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BORN ON THE DAY OF THE DEAD AND DEAD FIVE MONTHS BEFORE HIS twenty-ninth birthday, Stephen Crane lived five months and five days into the twentieth century, undone by tuberculosis before he had a chance to drive an automobile or see an airplane, to watch a film projected on a large screen or listen to a radio, a figure from the horse-and-buggy world who missed out on the future that was awaiting his peers, not just the construction of those miraculous machines and inventions but the horrors of the age as well, including the destruction of tens of millions of lives in two world wars. His contemporaries were Henri Matisse (twenty-two months older than he was), Vladimir Lenin (seventeen months older), Marcel Proust (four months older), and such American writers as W. E. B. Du Bois, Theodore Dreiser, Willa Cather, Gertrude Stein, Sherwood Anderson, and Robert Frost, all of whom carried on well into the new century. But Crane’s work, which shunned the traditions of nearly everything that had come before him, was so radical for its time that he can be regarded now as the first American modernist, the man most responsible for changing the way we see the world through the lens of the written word.


He took his first breath on Mulberry Place in Newark, New Jersey, the ninth surviving child of the fourteen offspring born to his devout Methodist parents, Jonathan Townley Crane and Mary Helen Peck Crane, and because his father was a minister who traveled from parish to parish in the later years of his long pastoral career, the boy grew up without the standard attachments to place, schools, and friends, moving at age three from Newark to Bloomington (now called South Bound Brook), at age five from Bloomington to Paterson, at age seven leaving Paterson for his father’s next post as head of the congregation at Drew Methodist Church in Port Jervis, New York, a town of nine thousand people situated at the tristate juncture of New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and New York, where the Delaware and Neversink Rivers converge, and then, when his sixty-year-old father died suddenly of a heart attack three months after Crane’s eighth birthday, the family was compelled to leave the parsonage, with his mother moving to Roseville, New Jersey, an unincorporated community/neighborhood within Newark bordering Bloomfield and East Orange, and the boy and his brother Edmund (older than Crane by fourteen years) going off to live with relatives on a farm in Sussex County, all of them eventually regrouping in Port Jervis to live with another brother, William (older by seventeen years), after which, in 1883, his mother bought a house in the resort town of Asbury Park, New Jersey (“The Summer Mecca of American Methodism”), where the teenage Crane began his career as a writer by composing summer holiday squibs for yet another one of his brothers (Townley, older by eighteen years), who ran a local news agency for the New York Tribune and the Associated Press. By then, two more of Crane’s siblings had died: In 1884, his twenty-eight-year-old sister Agnes Elizabeth, a schoolteacher and short story writer who had been as much a mother to him as his own mother and had encouraged his interest in books, was killed by meningitis, and, in 1886, his twenty-three-year-old brother Luther was crushed to death when he fell under a moving train while working as a flagman and brakeman on the Erie Railroad. After one disaffected and aborted year as a college student (a single semester at Lafayette followed by another semester at Syracuse, where he played on the baseball team and registered for just one course), Crane headed back south to the twin destinations of Asbury Park and New York City, determined to make his way as a professional writer. He was not yet twenty years old. On September twenty-eighth, just blocks away from where Crane would soon be living in Manhattan, the unread and all but forgotten Herman Melville died. On November tenth, thousands of miles to the east in Marseille, France, Arthur Rimbaud died at the age of thirty-seven. Twenty-seven days after that, Crane’s sixty-four-year-old mother died of cancer. The newly orphaned budding writer had only eight and a half more years to live himself, but in that short time he produced one masterpiece of a novel (The Red Badge of Courage), two boldly imagined and exquisite novellas (Maggie: A Girl of the Streets and The Monster), close to three dozen stories of unimpeachable brilliance (among them “The Open Boat” and “The Blue Hotel”), two collections of some of the strangest, most savage poems of the nineteenth century (The Black Riders and War Is Kind), and more than two hundred pieces of journalism, many of them so good that they stand on equal footing with his literary work. A burning boy of rare precociousness who was blocked from entering the fullness of adulthood, he is America’s answer to Keats and Shelley, to Schubert and Mozart, and if he continues to live on as they do, it is because his work has never grown old. One hundred and twenty years after his death, Stephen Crane continues to burn.
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IT COULD BE THAT I AM EXAGGERATING SOMEWHAT. THAT CRANE continues to burn is not in question, but whether he lives on as brightly as those other too soon extinguished burning boys is less clear. Once upon a time, almost every high school student in America was required to read The Red Badge of Courage. I was fifteen when I first encountered the novel in 1962, and it was an explosive, life-altering discovery for me, as it was for most of my classmates (boys and girls alike), but now, for reasons I find difficult to understand, the book seems to have fallen off the required reading lists, which has the double effect of depriving young students of an important literary experience and relegating Crane to the shadows, for if my classmates and I hadn’t been exposed to The Red Badge of Courage, it is doubtful we would have taken the initiative to look into other works by Crane, the poems, for example (which can cause a sudden, general shock to the system), or the short stories, or the brutal depiction of New York slum life in Maggie. My evidence is purely anecdotal, but when I recently asked my thirty-year-old daughter if she had been assigned the book in high school, she said no, which led me to begin an informal survey of her friends, fifteen or twenty young men and women who had gone to high schools in various far-flung parts of the country, asking them the same question I had asked her, and one by one they all said no as well. Even more surprising, only one of my literary acquaintances from non-English-speaking countries has ever heard of Crane, which is also true for the vast majority of my English acquaintances, even though Crane was just as celebrated in England as he was in America during his lifetime. My non-American friends are familiar with Twain, Poe, Hawthorne, Emerson, Whitman, Henry James, and the once neglected Melville and Dickinson, but Crane, who deserves to stand among those gods (in my opinion), is a cipher to them.


That isn’t to say that Crane no longer exists. His principal writings are readily available in numerous paperback editions, his collected works, published in ten volumes by the University Press of Virginia in the 1970s, are still in print, there is an excellent gathering of his selected prose and poetry that runs close to fourteen hundred pages from the Library of America, his novels and stories continue to be taught in college courses on American literature, and there is a veritable industry of Stephen Crane scholarship in the academic world. All that is reassuring, but at the same time I feel that Crane is now in the hands of the specialists, the lit majors and PhD candidates and tenured professors, while the invisible army of so-called general readers, that is, people who are not academics or writers themselves, the same people who still take pleasure in reading old standbys such as Melville and Whitman, are no longer reading Crane.


If it had been otherwise, I never would have thought of writing this book.


I come at it not as a specialist or a scholar but as an old writer in awe of a young writer’s genius. Having spent the past two years poring over every one of Crane’s works, having read through every one of his published letters, having snatched up every piece of biographical information I could put my hands on, I find myself just as fascinated by Crane’s frantic, contradictory life as by the work he left us. It was a weird and singular life, full of impulsive risks, an often pulverizing lack of money, and a pigheaded, intractable devotion to his calling as a writer, which flung him from one unlikely and perilous situation to the next—a controversial article written at twenty that disrupted the course of the 1892 presidential campaign, a public battle with the New York Police Department that effectively exiled him from the city in 1896, a shipwreck off the coast of Florida that led to his near drowning in 1897, a common-law marriage to the proprietress of Jacksonville’s most elegant bawdy house, the Hotel de Dreme, work as a correspondent during the Spanish-American War in Cuba (where he repeatedly stood in the line of enemy fire), and then his final years in England, where Joseph Conrad was his closest friend and Henry James wept over his early death—and this writer, who is best known as a chronicler of war, embraced many other subjects as well, handling them all with immense skill and originality, from stories about young children and struggling bohemian artists to firsthand accounts of New York opium dens, conditions in a Pennsylvania coal mine, and a devastating drought in Nebraska, and much like Edgar Allan Poe, often mistakenly identified as nothing more than our dark-browed purveyor of horror and mystery when in fact he was a master humorist as well, the somber, pessimistic Crane could be hilariously funny when he chose to be. And underneath the mountain of his prose, or perhaps on top of it, there are his poems, which few people in or out of the academy have ever known quite what to do with, poems so far from the traditional norms of nineteenth-century verse-making—including the norm-breaking deviations of Whitman and Dickinson—that they scarcely seem to count as poetry at all, and yet they stay in the mind more persistently than most other American poems I can think of, as for example this one, which has continued to haunt me ever since I first read it more than five decades ago:


In the desert


I saw a creature, naked, bestial,


Who, squatting upon the ground,


Held his heart in his hands,


And ate of it.


I said, “Is it good, friend?”


“It is bitter—bitter,” he answered;


“But I like it


“Because it is bitter,


“And because it is my heart.”
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BEFORE TACKLING CRANE HIMSELF, A BRIEF PAUSE TO SURVEY THE American landscape as it looked between 1871 and 1900, to situate our subject in the time and space he inhabited.


Among the new things that entered the world during those years, a partial list would include the following: barbed wire, earmuffs, the grain silo, blue jeans, the jockstrap, the mimeograph machine, the telephone, the dry-cell battery, the phonograph, the cable car, Heinz ketchup, Budweiser beer, the National League of Professional Baseball Clubs, the cash register, the typewriter, the incandescent lightbulb, the carpet sweeper, the Transcontinental Express (New York to San Francisco in 83½ hours), moving pictures, the player piano, the electric iron, the fountain pen, the flexible film roll, the all-purpose fixed-focus camera, the self-powered machine gun, the revolving door, the AC motor and transformer, the paper clip, saltwater taffy, the skyscraper, the slot machine, the drinking straw, the Flexible Flyer sled, the pay telephone, the safety razor, the electric fan, the electric chair, the blowtorch, the Linotype machine, the trolley car, cornflakes, the ceiling fan, color photography, the automatic telephone exchange, the milking machine, Coca-Cola, wireless telegraphy, the dishwasher, the X-ray, basketball, the comic strip, the escalator, the tabulating machine, shredded wheat, the smoke detector, the zipper, the rotary dial telephone, the bottle cap, pinking shears, the mousetrap, medical gloves, volleyball, the voting machine, the vertical filing cabinet, the modern Olympic Games, the Boston Marathon, the portable motion-picture camera, the film projector, remote control, the internal combustion engine, the flyswatter, the thumbtack, and cotton candy.


Between the assassination of Abraham Lincoln and the assassination of William McKinley in September 1901, which led to the presidency of Theodore Roosevelt (Crane’s onetime friend and admiring reader, later his unbudgeable foe), the United States lived through a long period of growth, tumult, and moral failure, which transformed it from a backward, isolated country into a world power, but its leaders were mostly inept or corrupt or both, and the two great crimes embedded in the American Experiment—the enslavement of black Africans and the systematic annihilation of the continent’s first settlers, an immense array of cultures lumped under the heading Indians—were never properly addressed or atoned for, and even though slavery had been abolished, the postwar efforts at Reconstruction dribbled away into nothing by 1877, forcing the black population in the South to live under a new but equally vile system of oppression, misery, exclusion, and intimidation, even to the point of death at the end of ropes knotted by racist vigilantes from the Ku Klux Klan. As for the Indians during those years, they were slaughtered by the United States cavalry (often commanded by generals who had been Civil War heroes), and those who survived were kicked off their land and penned up in government-run reservations, remote tracts of end-of-the-world desolation and despair, the hot, hopeless regions of Hell on Earth. The Battle of Little Bighorn (a.k.a. Custer’s Last Stand) was fought in late June 1876, a week before America’s one-hundredth-anniversary celebration, and so incensed were the white citizens of the Republic over this defeat at the hands of savages such as Chief Gall, Crazy Horse, and Chief Two Moons that the emboldened army resolved to answer the Indian Question once and for all. They finally accomplished their task by mowing down a crowd of ghost-dancing men, women, and children at Wounded Knee in South Dakota on December 29, 1890, two months after Crane’s nineteenth birthday.


Meanwhile, the sparsely populated West was filling up with white settlers, vast numbers of Chinese were crossing the Pacific to find work in California, and the industrialized cities along the East Coast were absorbing millions of immigrants from all parts of Europe, a much-needed source of low-cost labor to toil in the factories, mills, sweatshops, and mines. Conditions were harsh for all of them. Homesteaders on the prairie often faced starvation and had to endure summer temperatures as high as one hundred degrees and winter temperatures that could sink to twenty, thirty, and sometimes forty below zero. Riots broke out in San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Seattle against the Chinese, who had to cope with unrelenting discrimination, bloody physical attacks, and spontaneous lynchings by crazed white mobs. (Anti-Chinese sentiment became so strong that in 1882 Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, which barred Chinese workers from entering the country for the next ten years; in 1892, Congress renewed the act for another ten years.) In the case of the European immigrants, they were squeezed into stinking, airless tenements, too poor to live anywhere but in rough, dangerous slums as they worked for pennies at their twelve-hour-a-day jobs, which were often rough and dangerous as well, with no unions or labor laws to protect them. Such was city life at the bottom of the social ladder: a brave new world in which the Irish, the Germans, the Italians, the Greeks, the Scandinavians, the Hungarians, and the Poles all despised one another, and together as one they all despised the blacks and the Jews.


The rich, however, were very rich, and the richest among them, the so-called robber barons of that so-called Gilded Age, accumulated fortunes running into the hundreds of millions of dollars (the equivalent of untold billions today). Remarkably, most of their names are still familiar to us: J. P. Morgan, Andrew Carnegie, Cornelius Vanderbilt, John D. Rockefeller, Jay Gould, Leland Stanford, and numerous others. They made their money in the railroads, in steel, in oil, in banking, and all of them were clever, single-minded whirlwinds of ambition who crushed their competitors by both legal and illegal means to attain their extraordinary power. It was the era of the trust—a new form of monopoly designed to evade the anti-monopoly laws—which was invented by one of Rockefeller’s lawyers (Samuel C. T. Dodd), and once it was put into practice in the oil industry, other industries soon followed, among them copper, steel, tobacco, sugar, rubber, leather, and even farm implements. The Sherman Anti-Trust Act of 1890 was supposed to put a stop to such massive concentrations of wealth, but it was weakly enforced and further undermined by a series of negative Supreme Court decisions. It was true that some of the biggest tycoons and their heirs later turned to philanthropy, but it was also true that Vanderbilt’s son William (famous for throwing the most lavish and expensive parties of the time, no doubt among the most lavish and expensive since the fall of the Roman Empire) responded to a question from a reporter about his responsibility to the public by saying, “The public be damned.” The railroad-rich Jay Gould, one of the more flamboyant crooks of nineteenth-century capitalism, is reported to have bragged, “I can hire one half of the working class to kill the other half.”


Contrary to Gould’s assertion, members of the working class were not killing one another so much as being killed by a system designed to extract maximum profits for business owners at the expense of their employees’ health, earning power, and safety. The pushback against capitalism had begun in Europe long before the outbreak of the American Civil War, but various forms of that pushback came to the New World with the immigrants—the revolutionary socialism of Marx, the evolutionary socialism of Eduard Bernstein, the subversive doctrines of anarchism (McKinley was murdered by an anarchist, Leon Czolgosz)—and on home ground indigenous opposition groups sprang up as well, some of them both progressive and reactionary at the same time, such as the Populist Party and the Grange, which defended the little man and the farmer against the depredations of big capital but turned their backs on immigrants and (no surprise) black people and Jews, but a number of more forward-looking and inclusive workers’ organizations also came into being, among them the Noble Order of the Knights of Labor (founded in 1869), which had seven hundred thousand members at its peak in the 1880s, and the American Federation of Labor (the AF of L), founded by Samuel Gompers in 1886, which fought for an eight-hour workday, the abolition of child labor, better wages, and improved working conditions. Alongside those moderate, practical goals, there were the more strident positions advanced by the Socialists (as embodied in the person of Eugene Debs, who ran for president five times), the Anarchists (notably Alexander Berkman and Emma Goldman, both of whom were eventually deported), and Pennsylvania Coal Country’s Molly Maguires, who terrorized the mine owners with their violent guerrilla tactics and were infiltrated and ultimately destroyed by undercover Pinkerton agents (ten were hanged for murder in June 1877). If the latter part of the nineteenth century was the era of the trusts, it was also the era of some of the most prolonged and deadly strikes in American history. The Great Strike of 1877 began in July with a walkout of workers on the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, then spread to other railroads from New England to the Mississippi and finally across the entire country, which led factory workers and miners to stage sympathy strikes of their own. When violence broke out in Martinsburg, West Virginia, the state militia was called in, but after the militia refused to open fire on the strikers, the secretary of war summoned federal troops to take their place. In Baltimore, nine strikers were killed and several wounded when the state militia fired point-blank into a crowd. Riots ensued, and over the next days fifty more people were killed. In Pittsburgh, the state militia and strikers exchanged gunfire, and then a real fire was set, which burgeoned into a wall of flame that extended over three miles, destroying two thousand freight cars and causing more than ten million dollars’ worth of property damage. In Chicago, local police and cavalry attacked an impromptu gathering of strikers and nineteen people were killed. Sympathy strikes continued to grow, and by the end of July forty thousand coal miners had walked off their jobs in Scranton, Pennsylvania. For all their efforts, not much improved for the railroad workers in the wake of these battles, but the Scranton miners managed to win a ten percent wage increase and other concessions from the mine owners. More to the point, the events of 1877 proved to the country that the labor movement was now large enough to have become an omnipresent force in American life.


The litany continues. In 1882: the three-month-long strike of iron and steel workers; the freight handlers strike that disrupted rail transportation for several weeks. 1886: the strike against Jay Gould’s Missouri-Pacific railroad system, during which nine thousand strikers shut down five thousand miles of track. That year, more than six hundred thousand workers in various industries went out on strike. In May, an attack on strikebreaking workers at the McCormick Reaper Manufacturing Company in Chicago elicited a response from the police that wound up killing six and wounding a dozen others, which led to the Haymarket Square riots the following afternoon, during which a bomb was thrown, killing seven policemen and wounding fifty. Four anarchists were sentenced to death and four others put in prison, three of them for life. It seems likely that none of the eight was responsible for throwing the bomb, but with newspaper headlines declaring, “TERROR GRIPS THE COUNTRY,” it hardly mattered who was responsible or not. Countless other strikes took place over the years that followed, but the biggest and most notorious among them were no doubt the Homestead Strike of 1892 and the Pullman Strike of 1894. The action against Andrew Carnegie’s Homestead mill on the Monongahela River in Pennsylvania lasted five months and led to dozens of deaths and hundreds of injuries, an emblematic instance of management’s refusal to negotiate with labor, backing up that intransigence by persuading the governor to call in seven thousand members of the state militia. Carnegie’s associate Henry Clay Frick (the same Frick who lived in the New York mansion on Fifth Avenue that housed the private art collection which has been open to the public since 1935) was responsible for calling in Pinkerton agents armed with Winchester rifles to attack the strikers, and so hated did he become among those who supported the strike that anarchist Alexander Berkman attempted to assassinate him in his office, shooting Frick twice and stabbing him three times, but the attempt failed, the strike was broken, and Berkman was sentenced to twenty-two years in prison. Thousands lost their jobs. In 1894, a year when three-quarters of a million workers laid down their tools in protest, the Pullman Strike in Chicago was also broken with no tangible results, but for a brief time mayhem ruled, leading to a nationwide boycott that stopped all rail traffic west of Detroit, and the leader of the insurrection, Eugene Debs, although sentenced to six months in prison for defying a federal injunction against interfering with the operation of the U.S. mail, emerged as a hero of the Left. He lived on until 1926 and is perhaps best known today for having said, “While there is a lower class, I am in it, while there is a criminal element, I am of it, and while there is a soul in prison, I am not free.”


