and throw all the food out there, too. Woody and Roy picked up after her, did most of the housework, covered for her so Charley never really knew how bad things were. Her nerves seemed to be deteriorating: often she was shaky and uncertain, losing her balance, dropping 37cups, dishes, and matches. There were several small fires that utterly terrified her. She went to the doctors at the clinic down on Main Street, but they didn’t know what to tell her. She’d come out of the clinic and walk the streets in a daze, crying. She didn’t have a piano anymore, and had stopped singing the old songs.

         In fact, the only real enjoyment in Nora’s life now was going to the movies at the Jewel Theater, where it was dark and no one could see her and she couldn’t see herself. The Jewel had a policy of showing two new films every day, and Nora would almost always be there. Sometimes she brought the children with her in the afternoon, and Woody sat at her side as they watched the cowboys and the pirates and the sheiks. Their favorite, though, was Charlie Chaplin. They loved watching the little tramp with the ratty clothes and the wild mop of hair make fools of the snooty rich, the bullies, and the police. The tramp was far more clever than he appeared at first; he was shy and looked sort of clumsy, but actually moved with a delicate grace. His poverty beggared their vacant gentility—it almost seemed a matter of choice on his part. He played the fool, and stood apart, and saw clearly all that went on around him.

         In the empty afternoon darkness of the Jewel Theater, Woody heard his mother laughing. He hadn’t heard her laugh in years, but the little tramp had the ability to make Nora forget her troubles, at least for a while … and Woody, who was small and wore ratty clothes and had a wild mop of hair, obviously took note.

         He became known around town as an “alley rat,” a loner, a scavenger who went around collecting junk in a burlap sack. Perhaps his first harmonica was a random item picked out of a trash barrel and stuffed in his sack; perhaps it really happened as he later told it: the French harp was given to him by a “colored shoeshine boy” he met in a barbershop who was able to make it sound like a railroad train, so sad and lonesome and distant. He asked the man to play it over and over, and tried to learn how to play it the same way. In any case, Woody 38Guthrie was soon a fixture on the bench near the produce market, playing around with his French harp for hours each day.

         He moved at the periphery of Okemah, and met the leftovers from a wilder time—the cowboys, the boom flotsam, the down-and-outers, fogies and misfits who dated back to frontier days. They told him all the old stories, and some new ones. He’d go down to the barbershop and hear how Pretty Boy Floyd had come by just the other day, got his hair cut, and left a five-dollar tip; and how that old man out there, the one with the long beard who always hung out on the street, claimed to be none other than Jesse James. It just may have been true, too, because when the police swept him in, they stripped him down and turned a fire hose on him to give him a bath, and damned if he didn’t have the same identical bullet holes as Jesse was supposed to have. At least, that’s what they said.

         The Indians were as interesting as the outlaws. A few of them—at least, a few of those who hadn’t been tricked out of their land—struck it rich in the boom and went busting through town in new Lincolns. Most still came to town in wagons on Saturday afternoons, though. The men would do the shopping while the women remained, sitting straight up and stock-still, wrapped in blankets, with solemn children on their laps. Woody tried to entertain them: he’d go up close to the wagons, start playing his harmonica and dancing a little jig, hoping to get the Indian kids to crack a smile.

         There were all sorts of interesting people, too, over in the shack-town on the east side and back of the hill. Some of them were hanging on to the few remaining oil-field jobs, others were trying to figure out where to go next or wondering where they’d already been. Woody’s closest friend among them was a tall, slim oil-field worker named Gantz, who’d come home late in the afternoon, wash up, then sit out in the doorway of his shack singing and playing a guitar. He sang the same sort of songs as Nora Guthrie, only his seemed a little happier, and Woody especially liked the one about Stewball the racehorse.

         39Nearby was the tumbledown tin shack where old lady Atkins lived with her two grown sons. She kept a shelf of the finest clothes there, colorful silks and satins that she’d worn in the days when she’d been a fancy lady in Kansas City. She would tell Woody stories about life in the big city and sometimes take a notion to put on all her finery once again, and go promenading through the streets of town with a gaggle of children trailing after her, laughing. Mrs. Atkins didn’t give two hoots if they laughed or not, and Woody was impressed by her defiant pride: why not parade around town in her musty satins? She wasn’t hurting anyone. One day, though, she left town without telling anyone and the tin shack was empty. When no one moved in after her, Woody decided to use it as a hideout.

         There was much to hide out from. There was, for example, school. Compared to all the people he met and the things he learned in the back alleys of Okemah, school was pretty boring. It also was filled with kids who made fun of him because he was runty, and had an Adam’s apple that bobbled up and down, and hair that was nappy like a black man’s; and because he sometimes came to class wearing shirts that were missing a button or weren’t ironed; and because his father had lost all his money; and because—but they’d never say this to his face—his mother was nuts. He wouldn’t give them any satisfaction, though. He would never let on that he cared when they didn’t invite him to their parties, or when they whispered behind his back. In fact, his only reaction to the pettiness of his classmates was to entertain them—after all, it wasn’t easy to laugh and whisper at the same time. He would play his harmonica and dance jigs out in the schoolyard, and in class he’d draw wonderfully funny cartoons. He was the sort of clever, inattentive student that teachers hate: the class clown.

         It wasn’t so much what he said. He never did say very much (although when he did mumble out a few words, they usually were choice). It was more the way that he used his face and his body—his expressions, his gestures. Like the time in seventh grade when he 40and Blanche Giles were supposed to be tightrope walkers in the class revue. Mrs. Price wrote the script a certain way, but Woody changed it to take advantage of his agility. The audience roared, but Mrs. Price kept him after school for six weeks for disobeying her.

         Blanche was one of the few people—and the only girl—in class who’d talk to Woody. She sat next to him, and would give him her books to draw cartoons in. He was fine at caricatures, but best of all were his stick figures: the little men with the pointy knees and elbows who always seemed to be racing off somewhere … and always looked more than a bit like Woody himself. He would draw little lined faces on them, and top hats that he could shade just right to make them look shiny, and he did it all with astonishing speed.

         “You’re gonna be a great cartoonist someday,” Blanche would whisper.

         “Naw, they’ll never let me,” he’d reply.

         “Yes, you will. You’ll be famous someday, and have lots of money. Whatcha gonna do with your money, Woody?”