Not to be forgotten in the midst of these ongoing wars between capital and labor were the ups and downs of the market itself, which crashed twice during the years in question. The Panic of 1873 forced the New York Stock Exchange to close for ten days, and in a depression that lasted for five years, more than ten thousand businesses failed, hundreds of banks shut down, and plans for a second transcontinental railroad line were scrapped. It is doubtful that the two-year-old or even six-year-old Crane was aware of what was happening then, but the Panic of 1893 was a different story. Crane was nearly twenty-two and already living in New York when the largest and deepest of all American depressions struck (surpassed only by the Great Depression of the 1930s), in the throes of the most sustained creative burst of his life (the completion and publication of Maggie, the composition of his first book of poems, the preliminary drafts of George’s Mother and The Red Badge of Courage, not to speak of various stories, sketches, and articles), and he suffered along with everyone else in the city, where unemployment oscillated between thirty and thirty-five percent, so poor at times that he had to scrounge for food and was often dressed so shabbily that he felt ashamed to go out in public.


It was also the era of Jane Addams and the settlement house movement, which began in Chicago and spread east and west to more than thirty states, an idealistic yet pragmatic effort to protect the rights of children and ameliorate conditions among the poor. The success of Hull House, the Henry Street Settlement in New York, and scores of other charitable endeavors proved that women could play a significant role in the civic life of the country. Without question, women were still relegated to the margins during those years, but a number of remarkable exceptions should be noted, women like Jane Addams who also managed to make their mark on society: Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Mary Baker Eddy, Mother Jones, Clara Barton, Madame Blavatsky, the painter Mary Cassatt, and the journalist Nellie Bly (the pen name of Elizabeth Cochran), one of America’s first and most intrepid investigative reporters, who famously pretended to be mad in order to gain admittance to an insane asylum, and then, after being released at the request of her employer, Joseph Pulitzer of the New York World, exposed the wretched, inhuman treatment she had been subjected to there. She also bested Phileas Fogg’s imaginary record of circumnavigating the globe in eighty days (as recounted in Jules Verne’s novel) by completing the journey in seventy-two days. But women were also joining together to form large mass movements demanding change of the status quo, among them the National American Woman Suffrage Association and the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (of which Crane’s mother was an active member and served as president of three different local chapters). The union finally won its victory with the passage of the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution in 1919, ushering in the less than fondly remembered Prohibition Era, but just one year later, after making some small headway on the municipal and state levels, women’s suffrage became the law of the land, and the door that had been bolted shut for so many centuries at last began to crack open.


State universities, colleges for women, colleges for black students, private colleges founded by various religious denominations, along with the building of libraries, museums, concert halls, and opera houses radically altered America’s intellectual and cultural life, so much so that a number of black and Jewish figures eventually worked their way into prominence: Paul Laurence Dunbar, Booker T. Washington, W. E. B. Du Bois, Louis Brandeis, Abraham Cahan, and Emma Lazarus, to mention just a handful of the most recognizable names. In New York City alone, the years during which Crane lived saw the construction of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Brooklyn Bridge, Grand Central Station, the Statue of Liberty, Carnegie Hall, the American Museum of Natural History, the Columbia University campus, and Frederick Law Olmsted’s two glorious creations, Central Park in Manhattan and Prospect Park in Brooklyn. They are all still with us today, twenty years into the twenty-first century.


And then there was the West, which would tug at the New Jersey–born Crane all his life. The years of his boyhood were saturated with the dime novels that made legends of the fighting men from the rugged frontier, the same men who evolved into the characters featured in hundreds of films throughout the twentieth century, Wild Bill Hickok, Buffalo Bill Cody, Wyatt Earp, Jesse James, and the boy assassin Billy the Kid, who was gunned down by Pat Garrett in 1881 and continues to sit on his sacred throne as an American Immortal. But the West was more than just a place, it was an idea, a myth, a dream territory that belonged exclusively to the New World with no lingering ties to the European past, the land of the country’s future. When Crane traveled west in 1895 to write articles for the Bacheller Syndicate, he had never been anywhere outside of New Jersey, New York, and Pennsylvania, and he fell in love with what he saw. It was his one and only visit to the region, but it stayed with him to the end and inspired some of his most sharply written and memorable stories, “A Man and Some Others,” “The Bride Comes to Yellow Sky,” and “The Blue Hotel.”


As for the American novelists who overlapped with Crane from the early nineties to the turn of the century, only a few of them are still read today. At the top of the list stand Mark Twain, William Dean Howells, and Henry James, all of whom were flourishing during those years and all of whom would come to know Crane, as well as Ambrose Bierce, Kate Chopin, Frank Norris, and Sarah Orne Jewett. In painting, some of the leading members of the Hudson River school were still alive (Thomas Moran, Frederic Edwin Church, and Albert Bierstadt), but a younger generation had already established itself by then, and because Crane’s years in New York were spent mostly among artists, not writers, and because he learned as much about writing from looking at art as he did from reading books, the names of those artists bear mentioning: John Singer Sargent, Winslow Homer, Thomas Eakins, James Whistler, and the two eccentric but enduring innovators who worked on past the Gilded Age into the new century, Ralph Albert Blakelock and Albert Pinkham Ryder.


Not least, it was the moment when Samuel S. McClure created the first international news syndicate, which coincided with the birth of large-circulation newspapers. The engine that made this possible was the newly invented Linotype machine, which worked six times faster than the handset, letter-by-letter system it replaced and allowed daily papers to publish editions that far exceeded the eight-page limit of the past. In Manhattan, Joseph Pulitzer took charge of the New York World, William Randolph Hearst assumed control of the New York Journal, and the high-pressure sweepstakes of yellow journalism began, forever changing how Americans interacted with their own universe. After Crane moved to the city in 1891/1892, he worked for all three of those men in a kind of permanent rotation until the year of his death, scratching along on the bits they paid him because he was bent on earning his living as a writer and refused to consider any other sort of work. A noble decision, perhaps, but except for a few periods of relative tranquility, he had a rough time of it until the very end.


The Linotype machine giveth, and the Linotype machine taketh away.
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HIS PARENTS NAMED HIM STEPHEN AFTER TWO OF HIS CRANE ANCEStors, a seventeenth-century Stephen Crane who was one of the founding fathers of Elizabethtown, the earliest English settlement in what would become the colony of New Jersey (other seventeenth-century Cranes not named Stephen helped found Newark and Montclair, which was originally known as Cranetown), and an eighteenth-century Stephen Crane who supported the Revolution, served as Speaker of the New Jersey General Assembly, and was a delegate to the Continental Congress in Philadelphia, where he would have been one of the signers of the Declaration of Independence if he had not been called back to New Jersey on urgent political business. In 1780, he was captured by the British and bayoneted to death; not long after, his son Jonathan was also captured by the British and executed for refusing to divulge the position of Washington’s army to them. Another one of the second Stephen Crane’s sons, William, distinguished himself in the Revolution by commanding a New Jersey regiment and rose to the rank of major general, and his son, also named William, was a naval commander during the War of 1812. As Crane himself wrote to an inquiring journalist from the Newark Sunday Call in 1896: “The family is founded deep in Jersey soil (since the birth of Newark), and I am about as much a Jerseyman as you can find.”


However far he might have drifted from that Jersey soil, his family was of utmost importance to him, not just the heroic figures from the Crane past but the Cranes from the present as well, for even though he turned against the Methodism of his parents, he never turned against his parents themselves, and he remained in close contact with two of his brothers throughout his adulthood—the same Edmund and William who had taken care of him as a boy. In answer to a request for autobiographical information from journalist John Northern Hilliard in early 1896, Crane starts his half-serious, half-jocular reply by confessing that “I am not much versed in talking about myself ” and in the third paragraph makes these few short comments about his parents: “Upon my mother’s side, everybody as soon as he could walk, became a Methodist clergyman—of the old ambling-nag, saddle-bag, exhorting kind. My uncle, Jesse T. Peck, D.D., L.L.D., was a bishop in the Methodist Church. My father was also a clergyman of that church, author of numerous works of theology, an editor of various periodicals of the church. He graduated at Princeton. He was a great, fine, simple mind.”






[image: illustration]


Jonathan Townley Crane.
(COURTESY OF SYRACUSE UNIVERSITY)









Jonathan Townley Crane was born in 1819, the same year as Melville and Whitman, and like his son he was the youngest child in a family of many siblings. Orphaned at thirteen, apprenticed to a Newark trunk-maker as an adolescent, he converted to Methodism at age eighteen and was eventually admitted to Princeton (then called the College of New Jersey), where he excelled at his studies, won a prize in English composition, and was president of one of the two literary societies on campus. He joined the Methodist clergy after graduation and spent the rest of his life in the church, serving in various capacities both administrative and pastoral over the decades, the longest stint being the nine years he spent after his 1848 marriage to Crane’s mother in Pennington, New Jersey, where he served as principal of Pennington Seminary, a Methodist-run school for male and female students, and the eight years he spent as presiding elder of the Newark district. Otherwise, he was given short postings of no more than a year or two at assorted churches in northern New Jersey and southern New York State, fathered fourteen children in the process (five of whom did not live beyond infancy or babyhood), wrote numerous articles for the Methodist Quarterly Review and the Christian Advocate, and published several books, among them An Essay on Dancing (1849), Popular Amusements (1869), and Arts of Intoxication: The Aim and the Results (1870), which attacked not only the frivolous pastime of dancing (as the first title suggests) but other activities such as reading second-rate, sentimental novels, card playing, and drinking. It will come as no surprise, perhaps, that his youngest son did not refrain from indulging in the last two of those vices, rarely if ever drinking to excess but drinking as much or as little as he pleased and developing a lifelong passion for poker, to such a degree that it would be fair to call him a poker fanatic. For all that exhorting, however, Crane’s father was widely known as a warmhearted, humorous man with a strong social conscience. He supported women’s suffrage, had denounced slavery in print long before the Civil War began, and toward the end of his life, after the family moved to Port Jervis in 1878, he and Crane’s mother founded two schools to help struggling black residents of the area, the Mission Sunday School for men and the Drew Mission and Industrial School for women and children. His death in 1880 was the first great blow of his son’s life. Although Reverend Crane had been in town for just two years, fourteen hundred people turned out for his funeral—more than double the size of his congregation. By all accounts, it was the largest funeral in the history of Port Jervis.


Crane’s mother plays a larger role in the story if only because she outlived her husband by almost twelve years, also dying when Crane was young, but not desperately young, not eight years old but twenty, and as her last, unanticipated offspring, her little miracle baby following thirteen other pregnancies, born a full eight years after her previous child, she doted on him in ways his father never did—or could. Mary Helen Peck Crane (1827–1891) grew up in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, the third child and only girl out of the five children in the Peck family. Her father, Reverend George Peck, started out as an itinerant backwoods Methodist preacher and rose through the ranks of the church to become one of its most important representatives, an author of several books and the editor of the Methodist Quarterly Review and the Christian Advocate, publications that Crane’s father contributed to. All four of her father’s brothers were also in the Methodist clergy, including the bishop referred to in her son’s 1896 letter, Jesse T. Peck, yet one more prolific writer in the clan and a co-founder of Syracuse University, and two of her brothers went on to become Methodist ministers as well. The entire Peck family was immersed in the waters of religion—including Crane’s mother—but it should be pointed out that not one of the seven Crane boys was ever tempted to follow his father, grandfather, or uncles into the Methodist lake.


She was allowed to pursue an education because her father was a staunch defender of equal rights for women, and in her teens she left Pennsylvania to attend the Young Ladies Institute of Brooklyn, then moved on to the Rutgers Female Institute, the first college for women in New York City, where she earned a degree in 1847. The following year, at twenty-one, she married Crane’s father and held fast throughout the thirty-two years of their solid if somewhat frenzied union (so many houses occupied and abandoned, so many children living and dead), addressing Jonathan Townley by the affectionate nickname of “Jounty” rather than as “Mr. Crane,” which would have been standard wife protocol for the period, and in spite of her gargantuan family responsibilities, she became increasingly active outside the home as well, so active by the time Crane was born that she was at the forefront of various social and religious causes as both a writer and a spokeswoman, traveling throughout the country to deliver her temperance lectures before large crowds, and, in her spare time (one asks: What spare time?), she painted, sculpted much-admired wax figures, and occasionally wrote short stories. In 1885–86, she suffered a nervous breakdown. Out of commission for about six months, she returned to her former activities with full vigor and in one year alone was credited with having written twenty-five columns for a local newspaper and more than one hundred dispatches for the Associated Press and various New York publications.


Helen R. Crane, the eldest daughter of Crane’s brother Wilbur, who grew up to become a journalist and had known her uncle well during her childhood, was perhaps the first person ever to report on Crane’s feelings about his mother. In a reminiscence published in the American Mercury in 1934, she wrote: “His mother’s memory was dear to him, he had nothing dearer, and although he never questioned her ways when he was outside the family portals, he did marvel always that such an intellectual woman, a university graduate, and capable of being a regular contributor to magazines and newspapers, could have wrapped herself so completely in the ‘vacuous, futile, psalm-singing that passed for worship’ in those days.”


Nevertheless, if Crane learned nothing else from his parents, their example taught him that the world was a place in which responsible grown-ups sat at their desks and wrote, that writing was an important if not essential human activity. Or, as his niece put it: “Being a Crane, he was born with printer’s ink in his veins.”
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Mary Helen Peck Crane.
(COURTESY OF SYRACUSE UNIVERSITY)









There is no record of how Crane responded to the deaths of his parents nor a single word in print about his reaction to the deaths of his sister Agnes and his brother Luther. Of his remaining siblings, he had little more than the most tenuous connection with his sister Mary Helen (“Nellie”), a painter born in 1849, and his brother George, a Jersey City post office employee born in 1850, but the four others were all a presence in his life, and their stories are worth telling here, since their divergent fates run the gamut from bourgeois respectability to oddball outlandishness, from material success to grim failure, from sober rectitude to alcoholism, from normal health to confinement in a madhouse.


Wilbur (born in 1859) spent five years at Columbia’s College of Physicians and Surgeons and flunked out after failing to pass his courses on anatomy and having his thesis on typhoid fever rejected twice. With a medical career no longer in his future, he returned to home base in Asbury Park and worked for a couple of years at his brother Townley’s news agency. In 1888, he scandalized the family by marrying one of his brother William’s servants and eventually moved with his wife and four children to Binghamton, New York. He went into a business of some kind there (the sources are obscure on this point), but just as he was beginning to prosper, his wife left him, taking their children with her. Heart-shattered and defeated, he moved to a small town in Georgia and died in 1918, a victim of the Spanish flu pandemic.


Even bleaker is the tale of the eccentric and gifted Townley (pronounced “Toonley”), the man responsible for giving the young Crane his first job as a writer. Born in 1853, he was the wild one in the family, a fractious, subversive boy who often clashed with and insulted his father, but in his adulthood he turned into a first-rate journalist. Secretary of the New York Press Club, a sought-after lecturer, the historian of baseball’s National League, an outspoken advocate for women’s rights, and founder of his own news agency, he was so assiduous in hunting down stories that he came to be known as the “Shore Fiend.” An incorrigible flake who was forever quipping and cracking off-the-wall jokes, he never wore a shirt while at work, hiding his torso under a long coat and sporting a filthy slouch hat on his head. For all his quirks, he was an admired figure, the leading newspaperman of the area, but also a person with a talent for running into some of the foulest bad luck imaginable. He and his wife lost two children, and in 1883, after just five years of marriage, she died of Bright’s disease before the age of thirty. He remarried in 1890, and within half a year his second wife suffered a breakdown and wound up in the Trenton asylum, where she died two months later. A third marriage in 1893 ended in divorce. By the turn of the century, Townley had lapsed into severe alcoholism and was subject to periodic fits of violence. He had turned into what one friend called a “physical derelict” and was no longer employable. After moving to upstate New York to live with Wilbur and his wife (the same wife who would soon abandon Wilbur), he was twice committed to the Binghamton Asylum for the Chronic Insane—and died there, penniless, in 1908.


William, just one year younger than Townley, turned into a solid burgher with a law degree and a good nose for business, a leading citizen of Port Jervis known as Judge Crane (after serving a single one-year term as special judge of Orange County), the acknowledged head of the family after the reverend’s death in 1880 and a quasi second father to his youngest brother, with all the positives and negatives that term implies. During his years in New York City, Crane would go up to Port Jervis for brief or more extended irregular visits with William and his family, but aside from some sporadic, minimal handouts when Crane was dead broke, the one gift of any true importance William gave him was free run of the Hartwood Club, a nature preserve of thirty-six hundred acres located twelve miles north of town, which William and a group of associates began acquiring in the late 1880s and incorporated in 1893, for even though much of Crane’s early writing is grounded in the streets of the city, he was a country boy at heart, and the chance to escape into that wilderness was a great boon to him. For the rest of his life—even after he settled in England—he used Edmund’s house in Hartwood, New York, as his permanent address.


Of all the brothers, it was Edmund who was closest to him, the same Edmund whom Crane chose to be his legal guardian after their mother’s death in 1891 (he still had one year to go before he officially became an adult), the same Edmund at whose house in Lake View, New Jersey, Crane frequently lived during his early years in the New York area, writing much of the first draft of The Red Badge of Courage there in the summer of 1893, and when Edmund left his office job in New York to work as custodian of the Hartwood Club in the spring of 1894 (where he served, according to a letter Crane wrote to his friend Willis Brooks Hawkins, as “postmaster, justice-of-the-peace, ice-man, farmer, millwright, blue stone man, lumberman, station agent on the P.J.M. and N.Y.R.R., and many other things which I now forget”), Crane’s subsequent visits to the north were as much about reconnecting with Edmund as riding his horse through the woods. To understand their bond, one has only to read the short letter Crane wrote to his infant nephew from England a few months before his death—upon learning that Edmund’s wife, Mary, had given birth to twin boys and that one of them had been named Stephen.