         “I’ll get my mother the best doctor I can to make her feel better again,” and then he’d quickly turn away.

         Blanche had a birthday coming in December—her thirteenth—and she decided to invite Woody to the party. It was a daring move and several of her girlfriends immediately announced they wouldn’t come if Woody Guthrie was going to be there. “He’s just trash,” they said. Blanche held out, though, and the girls relented. She told Woody, “Now, you get all fixed up, and show them you can do it.” So he cleaned himself up, ironed out a shirt, and tried (unsuccessfully) to plaster down his wild curls. He bought a bottle of dime-store perfume for Blanche’s present, wrapped it in paper, and did just fine at the party.

         After that, he’d sometimes walk Blanche home from school, and carry her books. It was all very innocent. But one day Grace Giles got a phone call from Mrs. Price at school: “You’d better look after your daughter more carefully. She’s keeping the wrong sort of company at 41school.” When Mrs. Giles realized the teacher was referring to Woody Guthrie, she couldn’t believe it. She felt sorry for the poor kid. She’d see his mother wandering through the streets and sometimes hear her calling out the door, “Woodrow!” as though she were crying. But more than feeling sorry for Woody, Blanche’s mother was amazed that Mrs. Price didn’t see the same thing in the boy that she did: all you had to do was look into his eyes and it was quite apparent that a brain was cranking away behind there. He had the most beautiful, intelligent brown eyes Mrs. Giles had ever seen.

         There were a few others, but not many, in town who noticed. Mrs. Chowning, the banker’s wife, had a habit of picking out the “queer” children, the creative ones who were considered impossible to handle. She had a way, the way that Sunday-school teachers occasionally have, of caring without exactly understanding. She treated Woody as though the things he thought and said actually mattered, and before long she was hearing the back screen door creak open several days a week and he’d be sitting at the kitchen table, spinning out the wildest yarns about things he saw in town, telling epic tales about a family of squirrels—inventing personalities for each of them—or drawing pictures for her. Then there’d be an abrupt “S’long,” and he’d be gone. She never knew when he’d come, how long he’d stay, or when he’d be back. And since he never offered, she never asked.

         Occasionally, he’d tell her about his family. Once in a while, he’d even tell the truth. “I’m not going home for dinner tonight. They’ll be fussing around, and I just ain’t going.”

         “Don’t talk nonsense. You surely are going,” Mrs. Chowning would say. “Of course you are …”

         “No, I ain’t … There probably won’t be no dinner anyhow.”

         “Well, I’ll give you a sandwich and a glass of milk, but you’re still going home right after you finish.”

         Then: “I’m gonna have to do something about this. It just can’t go on this way.”

         42“What are you going to do, Woody?”

         “Uh … what would you do?”

         “I’d get an education if I had to steal for it,” Mrs. Chowning would say.

         “… Yup.”

         “Really, Woody, it is the most important thing.”

         “Well, s’long …”

         
             

         

         Indeed, the situation at home was much worse. One day when Nora set out an icy tub for little George to bathe in, he refused and she chased him around the house with a knife until he jumped out a window. Another time, they were sitting in the movies and three-year-old Mary Jo wandered down the aisle and out into the street. Luckily, a man rushed into Charley Guthrie’s office and said, “Ain’t that your little girl out there on the street in the middle of traffic?” Charley decided it was time to pack up Mary Jo and take her to his sister Maude’s farm in the Texas panhandle, at least until things got better.

         When school ended in 1926, Charley sent George out there too. Just before he left, though, there was a last family photograph, taken on the front step of their house. Woody, in a straw hat and bib overalls and looking very much like Huckleberry Finn, sat on the step next to his father, who was wearing his usual white shirt and tie but looked much older. George sat just in front of them in the yard, and Nora stood behind, staring straight into the camera this time, but with her arms pinned behind her back so no one could see their unsteadiness.

         With the younger children gone, the last vestiges of family life disintegrated. Woody would be up like a shot in the morning and out of the house before breakfast. Invariably, he was the first one in the schoolyard. At night, he’d often get his dinner from friends he’d made among the cooks at the downtown cafés, knocking on the kitchen doors in back and playing his French harp for them. Then he’d fall asleep on a bench somewhere, rather than go home and face that 43day’s particular horror. Sometimes Charley would go out looking for him and fetch him back. But more often, now, Charley himself wasn’t going home. It was just too painful. For a long time—for the seven years since Clara had died, to be exact—Charley had tried to put the best face on the situation and held out hope that Nora would eventually put it behind her, that she’d regain control of her wits and nerves, but it only had become worse. Recently she had taken to attacking Charley with her fists or anything else that was handy, accusing him of being out with other women all the time … then she’d abruptly fall quiet. He knew there were times when he wasn’t around that she’d affect a bizarre coquettish pose and go walking through the streets wearing nothing but a slip. It was even rumored down at the American Legion hall that she had become a loose woman. She had no friends. Her mother, who desperately wanted to help, couldn’t come because her husband, Lee Tanner, wouldn’t allow it. He said Nora was a lost cause, an embarrassment, and it was best to forget about her.

         For his part, Charley was nearing the age of fifty and beginning to shrivel up like a piece of bacon in a skillet. His shoulders were stooped, his face was heavily wrinkled, and his hands were painful knots of gristle. He was drinking heavily and pretty much confined himself to a small circle of cronies, mostly boom people, with whom he’d play cards and occasionally hunt. By force of will, he kept his dignity. He insisted on dressing up in a suit for work every day, and would never take a drink when women or children were present. He still read all he could, although his hunger for new ideas and his sense of boundless possibility that seemed to epitomize the frontier spirit were gone forever. He didn’t talk about his troubles, and when close friends would suggest, “Maybe you should put her in some hospital,” he’d switch the conversation off to something else. At the end of April 1927, he lost his job as auto license clerk for the county and was unemployed.

         Two months later, on a Saturday evening in late June, Charley was taking a nap on the sofa in the front room, the newspaper spread out 44on his chest. Woody had gone off to the Tanner place, and Roy was working as usual; and Nora was alone there, watching her husband. At some point, she stood up and walked across the room with the kerosene lamp … and then the lamp was gone and there was an explosion and Charley was a bonfire. He opened his eyes and, in an instant of recognition, saw Nora standing above him with a horror in her eyes beyond anything he could have ever imagined, then he was out the door and rolling in the grass until a neighbor came out with a blanket to smother the flames.