My dear Stephen: I need not say to you that I welcomed your advent with joy. You and I will struggle on with the name together and do as best we may. In the meantime, I would remind you to grow up, as much as possible, like your gentle kindly lovable father and please do not repeat the vices and mistakes of


Your devoted uncle,


Stephen Crane.






5


WHATEVER IS KNOWN ABOUT CRANE’S CHILDHOOD COMES FROM A COUple of photographs and several eyewitness accounts written by relatives and friends. Nearly all of those texts were composed years after the fact and therefore are susceptible to the wobbles and deceptions of memory. Whenever someone quotes Crane directly, we have to read the words with suspicion, since most of us would be hard-pressed to rehash verbatim what someone said to us just five minutes ago, let alone five years ago, or thirty years ago. This holds true not just of Crane’s childhood but of all the other periods of his life as well, for many people who had known him put their reminiscences down on paper after his death, but it is doubtful that the words they attribute to him were the ones he actually spoke. Still, because Crane never kept a diary, and because his published letters are mostly devoid of intimate revelations about himself, we must rely on those witnesses, however flawed their memories might be. And yet, flawed or not, that isn’t to say their memories aren’t valuable, for in the end they tell us much.
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Stephen Crane, circa 1873.
(COURTESY OF SYRACUSE UNIVERSITY)
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Crane at the Jersey Shore, circa 1879.
(COURTESY OF THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA)









The first photograph shows him as an infant of about one and a half looking into the camera with a steady gaze. A curly-headed blond with full lips and somewhat larger than average ears, he was, to use the words his brother Wilbur later wrote about him, “a beautiful baby.”


The second photograph is more interesting: Crane at about seven, standing on a pebble beach somewhere along the New Jersey coast, a full-body shot cut off at the toes, dressed in a white sailor suit with short pants hanging down an inch below his knees, a broad straw hat sitting precariously on his head, his left arm draped over the edge of a dinghy, into which his left hand has disappeared, his right arm hanging plumb down his right side, and a look on his face that can be read as either a slight scowl or a reflexive squint against the glare of the sun, but whatever that look is, there is something peeved about it, as if he resented having to stand still for the photo, and from his expression one gathers there are numerous wheels turning around in his head, that this is a boy who has already cultivated an uncommonly rich inner life.


Everyone called him “Stevie,” both in and out of the family, an affectionate diminutive that clung to him into adulthood, and when he first learned to talk, he couldn’t handle the s and dubbed himself “Tevie.” In a series of rapidly dashed-off notes for a potential biography that was never written, the female companion of his last years, Cora Taylor (known as Mrs. Crane), added: “One day when 2½ yrs of age someone asked him his name while his eyes fairly danced he said: ‘nome Pe-pop-ty’ no one ever knew where he got it from; he evidently made it up—”


He seems to have been both robust and sickly, an active child prone to frequent, sometimes alarming illnesses that kept him in and out of school until his health stabilized at around the age of eight, but when he was in good form he played hard at physical games and impressed everyone with his fearlessness. Edmund reports that when the family left Newark for Bloomington, he and his brothers often went swimming in the Raritan River, not just the big boys but the pint-sized Crane as well.




There was a smooth, sandy bar extending from the south bank across the river, very shallow near shore and growing deeper toward the middle of the river. Stevie would wade around in the shallows watched by one of us. Wading breast deep in the water, he would stretch out his arms and waving his hands, would achieve what he called “fimming.” He started to “fim” to Wee-wee, (Willie), my next older brother, who was farther out in the river. As the depth gradually increased the water came up to his chin, then to his mouth, and then his eyes, but he kept steadily on, and, I plucked him out, gasping but unscared, just as his yellow hair was going under. We boys were naturally delighted with his grit.





Elizabeth Crane, the wife of Crane’s brother George, remembered her boy brother-in-law as “a vigorous lad . . . passionately fond of outdoor sports, as well as everything pertaining to military affairs. . . . He loved to play at soldiers from his early childhood. Most of his playthings were in the form of toy soldiers, guns and the like. . . . When the boy grew older he learned to play baseball and football. He was a member of a uniformed baseball team in Asbury Park, and proved one of the mainstays of the club, although he was the lightest and youngest member.”


In Cora’s telegraph-style notes, there is also this: “greatest play as infant boy buttons which he would call soldiers & would maneuver his armies—never picked up buttons after play.”


Edmund elaborates: “Indoors he had a military game he played alone with buttons of different colors which to him were soldiers of opposing armies. These he marshalled about the floor operating some system that I, for one, did not understand. This game would occupy him for hours at a time, especially on rainy days.”


Edmund also adds that in Asbury Park, Crane had “a trick pony, that he loved devotedly, and whose tricks, learned in some past circus experience, were constantly coming to the surface to Stevie’s wonder and delight. The pony had a large B branded upon his shoulder, and we credited the late P. T. Barnum with having been his owner.”


As for the little boy’s mind, who knows what he was thinking? Edmund asserts that he was “bright and very teachable” and goes on to explain that shortly after Crane learned to talk, “I amused myself by having him pronounce five and six syllable words. After a few laughable failures, he would accomplish a correct pronunciation by spelling the word after me syllable by syllable, resolving them into their sound elements.” In the next paragraph of his short memoir, he tells a family anecdote that reveals why he and his siblings looked upon their tyke brother as “a pet and entertainer”:




When he was about three years old, an older brother, Townley, was a cub reporter with one of the Newark dailies . . . and when writing his stories at home would often call on his mother for the correct spelling of a word. Stevie was making weird marks on a paper with a lead pencil one day and in the exact tone of one, absorbed in composition, and coming to the surface only for a moment of needed information, called to his mother, “Ma, how do you spell ‘O’?” this happening to be a letter he had just become acquainted with.





Everyone insists that Crane could read fluently by the time he was four.


Nothing is known about his day-to-day conduct in childhood, whether he was a cooperative boy, an obstreperous boy, or a combination of the two, but the available testimony suggests that he was more independent than most small people, an entertaining pet but not a docile one, with a character that tended more toward willfulness than mute submission and, every so often, led to acts of out-and-out mischief. At seven, inspired by a picture that was hanging on a wall in the house (a duck-hunting scene painted by his mother), he shot an arrow straight into the canvas. No word survives on whether he was punished or not.


Religion, of course, was all around him from the moment his life began, the competing strains of Methodism as embodied by his mother’s family (harsh) and his father (somewhat less harsh), which meant that he was obliged to attend Sunday school every week, and while it isn’t known how often he took part in church services and listened to his father’s much-admired sermons, there is no question that the Methodist prayers and hymns he heard throughout his childhood dug their way into the deepest, most internal recesses of his memory. When he was nine or ten, he was given a copy of a book written in 1858 by his great-uncle Bishop Jesse T. Peck, What Must I Do to Be Saved?, which the boy surely read, or at least handled and looked at and absorbed to some extent. Crane soon rebelled against the narrowness of his great-uncle’s teachings, but he held on to the book for the rest of his life.*


Before long, the stubbornness that would evolve into one of his enduring traits was already beginning to coalesce into what one might call a code of being. According to Wilbur, “Stephen’s most marked characteristic was his absolute truthfulness. He was in many minor scrapes but no consideration of consequences would induce him to lie out of them, and the imputation that he was a liar, made the imputer persona non grata with Stephen forever thereafter.” Or, as Helen R. Crane put it in her article for the American Mercury, writing about an older version of her uncle: “I can’t imagine him lying about anything. In fact, he was the sort of person who would have got a great thrill out of being shot at sunrise and all that kind of thing.”


An honest boy, but not always an upright or obedient one, and deep down in his conflicted Methodist heart, a quiet rebel was lurking, who from time to time would transform himself into a daredevil tough. One such episode, as recounted by Post Wheeler, is among the most pertinent stories preserved from Crane’s childhood. It comes from the summer of 1878, when Wheeler was about to turn nine and Crane was six and a half. After a lapse of more than a dozen years, they crossed paths again in the early 1890s when they were both working for New York newspapers in Asbury Park, and a solid, lasting friendship developed between them. Wheeler eventually left journalism for a long and successful career in diplomacy, but the memory of his first meeting with Crane never left him, and when he wrote about it as an old man in the 1950s, it still has the ring of truth. Not the precise words they spoke to each other, perhaps, but the gist of it—and the shock of it.


In early July 1878, Crane and his mother left New Jersey to spend a few days in Pennsylvania’s Wyoming Valley (not far from where she was born) to listen to a speech delivered by Frances E. Willard, the secretary of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, and to attend the one-hundredth-anniversary reenactment of the Wyoming Valley Massacre, a Revolutionary War battle during which local settlers were attacked and murdered by a combination of British and Indian forces. That was where he met Wheeler, whose background was remarkably similar to his: a father who was a Methodist minister, a mother who was active in the temperance movement. Wheeler’s mother had an appointment with Mrs. Crane at the hotel where he and his parents had spent the night, and the New Jersey woman arrived with her boy in tow.




That was my first meeting with Stevie Crane. He was a pale-faced, blond-headed, hungry-looking boy a bit younger than I, and we struck up an intimacy that was to be renewed when we were in our twenties.


Next day Mrs. Crane and Stevie accompanied us to our town to spend two days as my parents’ guests. The day coach was full and we boys were allowed to ride in the “smoker,” where Stevie blandly (though with some covert backward glances toward the car which held his mother) lighted a Sweet Caporal cigarette and offered me one. . . . I accepted Stevie’s weed and to my surprise was not sick.


The day following . . . was a red-letter day for us, with popcorn, toy balloons, rattan canes, and stick candy, and hawkers selling every conceivable gewgaw. . . .


Yet the peak was to come. Beside the exit gate a fat Pennsylvania Dutchman had set up a keg of beer on an upturned box on which stood a row of glass mugs, with a sign which said: Beer 10 cents. When Stevie took a dime from his pocket and approached it with an air of purpose, my blood chilled. “What are you going to do?” I asked in a hollow undertone. Stevie did not answer. He set down the dime on the box and said, “Gimme one.”


I can still see the man’s rotund face as he bent down over his keg and surveyed Stevie’s diminutive figure. “Hey?” he said.


“I said gimme a beer,” said Stevie.


The man’s fingers had closed on the eloquent coin. “You gimme a beer or gimme back my dime!” said Stevie in a shrill falsetto.


The man held the mug with a dab of foam in it toward him, but Stevie regarded it with fine scorn. “That ain’t half full!” he said indignantly. “You fill it up.”


The tap was turned then and Stevie drank it slowly, while I watched in stupefaction. We walked through the gate. “How does it taste?” I asked.


“Taint any better’n ginger ale,” he said. “I been saving that dime for it all afternoon.”


I was still in a daze when we came to the streetcar. Beer! Right in the crowd, too. . . . “Stevie,” I whispered as the driver whipped up the horses and the bells clanged, “how’d you dast do it?”


“Pshaw!” said Stevie. “Beer ain’t nothing at all.” Then he added, defensively but emphatically. “How was I going to know what it tasted like less’n I tasted it? How you going to know about things at all less’n you do em?”





Smoking cigarettes at age six. Drinking beer at age six. It is not uncommon for curious children to try such things when they are still considered too young to try them, but nearly all the curious ones conduct their experiments in secret and, for the most part, at a more advanced age than six. Standard tactics: chancing upon a stray pack of cigarettes lying around the house, pulling one out of the pack, lighting up, and then coughing, turning green, or vomiting—in all cases ending with a vow never to smoke again. Not only did Crane smoke again, he was carrying around a pack of cigarettes in his pocket (where and how did he get it?) and had the temerity to light up in public. As for beer, the opportunities for youthful experimentation are probably more abundant: a bottle sitting in the pantry (back then) or sitting in the refrigerator (now), a half-finished glass your father or uncle or big brother has left on the dining room table, and when no one is looking, you take a swig and either enjoy the taste or find it bitter, but again, Crane took his first sip of beer out in the open, where hundreds of people could see him. And no doubt at the precise moment when his mother and Wheeler’s mother were attending a temperance lecture.


I look at the 1879 photograph again, and when I fix my attention on the eyes and what the face seems to be expressing, I see something hidden there, and also, for want of a better word, defiance.


If the photograph was indeed taken in 1879 and not 1878, Crane’s eyes would also bear the memory of an event he had recently witnessed. At the July Fourth celebration in Port Jervis, the festivities were scheduled to begin with the firing of a cannon. Two veterans from the U.S. Colored Volunteer Heavy Artillery, Samuel Hasbrouck and Theodore Jarvis, were put in charge of the operation, but something went wrong and the cannon exploded too soon, blasting the two ex-soldiers into the air and then through the air until they landed some distance away. Both were badly injured, and both men’s faces were severely burned. Jarvis soon died, but Hasbrouck pulled through—blinded in one eye, his face permanently disfigured, a man with no face. Eighteen years later, Crane wrote The Monster, the most powerful and complex of his short novels. The central figure in the story is a black man who rushes into a burning house to save his white employer’s son. The boy is rescued, but the rescuer’s skin is thoroughly scorched by the fire, and thereafter everyone in the town looks upon him as a monster—because he is a man with no face.


At least two other episodes from Crane’s childhood found their way into his fiction. In August 1879, a year after dazzling Post Wheeler with his smoking and drinking exploits, Crane was bitten by a snake on a family camping trip. His brother Wilbur, the almost-but-not-quite doctor, saved him by performing emergency surgery in the woods. That incident, along with another snake incident from the 1890s, resurfaced in a story aptly entitled “The Snake.” More important, one of the best works in Crane’s collection of childhood tales (“The Fight,” in Whilomville Stories, which was going to press when he died) is directly based on something that happened to him as a boy. Again, it is Wilbur who chronicles the event in his memoir from 1900:




One fight of Stephen’s is historic in the family, when as a boy of nine he thrashed the bully of Brooklyn street, Port Jervis, a boy twelve years of age. Mother had recently moved into the neighborhood, and as Stephen was younger and smaller, the bully proceeded to bulldoze him as he bulldozed the other small boys of the neighborhood. Stephen stood it for a while but at some added insult to his boyhood he turned on the bully, and after some preliminary sparring, he tackled him and threw him to the ground, and sat on him until he heard a voice saying, “Let him up Stevie.” Stephen then ran home and threw himself on the lounge and cried for several minutes, while the bully’s mother, who had been watching the scrap, took her hopeful son home and finished the thrashing that Stephen had begun.





There is one last story that strikes me as significant. The source is anonymous, which means that it might or might not be true, but it carries enough conviction and command of detail to be more believable than not. Transcribed by the artist Corwin Knapp Linson, one of Crane’s most loyal friends during his years in New York, and sent to the Crane scholar Melvin H. Schoberlin, it is a short text written by a boyhood neighbor from Asbury Park:




His mother was small, a bright, round, active woman, bird-like in movement, an ardent temperance lecturer. You could not be a temperance worker then and be much at home. His sister Agnes taught public school, a tall, kindly, graceful, brown-eyed woman of magnetic charm, a sweet nature. She mothered the family, but the brood was too much for her. Steve was just out of “knee pants;” small, under-nourished, coming home from school or play, maybe skating on the lake, to find no supper. He would then range the neighborhood for food and companionship, telling tales to the children of the various mothers—mine was one—who often sewed on his buttons.





He was so much younger than his brothers and sisters that he was in effect an only child, much loved by the family but also neglected, with buttons missing from his clothes and a stomach that was often empty, and with so many changes of address during the first years of his life, again and again he found himself in the position of being the lonely newcomer. The earliest surviving literary work written by Crane was composed just after he turned eight. It is an astonishingly good poem for someone that young, but even though its tone is whimsical, there is an ache at the core of it that is finally unsettling.


        I’D RATHER HAVE—


Last Christmas they gave me a sweater,


And a nice warm suit of wool,


But I’d rather be cold and have a dog,


To watch when I come from school.


Father gave me a bicycle,


But that isn’t much of a treat,


Unless you have a dog at your heels


Racing away down the street.


They bought me a camping outfit,


But a bonfire by a log


Is all the outfit I would ask,


If only I had a dog.
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The Crane family house, Asbury Park. The building now serves as the headquarters of the town’s historical society. (PHOTOGRAPH BY SPENCER OSTRANDER)







They seem to think a little dog


Is a killer of all earth’s joys;


But oh, that “pesky little dog”


Means hours of joy to the boys.


6


DOGS, PONIES, SOLDIERS, BASEBALL, FOOTBALL, CIGARETTES, AND telling stories in exchange for food.


Most people outgrow their childhood interests and occupations, but Crane never did. Every item on that list remained a passion for him until the end.


DOGS. Crane owned several dogs over the years. Toward the end of his life, when he lived in a house with enough space for a private study, he preferred writing with a dog in the room, even though he was often interrupted by having to open and close the door. “A Dark-Brown Dog” is one of his best early stories (1893), “The Black Dog” is one of the first he published (the New York Tribune, July 1892), and in his novel The Third Violet (written in 1895, released in 1897), a dog named Stanley is one of the principal characters. In that same year, 1897, when Crane was covering the Greco-Turkish War as a correspondent for Hearst’s New York Journal and McClure’s syndicate, he rescued a puppy from the battlefield at Velestino and named him “Velestino, the Journal dog.” He and Cora took their new pet with them to England, and when the dog became ill with distemper, all work stopped as the two of them tried to save his life. “For eleven days we fought death for him,” Crane wrote to Sylvester Scovel, a fellow correspondent who had been with him in Greece, “thinking nothing of anything but his life. He made a fine manly fight, with only little grateful laps of his tongue on Cora’s hands, for he knew that she was trying to help him. . . . We are burying him tomorrow in the rhododendron bed in the garden.” Later on, when Crane and Joseph Conrad became close friends, Crane developed a special fondness for Conrad’s baby son, Borys, and insisted that his father give him a dog, saying that “he must have a dog, a boy ought to have a dog,” and when Conrad failed to deliver the required animal, Crane gave Borys a dog himself. In 1900, the last photograph ever taken of Crane (by Cora) shows him sitting on a bench in front of his house holding his little dog Spongie in his arms.


PONIES. As Crane grew up, the ponies grew into horses and riding became a pleasure that surpassed all others. In a letter sent from Hartwood to Willis Brooks Hawkins in October 1895, he writes: “What can be finer than a fine frosty morning, a runaway horse, and only the still hills to watch. Lord, I do love a crazy horse with just a little pig-skin between him and me.” In 1919, Conrad remembered his American friend as a man who “never appeared so happy or so much to advantage as on the back of a horse,” and in Crane’s 1896 letter to John Northern Hilliard, he ends two pages of remarks about himself and his family by declaring, “My idea of happiness is the saddle of a good-riding horse.” For a short spell after the publication of The Red Badge of Courage, when Crane finally had some money and no longer had to worry about where his next meal was coming from, the first thing he did was to make arrangements to buy a horse named Peanuts.