         At about 3 a.m., they called Charley’s brother Claude, who was living with a new wife over in Henryetta. He arrived at Okemah’s makeshift little clinic just before dawn and found Charley all wrapped up in bandages. “What happened?” he asked.

         “No one will ever know,” Charley said.

         “But …”

         “No one will ever know and that’s all.”

         “Well, is there anything I can do for you, Charley?”

         “I could use some cigarettes, Claude.”

         When he returned with the cigarettes, Claude said, “I guess I’ll go down to the house and see about Nora …”

         Charley closed his eyes and shook his head. “She won’t even know you.”

         But when Claude pulled up to the house, Nora came right out with her hands clasped behind her back and said, “Morning Claude, you want some breakfast?” Claude wasn’t so sure that he wanted Nora to fix breakfast for him, but decided that it might not be a bad idea to go inside and see about the kids, so he agreed.

         Roy was there, but Woody still wasn’t home from the Tanners’. Nora went back to the little kitchen and began making eggs. Claude noticed that she was cracking eggs and then throwing them into the skillet, shells and all. “Listen, Nora, don’t worry about making me breakfast,” he said. “I’ve got to be getting home.”

         45Roy followed Claude out to the car and said, “Mama’s just plumb gone, Uncle Claude …” That afternoon, the doctors came and took her to the state mental hospital at Norman. She was gone by the time Woody arrived home.

         He went over to the Okemah hospital to see his father. Charley was in bad pain now; the burns covered his chest from his neck to his waist. It was one of the few times that Woody had ever seen him out of control. “It’s all over for me now,” he moaned. “I just want to die. I want to die and go the same way Clara went.” But within a few days it became clear that he was going to live, and arrangements would have to be made. He called his sister Maude, who already had Mary Jo and George out at her farm in the Texas panhandle, and she said there would be plenty of room for him to recuperate there too.

         The Okfuskee County News reported the fire in a small article at the bottom of the front page. The headline, “Pioneer Real Estate Man Painfully Burned,” was accompanied by a brief but gaudy description of the tragedy: “At about 8:30 Saturday evening Mr. Guthrie was seen to run from the door of his home in east Okemah, seemingly ablaze from head to foot. His cries brought the assistance of a neighbor, who succeeded in getting the clothing off of the tortured man … It is reported as an evident fact that kerosene had been poured over Mr. Guthrie, and rumors are many. However, he is now on the road to recovery and in a cheerful frame of mind.” Charley’s recent obscurity occasioned a biographical sentence describing him as a “pioneer real estate man in this section,” an image that conjured up visions of Daniel Boone, but it had been only twenty years since young Charley Guthrie arrived in town to assume his duties as District Court Clerk.

         He remained at the hospital in Okemah for several weeks, then was taken to the Fort Smith and Western depot in a stretcher and lifted through a window onto the train. Woody stood on the platform and watched as the train pulled out, heading west toward the open prairie, and he was alone.

         
             

         

         46Of course, Roy had been left behind too, but he was twenty-one years old and expected to fend for himself. His reaction to the family tragedy had been the exact opposite of Woody’s: he worked harder, dressed neater, and tried to be the most respectable young man in town. He never did approve of the way his little brother cavorted about, looking like a tramp and making a spectacle of himself—almost as if Woody wanted to remind people of all the Guthries had been through. Roy was tall and lanky, and looked a lot like his father; Woody, with his long nose, high forehead, and dark features, looked more like his mother. The two boys kept a polite distance.

         Roy continued to work as a grocery clerk after his father left, and found room and board with a good family. The Masonic Lodge—Charley had been a 33rd degree Mason—tried to find a nice home for Woody too, but he was singularly unreceptive to the idea. He tried several different families—rich ones, poor ones, a farmer north of town—but never felt comfortable enough to stay for more than a couple of weeks. He worked as a bellhop, busboy, and night clerk at the Broadway Hotel for a while, but was fired for drawing cartoons all over the menus and the room-key tabs.

         He felt best in the tin shack he’d taken over from old lady Atkins and, by mid-autumn, took up permanent residence there. By that time, he had developed a small group of friends—the children of boomers, mostly—who hung out in the shack with him. They called themselves a gang, and Woody was the leader. His closest friend probably was Colonel Martin, whom he called Abe because he was tall and awkward like Abraham Lincoln. Nobody could recall Colonel ever getting angry. He had the low-key, accepting, and unbiased dispostion that Woody would demand of close friends all his life. There was also Casper Moore, a younger boy who was completely devoted to Woody and whom he nicknamed Tubba because he was chubby. The three of them were the core of the gang and would spend their afternoons 47rummaging through the back alleys and their burlap sacks, trying to find scraps of metal and other valuable items to take down to Mark’s Junk Yard for appraisal. Then they would go back to the gang house—Woody named it the Eeny House because it was so small—where they’d stoke a fire in the large can they dragged in to serve as a stove. Woody ran a very moral gang: the Ten Commandments were tacked on the wall, and he promulgated a series of rules and regulations that, among other things, outlawed cursing—violators would be slugged on the arm by other gang members—but were enforced rather selectively. The gang members would go swimming and fishing together in the Canadian River. Sometimes they’d do crazy things like swim across the river with rocks tied around their necks, or go over to where the oil pipeline crossed the river, climb up, and play with the lineman’s chair, suspended dangerously from a cable.

         Ever since Clara died, Woody had been at the mercy of awesome and terrible forces he couldn’t understand. But now, for the first time in years, he didn’t have to worry about coffee cups flying or fires starting mysteriously. He didn’t have to live in mortal fear that something he’d do or say would touch off another of his mother’s screaming, crying fits. He didn’t have to behave himself for her benefit anymore (it never had made much difference, in any case). He was his own man now. He took care of himself. He didn’t have to worry about anyone else, and he liked it that way. In fact, it was easier to get by than he’d expected.

         Once the question of lodging was settled, he found that food was no problem. He’d been cadging food successfully for years. Sometimes he and Casper Moore and his brother Red would follow the milk wagon from door to door, stealing quarts off the front stoops; then they’d go to the bakery and get some hot, fresh bread free from the baker. They’d buy a little butter and have a feast in the haunted house across from where the Moores lived. But Woody soon made another important discovery: he didn’t have to steal to eat. All he had to do was go 48downtown, set his cap out in the street, and start playing his harmonica and dancing a jig. Not only did he make good money, but there also was the pleasure of seeing the crowd gather, and the feet tapping, and the applause. At times, he felt that he’d been sprung from a prison, and wonderfully free.