Almost inevitably, countless horses also appear in his work. To cite just one example, consider “One Dash—Horses,” a story from 1895 set in Mexico and in all likelihood based on a real experience. The American protagonist, Richardson, who fears he is about to be robbed and killed by a bandit, sneaks off in the middle of the night, knowing that his fate rests on how his horse will respond to his commands. “[Richardson’s fingers] were shaking so hard that he could hardly buckle the girth. His hands were invisible mittens.” But then the horse takes off, and “he felt in his heart the first thrill of confidence. The little animal, unurged and quite tranquil, moving his ears this way and that way with an interest in the scenery, was nevertheless bounding into the eye of the breaking day with the speed of a frightened antelope. Richardson, looking down, saw the long, fine reach of forelimb, as steady as steel machinery.”


Three years later, when Crane was in Puerto Rico reporting on the Spanish-American War for Hearst, another Journal reporter, Charles Michelson, closely observed how Crane interacted with horses. Writing in 1926, he remembered:




His horse was always a full partner in Crane’s adventures. . . . During the Porto Rico campaign he rode a hammer-headed, spur-scarred, hairy-hoofed white beast hardly bigger than a goat, with all the bad habits that could be grafted on original sin by ignorance and bad treatment. . . . He was always picketed apart from the other horses, for he was both a biter and a kicker, but he and Crane got along like sweethearts. There came the day when we were due to sail for home. . . . I found Crane. His arm was over the bowed neck of the disreputable pony, and the face he turned to me was stained with tears. . . . It sounds maudlin and mawkish in the telling, but somehow it did not appear either that afternoon in Porto Rico.





To complete the picture, it should be noted that Crane’s affection for horses extended beyond horses themselves to include their cousins. When he and Linson were commissioned by McClure to go to Pennsylvania in 1894 to gather information for their feature article “In the Depths of a Coal Mine” (Crane as reporter, Linson as illustrator), Crane devoted several paragraphs to the mules who were condemned to work in the ink-black darkness underground. “The stable was like a dungeon. The mules were arranged in solemn rows. They turned their faces toward our lamps. They made their eyes shine wondrously, like lenses. They resembled enormous rats.” Crane learns that the mules are often kept in the dark for years on end and then adds: “Usually when brought to the surface, these animals tremble at the earth, radiant in the sunshine. Later, they go almost mad with fantastic joy. The full splendor of the heavens, the grass, the trees, the breeze breaks upon them suddenly.” In Mexico the following year, he wrote “How the Donkey Lifted the Hills,” a twelve-hundred-word fable that tells how the donkey became man’s primary beast of burden. It concludes: “So now, when you see a donkey with a church, a palace, and three villages upon its back, and he goes with infinite slowness, moving but one leg at a time, do not think him lazy. It is his pride.”


SOLDIERS. Crane’s adolescent ambition was to go to West Point and pursue a career in the military, but his brother William talked him out of it, arguing that it was unlikely there would be a war in his lifetime. Needless to say, that did not prevent Crane from continuing to think about soldiers and war. In addition to The Red Badge of Courage, he wrote twenty-four stories on the subject and filed more than sixty dispatches as a war correspondent from Greece, Cuba, and Puerto Rico.


BASEBALL. Another one of Crane’s adolescent ambitions was to become a professional baseball player. Small and wiry (about five foot seven and 125 pounds as an adult), he played catcher and hit for a high average, though with little power even by the standards of those deadball times. Elected captain of both his boarding school team and the Syracuse varsity during the one spring he was enrolled there (the youngest team captain in American college baseball), he was generally considered to be an excellent all-around player, in spite of his physical limitations. Mostly catching bare-handed in high school (as reported by classmate Abram Lincoln Travis in 1930), Crane eventually “secured a heavy buckskin glove which he used effectively and so saved much iodine and witch hazel which he had used before.” A pitcher on the Syracuse team (Mansfield J. French, writing in 1934) described his battery-mate as




very quick and active on his feet, his body was slender, his shoulders somewhat drooping, his chest not robust and his knees inclined somewhat to knock together. . . . He played ball with a fiendish glee. Usually of a quiet and taciturn mien, on the ball field he was constantly in motion, was free of speech, wantonly profane at times. . . . He was first tried out as a catcher and proved to be, in his ability to hold the ball, the best candidate for that position. His throwing arm was weak, however, and although he threw with his whole body, he was unable to line the ball down to second base in acceptable form . . . The strain upon the ligaments of his shoulder would, at times, cause him to double up with pain.





Regardless of these throwing problems, another classmate (Clarence Loomis Peaslee, writing in 1896) confidently asserted, “He was the best player of the nine, and one of the best catchers that the University ever had.”


Crane also “loved talking baseball” (French), and long after he had stopped playing on organized teams, the first thing he would do when he opened the morning paper was turn to the baseball scores. After dumping college and heading off for Asbury Park in the summer of 1891, baseball turned out to be the glue that sealed his first important literary friendship. Hamlin Garland (1860–1940) is mostly forgotten today, but at the time he was considered a promising young advocate of the “new realism,” and in a long productive writing life that included works of fiction, autobiography, and criticism, he was so well thought of that twenty years after Crane’s death one of his now-forgotten books was awarded the Pulitzer Prize. In August, he came to the Jersey Shore to deliver a lecture on William Dean Howells, and Crane, who was again working for Townley’s news agency, covered the event for the Tribune. After the article was published the next day, Garland was sufficiently impressed to want to meet the author. The young man from the Dakota Territory and the younger man from the East Coast hit it off during the time Garland spent in the neighborhood, not just because of their shared tastes in literature but because of their common interest in baseball. Garland had been a pitcher, and what better person to discuss the finer points of moundsmanship with than catcher Crane? The two of them therefore discussed baseball as well as books, sometimes discussing books even as they were tossing a ball back and forth, and for the next several years, as Crane struggled to find his footing in New York, Garland stood behind him, in one crucial instance urging Crane to send a copy of the self-published Maggie to Howells, which proved to be a significant turn in Crane’s life, for even though the rest of the literary world had ignored the book, Howells was impressed by it, and given that he was the leading novelist and critic of the moment, his support meant everything.


FOOTBALL. Information about Crane’s early football activities is scant to nonexistent. Aside from his sister-in-law Elizabeth’s mention that he played the sport as a boy, I have come across nothing. In the summer of 1893, however, when Crane was working on the first draft of The Red Badge of Courage at his brother Edmund’s house in Lake View (just outside Paterson), he wrote at night when everyone else was asleep, went to bed around dawn, rose late, and spent the afternoons organizing and coaching a football team for the youngsters in town. Somehow or other, he had caught the football bug that was spreading across the country. Three years later, when he ran into trouble with Theodore Roosevelt and the New York police for defending a falsely accused prostitute in court, he escaped the city on two successive weekends to cover Harvard football games in Cambridge, Massachusetts, the only sports reporting he ever did. Most important: After the publication of The Red Badge of Courage, he was asked repeatedly by journalists how someone who had never been in combat or even witnessed a battle could write so vividly about war, and again and again he responded with answers like this one to the Book Buyer in April 1896, “I have never been in a battle, of course, and I believe that I got my sense of the rage of conflict on the football field.” That could have been true, but then again, it is impossible to tell if he was joking or not.


SMOKING. The six-year-old truant smoker continued to puff away on cigarettes, cigars, pipes, and water pipes for as long as he went on breathing. Smoking was a habit, a compulsion, and a way of life that Crane joyously and recklessly pursued, in spite of weak lungs and an intermittently severe cough. Everyone who knew him remarked on it. “An inveterate smoker of cigarettes,” writes his boarding school classmate Travis; “an inveterate cigarette smoker,” echoes Lafayette classmate Ernest G. Smith; “his fingers deeply stained with nicotine,” says Syracuse teammate French; “smoked constantly,” observes New York artist friend Nelson Greene, who adds: “smoked cigars incessantly when he could find them.” The ever astute Helen R. Crane writes: “He could not talk unless he was walking up and down the room with his hands stuffed into his pockets and a cigarette balanced on his lips.” Another niece, Edna Crane Sidbury, one of William’s five daughters, who knew and loved Crane when she was a girl, comments on her uncle’s visits to the house in Port Jervis: “My mother . . . was always glad to see him, in spite of the fact that he used to smoke in bed and burned holes in the sheets.” Crane might have rejected God, but from boyhood into manhood he never stopped worshipping at the altar of Holy Smoke.


As for TELLING STORIES IN EXCHANGE FOR FOOD, there is no need to elaborate. It would become the story of his life.
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HIS EARLIEST PIECE OF SURVIVING PROSE FICTION COMES FROM 1885, when Crane was thirteen or, if it was written in November or December, just fourteen. As with the poem about wishing for a dog, it is remarkably good for someone his age, at least as good if not better than most of the things I read as a college writing instructor years ago. “Uncle Jake and the Bell-Handle” covers four and a half pages in the University Press of Virginia edition of Crane’s work, and while it is a breezy, humorous, inconsequential story, there is surprising skill in how he constructs his sentences and a quick, observant eye for sensory detail. Uncle Jake is a genial old farmer from an imaginary Somewhere. One day, he decides to go off to the City (where he has been only once before) with his twenty-eight-year-old niece, Sarah, to sell his crop of turnips and stock up on various household supplies. The second paragraph has a sharp, vigorous quality to it, and word by word, in both rhythm and tone, there is no doubt that young Crane is in full control of what he is doing:




So the next day at sunrise Uncle Jake dressed himself in his best suit of black clothes and Sarah arrayed her angular form in her best calico gown, and put on her cotton mitts and the lilac sun-bonnet with the sun-flowers on it. After surveying his niece with a good deal of pride and some misgivings about city men, whom he thought might be likely to steal such a lovely creature, he kissed his wife good-bye as if he were going to Europe for ten years, clambered upon the high seat, pulled Sarah up beside him as if she had been a bundle of straw, flourished his whip, smiled blandly and confidently upon his wife, the two hired men and a neighbor’s-boy, and drove away.





The two of them clatter along a country road with the turnips bouncing around in back, and by the fourth paragraph the landscape begins to shift:




Soon the houses began to appear closer together, there were more tin-cans and other relics strewn about the road-side, they began to get views of multitudes of back-yards, with washes on lines; grimy, smoky factories; stock yards filled with discordant mobs of beasts; whole trains of freight cars, standing on side tracks; dirty children, homeless dogs and wandering pigs. To Uncle Jake’s experienced eye, this denoted that they were entering the city.





Crane’s keen attention to physical detail, which would become one of the notable strengths of his later writing, is already in evidence here. To combine “dirty children, homeless dogs and wandering pigs” in a single phrase is a deft and evocative stroke, light-years beyond the bland generalities you would expect to find in the work of a thirteen-year-old author. Of course, not much of anything happens in the story, which ends when Uncle Jake and Sarah are waiting in the parlor of a local hotel before going into the dining room for lunch and the old man pulls on the handle of some brass “scoop or cup” sticking out of the wall at the precise instant when a waiter elsewhere in the hotel makes “a terrific onslaught on a gong.” Thinking he has produced this noise by pulling on the brass handle, which must be an alarm of some kind to signal the fire department, the police department, the ambulance corps, or the board of health, the farmer panics and hightails it out of town with his niece. But along the way there are some cunning and insightful touches, fine little bits of writing that sustain interest: the men in front of the beer saloons winking “bleared eyes . . . at the lilac bonnet with the sun-flowers” (Sarah), or the turnip dealer who stiffs Uncle Jake “by lying to him about ‘market prices,’” or the livery stable owner who charges him “fifty cents more than he did anyone else, merely on principle,” or Uncle Jake telling a store clerk he doesn’t know when he’ll be back because “his wife, poor critter, had the most astonishing case of plumbago that had been in Green County since ’58 when old Bill Williams’s wife’s second cousin took down with it,” or, near the end: “When they arrived at the livery stable, their route from the hotel if it could be mapped out would look like a brain-twisting Chinese puzzle.”


He had nothing much to write about yet, but there was no question that he could write, and the way he wrote back then already gives a taste of how he would write in the years to come.


A last thought. Twice in the story, Crane mentions Sarah’s age as twenty-eight. Whether this is a conscious or unconscious reference to his sister Agnes or just a random coincidence, it should be remembered she had died the previous year at the same age—twenty-eight. A small sign, perhaps, of how deeply he was still mourning her death. Like Sarah, Agnes had an “angular frame.”
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CRANE ATTENDED THE LOCAL PUBLIC SCHOOLS IN ASBURY PARK AS a young boy, but in the fall of 1885, when he was thirteen going on fourteen (the same year he composed “Uncle Jake and the Bell-Handle”), his mother enrolled him in the school where his father had served as principal from 1849 to 1858, Pennington Seminary. Nothing is known about the time Crane spent there as a student for the next four and a half semesters, but as an institution that specialized in training adolescent boys to become Methodist clergymen, where attendance at two chapel services per day was compulsory and such activities as smoking, drinking, and gambling were forbidden, it is hard to imagine that Crane felt comfortable in his father’s old haunts. Whatever he might or might not have felt, the one thing we know for certain is that he quit the school in late November or early December 1887. According to his brother Wilbur’s brief memoir, it fell out more or less as follows:




While at Pennington seminary some hazing was done which one of the professors charged to Stephen. He denied any knowledge of it, and when the professor told him he lied, Stephen went to his room, packed his trunk and went home to Asbury Park where he told his story, adding that “as the Professor called me a liar there was not room in Pennington for us both, so I came home.” Nothing would induce him to return to the seminary.





He was sixteen by then, and in his high-minded adolescent willfulness he would not bend or compromise. One supposes that his mother could have forced him to return to the school, but she either believed her boy’s judgment of the situation or didn’t have the heart to challenge him. Pennington was the place where she had lived for the first nine years of her marriage, the place where her husband had turned a failing school into a successful one, and surely she must have been torn by this unexpected development, but she gave in to her son’s wishes and allowed him to transfer to another school in January, a more expensive school, as it turned out, which must have put a strain on her limited finances, even with the twenty-five percent tuition reduction granted to the sons of ministers.


With his mind now set on West Point and a career in the army, Crane’s next stop landed him in Columbia County, New York, three miles from the small city of Hudson, at a school that was in fact two schools, or two schools that had merged into one: Claverack College and Hudson River Institute, which welcomed both male and female students and offered a dose of military training to the boys (drilling in uniform), sports of various kinds (mostly tennis and baseball), an excellent music program (Crane, mad for music, played the guitar, the flute, the banjo, and the melodeon, sang tenor, and owned plaster wall plaques of Mozart and Beethoven), and the opportunity to graduate with the equivalent of two years of college behind you. As another school founded by the Methodist church, however, it was governed by the same dreary code of regulations and restrictions that Crane was already familiar with: compulsory attendance at chapel and no dancing, no smoking, no drinking, and no card playing. Those rules had been enforced at Pennington, but at Claverack it wasn’t hard to break them, and Crane broke them, broke them again and again, along with nearly everyone else he knew. As his classmate Harvey Wickham remembered in a 1926 article for the American Mercury: “Students . . . roamed as in a terrestrial paradise like packs of cheerful wolves out of bounds, out of hours and very much out of hand.”


There is one photograph of him from his days at Claverack, probably taken when he was seventeen: sitting for the camera in his trim, sprightly tailored cadet’s uniform with its high collar, brass buttons, and ornamental braids. He is looking off to his right. His ears no longer seem big, his lips are full, and his short hair is pristinely cut, parted on the right side with a longer shank of impeccably clipped bangs combed down and across the left side of his forehead. His cheeks and chin are so smooth and unblemished that it is difficult to tell if he has started to shave or, if he has, whether he needs to shave more than once a month. No, he is not and never would be called handsome, but he is a presentable figure, and his eyes exude an attractive warmth, even though he looks rather nervous sitting there in his natty getup, altogether uncomfortable in his own skin. The “beautiful baby” of the past has disappeared, as has the squinting, defiant little boy standing on the beach. The person in this photograph is a raw youth, trapped in that mysterious, transitional country known as “the awkward age.”






[image: illustration]


Crane as a lieutenant in the Claverack College and Hudson River Institute Cadet Corps, circa 1889. (COURTESY OF THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA)







In March 1896, several months after the publication of The Red Badge of Courage, Crane wrote a letter to one of his former classmates, Viola Allen:




My dear Miss Allen: I am very glad to be able to forward you by this mail a copy of The Red Badge. My years at Claverack are very vivid to me. They were I believe the happiest period of my life although I was not then aware of it. Of course, you were joking when you inferred that I might not remember you. And Anna Roberts! And Eva Lacy! And Jennie Pierce! Alas, Jennie Pierce. You must remember that I was in love with her, madly, in the headlong way of seventeen. Jennie was clever. With only half an effort she made my life so very miserable.


Men usually refuse to recognize their school-boy dreams. They blush. I dont. The emotion itself was probably higher, finer, than anything of my after-life, and so, often I like to think of it. I was such an ass, such a pure complete ass—it does me good to recollect it.





There were crushes, then, the early excitations, frustrations, and inanities of teenage courtship, along with a ruse to avoid listening to chapel services by volunteering to pump the organ, a vigorous involvement in the school’s military program (rising in rank to first lieutenant and then to captain in the two and a half years he spent there, commander of drilling exercises for his battalion, which was awarded top honors during his final semester), a hot and cold student who did well in the subjects he liked and poorly in the ones he didn’t, a period of much reading, perhaps more reading than at any other moment of his life, immersion in the classics with a particular fondness for Plutarch and for memorizing poems, a shy, standoffish person who nevertheless made more than a few friends, an adolescent boy who struck the adolescent pose of militant outsider and shunned taking part in the other boys’ cruel, adolescent pranks, a hell-bent catcher on the baseball team, a crafty poker player, and, as has already been established, an “inveterate smoker.”


His classmate Wickham: “He wanted to be a democrat, and yet a dictator. Hence that contradiction, self-depreciation coupled with arrogance, which has puzzled so many.” Another fellow student, Armistead (“Tommie”) Borland, confessed in a letter to Melvin H. Schoberlin that “‘Steve’ was my hero and ideal. . . . I tried to copy him in every way and learned many things, not all for the good of my immortal soul—the rudiments of the great American game of poker and something more than the rudiments of the ways of a man with a maid.” A bit further on, Bowland calls Crane a “congenital introvert” and a person “extremely irregular in his habits—a law unto himself, indifferent (!) to the opinion of others who might be critical of him.”


A portrait of the burning boy at sixteen, seventeen, and eighteen—which is hardly more than a rough sketch at this point and tells little about the future. Some of the lines in it would eventually fade away, others would grow sharper and more vivid as time went on, but for now he was still just a young kid trying to find a path for himself, yet one more adolescent searcher blundering around in the woods, looking for a way out and into the clear.
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THOSE WERE THE SUMMERS WHEN HE WORKED FOR HIS BROTHER Townley’s news agency in Asbury Park. As a Jersey man myself, who also came into the world by way of Newark, I remember Asbury Park as a prime warm-weather destination for adolescent boys and girls. Once my older friends turned seventeen and had driver’s licenses in their pockets, I tagged along with them on a number of Saturday excursions down the Garden State Parkway to visit the ocean, the boardwalk, and the best amusement park within an hour of home, which had everything in it an amusement park should have: a carousel, a fun house, bumper cars, a mirror maze, and New Jersey’s most vertiginous, stomach-churning roller coaster. Since I knew nothing about the origins of Asbury Park, I took it for granted that my favorite pleasure town was a for-profit venture devoted exclusively to the demands of the pleasure principle. So it had become by the early 1960s, but in the beginning it was something quite different: not just a summer resort but a bastion of the American Methodist Church.


It started in the 1860s when Methodists discovered the Jersey Shore as a place to pitch their tents and build large open-air wooden shelters (“tabernacles”) in which thousands could congregate for communal prayer and worship during the summer. Ocean Grove, the “Queen of Religious Resorts,” was established in 1869, and by the following year Methodist convert James A. Bradley, a wealthy brush manufacturer from New York who had visited one of the summer camp meetings there, bought five hundred acres of oceanfront land just to the north and established another town, which he named after America’s first Methodist bishop, Francis Asbury. Crane’s parents had bought a lot at the Ocean Grove Camp Ground in 1872—which would account for Crane’s mother’s decision to relocate there after her husband’s death—but by the time the family moved to Asbury Park in 1883, the place had been transformed into one of the most thriving and crowded vacation spots along the east coast. Its Methodist principles were still intact (a ban on the sale of alcohol, a Sunday ban on the sale of tobacco), and there was much religious activity in town, but this was an attractive part of the world, and once Founder Bradley had built his gigantic boardwalk and the bungalows, cottages, houses, hotels, and amusement centers had gone up, people less fervent in their religious convictions began vacationing there as well—more than six hundred thousand per year by most reports, including day-trippers, weekenders, and season-long summer residents—and with their arrival came the clandestine beer trucks known as “arks” and the Sunday prescriptions from local doctors for “Tabaci Folium.” From mid-June to early September, Asbury Park was a human circus that offered visitors any number of entertainments, distractions, and cultural opportunities: the beach and the ocean first of all, the social pleasures of dressing up in fine clothes and parading along the boardwalk, music recitals and concerts, dances at the grand hotels (commonly referred to as “hops”), courses of instruction on various subjects for both children and adults (everything from art classes to classes in marine biology), and a perpetual round of lectures that featured standard temperance harangues on the same day that talks were given about literary matters (Hamlin Garland on William Dean Howells, for example) and current social issues (reformer Jacob Riis on life in the New York slums). What a town it must have been for a cub reporter to learn his trade, and how enjoyable it is to imagine little Stevie Crane hustling along the boardwalk on his bicycle or lurking in hotel lobbies as he tracks down tidbits and scoops for his big brother Townley, the redoubtable Shore Fiend of local legend.


The summer articles in the New York Tribune were unsigned, but hardworking Crane scholars have attributed a number of early pieces to him based on the evidence of the prose, and given the stylistic thumbprint that can be seen as far back as 1885 (in “Uncle Jake and the Bell-Handle”) and which would continue to be present in his later writing, there is no reason to doubt their attributions. After a couple of summers of informal work for Townley, Crane was officially put on the staff of his brother’s New Jersey Coast News Bureau in the summer of 1890, just after his final semester at Claverack. That was when he renewed his friendship with Post Wheeler, his old childhood smoking buddy, and met another young journalist, Ralph Paine, who also became a friend, and after the three young reporters had finished their work for the day, they tended to hang out together in the evenings. According to Wheeler, Crane’s assignments were devoted to chronicling “north Jersey social activities,” but slight as his subjects might have been, his writing is seldom dull. A few extracts from the summer of 1890, when he was still just eighteen:


WORKERS AT OCEAN GROVE: Ocean Grove is, beyond all doubt, for the family, of the family and by the family. There are thousands of babies here. The plump and pretty infants swing in hammocks under the trees and upon cottage stoops, shout with glee as they roll and tumble upon the sands of the beach or gaze with supreme disdain upon those who have to walk while they ride in royal state in gay carriages propelled by demure nurse girls wearing coquettish little white caps.




THRONGS AT ASBURY PARK: The city maidens and their gallant attendants have blossomed out in blazer jackets with caps to match which make them look like huge potato bugs.


THE BABIES ON PARADE AT ASBURY PARK: The most unique parade ever known here since the time when Asbury Park was a howling wilderness and the Indians marched in single file through the woods was seen this afternoon on the famous board walk of James A. Bradley, the founder of the town. It was a baby show on wheels. About 200 mothers and nurses wheeled babies in their little carriages . . . from the foot of Wesley Lake up the board walk to the big pavilion at the foot of Fifth-ave., and back again. . . . There were all kinds of babies. The little wagons were decorated with silk and satin flags, streamers and Japanese lanterns. Two Armenians carried a silk hammock hanging from bamboo poles on their shoulders, in which were Armenian twins. Several other carriages contained twins. Only one baby cried. The rest sucked their thumbs in great contentment, or cooed and smiled at the spectators and waved their rattles and other toys when the procession was applauded.


ASBURY PARK: The opening of the Ocean Grove camp-meeting this week has been the means of attracting large crowds to this town, and the good people from all parts of the country have been shocked to find that rum-selling was a thriving business in this supposedly staid prohibition town. . . . The principal offender’s place of business was near the main artery of traffic between this town and the Grove, which is only separated from Asbury Park by a small lake a few hundred feet wide. As the poker players rattled the “chips,” they could hear the sound from 5,000 throats singing the doxology. . . . On Tursday night, during the heavy storm, there were hops at Ralph’s Coleman House, the West End Hotel, the Oriental, Sunset Hall, the Ocean Hotel, Norwood Hall, the Colonnade, the Metropolitan Hotel and other large houses. There were also a number of progressive whist and euchre parties. At some of the houses the guests, while blindfolded, tried to pin tusks on elephants and tails on donkeys made of cloth, or engaged in the festive amusement of hunting the slippery button or firing the bean-bag at each other.


ASBURY PARK’S BIG BOARD WALK: All sorts and conditions of men are to be seen on the board walk. There is the sharp, keen-looking New-York business man, the long and lank Jersey farmer, the dark-skinned sons of India, the self-possessed Chinaman, the black-haired Southerner and the man with the big hat from “the wild and wooly plains” of the West. . . . The stock brokers gather in little groups on the broad plaza and discuss the prospective rise and fall of stocks; the pretty girl, resplendent in her finest gown, walks up and down within a few feet of the surging billows and chatters away with the college youth, who wears “old mater’s” colors in his blazer jacket and cap, or else sits hand in hand with her “own dear one” in a pavilion, and they two, “the world forgetting and by the world forgot,” chew gum together in time to the beating of the waves upon the sandy beach.





The mockery is refreshing, the jabs at bourgeois convention and the insipid pastimes of the summer crowd give a welcome dose of youthful cynicism to the articles, and whether the articles themselves qualify as true reporting or as semifictionalized renderings of personal impressions is less important than the fact that Crane was taking advantage of the opportunity he had been given. Not many aspiring writers have brothers who run their own news agencies, brothers twice their age who can hand out jobs to rank, untested beginners, and even if Crane wasn’t cut out for a steady career in journalism (extremely irregular in his habits), he didn’t know that yet, and at this juncture in his life he seems to have had no other ambition than to work for newspapers. As far as anyone knows, he wasn’t writing fiction then, nor had he ever expressed a desire to become the next Nathaniel Hawthorne or Charles Dickens. He had finished the equivalent of high school, he had returned to the Jersey Shore, and for now it looked as if he was content (perhaps even thrilled) to be doing what he was doing. But this work, trivial as it may seem in retrospect, proved to be a good training ground for his progress as a writer, for the only way a person can become a writer is to write, to write as much and as often as possible, and because of his job, Crane was writing much and often and quickly to boot, learning as he went along, and how fortunate for him that he started at such a young age, since it was imperative that he learn fast, learn fast and well, because it was already 1890, and when he arrived in Asbury Park that summer, he had only ten years to live.
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THAT FALL, FOR REASONS THAT MADE NO SENSE, CRANE WENT OFF TO Lafayette College in Easton, Pennsylvania. Most likely, the decision to go there was prompted by a suggestion from his brother William. Having talked Crane out of West Point and a future commission in the army, the Judge now proposed (with crackpot logic) that he enter the mining-engineering program at Lafayette because it might turn out to be advantageous to the family. And why, one asks, would he have thought that? Because whatever extra income the Cranes earned was derived from a portfolio of stocks they held in a number of Pennsylvania coal mines. By that reasoning, if they had owned shares in a tin company, William would have counseled his brother to become a metallurgist. No matter that the boy lacked all interest in mining and engineering, that he had barely passed his science and math courses at Claverack—maybe he would learn to enjoy those subjects in time. Not only was Crane being given bad advice, he was still being neglected by his family—not with any malicious intent, but simply because they sometimes forgot he was there. As Helen R. Crane bitterly recounts in her memoir: “His brothers and sisters may be the last persons in the world to note his gifts; if they happen to be many years older, married, and engrossed in their own children, he probably always remains much of an outsider to them.” Three paragraphs on, she writes: “It never occurred to them that he was a promising boy: he was merely their younger brother, rather strange and erratic, and a person who, if he mentioned his needs, did so in such a light manner that they did not take him seriously.”


Of course, Crane could have stood up and refused, telling William that he wanted to go somewhere else, but he was such an indifferent student, so unengaged in the question of what to study or not, of where to study or not, of why even bother to study or not, that he allowed himself to go along with the plan.


Predictably, the fall semester at Lafayette was a washout. Not a Methodist school this time but a Presbyterian one, with compulsory chapel attendance seven days a week and a fixed curriculum of seven courses with no electives: algebra, Bible study, chemistry, elocution, French, industrial drawing, and theme writing. Crane flunked five of them, receiving a grade of zero in theme writing, which was taught by an engineering professor and required the students to write papers on strictly technical subjects. In spite of cutting most of his classes, he became a member of the Delta Upsilon fraternity, joined both literary societies on campus, and played intramural baseball in preparation for the spring season. That was the good part of what happened to him during the three and a half months he spent there. Otherwise, Lafayette was a madhouse of violent hazing rituals and masculine mayhem, with constant battles between the sophomore and freshman classes, a notoriously out-of-control institution where “fellows . . . raise more hell than any other college in the country,” as Crane put it in a letter to an old friend from Claverack. According to Lafayette classmate Ernest G. Smith (writing in 1926), Crane’s dormitory room was broken into one night by a bunch of raucous “Sophomore gangsters,” who were persuaded to leave only after Crane pointed a loaded revolver at them. No one else witnessed the standoff, and Crane himself never talked about it, but even if Smith got his facts wrong, the fact was that Crane quit the school at the end of the semester.


It was Pennington redux. Once again, her son had said no to a school, and once again it was up to Crane’s mother to find him another school, in this case another college. Too bad there is no source to tell us how they wrangled with each other to solve the problem, what pressures they brought to bear on each other over how many hours or days, and how eager or reluctant Crane was to give college another try, for I suspect his heart wasn’t in it, and if in the end he went back for another semester, chances are that he did it to please—or appease—his mother. Under the circumstances, Mrs. Crane’s solution was probably the best one available on such short notice. Her uncle had taken an active part in the founding of Syracuse University, and because of that family connection, she managed to negotiate a scholarship for her son. She also knew that the place had a good reputation and was untouched by the sort of scandal that had occurred at Lafayette in the fall when another freshman in her son’s class had been invaded by a horde of sophomores and had fought off the thugs by cracking one of them on the head with a baseball bat, which had fractured the sophomore’s skull. What Mrs. Crane probably didn’t know, however, and what her son surely did, was that there were numerous bats at Syracuse as well (for hitting balls, not heads) and that the school had an excellent baseball team.


In Crane’s 1896 letter to Hilliard, he concludes his remarks about his parents and then begins another paragraph: “As for myself, I went to Lafayette College but did not graduate. I found mining-engineering not at all to my taste. I preferred base-ball. Later I attended Syracuse University where I attempted to study literature but found base ball again much more to my taste.” In an earlier letter to Hilliard (probable date: February 1895), he is somewhat more expansive about his college memories:




I did little work at school, but confined my abilities, such as they were, to the diamond. Not that I disliked books, but the cut-and-dried curriculum of the college did not appeal to me. Humanity was a much more interesting study. When I ought to have been at recitations I was studying faces on the streets, and when I ought to have been studying my next day’s lessons, I was watching the trains roll in and out of the Central Station. So, you see, I had, first of all, to recover from college.





We know that he stuck with Syracuse for only five months (early January to early June 1891), but that doesn’t mean it was the same kind of washout he had experienced in the fall. On the contrary, it was a time of enormous change for him, of profoundest change, and it served as a bridge between his adolescence and early adulthood, a finishing school that not only finished school for him but prepared him for the next step.


Syracuse was his first city, the first time he inhabited a place that was not a small town or seaside resort, a cold-weather city with a permanent population of around ninety thousand, not large by the metropolitan standards of New York but large enough to encompass a dense mixture of high and low, of wealth and poverty, and when Crane was slacking off from his schoolwork, he wasn’t only “studying faces on the streets” but prowling around the rougher parts of town, sitting in on sessions at the police court, drinking five-cent beers at the Music Hall on North Salina Street while he watched the show girls in their skimpy costumes (plunging necklines, skirts above the knees) sing and dance onstage, striking up acquaintances with tramps, winos, and prostitutes, and exploring the brothels on Railroad Street not far from the Central Station. There is ample evidence that he started working on an early draft of Maggie that spring, or at least an early incarnation of what was to become Maggie, and how could he have conceived of writing a story set in the slums without knowing something of the slums himself? Syracuse offered him his first taste of that world, and he was so stirred by the encounter that he was moved to write about it—not as a piece of journalism but as an extended, multilayered work of fiction.


That first of all and above all else—the birth of Maggie and the impulse to write fiction again—but even as a grudging, recalcitrant student, he was working during those months in central New York State as the Syracuse correspondent for the New York Tribune, a job given to him by the day editor of the paper, Willis Fletcher Johnson, a graduate of Pennington Seminary and a family friend who knew Crane’s writing from the work he had done for Townley in Asbury Park. In the final weeks of his final year as a student, Crane concocted a frivolous and funny little journalistic hoax with Johnson’s backing, a bagatelle that bore the headline GREAT BUGS IN ONONDAGA, which was published in both the Tribune and the Syracuse Daily Standard on June first. Inspired by an earlier report about an infestation of caterpillars that had stopped a train somewhere in Minnesota, the nineteen-year-old correspondent upped the ante and invented a new form of gigantic armored bug that had brought rail traffic to a halt near Syracuse, the seat of Onondaga County.




As the drivers rolled over the insects the things gave up the ghost with a crackling sound like the successive explosions of toy torpedoes. . . . The bugs became more numerous and the crackling grew to a monotonous din, as though some fire cracker storehouse had been touched off in an hundred places, until in the thick of the multitudinous swarm the engine was brought to a stop. . . . An erudite recluse whose abode is in the neighborhood of the quarries had by this time appeared, for news of the strange occurrence had spread rapidly. His opinion was that the bugs that had blocked the track were the issue of a rare species of lithodome—a rock-boring mollusk—crossed with some kind of predatory insect.





The following day, the joke was prolonged with a mock-serious apology from the paper, likely written by Johnson or by Johnson and Crane together, in which the “state entomologist” was warned that if he wanted to keep his job “he must board a monster of steel and iron, hurry to Syracuse and report on this new bug.” The older man and the younger man must have reveled in their little prank. Further proof that Crane was not languishing in some dark funk at Syracuse but was often in high spirits, for how could someone in low spirits find the energy to dig up such a recondite term as lithodome (not to be found in any standard dictionary) or to invent such a delicious phrase as erudite recluse?


His mother had made arrangements for him to live with her great-aunt, the venerable Widow Peck, longtime spouse of the now departed Bishop Peck, which would further cut down on expenses and ensure that her son was subject to adult supervision, but the experiment lasted only a matter of days, since the Widow was displeased with the boy’s behavior, although precisely how or why has never been elucidated. Perhaps it was his smoking, or his irregular habits, or his uncombed hair and slovenly approach to dressing, or perhaps they simply didn’t get along. Whatever the reason, Crane wound up spending the semester living at the Delta Upsilon fraternity house, where he fell in with a like-minded crowd of smoking renegades and made a number of close friendships that continued for years afterward. The crowd consisted of bright young men who went on to distinguish themselves as lawyers, journalists, doctors, and engineers, but as college undergraduates they shared Crane’s contempt for the stultifying strictures of the school’s academic and religious program. On top of that, every one of those friends seemed to admire him intensely. Crane’s Sunday night recital companion Frank Noxon (future reporter, drama critic, and editor) wrote in 1926: “Crane was brave, physically, morally, and socially. . . . One of [his] characteristics was a haunting solicitude for the comforts and welfare of other people, especially those of narrow opportunity. He thought about it as one thinks about an art or craft, developing a style and inventing original methods.” Clarence N. Goodwin (future lawyer) in 1926:




He soon proved himself to be unstudious, brilliant, volatile, entertaining, and giftedly profane. He was at that time in years about 19 and in worldly experience about 87. . . . He had a keen sense of the dramatic and his countenance usually displayed an amusedly satirical, but kindly grin. His keen mind instantly caught the absurd, bizarre, or ridiculous aspect of any incident and he would draw out an account of it in his own entertaining fashion. . . . My recollection of him is that of a boyish smiling young man, kind in heart, keen in mind. He saw into and through the conceits, hypocrisies, weaknesses and selfishness of mankind, but continued to smile with amusement [and] without bitterness.





Frederic M. Lawrence (future doctor and the closest of Crane’s Syracuse friends) sometime in the 1920s:




Having thus promptly and fearlessly raised the standard of revolt, Crane settled down to acquire such education as he desired in his own way. Already he was mature in mind. His intellect was indifferent to authority or tradition. It examined any new conception with complete detachment, reached conclusions with utter disregard for accepted beliefs. His room in the chapter house . . . speedily became a citadel for the un-Godly. . . . Crane, often taciturn, never by any means the most loquacious, directed the trends of thought. His own future was determined. He was to be a writer, and by no uncertain implication a great one.