         Of course, there were also times when he was desolate. He envied his pals going home each evening to supper and the security of their families. It had been a long time since anyone had fussed over him, and he missed that. He found himself going over to Mrs. Chowning’s more often. She would set out tea, and they would chitchat politely and then she’d give her usual lecture about the importance of an education. He didn’t put much stock in what she said, but he enjoyed her nagging and caring.

         As winter approached and nights in the gang house grew damp and cold, it became obvious that he was going to have to make some accommodation with the civilized world. One day he showed up at Roy’s house shivering and half delirious with fever. Roy’s “family” took care of him for several days and Roy gave him money for medicine, but then he was gone again. Roy joked about Woody taking the money and buying cakes and moonshine for his gang, but he was concerned … as were several of Woody’s close friends. Colonel Martin hung back, probably figuring that Woody was smart enough to find a solution for himself, but Casper Moore assumed Woody was too proud to ask any favors and took matters into his own hands. He pestered his parents, begged them to take Woody in.

         His father, Tom Moore, had been part of the circle that played cards and drank with Charley Guthrie. He was a barber who’d followed the boom to Okemah and lost most of his business when the boomers went away. He had dark hair, bright blue eyes, and played at being a tough guy, but his heart went out to Charley Guthrie’s ratty little kid. After the requisite pushing from his wife, Nonie, and prodding from the kids, Tom welcomed Woody into the family.

         49They got along famously. Tom played the fiddle and knew a raft of old Tennessee church songs, which he sang in a sweet tenor voice while Woody harmonized, or backed him on the French harp. He was amazed by Woody’s remarkable ability to make up new, funny verses to old songs right while they were singing them. They would sit and play for hours most evenings, with the whole family (which also included two daughters and a grandmother) joining in on the choruses. Then Woody, Tubba, and Red would be sent off to bed—the same bed, which they slept in head to foot, so someone’s feet were always sticking in someone else’s face. The confusion was compounded by Woody’s insistence that none of them sleep on their left sides because their hearts were located there, and it wasn’t good for your heart to be slept on. Sometimes he’d poke Red and say, “You’re sleeping on the wrong side,” which would touch off a wild pillow fight and a booming response from Tom Moore.

         Woody sensed the affection that lay behind Tom’s gruffness, and saw that he wasn’t being treated any differently from the other kids, and behaved himself accordingly. He’d obey Nonie’s orders to clean himself up and actually tried to comb his hair, but it was so woolly that he’d often break the teeth of the big wooden combs the rest of the family used.

         He even agreed to go to school, sometimes. During his gang-house period, he’d had a rare, and brief, burst of academic vigor, drawing huge murals filled with caricatures of students and teachers on the blackboards before anyone arrived at school in the morning. The administration put a stop to that quickly enough—it was “unsupervised activity”—even though it was bringing the kids to school more enthusiastically than anyone could remember. Aside from such occasional bursts of creativity, he received average grades with little effort. The exceptions were very interesting, though: he received A’s in typing and geography, the two preoccupations of his adult life, and he flunked psychology. His favorite subject was typing because the teacher would 50allow him to use his imagination and write about anything he wanted if he finished his drills before the rest of the class.

         He was a member of the school newspaper staff and joke editor of the yearbook, but he was best known as an entertainer. When the junior class wanted to raise money for its prom, Woody was placed atop a flatbed truck on Main Street and told to strut his stuff while a hat was passed. He had added a Jew’s harp and bones to his repertoire, and seemed able to make music out of anything—pencils, combs, glasses filled with varying amounts of water, empty bottles. One night the Rotary Club hired him—perhaps out of charitable impulse more than appreciation of his talents—and the businessmen threw money as he danced and mugged. He came home that night with his cap stuffed with about sixty dollars in coin and Tom Moore said, “Well, Woody, don’t you think it’s time you bought yourself some new clothes?”

         The next day Woody came back with two new shirts. “How about getting yourself some underwear?” Tom said. “You don’t have any.”

         “Don’t need it,” Woody said.

         “Then what are you going to do with all the rest of that money?” Woody stammered and mumbled and finally let on that he’d already given most of it away. Tom knew the boy was like that, and didn’t go too hard on him. Money bothered Woody: getting it turned people into animals and losing it drove them crazy. He refused to acknowledge its existence in quantities beyond what he needed for immediate use, and squandered his windfalls.

         Woody spent nearly a year with the Moores. It was a good, safe time for him, and he almost became part of the family. Almost … but he never surrendered himself completely. There was a whole range of emotions, of worries and fears, of questions about his past and future that he’d never discuss with them. He’d either be on—singing and dancing and cracking wise—or off into long, deep silences. Part of it, no doubt, was that men in the Southwest just didn’t go around talking about those kinds of things. It would seem weak.But there was more: 51he sensed that if he stood apart, like the little tramp in the movies, he’d feel safer and be able to see more clearly. He sought aloneness, rather than privacy. It was an uneasy compromise, but the best he could do: he lived in the family, but wasn’t part of it. Sometimes he would go to the kitchen and talk to Nonie about his mother. He wanted to visit her in the hospital. He wanted to see if there was anything he could do for her, and Nonie promised they would go to see her someday.

         Gradually, during that year, he made the transition from the security of the gang house to the less certain precincts of Moomaw’s drugstore, where all the kids—including girls—hung out. There were new ceremonies to learn, like rolling cigarettes from Bull Durham tobacco, which he’d buy in a pouch. How you carried the pouch was as important as rolling the cigarette tight and neat: it was stuffed in the breast pocket, with the little tag hanging out. When Woody and the Moore boys bought a pouch together, they would take turns carrying it that way. There were other, not so faint stirrings. He developed an unnatural interest in Sears catalogues, especially the women’s lingerie section. He found himself slipping off with the catalogue to some secret place, and slowly turning the pages with one hand while he groped around under his bib overalls with the other. The idea of making actual physical contact with a girl was still beyond rational contemplation, but it was beginning to insinuate itself into his universe of possibilities.

         Late in 1928, Tom Moore began to get itchy. Okemah was dead and gone as a boom town, but there were all sorts of interesting things going on out West. He had a friend who wrote him about the wonders of Arizona, and he was beginning to think about going there. As talk of leaving increased, so did Woody’s requests to visit his mother, and finally, one day, they took him. Tubba and Red didn’t go, but the younger daughter, Gladys, did. They drove west about sixty miles, into the prairie.

         The hospital sat starkly in the middle of nowhere. It was prairie Gothic: a dark red brick building, with screened-in porches, that 52seemed much larger than it actually was. Woody went inside and the doctors took him through corridors of ravers and screamers, a great wash of crumpled and smelly humanity, through locked doors and into the room where his mother was sitting in a formless hospital smock, shaking and fidgeting. She didn’t recognize him. The doctors said she was suffering from something called Huntington’s chorea, a nervous disease that couldn’t be cured and only got worse, and they told him other things too, but he wasn’t listening very carefully: his own mother could not tell who he was. She didn’t even recognize him. 

         He stumbled back out to the car in a haze, his lip trembling and him biting it, trying to be strong, but it was no use. He collapsed on the front bumper, sobbing deep and hard. Nonie wrapped him in her arms, and cradled him all the way back to Okemah. But before long, the Moores were gone to Arizona and he was alone again.
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            2 Wheat Fields Waving, Dust Clouds Rolling

         

         An odd slant of light through the window, dust misting down, breaking the darkness of the dingy room. The old man sat in the shadows, tentative, trying to start a conversation after two years … but finding it difficult to pick up again as if nothing had happened. Woody held back too, and they circled each other cautiously like fighters at the beginning of a bout, looking for an opening. Luckily there was a knock at the door—a customer—and Woody was alone for a moment, free to look around and get his bearings.

         There were two small rooms. The front one, where they’d been standing, was an “office” with two battered desks and not much else. Then a soiled, greasy curtain leading to the back room, where the old man lived. There was a double bed and a dresser in the back room, and his clothes hung from hooks along the thin pine walls. Woody went slowly to the dresser—it was covered with little notes and scraps of paper—and opened the top drawer: there was a .25-caliber automatic pistol and bullets resting on a sheaf of correspondence school courses. Woody felt a warm rush of recognition, and picked out one of the Jimmy DeForrest boxing lessons.

         “Did you ever finish that boxing course I sent you?” Charley asked, returning to the room and sitting on the bed.

         “No,” Woody answered, embarrassed. “Just never did get the hang of it, I guess.”

         “Well, that’s all right,” Charley said, lighting a cigarette. “It doesn’t matter one bit. You can learn something else. Whatever you pick out to do, I’ll read a book on it and be your trainer.”

         Charley asked about Okemah, about politics and his old friends 54there. Woody mentioned the Moores and some of the others, but didn’t say much about himself and said nothing at all about his mother. After the Moores had left for Arizona, Woody stayed around town for a while and then decided to get out and see the world. He headed south toward the Gulf of Mexico, playing his French harp and hitching rides, hoping to find the Mosiers, friends from his gang-house days, who’d moved to a farm down around there. He’d considered hopping a freight at first, but shelved that idea after an Okemah friend, Miles Reynolds, lost a leg when he fell between two boxcars (for the rest of his life, Woody only used the trains as a last resort: they were too dangerous and uncomfortable). Still, he did spend a lot of time in the hobo camps at the edge of railroad yards on his way south. Invariably, they’d have a fire going and a stew bubbling, and wouldn’t be averse to sharing it. More often than not, the hoboes were simply migratory farm workers moving on to the next job. An estimated 200,000 of them followed the wheat harvest north across the plains each summer, and thousands of others were fruit pickers, cowboys, and boomers. It was a pretty dreary life, but they developed an elaborate mythology and customs to make it more palatable. They took names like Denver Fly and Mobile Mac, Poison Face Tim and Dick the Stabber. They told long, improbable tales around the campfire—“ghost stories,” they were called—about legendary hoboes, good towns and bad, and railroad bulls like East Texas Red who took a special delight in making their lives miserable. They made up songs about life on the bum: some dripping with overripe romanticism, but others with a rough honesty that cut through the myths … and Woody soaked it all in.

         He spent the early part of the summer of 1929 on the road, nibbling at the edge of hobo culture, but never really becoming part of it. He passed through Houston, reached the Gulf, and eventually found the Mosiers, who were happy to see him: they needed all the help they could get on the farm. But hoeing figs wasn’t exactly Woody’s style—manual labor never was—and he soon headed back north to 55Okemah. When he arrived home, there was a letter from his father waiting. Charley wanted him to come to Texas and help run a rooming house in the oil-boom town of Pampa.

         Actually, Charley had been rather charitable in calling it a rooming house. It was a long, rickety two-story building made of cheap pine and corrugated tin slapped together—part of a tumbledown, sleazy block of fleabag hotels, ptomaine cafés, and speakeasies. On the first floor, there was a long room with rows of cots stretching out behind the office where Charley lived. The beds were occupied in eight-hour shifts by oil-field workers who paid a quarter for the privilege. They called it a “cot house,” but with the young women who lived and worked in private rooms upstairs, that wasn’t an entirely accurate description either. On warm nights the women would sit out on second-floor porches all along the street soliciting customers, and the respectable people in town called the area “Little Juarez.” Charley’s job was to collect the quarters from the oil-field boys, the weekly rent from the women (who handled their other finances independently), and make sure the place didn’t become so disgusting as to force the patrons elsewhere. It wasn’t exactly dignified labor, but the family was happy to see Charley taking a step back into the world again.

         
            •

         

         For a long time after they lowered him from the train, Charley had seemed more dead than alive. He’d lie in bed all day, flat on his back and quiet, smoking cigarettes. Occasionally he’d turn on his side with a great deal of pain and effort, and read a book. Mary Jo and George regularly harvested sheep pills from the pasture to be made into poultices for his open wound. Sometimes they would sit by his bed and ask questions. “How’d you get burned, Papa?” Mary Jo would ask, and Charley would say that some oil had spilled on him when he’d been working on a car and it exploded when he lit a cigarette. “What happened to Mama?” George would ask, and Charley would explain that 56she’d been bitten by a mad dog and had to be taken to the hospital. He rarely talked about what really had happened, not even with his sister Maude, but often they’d hear him sobbing alone in his room.