He was scornful of the curriculum, argued contrarian points of view with his professors when he deigned to show up for class, but as Lawrence suggests in his piece (which goes on for many pages), Crane was privately pursuing his education in his own manner, and he read much during those months, including War and Peace and Anna Karenina (from then on, he would rank Tolstoy as his favorite novelist) as well as Goethe’s Faust and, even more important, Goethe’s Theory of Colors, which marked his work forever. It is also known that he inscribed his name in a copy of Keats’s collected poems, which he bought at a local bookstore, and that when he wasn’t reading books or floating around the city or pursuing girls or listening to music at St. Paul’s Cathedral or writing articles, short stories, and an early version of Maggie, he was playing baseball.


There is a photograph from that spring of Crane and his teammates sitting and standing together for an outdoor group portrait, nine young men in a motley array of uniforms and partial uniforms and one older man in the rear, undoubtedly the coach. Crane is in the middle of the front row, leaning back in his chair. His small, snub-billed cap is perched so far back on his head that it is hard to decipher, and his hair, which comes across as brown in the photo, not blond, is slightly unkempt. He is wearing a white sweater with a white collared shirt underneath it and traditional baseball pants that come down to his knees, with a pair of black baseball stockings covering the calves of his exceedingly thin legs. The legs are wide open, and because he is leaning back in his chair, he looks relaxed and confident, the very opposite of the self-conscious cadet who had posed for the camera just two or two and a half years earlier. His left hand is resting comfortably in his lap, but somewhat oddly his right arm is up, lying across the front of his body, and his right hand is closed, not quite in a fully clenched fist but in a three-quarters fist, what I would call a loosely clenched fist. It could be that he didn’t know where to put that right arm, since he is sitting very close to the player to his right, whose left shoulder is in fact blocking off Crane’s right side, so instead of putting his right arm over his neighbor’s shoulder, Crane lifted it against his own body, and then, not knowing what to do with the hand, closed it, so he wouldn’t block off his own face. Nevertheless, the hand resembles a fist, and while I wouldn’t want to impute a symbolic value to that fist or three-quarters fist, it is undeniably a curious touch. Not exactly aggressive or defensive—but poised and ready. The eyes look off into the distance. The expression on the face is neutral, pensive, detached, and the features are calm. Crane seems to have arrived at the threshold of understanding who he is, and he looks ready, ready for anything.
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Syracuse University baseball team, spring 1891.
Crane is in the middle of the front row. (COURTESY OF SYRACUSE UNIVERSITY)










* During his one semester at Syracuse when he was nineteen, Crane told a friend, classmate Frank W. Noxon, that “he thought his indifference to religion exceeded the intrinsic merits and attributed this to a reaction against too much.” Notwithstanding that too much, Crane took pleasure in attending Sunday night recitals with Noxon at St. Paul’s Episcopal Cathedral where, in the words of his friend, “from a rear pew we sang a robust obligate to the music of the boy choir.” Liturgical music—along with a love of singing—had been planted in Crane as a boy, and even if Christian dogma now left him cold, the musical trappings of his rejected faith continued to provide him with a zone of inner comfort.





THE PACE OF YOUTH
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MOZART COMPOSED HIS FIRST PIECE OF MUSIC AT FIVE AND HIS FIRST symphony at eight. Chopin, Bizet, Liszt, and Glenn Gould all performed on the piano in public before they were ten. Jascha Heifetz and Yehudi Menuhin made their debuts on the violin at seven. Sammy Davis Jr. could dazzle variety audiences with his tap dancing at four. Picasso was an accomplished painter when he was still in his teens. Bobby Fischer won the United States Chess Championship in his second year as a teen and by the next year had become the youngest grand master in history.


Prodigies. Children kissed by the gods who claim our attention because they can hold their own against the adults in their field. It happens most often in music, sometimes in visual art, and occasionally in the pure, Pythagorean realms of mathematics and chess, but there are no prodigies in the domain of writing. The medium of language is far messier and more intricate than the stark geometries of number and form, and, as opposed to the wunderkinds on their pianos and violins, manual dexterity plays no part in becoming a writer. It takes years of living before one can feel at home in the labyrinthine complexities of language, and therefore writers develop slowly, often struggling into their late twenties and thirties before they manage to produce anything worth the ink in their pens. The poem Crane wrote at eight and the story he turned out at thirteen show immense promise, but they could never be confused with the work of an adult. Thousands of teenagers show promise, but few ever amount to anything, and even the most gifted ones must develop. Mary Shelley, who wrote Frankenstein at nineteen, began her journey toward that book as an illiterate child, which was also true of the plays written by the astounding Georg Büchner (medical doctor, scientist, political revolutionary), who reinvented nineteenth-century dramatic literature with Woyzeck and Danton’s Death before his own death at twenty-three, whereas countless musical prodigies can read the notes of the bass and treble clefs long before they have mastered the letters of the Roman alphabet.


Like Mary Shelley and Büchner, Crane developed, developed almost as rapidly as they did, moving at such an accelerated pace that in the five and a half years he spent in and around New York (including the months he spent out west and in Mexico), he progressed from floundering apprentice to ferocious innovator, an artist in full possession of his talents and vision of the world. He did not, however, progress in a straight line. Until he struck out on his own, the little work he had published so far had been mostly of a satirical bent—light, humorous, even sardonic—and he continued writing in that vein after arriving in the New York area, putting in another two summers on the boardwalk at Asbury Park as society beat writer for his brother’s news agency and composing sketches and stories about life in the wilds of Sullivan County, New York, most of which were lighthearted in tone as well. At the same time, he was also discovering the world of Manhattan and digging more deeply into the ever deepening Maggie, one of the least comic and lighthearted books ever written, a pitiless, hallucinatory rendering of the New York slums that ran so counter to the moral pieties of the age that no publisher would touch it. At the same time. It is a phrase worth remembering, for the intensity and volume of Crane’s output was made possible only because he was always working on several things at the same time, meaning that when he was at work on his novels he was also writing short stories, sketches, and journalism, not just because he had to (out of financial necessity) but because he wanted to, and not just because he wanted to but because he had to (out of financial necessity).


About two-thirds of Crane’s best work was written during those five and a half years (from mid-1891 to the end of 1896). He had numerous friends and acquaintances, he fell in love at least three times, he went out to restaurants and theaters when he could afford them, he traveled north to Hartwood and did many other things besides write, but when one considers how much he did write, it scarcely seems credible that he was not holding a pen in his hand twenty-four hours a day every day over the course of those five and a half years. How else to account for the two short novels written during that period (Maggie: A Girl of the Streets and George’s Mother), the two longer novels (The Red Badge of Courage and The Third Violet), the Sullivan County sketches and stories, a collection of poems (The Black Riders), the Civil War stories gathered in The Little Regiment, and close to a hundred other works of fiction and nonfiction, including his trio of startling “Baby Stories” from 1893—“An Ominous Baby,” “A Great Mistake,” and “A Dark-Brown Dog”—as well as nearly all of his sketches about New York City, among them the unforgettable “An Experiment in Misery,” “The Men in the Storm,” “An Eloquence of Grief,” “Coney Island’s Failing Days,” “In a Park Row Restaurant,” “The Fire,” “Opium’s Varied Dreams,” and “The Devil’s Acre,” a dark, powerful meditation on the electric chair at Sing Sing? And all of these books, stories, poems, and sketches with all of their varied approaches and registers were sparking in him at the same time—which is to say, the young man had caught fire, and the question to be examined now is what caused that fire to ignite and how someone who claimed that he “began the war with no talent” could have won so many battles with himself and generated such a vast body of sublime and original work.


When Crane left New York at the end of 1896, he was twenty-five years old. He was also famous, unquestionably the most famous young American writer of the period, perhaps the most famous young writer the Republic had ever produced. It was the era of the large-circulation newspaper, and with eighteen daily papers published in New York alone (in addition to nineteen foreign-language dailies), America’s celebrity culture had begun, with all the clamor, adulation, and vicious cruelty that are still with us today. The publication of The Red Badge of Courage in September 1895 turned Crane into a celebrity. He hadn’t sought that fame, but fame had found him and singled him out, and once he was turned into the man of the hour, he was also turned into a target—not just for his opponents in the literary world but for the New York Police Department as well. He had stood up for a fallen woman in court, a known prostitute named Dora Clark (when she wasn’t calling herself Ruby Young or Dora Wilkins) who had charged an officer with false arrest, and because Crane had witnessed the scene and knew her charges were justified, he defended her, which led the police to go after him and try to destroy his reputation. Their efforts were largely successful, and for the rest of Crane’s life and long after his death, many considered him to be a dangerous, unwholesome person, a whore-mongering dope fiend and a blot on the fabric of society. It wasn’t that Crane wanted to leave New York, but after his apartment was ransacked in an undercover raid and he was subjected to continual surveillance and harassment, he had to leave for his own good. He had to run.



2


HIS FIRST SUMMER AS AN EX–COLLEGE MAN STARTED WITH A BRIEF camping trip in Sullivan County and ended with a longer camping trip in Pike County, Pennsylvania. In between, he was back in Asbury Park, where he wrote twelve or thirteen more news items for his brother Townley, all of them in the same spirit as the ones from the previous summer except for the article on Garland’s lecture about Howells, which led to Crane’s friendship with Garland and, just as important, helped stimulate and crystalize his thinking about what kind of writer he wanted to be, since at that early stage he was still torn between conflicting impulses, on the one hand the tough, lyrical fury of his novella in progress, Maggie, and, on the other hand, the small, jocular works he was also writing that summer, the Sullivan County stories and sketches, which he would later disparage as belonging to the “clever school in literature.” Nevertheless, the nineteen-year-old Crane was cranking out those tales at a fast and regular clip, and his cleverness paid off, at least in the short run. Willis Fletcher Johnson happened to be spending the summer in Asbury Park, the same man who had employed Crane that spring as Syracuse correspondent for the New York Tribune and had acted as his co-conspirator in the Great Bug Hoax, but the two of them hadn’t met since Crane’s early boyhood, and the bold young man who was also an intensely shy young man hesitated to approach Johnson with his new work. He mentioned it to Townley, however, and when his big brother approached Johnson on his behalf, Johnson said of course, he would be happy to take a look at the kid’s writing. Crane showed him a couple of samples, each about two thousand words in length. “They were fantastic and impressionistic fiction pieces,” Johnson wrote in 1926. “I was very favorably imprest by them and told him so, and at once accepted them for use in the Sunday supplement of the Tribune. They, and a number more, were printed in that newspaper . . . and attracted much flattering attention.”


Sullivan County had once been part of the American frontier, a rugged area near the Catskills where white settlers had fought against the local Indians whose land they had usurped and where battles had been fought in the Revolution. (How many people remember that Last of the Mohicans is set in New York State?) It was still rugged and largely unsettled territory in the 1890s, but the only battles still being fought were the ones waged between hunters and unarmed wild animals. In June 1891, Crane went there with three of his Port Jervis friends to spend some time in the woods. One of them was his Syracuse classmate Frederic Lawrence (the future doctor), and the other two had been close to him since childhood, Louis Carr and Louis Senger. Lawrence writes about that camping trip in his piece from the 1920s:




We spent the days wandering into the nearby hills and occupied the daylight hours with pipes, books and conversation. In the evenings, we played cards, still with much conversation. For August we organized a real camp, almost a de luxe affair for those days, and spent four weeks in the wilds of Pike County, Pa. As I recall it, our days were devoted mostly to ransacking the shores of the adjacent lakes for logs with which to maintain the night’s huge camp fires. The choicest hours were those spent around its blaze, and when the light died down at last, we wrapped ourselves in blankets and slept on the ground like true savages. Crane loved this life, and his health was magnificent. As the month wore on, exposure to the sun gave his skin a copper color almost like that of an American Indian, and it formed a strange contrast to his still light hair. So great was the success of this camp that for several subsequent summers we made similar excursions into Pike County. Between times we made shorter journeys, often into Sullivan County, N.Y., and from our experiences there Crane drew inspiration for his first published stories.





Crane would grow disenchanted with those early efforts, confessing to the Boston Herald in 1896 that he wished he had “dropped them into the waste basket,” but they nevertheless deserve some attention, not so much for their cleverness as for certain flashes in the prose—invigorating sentences that dance and kick on the page—and for the embryonic articulation of ideas and methods that would begin to flower in Crane’s work just several months ahead. Of the nineteen Sullivan County pieces, written between the summer of 1891 and early 1892, fourteen were published by Johnson in the New York Tribune, one in the Syracuse University Herald (for old times’ sake?), and one in a bygone incarnation of Cosmopolitan (Crane’s first appearance in a national magazine). If nothing else, he must have found it encouraging to see so much of his work in print so soon after quitting college—at a time when he was only just beginning to clear his throat.


Eleven are works of fiction and eight fall into the category of sketch, essay, meditation, or whatever term one cares to use for a short work of nonfiction that ambles leisurely around a single subject. Those subjects are clearly delineated by their newspaper headlines, yielding such titles as “The Last Panther,” “Sullivan County Bears,” “Bear and Panther,” and “Hunting Wild Hogs,” which to my non-hunter ears does not sound terribly promising, but once you plunge in and start reading, the words carry you along, and after a couple of paragraphs it no longer matters if you are interested in hunting or not:




Children going to school were frightened home by wild hogs. Men coming home late at night saw wild hogs. It became a sort of fashion to see wild hogs and turn around and come back. But when the outraged farmers made such a terrific onslaught upon the stern and rock-bound land the wild hogs, it appears, withdrew to Sullivan County. This county may have been formed by a very reckless and distracted giant who, observing a tract of tipped-up and impossible ground, stood off and carelessly pelted trees and boulders at it. Not admiring the results of his labors he set off several earthquakes under it and tried to wreck it. He succeeded beyond his utmost expectations. . . . In the holes and crevices, valleys and hills, caves and swamps of this uneven country, the big game of the southern part of this State have made their last stand.





Other of the nonfiction pieces provide similar rhetorical flourishes and exaggerations of tone, most especially in “The Way in Sullivan County,” a sketch that deals with the nature of exaggeration itself.




A country famous for its hunters is naturally prolific of its liars. Wherever the wild deer boundeth and the shaggy bear waddleth, there does the liar thrive and multiply. Every man cultivates what taste he has for prevarication lest his neighbors may look down on him. One can buy sawlogs from a native and take his word that the bargain is square, but ask the same man how many deer he has killed in his lifetime and he will paralyze the questioner with a figure that would look better than most of the totals to the subscription lists for monuments to national heroes.





On the next page, Crane pinpoints the precise mental spot where the impulse to tell tall tales is born: “In a shooting country, no man should tell just exactly what he did. He should tell what he would have liked to do or what he expected to do, just as if he accomplished it.”


The fictional works in the Sullivan County cycle emerged from Crane’s camping experiences with his three friends, and the four characters in these tales are identified throughout as the little man (Carr), the pudgy man (Lawrence), the tall man (Senger), and the quiet man (Crane—although the quiet man is so quiet that he often seems to merge with the little man). They come across as a late-nineteenth-century version of the Marx Brothers or, more accurately because more crudely, a twofold version of Abbott and Costello.*


As with the sketches, the stories are replete with hyperbolic riffs and tall-tale bravura, a pumped-up tone that is then systematically undercut as the action devolves into a string of slapstick discombobulations. In “Four Men in a Cave,” the four bumblers climb into a deep and spooky subterranean grotto, looking for an adventure they can turn into a story to tell their friends, and chance upon a crazed hermit at the bottom who insists on playing poker with them—or else. In “The Octopush,” the four go off to a pond to fish for pickerel and engage an old-timer referred to as “the individual” to row them out onto the pond in his boat, but once they are deposited on their separate stumps in the middle of the water, the individual gets drunk and leaves them there, stranded, far into the night. Fear overcomes them. “A night wind began to roar and clouds bearing a load of rain appeared in the heavens and threatened their position. The four men shivered and turned up their coat collars. Suddenly it struck each that he was alone, separated from humanity by impassable gulfs.” Salvation comes only after the drunken individual begins hallucinating an “octopush” in the darkness and flees to safety with the four others in his boat. “A Ghoul’s Accountant” begins eerily and poetically with the four companions sleeping around a fading campfire. “In a wilderness sunlight is noise. Darkness is a great, tremendous silence, accented by small and distant sounds. The music of the wind in the trees is songs of loneliness, hymns of abandonment, and lays of the absence of things congenial and alive.” In the third paragraph, “the ghoul” approaches the slumbering men, four “bundles” gathered around the campsite. “His skin was fiercely red and his whiskers infinitely black,” and when he looks down on the foursome, he “smiled a smile that curled his lip and showed yellow, disordered teeth.” The reader is being set up for a horror tale of the most chilling kind, and after the ghoul rousts the little man from his blankets and forces him to march through the woods, the suspense continues to mount: “The bundles were left far in the rear and the little man stumbled on with the ghoul. Tangled thickets tripped him, saplings buffeted him, and stones turned away from his feet. Blinded and badgered, he began to swear frenziedly. A foam drifted to his mouth, and his eyes glowed with a blue light.” They come to a broken-down hovel in the middle of nowhere, and when they step into the chaotic, smashed-up interior, they find a “wild gray man” sitting at a table. The ghoul throws the little man into a chair, and just when it seems that all kinds of grotesque things are about to happen, Crane punctures his vastly inflated balloon with a deft little pinprick of nonsense. Standing by the wild gray man, the ghoul clears his throat and says, “Stranger, how much is thirty-three bushels of pertaters at sixty-four and a half a bushel?” When the little man finally stammers forth the correct answer, the ghoul kicks him out of the house and the story ends. The same combination of terror and nonsense continues through most of the other stories, including “An Explosion of Seven Babies,” a madcap fairy tale about a giantess and her seven little children who have eaten flypaper and are about to burst—whether from puking or shitting is not made clear—and when, within minutes of each other, the little man and the pudgy man approach the house because they are lost in the woods, they are given the works by the giantess, who one by one tosses them over the wall of her garden, “A Tent in Agony,” which recounts the little man’s confrontation with a menacing black bear who gets tangled up in a collapsed tent and runs through the woods “like a white-robed phantom pursued by hornets,” and “The Cry of a Huckleberry Pudding,” which is a story about a stomach-ache, a stomach-ache pure and simple, and yet the screams emitted by the little man in the darkness of the woods strike panic in the three others because they are unaware that the little man is missing and consequently cannot identify the source of the sound. All of a sudden, the tone shifts:




The cry of the unknown instantly awoke them to terror. It is mightier than the war-yell of the dreadful, because the dreadful might be definite. But this whoop strikes greater fear from hearts because it tells of formidable mouths and great, grasping claws that live in impossibility. It is the chant of a phantom force which imagination declares invincible, and awful to the sight.