         Maude refused to indulge his sadness. She was a tiny, eternally cheerful woman with a scratchy voice who insisted on being called “Skinny Granny” by all the children. She was married to a gaunt farmer named Robert Boydstun, who was as quiet as she was gregarious, and completely tolerant of her penchant for orchestrating family mob scenes. Maude and Robert had two daughters, Allene and Geneva, but there always seemed to be a half dozen other children running around the house, to say nothing of the assorted aunts, uncles, and cousins. By some curious telepathy, the entire Guthrie clan had decided to converge on the panhandle simultaneously, and half of them usually could be found at the Boydstun farm. Even Jerry P. himself had left Oklahoma to spend his last few years with several of his children in Amarillo.

         The Boydstun farmhouse was a speck of life in the vast emptiness of blue sky, quivering wheat, and rolling grassland that stretched for hundreds and hundreds of miles in all directions. It was a small house with large rooms, especially the kitchen, which had broad plank floors that Maude scrubbed with lye water each day. The furniture was threadbare and ordinary except for an old pump organ, but there was an incredible abundance of food—a vegetable garden, a meat locker, a basement filled with preserves in glass fruit jars, a barn full of milk cows, and a wood-burning stove that always seemed to be a confusion of steaming pots and kettles. Maude was known to cook corn bread and beans for entire threshing crews during harvest season … and even on a slow day, there were nearly a dozen Guthries of all ages, sizes, and dispositions ready to hunker down at the long kitchen table when Maude dished out her specialties in a constant stream of jabber.

         By the time Charley arrived at the Boydstuns, one of the regulars at Maude’s table was his youngest brother (half brother, actually, since 57they had different mothers), Jeff Davis Guthrie. Jeff was a large, windy man with pale red hair and blue eyes; a garage mechanic in the town of Panhandle, but bubbling over with extravagant plans for the future. He combined Jerry P. Guthrie’s passion for get-rich-quick schemes with Charley’s devotion to self-improvement and, as a result, enrolled in some pretty exotic correspondence courses. He learned fingerprinting by mail, and also was a graduate of Dr. Tarbell’s Chicago school of magic. The fingerprint diploma was immediately parlayed into a job on the Pampa police force, but Jeff had no real ambitions in law enforcement. His dream was to get into show business, mixing magic with music. His father had taught him the Guthrie family art of fiddle playing and it was generally acknowledged that Jeff was, hands down, the finest country fiddler in the panhandle. In fact, he’d won several contests to prove it. And after years of practice, he wasn’t half bad at magic either.

         It usually didn’t take much prodding to get Jeff up and fiddling after dinner. Often he’d be accompanied on the accordion by Maude’s oldest daughter, Allene, who had dreams of show business herself. She was an attractive girl who enjoyed dressing up and acting older than she was, which was fourteen. Soon Jeff was teaching her how to assist with his magic tricks, and then they were taking long evening walks together in the soft rustle and shimmer of the wheat fields. Although their marriage didn’t come as much of a surprise to anyone who’d seen them together, it was still rather shocking. No one in the family was quite sure if it was legal: Allene was now Jeff’s wife and niece. Maude was his half sister and mother-in-law. And Jerry P., who was now Jeff’s father and grandfather-in-law, was totally outraged until Charley assured him that this sort of thing happened all the time in the royal families of Europe. Jerry P., who died soon after, never quite resigned himself to the situation, though.

         Jeff moved Allene into an apartment in Pampa, which was busily transforming itself from a placid farming and ranching community 58into a boom town. It had been founded as a cattle depot in 1902 by the White Deer Land Company, an English firm that owned a massive chunk of rangeland in the panhandle. Two very proper Englishmen, C. P. Buckler and M. K. Brown, were dispatched to oversee the operation and, for approximately the next fifty years, Mr. Brown and Mr. Buckler, who quietly detested each other, were the two most powerful men in the area. Brown, a flamboyant Englishman who seemed to flaunt his accent, handled the management side. He wore expensive suits from London and often served high tea. Buckler, the financial officer, was less colorful but equally romantic. He had decided to come to Texas because it seemed a more adventurous option than India or Egypt. They ran a decent, civilized town of 7,500 until the oil boom broke in 1926—and even then, the boom was confined to an area south of the Santa Fe tracks, and didn’t much disturb the more respectable north side.

         
             

         

         Woody was seventeen years old when he arrived in Pampa, but seemed much younger. The upstairs girls at the cot house treated him like a boy, not a man, and let him hang around. He drew their pictures and made them laugh. They were, for the most part, dull farm girls who’d come to town looking for adventure; they painted their faces and tried to look fancy, but were more pathetic than alluring. When Woody watched them at work through the cracks in the pine and tin, their bodies moved with a sophistication that seemed beyond the comprehension of their blank, childlike faces. For some, it was a numbness that came naturally; others, more sensitive, needed morphine to get them there.

         Woody also drew pictures of the oil-field boys downstairs and listened to their rough-and-tumble talk. His cartoons were plastered all over the cot house and a new one appeared in the front window each day, creating a happily implausible island of innocence in the dinge and muck of Little Juarez. Charley was thrilled by his son’s facility and 59ordered him a correspondence course in cartooning. Shorty Harris, who owned the drugstore across the street, wanted a little sunshine in his joint too and offered Woody a job.

         Actually, Shorty Harris’s drugstore was about as much a drugstore as Charley’s rooming house was a rooming house. To keep up appearances, Shorty—who wasn’t at all short, either—had several shelves of faded patent medicines and an ice-cream soda fountain, but he was really in the liquor business. Woody’s job was to tend the fountain, fixing banana splits and milk shakes up top and selling two-ounce bottles of bootleg Jamaica Ginger under the table, while Shorty took care of the more serious customers—like Charley and Jeff—in the back room. In addition, Woody decorated the place with cartoons and clever signs in the windows and on the mirror behind the fountain. His greatest triumph, though, was the large “Harris Drug” which he painted outside on the brick façade above the front window and signed “Woody.” It lasted through wind, snow, dust, and attempts to paint it over for nearly fifty years, until it was sandblasted off in 1977.