Only one of the stories escapes the comic-spooky and/or spooky-comic oscillations of the others in the series. Just two and a half pages long, “Killing His Bear” stands apart for several reasons—first, because it dispenses with the four blockheads and focuses on just one of them, the little man; second, because it follows a single, concerted action from beginning to end and does not break up into several loosely connected actions; third, because the writing is wholly consistent with Crane’s purpose, which is to track a solitary man’s thoughts and movements as he tiptoes through the woods with a rifle and hunting dog to vanquish his first bear, that is, to kill his first bear, which by the end assumes the metaphorical weight of vanquishing his first woman; and fourth, because the writing is more robust and precisely articulated than in any of the other stories. Consider these extracts:




The dying sun created a dim purple and flame-colored tumult on the horizon’s edge and then sank until crimson beams struck the trees. As the red rays retreated, armies of shadows stole forward.







A hound, as he nears large game, has the griefs of the world on his shoulders and his baying tells of the approach of death. He is sorry he came.







His rifle-barrel was searching swiftly over the dark shape. Under the fore-shoulder was the place. A chance to pierce the heart, sever an artery or pass through the lungs. The little man saw swirling fur over his gun-barrel. The earth faded to nothing. Only space and the game, the aim and the hunter. Mad emotions, powerful to rock worlds, hurled through the little man, but did not shake his tiniest nerve.


When the rifle cracked it shook his soul to a profound depth. Creation rocked and the bear stumbled.





And then the surprising last paragraph:




The little man yelled again and sprang forward, waving his hat as if he were leading the cheering of thousands. He ran up and kicked the ribs of the bear. Upon his face was the smile of a successful lover.





What are we to make of the Sullivan County stories and sketches? The nonfiction pieces tend to be solid if unremarkable works, with Crane exploring not only legends of the past but at times also debunking them, as he does in a short essay entitled “The Last of the Mohicans” (Cooper’s heroic warrior, Uncas, turns out to be a pathetic, much-pitied character whose only ambition is to “beg, borrow or steal a drink”) and in another essay entitled “Not Much of a Hero,” which takes on the vaunted legend of Indian fighter Tom Quick by asserting in the last sentence that he was “purely and simply a murderer.” As for the stories, the best one can say about them is that they are uneven in quality and rather sophomoric in tone—but that is precisely what Crane would have been if he had remained in college: a sophomore. Aside from the well-executed “Killing His Bear,” only “The Mesmeric Mountain” calls for a second look. The little man, on his own again, imagines that a mountain is moving toward him, runs off afraid, stops, is bewildered to discover that the mountain is now standing directly in front of him, attacks the mountain by throwing pebbles at it, then angrily climbs to the top and discovers that the mountain under his feet is “motionless.” It is a bizarre, somewhat confused parable, but it announces an image that would come to haunt the poems Crane started writing in 1894, for mountains (where earth meets sky, where man looks for God) crop up incessantly in the pages of The Black Riders. Beyond that, for all their flaws and stumbles, the Sullivan County stories contain some vivid bursts of prose and prefigure many of Crane’s obsessions and stylistic trademarks: an abundant use of color imagery to express both emotional states and sensory experiences, a gift for unexpected metaphors and jolting similes, an animistic view of the natural world (the trees, stones, and plants in the woods are alive), a dispassionate approach to character that posits the isolation of the individual in the face of an indifferent universe, and a close scrutiny of the metaphysics of fear, the same fear that runs through every paragraph of The Red Badge of Courage, which Crane would begin writing just two years later. Still, it isn’t difficult to understand why he eventually soured on these early fictions, and if not for his subsequent work, the Sullivan County cycle would have vanished from human memory, in the same way most writings by most writers have vanished since the beginning of time. That said, how not to admire certain bits and pieces of these less than minor works, for example the following paragraph from “The Black Dog,” which was written (we must remember) by a nineteen- or twenty-year-old boy who still had no clear idea of where he was headed:




The phantom dog lay . . . asleep down the roadway against the windward side of an old shanty. The spectre’s master had moved to Pike County. But the dog lingered as a friend might linger at the tomb of a friend. His fur was like a suit of old clothes. His jowls hung and flopped, exposing his teeth. Yellow famine was in his eyes. The wind-rocked shanty groaned and muttered, but the dog slept. Suddenly, however, he got up and shambled to the roadway. He cast a long glance from his hungry, despairing eyes in the direction of the venerable house. The breeze came full to his nostrils. He threw back his head and gave a long, low howl and started intently up the road. Maybe he smelled a dead man.
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AFTER THE 1891 SUMMER SEASON ENDED IN ASBURY PARK, CRANE moved to his brother Edmund’s house just outside Paterson. On September sixteenth, Townley’s wife, Anna, cracked up and landed in the Trenton asylum. On the thirtieth, for reasons I find difficult to fathom, Townley joined his mother and three of his brothers—William, Edmund, and Stephen—on an excursion to Hartwood. One asks: How could he have gone off on a camping and fishing trip with his young wife raving in a madhouse more than one hundred miles away, unreachable in the event of another emergency? What could he have been thinking, and what could the family have been thinking by inviting him to join them? Did they see it as an attempt to distract him from his troubles, or were those troubles too overwhelming for him to face? Impossible to know, but the words written by Crane in the Hartwood register upon their arrival suggest that the family was in high spirits: “Shortly after dusk this evening a flock of Cranes flew upon the property of the Association and alighted near the clubhouse. The mother bird had considerable difficulty in keeping her children quiet and making them retire for the night.” On October second, he added: “Mother Crane caught seven fine pickerel to her own satisfaction and the astonishment of her brood. The next day she caught three more nice fish in less than an hour.”


An eerie disjunction. How to resolve the dread of a young woman’s mental and physical breakdown with a cheerful romp through the woods? Was the family just as unhinged as she was, or were they a stoical, unflinching lot who had mastered the art of laughing through their troubles?


Near the end of the month, the Asbury Park Journal reported that “Anna Crane has had a second attack of paralysis, and lives in a precarious condition,” and two weeks later (November sixteenth) Townley’s wife died. On the twenty-eighth, the Journal published a short item countering the rumor that Crane’s mother had also died (on the twenty-fifth in Paterson): “Mrs. Crane attended a National W.C.T.U. Convention at Boston and took a severe cold. In addition to this a carbuncle on the neck has greatly prostrated her, so that she is in a critical condition. News of the recent death of her daughter-in-law, which reached her after she had been confined to her bed, produced a great depression and distress of mind, which it is hoped good nursing and the best medical skill will in time relieve.” They did not relieve, and nine days after that Crane’s mother was dead.


Not only do we know nothing about Crane’s reaction to that death, but the next six months of his life are more or less a blank as well. Except for a couple of surviving letters in his published correspondence from February 1892 (one sent from Lake View, the other from Port Jervis) and, sometime in May, a brief, water-soaked, fairly miserable jaunt to Sullivan County with his friend Lawrence (who writes that he had seen “little of Crane for several months”), his personal activities are undocumented between the family trip to Hartwood in October and his setting off to Asbury Park at the end of May for another season of summer reporting. Johnson began publishing the Sullivan County pieces in February 1892, meaning that most of them appeared months after they had been composed, with Johnson no doubt fitting them into the Sunday supplement as best he could whenever space was available, which makes it hard to pinpoint when they were written. The same is true of one of Crane’s first published pieces about New York City, “The Broken-Down Van,” which came out in the Tribune on July 10, 1892, but most likely had been written weeks or months earlier, since Crane was in Asbury Park during the summer and didn’t start living in New York until October, although another, much shorter item, “Youse Want ‘Petey,’ Youse Do,” which was printed in the New York Herald on January 4 (less than a month after his mother’s death), could have been written a day or two before it was published. If nothing else, these articles confirm that he was traveling into the city from Edmund’s house in Lake View to visit the Jefferson Market Police Court and wander around the slums of the Lower East Side. Maggie was surely on his mind, but how far he had advanced with it at that point is not clear. Johnson writes that Crane showed him a version of the manuscript in 1891 (although he undoubtedly meant 1892), which he found “in some respects crude, but powerful and impressive . . . throbbing with vitality,” although whatever version that was, it is certain that Crane continued working on the book and didn’t begin the final draft until he had settled in New York that fall. None of this matters. What counts is that there is a gap in the story, and the most important gap concerns his mother’s death, about which he said nothing—except perhaps in George’s Mother, which he began writing not long after the publication of Maggie in 1893, but that is not an autobiographical work, and one has to tread carefully when it comes to novels and resist the temptation of reading fiction as an unfiltered look into the author’s life.


There are four things buried in this gap that are worth exploring, however. The first is a letter to his old boarding school sidekick Armistead “Tommie” Borland, who was living in Norfolk, Virginia, by then, the same Borland who had worshipped Crane and tried to emulate him during their years at Claverack. Borland’s letter has been lost, but he had apparently written to grumble about being starved for female companionship in Virginia—more specifically, white female companionship. From Crane’s response:




So you lack females of the white persuasion, do you? How unfortunate! And how extraordinary! I never thought that the world would come to such a pass that you would lack females. Thomas! You indeed must be in a God forsaken country.


Just read these next few lines in a whisper:—I—I think black is quite good—if—if its yellow and young.





For now, I want to confine my remarks to the mysteries of sex. The hushed tones concerning black, yellow, and young warrant further attention, but I will put off examining Crane’s contradictory and evolving attitudes toward race and ethnic bias until later (pages 227–36). At this early moment in the story, the letter to Borland seems to confirm that the twenty-year-old Crane was no longer a virgin (hardly a surprise), and because there is nothing on record to make us think that he had any black friends or traveled in black social circles, we can assume that the black women he slept with were prostitutes. We know that he slept with white prostitutes as well, but where and when and how his sex life began remains a mystery. As a boy who was already smoking and drinking at six, perhaps his education began earlier than it did for most young men at the time, but for nearly all of them (those from the middle class, at any rate) erotic fulfillment before marriage could be found only with prostitutes, and in American cities of the 1890s prostitutes were everywhere—in the streets, in brothels, and even in the uppermost balconies of theaters, where fornicating couples humped in the darkness as orchestras blared in the pits below. It is not my job to make moral judgments about the evils of women selling their bodies for cash or to delve into the hypocrisies of a social system that tacitly encourages such exchanges. Prostitution was a fact then, it continues to be a fact now, and like it or not we live in a flawed world in which sex is a commodity that can be bought and sold. What I am interested in is understanding who Crane was. Among a multitude of other things, he was a boy who lusted after women and therefore slept with hookers regardless of the color of their skin. Even more, I am interested in understanding Crane’s work as a writer, and because prostitution figures heavily in his first extended piece of fiction, it is instructive to know that he was intimately acquainted with his subject. The letter to Borland provides the earliest clue and is doubly helpful because it overlaps with the creation of Maggie.


The second and third things are the articles he wrote during that six-month interval. The piece from January concerns two seven-year-old boys and a thirteen-year-old boy who were charged with filching some brushes and a can of corn from a street stand on lower Broadway. A petty crime of little consequence, which Crane duly reports, but what stands out in the short text is his effort to capture the speech of one of the boys, to learn the language of the New York slums and put it down correctly on the page. It is the language spoken by the characters in Maggie, and here we see Crane beginning to master it. The dialogue in the Sullivan County stories is unliterary, colloquial, and direct—but nothing quite like this:




“Yer see,” said little Alstrumpt, the leader of the gang, to Justice Divver, “we was doin’ notten but playen tag in der street when a blokie wat’s called ‘Petey’ come along and says, ‘Hi, fellers, lets go a swipen.’ We went wid him—see? Youse wants ‘Petey,’ youse do. He did der swipen—not me nor de kids.”


“Who’s Petey?” asked Justice Divver.


“Why he’s ‘Petey’ Larkin, a mug wot lives in Thompson street.”





Whenever it might have been written, “The Broken-Down Van” represents a step forward for Crane and is superior to anything he had written so far. About twenty-five hundred words in length, it tells in exacting detail the story of a traffic jam on an unspecified street in lower Manhattan as two large furniture vans pulled by four horses each are rumbling down the narrow thoroughfare when a wheel on the second van falls off, causing an ever mounting number of cars to come to a halt behind it. In other words, as with much of his early work, it is a story about almost nothing—a banal and fleeting episode of city life—but Crane’s telling is so energetic, borne along by a flood of such marvelously turned sentences, that one reads on with astonished delight, in the same way one listens to a singer blast forth a well-executed aria in an otherwise mundane opera. The long second paragraph, which includes some of the longest sentences Crane ever wrote, deserves to be presented in full—to show what the rapidly developing young writer was now capable of:




They tossed and pitched and proceeded slowly, and a horse car with a red light came up behind. The car was red, and the bullseye light was red, and the driver’s hair was red. He blew his whistle shrilly and slapped the horse’s lines impatiently. Then he whistled again. Then he pounded on the red dash board with his car-hook till the red light trembled. Then a car with a green light crept up behind the car with the red light; and the green driver blew his whistle and pounded on his dash board; and the conductor of the red car seized his strap from his position on the rear platform and rang such a rattling tattoo on the gong over the red driver’s head that the red driver became frantic and stood up on his toes and puffed out his cheeks as if he were playing the trombone in a German street-band and blew his whistle till an imaginative person could see slivers flying from it, and pounded his red dash board till the metal was dented in and the car-hook was bent. And just as the driver of the newly-come car with a blue light began to blow his whistle and pound his dash board and the green conductor began to ring his bell like a demon which drove the green driver mad and made him rise up and blow and pound as no man ever blew or pounded before, which made the red conductor lose the last vestige of control of himself and cause him to bounce up and down on his bell strap as he grasped it with both hands in a wild, maniacal dance, which of course served to drive uncertain Reason from her tottering throne in the red driver, who dropped his whistle and his hook and began to yell, and ki-yi, and whoop harder than the worst personal devil encountered by the sternest of Scotch Presbyterians ever yelled and ki-yied and whooped on the darkest night after the good man had drunk the most hot Scotch whiskey; just then the left-hand forward wheel on the rear van fell off and the axle went down. The van gave a mighty lurch and then swayed and rolled and rocked and stopped; the red driver applied his brake with a jerk and his horses turned out to keep from being crushed between car and van; the other drivers applied their brakes with a jerk and their horses turned out; the two cliff-dwelling men on the shelf half-way up the front of the stranded van began to shout loudly to their brother cliff-dwellers on the forward van; a girl, six years old, with a pail of beer crossed under the red horses’ necks; a boy, eight years old, mounted the red car with the sporting extras of the evening papers; a girl, ten years old, went in front of the van horses with two pails of beer; an unclassified boy poked his finger in the black grease in the hub of the right-hand hind van wheel and began to paint his name on the red landscape on the van’s side; a boy with a little head and big ears examined the white rings on the martingales of the van leaders with a view of stealing them in the confusion; a sixteen-year-old girl without any hat and with a roll of half-finished vests under her arm crossed the front platform of the green car. As she stepped up on to the sidewalk a barber from a ten-cent shop said “Ah! there!” and she answered “smarty!” with withering scorn and went down a side street. A few drops of warm summer rain began to fall.





The point of view is that of a camera mounted on a tripod. The position is fixed, and only what enters the frame of the camera is included in the sketch. First the vans and the men who drive them, followed by the horsecars behind the vans, and when the second van breaks down and traffic stalls, children begin to march into and out of the frame, each one introduced by his or her sex and age—girl, boy, girl, six, eight, ten—but just when a pattern seems to have been established, the author breaks it by introducing the next child as an “unclassified boy” and the one after as a boy with a “little head and big ears,” in that way keeping the reader off-balance and therefore more alert to what is going on, for there are at least two things going on here at the same time: the visual depiction of whatever can be seen within the frame as well as the rhythmic, highly charged language used by the author to convey the images he is showing us. The language is the heartbeat of the text, and it turns what could have been a dull and limited account of a commonplace event—almost a non-event—into a rollicking piece of work. As the text advances, more and more people crowd into the frame, more and more things keep happening, and more and more traffic piles up, leading to sentences such as this one, which could have been inserted by Samuel Beckett into the pages of Watt, written fifty years later: “A car with a white light, a car with a white and red light, a car with a white light and a green bar across it, a car with a blue light and a white circle around it, another car with a red bullseye light and one with a red flat light had come up and stopped.” As frantic efforts are made to repair the wheel, we see the ten-cent barber ogle another young woman, who also draws the amorous attentions of a policeman, but the policeman is on duty and must maintain order, since there are more than a hundred people gathered on the sidewalk by now, so he “left the girl . . . and made the truckman give over his warlike movement, much to the disgust of the crowd. Then he punched the suspender man in the back with the end of his club and went back to the girl.”


Note that Crane never judges the actions of the people who fall within his view. The larcenous boy who covets the martingales, the lecherous barber who covets the girls, and the over-zealous cop who slugs the suspender man are not subjected to the right-thinking, sermonizing impulses of the period. Crane means to be cool and dispassionate, to keep his distance and not insinuate himself into the actions he is describing, to let the facts speak for themselves. It is a rigorous, third-person stance, and with few exceptions he maintained that stance to the end of his writing life. Combined with the innate lyricism and metaphorical richness of his prose, it produces a curious, destabilizing effect on the reader—a strange effect. In “The Broken-Down Van,” he was beginning to discover that strangeness in himself and, in the process, inching ever closer to establishing his style.


The fourth thing did not happen directly to Crane but to his brother William, a most terrible thing that proved what the citizens of a Yankee town like Port Jervis were capable of, dispelling the myth that acts of racial violence were committed only in the South. On June 2, 1892, four days after Crane left for Asbury Park, Robert Lewis, a black man falsely accused of raping a white woman, was pulled from a police wagon and strung up from a maple tree by a mob of two thousand people in front of the Reformed Church in the center of town. William’s house was just opposite, and when he heard the shouting voices across the way, he rushed outside and did what he could to stop the lynching, cutting through the crowd and grabbing hold of the rope just as “the body was going up” (Port Jervis Evening Gazette). Lewis was still alive at that point, and William had apparently saved him, but the crowd was unstoppable and began crying out in unison, “Hang him,” “Hang all the niggers,” at which point William was thrust aside and Lewis was strung up again and hanged until he was well and truly dead. William’s actions had only delayed the inevitable, but he had acted nobly, with an almost impossible heroism, for not many men would have the courage to do what he did: risk his own life to prevent another man’s death by standing up to a frenzied, hate-filled mob. His youngest brother didn’t witness the scene, but there is no question that he heard about it and didn’t forget what he heard. Five years later, he wrote The Monster, which is set in a town modeled on Port Jervis and features a black man as the central character. While there is no outright lynching in the novella, the citizens of Whilomville display an attitude toward justice scarcely different from the one shown by the citizens of Port Jervis on the evening of June 2, 1892. In that same town thirteen years earlier, a black man’s face had been burned off his bones by a backfiring cannon. Now there was this.
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THAT SUMMER IN ASBURY PARK, THE TWENTY-YEAR-OLD CRANE fell in love for the first time, not “in the headlong way of seventeen,” as he wrote about one of his boarding school crushes, but in the earnest, passionate way of a young man of twenty in search of a soul mate and companion for the long road ahead. Twenty is not seventeen, but it is still a precariously young age, and however experienced or inexperienced Crane might have been in carnal matters, he was a novice when it came to the protocols of bourgeois courtship, a jittery and awkward suitor, somewhat out of his depth, it would seem, but intense and adoring, a conundrum of tongue-tied reserve and sudden bursts of playfulness. Fortunately for him, his feelings were reciprocated. While nothing came of the romance in the end, Crane’s love was not some momentary delusion or summer fling, and he didn’t abandon his hope of making Lily Brandon Munroe his wife until 1898, six years after they first met.