         Shorty was a garrulous man, always chewing on a cigar and looking for a fight. He was known to mix it up with his customers when they got too rowdy or didn’t pay their bills, and once bit a man’s ear half off in a scuffle. But he was easy with Woody, and didn’t set down any specific rules or hours. If the boy came in, that was fine. If he didn’t, that was okay too. He paid Woody out of his pocket each day, the amount depending on how much Woody worked, or how entertaining he’d been, or how flush Shorty was, or how drunk. In truth, Shorty just liked having the kid around … and Woody didn’t mind it much, either.

         He found a beat-up old guitar in the back of the store and asked Uncle Jeff—with whom he’d established an immediate rapport—to teach him some chords. There was no formal instruction, just Jeff playing and Woody doing his best to keep up. Then he’d sit and practice in Shorty’s, trying to figure out how to play the songs his mother 60used to sing. He still remembered the words and melodies all too clearly. Sometimes the black guy who shined shoes next door would come in and play some blues on the guitar for Woody, in return for a couple of shots of jake. Woody called him “Spider Fingers” because “his fingers walked up and down that old guitar neck just like a big, hairy tarantula.”

         In September of 1929, Woody made one more attempt to finish high school—with some prodding from his father—but the results were even less happy than they’d been in Okemah. He flunked algebra, English, and Latin, and barely passed history in the first semester. The second time around, he passed English and algebra, but once again flunked Latin. He started two more semesters after that, but finished neither. He wasn’t involved in extracurricular activities as he’d been in Okemah. He wasn’t well liked or remembered. The football players and other big shots tended to make fun of him for all the old reasons. In fact, high school probably would have been a complete waste of time if he hadn’t met Matt Jennings.

         Matt was an outsider too, a poor Irish Catholic from the south side. He was about six feet tall, had red hair, freckles, and a quiet intelligence that was successfully hidden from the teachers at Pampa High School. He was both curious and shy, an odd combination, with the same even-tempered kindness as Colonel Martin and yet more aggressively open to new ideas and possibilities. From the start, he was amazed and delighted by Woody Guthrie.

         They met each other in study hall, but really didn’t become friendly until Matt decided to buy a pawnshop fiddle and Woody offered to tune it for him, having seen his uncle do it dozens of times. After several hours of struggle, Woody suggested they visit Jeff and have him do it—a notion that frightened Matt, who only knew Jeff’s reputation as one of the more violent members of the police force. Jeff, of course, relished any audience no matter how small and was more than happy to tune the fiddle, then play several rapid-fire hoedowns 61on it that left Matt gasping. After that, he and Woody were regulars at Jeff and Allene’s apartment, always managing to show up just as Jeff got off work, hammering and sawing at their instruments like a pair of carpenters while Jeff fluttered and breezed off into the clouds on his. The two boys kept at it through hours of stumbling, gradually gaining speed and confidence together, testing new riffs and refining old ones, never talking but always in close communication, developing a musical knowledge of each other that was more intimate than anything that would ever be spoken between them.

         When they did sit down and talk, Woody sometimes astounded Matt with his broad range of knowledge. He wouldn’t show off, but things would just slip out—incredible things for a boy who didn’t read books, like quotes from Chinese philosophers and amazing facts about ancient Egypt. What Matt didn’t know was that Woody was cheating: he was sneaking off to the Pampa library, which was then stashed in the basement of City Hall. He’d become friendly with Mrs. Evelyn Todd, the librarian, who was married to a minister and fit rather neatly into the role Mrs. Chowning had played in Okemah. While still not very receptive to the idea of formal education, Woody had become addicted to reading. His tastes ran to psychology, religion, and Eastern philosophy—Mrs. Todd would later say that his name was written in every psychology book in the library. He seemed a very serious boy to her, never joking or cutting up, a loner … but continually surprising.

         One day he shocked her by coming in with a psychology text that he had written, by hand, in a thick, bound notebook. It was an assimilation of all that he’d read about the search for self-knowledge through the ages, and owed more to Eastern spiritualism than to Viennese technicalities. It wasn’t exactly erudite but it showed a good deal of thought, and certainly wasn’t the illiterate ramblings of a shallow teenager. Mrs. Todd decided to put in on the shelf with the other psychology books … which is where it remained until she left Pampa 62and a new librarian took over and threw it away. Woody never told anyone, not even Matt Jennings, that he’d written it.

         Charley Guthrie thought the time his son was spending in the library was impressive, but not very practical. There was nothing wrong with reading books—Charley would be the last person to discourage anyone from doing that—but Woody was showing precious little interest in doing anything else with his life, except maybe sitting around Shorty’s and strumming the guitar. He had a distressing lack of ambition; he hadn’t even finished the cartooning course that Charley had bought for him. And the worst part, the really frustrating part, was that Charley was finding it impossible to talk to him about these things. There was something about Woody, some way he had of putting you on the defensive without ever really saying anything. He tilted his head back, stared down his nose, and got that faraway, cloudy look in his eyes. It was like talking to someone through a window. When Charley pushed him too hard or lost his temper, Woody simply disappeared for a few days. Soon he was spending most nights at Uncle Jeff’s or using the salary from Shorty’s to buy a cheap hotel room.

         As time went by, Matt Jennings began to notice that the way he looked at things, the very shape of the world, seemed to change when he was around Woody. It wasn’t anything he could put his finger on; in fact, it barely dented his consciousness at first, but the little guy was downright … disorienting. He had no sense of perspective, or at least a different sense than normal people—especially when it came to things that Matt considered the basics of life, like time and money and planning for the future. Nor did Woody seem to care very much what people thought of his eccentricity, although—Matt soon realized—he saw everything, every nuance of each reaction was filed and catalogued.

         But the oddest thing about Woody was that he could become, quite literally, childlike: when he was interested in something 63or someone—and, sooner or later, he was interested in virtually everything in town—he would dive in like a child, entirely preoccupied, losing all sense of time and place, and his wonderment was so infectious that sometimes Matt would be swept right along with him. More often, though, Matt was content to sit back and watch Woody watching the world. Once, for example, they visited the home of a rich banker in the little town of Canadian because Woody had heard that the banker’s wife painted interesting pictures of horses. The paintings turned out to be massive and haunting and, staring at them, Woody seemed to drift off into a trance. It was as if he were doing more than just looking at the paintings, as if he were trying to physically incorporate them, and Matt was left shuffling and not quite knowing what to do, not wanting to break the purity of Woody’s concentration.

         At other times, they would just be boys. They went swimming at the ten-mile hole south of town, shot rats with .22-caliber rifles at the Pampa dump, drank Virginia Dare tonic—or V.D. tonic, as Woody called it—that he snaked from Shorty’s and which packed a terrific wallop for a drink that was legal. They went to the Playmore auditorium for the wrestling matches and one night saw Dutch Mantell, who billed himself as the “Ugliest Man in West Texas,” fight a bear. The bear mauled Dutch, then went berserk and terrorized half the audience.

         On Saturday nights, the Playmore would become a ballroom, with the wrestling ring shoved into a corner to serve as a bandstand for the fox-trot and waltz orchestras who played the latest in popular music. Matt and Woody didn’t go to many of those, preferring the old-timey country string bands at a place called the Red Barn. They’d sneak in sometimes: Woody carrying a mandolin and claiming to be one of the musicians, then handing it out the window to Matt.

         One Saturday, after a dance, they went back to Woody’s room at the Great Pampa Hotel and were drinking pretty heavily from a fruit jar filled with corn whiskey. Matt hadn’t seen Woody all week, and 64he’d seemed quieter than usual throughout the evening. Matt knew better than to ask if anything was wrong—Woody had a tendency to flee when confronted with a direct question or request—but finally Woody volunteered, “We got word from Oklahoma this week. My mother died.”

         Slowly, quietly, he told Matt the family history: the fires, the death of his sister, the insane asylum. “When I went to visit my mother, she didn’t even recognize me,” he said. Then he talked about the disease: it ran in the family, crossing from father to daughter and mother to son.

         “Does that mean you could get it?” Matt asked.

         “No. There’s no way I’m gonna get that disease,” he said, and, in the whiskey haze, Matt believed him.

         It was the only time they ever talked about it.

         
             

         

         Charley had found it convenient to think of Nora as dead ever since she poured the kerosene on him, and the news from Oklahoma came as something of a relief. With the long ordeal finally over, he felt free to begin his life again. He was embarrassed by all the years he’d depended on the family; Maude was still caring for George and Mary Jo. It was time for the children to have a decent home of their own, and a real mother to care for them. He would remarry for their benefit, and also, perhaps, because he was lonely and getting old, and wanted someone to care for him too.

         He went about the task of finding a wife in typical Charley Guthrie fashion: he sent away for one, much as he might send for a new correspondence course. He wrote to a Lonelyhearts Club and the name of Bettie Jean McPherson—a pleasant, solid enough name—came back in the mail. Gathering his dignity and courage, Charley wrote her a letter that was, no doubt, a masterpiece. She wrote back: she was a trained nurse, and had seen hard times too. So much the better, Charley thought: a trained nurse. He had been working as a bookkeeper for the police department—a patronage job, courtesy of Uncle Jeff—but 65had lost it when the sheriff was voted out in 1930, and needed a means of support. He wrote to her again.

         All of the correspondence was quite secret. No one knew what Charley had up his sleeve. One imagines him ironing his dark suit on that fateful day in September of 1931, and putting on his best white starched shirt, then nervously walking—perhaps with a spring in his step for the first time in years—over to the Santa Fe station; and then his barely concealed disappointment when the woman who stepped off the train turned out to be positively Wagnerian, much larger than he, with severely cropped brown hair and a pinched face. But she had a surprisingly pleasant way about her and Charley was an honorable man, so he took her right over to City Hall, as promised, and they were married.

         It was, no doubt, a bit later in the day that Charley got around to asking Bettie Jean about her nursing and learned that she was a trained nurse of a rather curious sort, a kind of mystic masseuse. She claimed expertise in chiropractic, phrenology, palmistry, Gypsy Dream Book, tarot cards, coffee grounds, tea leaves, Ouija board, and crystal ball. She had studied the occult with four different spiritualist mediums and two yogis, knew the nineteen points of Rosicrucianism, and could quote more than three hundred healing and gifted scriptures from the Old and New Testaments of the Bible. Her pride and joy, though, was the practice of “Electro-Magnetic Healing,” which she had invented and named because it sounded modern, and you had to keep up with the times.

         “Electro-Magnetic Healing” involved the laying on of hands and a lot of fast talk, which varied according to the patient’s malady and gullibility. Aside from easing routine aches and pains, Bettie Jean often claimed to be able to remove tonsils and gallstones simply by placing her hands on the appropriate spot and could produce, on request, a jar full of stones she had removed from the rich and famous in California and elsewhere. She was a great believer in the restorative powers of 66eucalyptus oil, which she slapped on customers with great abandon, and the house reeked of the stuff, as did she.

         Upon arriving in Pampa, she placed ads in the local newspapers and soon there was a trickle of customers visiting the little tourist court cottage Charley had rented for them on the southern edge of town. Many of her early customers were oil-field workers who’d somehow gotten the idea that she believed alcohol was a sure cure for cancer. The customers would wait in the parlor, then she would attend to them privately in the bedroom, wearing a very professional white outfit. Charley never did figure out what went on in that bedroom, and didn’t much care. He was irked that Bettie Jean had immediately taken over the whole house—with the customers in the parlor and Bettie Jean in the bedroom, there wasn’t much space left for him—but she was doing well by his children (Woody, especially, was enthusiastic about her and was visiting more often), and so he kept his peace. For her part, Bettie Jean quickly saw that Charley was more of an encumbrance than anything else—he wasn’t bringing in any money and at least the kids did chores—and when Uncle Jeff started talking one night about taking a trip down to South Texas to look for Jerry P. Guthrie’s lost silver mine, and Charley mentioned he might like to go along, Bettie Jean said yes, by all means, go.

         
             

         

         The idea that Jerry P. Guthrie had discovered a rich vein of silver in the mountains near Uncle Gid’s ranch was one of the least likely and most persistent of family legends. Jerry P. said he’d discovered it accidentally one day while stopping to take a drink from a mineral spring; the ore had glittered like pure diamonds in the sun, and he sent it to El Paso to be assayed. The report came back: $100 of silver per ton, and $10 of gold, plus copper, zinc, mercury, and other valuable minerals. But rather than cash in right then and lead a life of luxury, Jerry P. had decided to go to Oklahoma and try for the long-shot land he hoped would be coming to his one-eighth Creek wife. He left his 67name, though, on a piece of paper wired to a pile of flat rocks to mark his claim and fully intended to return someday.
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