She was one year older than he was and already married, but unhappily married and already estranged from her husband, Hersey Munroe, a geologist employed as a topographer by the U.S. Geological Survey who was frequently absent from home because of his work. A young woman born into wealth, she had been educated in England and New York City and was spending the summer at the Lake Avenue Hotel in Asbury Park with her mother-in-law and young sister, Dottie. Townley’s office was in the same hotel, and that was where she and Crane met. For the next two months they often went out together in public, riding the carousel at the Hippodrome and walking along the beach and the boardwalk, but what they did together when alone in private is anyone’s guess. I assume that a disappointed and frustrated married woman would have been less coy about physical intimacy than a young, unmarried virgin, but that is only a general observation and tells us nothing about this particular case. Sex is the great blank that sits at the heart of nearly all biographies, and because nothing has been uncovered about Crane’s erotic appetites (except that he frequented prostitutes, as did millions of other men) nor anything about Lily Brandon Munroe’s appetites, one can just as easily imagine that the young Crane stifled his impulses in order to present himself as an honorable gentleman, a man worthy of her love. I somehow doubt it, but that doesn’t mean my doubts aren’t wrong. Speculation aside, what is known for certain is this: that Crane asked Lily to elope with him and that she weighed her decision carefully before rejecting his offer. What is also known is that both families disapproved of a potential marriage between them.


Most of what has come down to us about that summer was recorded in 1948, fifty-six years after the fact, when Lily was no longer Mrs. Munroe but Mrs. George F. Smillie, a seventy-eight-year-old matron who agreed to be questioned by the bibliographer and scholar Ames Williams about her long-ago affair with Crane. Unfortunately, Williams does not quote her directly but only summarizes her remarks, which puts an even greater distance between the then of 1892 and the now of 1948. The account is necessarily one-sided (based on her memories, told from her point of view), but it appears to be honest, or at least not untruthful as set forth within the limits she has imposed on her story, which is a story that resolutely sticks to the surface of things and does not delve into her innermost feelings. But who can blame her for her reticence? She was an old woman by then, and why would she divulge long-guarded personal secrets to a stranger? It is a decorous account, then, but nevertheless an informative one. Among her memories, as reported by Williams:




. . . not a handsome man, but had remarkable almond-shaped gray eyes . . . appeared to be frail . . . a hacking cough . . . smoked incessantly and usually had a cigarette dangling from his lower lip . . . drank very little . . . abjectly poor and undernourished . . . indifferent to dress . . . would use his cuffs for making notes . . . was rather prudish . . . would comment on the bathing suits worn by the women . . . did not care for dancing, although he danced several times with Lily. Lily had a good voice and would attract a group of admirers when she sang; Crane discouraged this practice . . . [they] spent happy hours riding the merry-go-round and pulling the rings, going to Day’s for ice cream (Crane never ate any and Lily felt guilty about squandering his meager income), walking the board walk and observing people. Steve . . . enjoyed watching the surf with Lily . . . told her that whenever she saw the ocean she would think of him . . . [he] hated the gossiping porch-sitters at the hotels . . . and delighted in shocking them. Steve was very much in love with Lily and she with him, but he seemed to have no concrete plans for the future and was melancholy and anxious in that respect . . . a troubled spirit seeking happiness which always seemed beyond reach . . . he once told her that he would not live long. All he wanted was a few years of real happiness. Crane begged Lily to elope with him and she considered the proposal seriously before declining . . .





Much of what she says turns Crane into a haughty, unappealing character, at once priggish (the women’s bathing suits), jealous (about her singing in front of others), and morose (brooding over his early death), as if, fifty-six years later, she were still rehearsing the various reasons why she had turned down his proposal, and yet how to reconcile her misgivings with this baldly stated fact: Steve was very much in love with Lily and she with him? Why would she fall in love with a glum prude unless he was only occasionally a glum prude and the rest of the time a different, more lovable sort of man? If not, why would she have considered running away with him? Something is missing here, something about who they were together isn’t being told, and more than seventy years after she sat down and talked to Williams, with Lily Brandon Munroe Smillie now long dead, whatever that untold story might have been lies buried in her grave.


More verifiable bits from that summer and beyond. Crane got along well with Lily’s kid sister, Dottie, in the jesting, genial manner that came naturally to him as an uncle of numerous girls (William alone had five daughters), once betting her a necklace that his brother Townley wouldn’t marry for a third time (she won, he lost). On August seventh, about six weeks after meeting Lily, Crane published a humorous sketch in the New York Tribune entitled “The Captain,” which had nothing to do with the Asbury Park reporting he was engaged in that summer. Undoubtedly inspired by his romance with Lily, the piece is written in the present tense, a rare if not unique tactic for Crane in his fictional work, which only underscores how fully he was living in the present at the time—all filled up with it, in thrall to it. The Captain, “a most marvelous and mysterious wit,” is both a member of the village fire department and the skipper of a catboat, which enables him to earn a living by shepherding tourists across the waters of the Sound (not a particular sound, just the Sound). In the sketch, there are four passengers on board that day, a young woman from Baltimore, a young woman from Philadelphia, a young woman from New York, and “‘a smart young man’ from nowhere.” All of the women are Lily in one guise or another. The one from Baltimore (Lily and her husband lived in nearby Washington) speaks “with a soft voice and the slightest Southern accent,” and as she looks up and surveys the sky, she asks the Captain if “a squall” is coming (the first sexual innuendo). The one from Philadelphia banters with him about putting out and starting fires (the second innuendo), and when the hair of the one from New York is drenched in a spray of water, she unfastens it and puts it down. As it “tumbles about her shoulders,” she asks the Captain how she looks. “Looks like the gypsies that camps in the woods back of our house,” he says. “They’re wild, you know” (the third wink). Finally, when the Baltimore girl tries her hand at fishing, she gives the Captain a “bewildering smile” and asks him what he thinks she will catch. “‘Well,’ he answers in a low voice . . . ‘you might catch some of those men. Ain’t any of them heavy enough to break your line.’” Wishful thinking, perhaps, but when Crane wrote this airy little creampuff he hadn’t yet been turned down by Lily and still had hope.


It is also known that he gave her copies of a number of his stories along with the manuscript of Maggie, that his artist friend David Ericson agreed to paint her portrait but did not finish it for reasons that have never been explained (perhaps Lily had to return to Washington, perhaps Ericson was too busy, perhaps something else), and that Crane was asked to dine at the Brandons’ house in the city. Lily’s well-heeled businessman father had no interest in allowing his married daughter to entangle herself with a lowlife bohemian vagabond, and when Crane began speaking French at the table, having learned that Mr. Brandon was fluent in several languages, Lily’s father cut him down with a blunt, humorless response: “My daughter does not speak French, Mr. Crane.”


Either at that dinner or possibly on another visit to the Brandons’ house sometime later, Crane was accompanied by his artist friend Corwin K. Linson (known as CK, pronounced “Seek”), who in his invaluable memoir, My Stephen Crane (published in 1958 but written years earlier), recounts some moments of conversation in which Crane talks to Lily about his work, with S.C. declaring that “you can’t find preaching on any page of Maggie! An artist has no business to preach.” According to Linson, the conversation touched on many other subjects besides books, for the most part “searching the avenues of young interests,” and he found it “refreshing, delightfully revealing.” Afterward: “When we were again on the street . . . Steve said nothing for two or three blocks. Then all at once he turned. ‘CK! Didn’t you like it? I don’t know anything finer than the natural talk of a nice girl with brains in her head.’”


There was no question that he was mad about her, to such a degree that at times his ardor provoked the romantic excesses of a besotted, lovesick Werther—or the doomed and pining Michael Furey from James Joyce’s “The Dead.” One evening in New York, Crane asked Lily to light a candle in her room so he could look up from the street and watch her moving around inside. Lily lit the candle, but then it started to rain, and thinking he must have gone away, she blew it out. He hadn’t gone away. He went on standing in the darkness and the rain for many minutes, perhaps for an hour, hoping the candle would be relit, and when he finally left to return home, he was soaked through. He didn’t die as Michael Furey did, but he caught a horrendous cold and was sick for days afterward.


Also this: At some point during Lily’s involvement with Crane, her husband got wind of what they were up to and destroyed everything connected to Crane in the house, which presumably had been stashed away in some hidden spot—letters, photographs, manuscripts. By some miracle, four of those letters escaped the purge. Four out of how many? one might ask, but at least there are four, which constitute the only scraps of evidence that give Crane’s side of the affair.


The letters are often painful to read, embarrassing in their boastfulness and boyish desire to impress her, heartbreaking in their innocent intensity and gushing proclamations of love, marred by confusing shifts of tone and frequent misspellings (Crane was a wretched speller), but for all that achingly sincere and moving, not the work of a rising literary star but of a rejected, inexperienced lover, someone in the impossible position of trying to win back the person who has rejected him without groveling or blaming or begging for another chance.


The first letter comes from April 1893, a month after the publication of Maggie and three months after their last meeting. Addressing Lily as “Dearest L.B.,” he explains his silence by telling her that “the three months which have passed have been months of very hard work for S. Crane. I was trying to see if I was worthy to have you think of me. . . . Well, at least I’ve done something. I wrote a book.” Rather than say anything about the book, he goes on to list all the brilliant, distinguished men who have admired it (Garland, Howells, B. O. Flower of the Arena, Albert Shaw of the Review of Reviews, the editor of the Forum) and then adds, “So I think I can say that if I ‘watch out,’ I am almost a success. And ‘such a boy, too’ they say.” Crane is intent on proving to her that he is not the floundering, unmotivated person she thought she had met back in the summer but a spirited young man who has begun his conquest of the world, and if he can conquer the world, surely (by implication) she would be willing to be conquered by him as well. Then, realizing that perhaps he has taken his bragging too far, he backtracks and says, “Any particular vanity in my work is not possible to me. I merely write you these things, to let you know why I was silent for so long.” In the next sentence, however, he does another reversal and plunges forward again: “I thought if I could measure myself by the side of some of the great men I could find if I was of enough value to think of you, L.B.” One would have expected him to say the opposite—of enough value for you to think of me, as he does in the first paragraph—but here he turns the proposition around and questions his own worth as a human being, and if in the end he cannot find himself worthy, he will have lost the right to let Lily enter his mind. Both addled and muddled, he is at such a disadvantage at this point (Lily holds all the cards, and he has nothing but his pride, which, in spite of his bluster, he scarcely seems to believe in anymore) that he has no choice but to sign off with this lame conclusion: “And I? I have merely thought of you and wondered if you cared that they said these things. Or wether [sic] you have forgotten?”


It is not known if Lily replied to this letter or how much or how little they might have corresponded between April 1893 and the winter of ’93–’94, the conjectured date of the second of Crane’s four surviving letters to her. Around the time of the first one, however, the spring of 1893, when Crane had already begun formulating plans for The Red Badge of Courage, he wrote a short story entitled “The Pace of Youth,” which is one of the best of his early stories, a work directly tied to Lily and the months they had spent together in Asbury Park, all of it fictionalized and transformed into a modern-day fairy tale of about four thousand words. As opposed to the hesitant and clumsy writing in the first letter, “The Pace of Youth” barrels along with a sparkling confidence, demonstrating yet again, for the thousandth time in literary history, that the man and the artist are not the same person, even though they happen to live in the same body, and that what the man garbles and stumbles over in his daily life can sing and prance in his work.


A quarrelsome old coot named Stinson, proprietor of “Stinson’s Mammoth Merry-Go-Round” at an unidentified seaside resort, grows hot under the collar when he catches one of his young employees making eyes at his daughter. The young man’s job consists of standing all day on a small raised platform and manipulating a long wooden arm that holds the rings which children slide off as the merry-go-round comes round to the young man’s spot (the lucky child who grabs the brass ring gets another ride for free). The young man is stuck up there on his narrow platform all morning and afternoon, unable to move to his left or right, but if he twists his body around into the proper position, he can look down and see Stinson’s daughter, Lizzie, selling tickets in the cashier’s booth, her face slightly obscured by a sheath of “silvered netting,” but not so obscured that it prevents her from looking back at him. The geometrical constraints are pure Crane, the boy trapped on his plank of wood, the girl trapped behind her netting, just as all the characters and objects in “The Broken-Down Van” are trapped within the rectangle of the fixed camera’s point of view. The setup also brings to mind some of the contorted manipulations found in the silent comedies of Harold Lloyd and Buster Keaton, and oddly enough, although it was written thirty years before those films were made, much of Crane’s story unfolds in the spirit of a silent comedy. The lovers can’t talk, they can only make eyes at each other, and the entire drama of their flirtation is enacted in the interplay of their glances.




The silent courtship was conducted over the heads of the crowd who thronged about the bright machine. The swift eloquent glances of the young man went noiselessly and unseen with their message. There had finally become established between the two in this manner a subtle understanding and companionship. They communicated accurately all that they felt. The boy told his love, his reverence, his hope in the changes of the future. The girl told him that she loved him, that she did not love him, that she did not know if she loved him, that she loved him.





It is only in the second half of the story that they manage to exchange a few words on the beach at night. The boy stammers, the girl pouts, but their love is secure, and the next afternoon they run off together, flying away in a carriage “drawn by the eager spirit of a young and modern horse.” Stinson chases after them in a hack pulled by an old, plodding nag, and as the lovers disappear into the distance,




he began to feel impotent. . . . That other vehicle, that was youth, with youth’s pace, it was swift-flying with the hope of dreams. He began to comprehend those two children ahead of him, and he knew a sudden and strange awe, because he understood the power of their young blood, the power to fly strongly into the future and feel hope again.





Lizzie (Lily) elopes with her man, and old Stinson (“My daughter does not speak French, Mr. Crane”) is left in the dust.


The second letter is more expansive, more revealing, but also more desperate and resigned, since Lily was still trapped in her marriage to Munroe and, to augment Crane’s difficulties in luring her back, had recently become the mother of an infant son.




Your face is a torturing thing, appearing to me always, with the lines and the smile that I love,—before me always the indelible picture of you with it’s [sic] fragrance of past joys and it’s [sic] persistent utterance of the present griefs which are to me tragic, because they say they are engraven for life. . . . I conceive those days with you well spent if they cause me years of discontent. It is better to have known you and suffered, than never to have known you. I would not exchange one little detail of memory of you; I would not give up one small remembrance of our companionship. . . . I ask nothing of you in return. Merely that I may tell you I adore you; that you are the shadow and the light of my life;—the whole of it.





Crane then goes on to tell her that he will soon be traveling to Europe (the trip never materialized) and adds, with astonishing restraint, “I have been in town long. I have had a strange life,” which skips over the enormous amount of work he had produced in the past year as well as the crushing poverty he had been living in, and in the next sentence of the same paragraph moves on to Dottie: “I have recently heard that Townley is married. For that, I owe Dottie a necklet. I am delighted to think I am in debt to her.” After a couple of muted, self-flattering remarks about the support of “the Boston critics and Mr. Howells,” which he attributes to the nurturing effect she has had on him, calling himself “the man you have made,” he wraps up the letter by asking for a response: “Write to me dearest, for I need it. I may leave sooner for Europe than is now my plan. And in my infinitely lonely life it is better that I should have all the benefits you can say to me.”


The third letter is the longest of the four, written several months after the previous one and sent in March or April 1894, almost two years after their summer idyll on the Jersey coast, and by now Crane has apparently given up on his old dream of sharing a possible future with her. The bulk of the letter is about himself, about his struggles and progress as a writer, and for that reason the letter is important, but he doesn’t get around to talking about them as a couple until the last ten lines of the seventy-line letter (in published form). Crane wrote next to nothing in the way of literary criticism and commented only rarely on his own work (often contradicting himself from one pronouncement to the next), but his remarks to Lily were among the first he put in writing, and if they don’t say much about what he was actually doing then, they give a good idea of what he thought he was doing, which in the end is just as valuable.




My career has been more of a battle than a journey. You know, when I left you, I renounced the clever school in literature. It seemed to me that there must be something more in life than to sit and cudgel one’s brains for clever and witty expedients. So I developed all alone a little creed of art which I thought was a good one. Later I discovered that my creed was identical with the one of Howells and Garland and in this way I became involved in the beautiful war between those who say that art is man’s substitute for nature and we are the most successful in art when we approach the nearest to nature and truth, and those who say—well, I don’t know what they say. They don’t, they can’t say much. . . . If I had kept to my clever Rudyard-Kipling style, the road might have been shorter, but ah, it wouldn’t be the true road. The two years of fighting have been well-spent. And now I am almost at the end of it. The winter fixes me firmly.





Remember that he was just twenty-two at this point, no longer a nineteen- or twenty-year-old beginner but still embattled, and because he had taken his lumps in the “beautiful war” and was still taking them, he was in a pugnacious mood, a young man struggling for his artistic life, and if he felt that Howells and Garland were his allies, he would cling to them for support, but they knew (even if he didn’t) that he was far more daring and radical than either one of them. Crane’s friend Post Wheeler concurred with this assessment: “Garland understood that Stevie was blazing a new path through the mawkish and hypocritical jungle of goody-good American letters, though he had not a mind to adopt that trail himself.”


As for Lily and the torch Crane still carried for her, this is how he concluded the letter:




Don’t forget me, dear, never, never, never. For you are to me the only woman in life. I am doomed, I suppose, to a lonely existence of futile dreams. It has made me better, it has widened my comprehension of people and my sympathy with whatever they endure. And to it I owe whatever I have achieved and the hope of the future. In truth, this change in my life should prove of some value to me, for, ye gods, I have paid a price for it.


I write to our friend, the ever-loyal Miss Dottie Brandon by this same post—Heaven send her rest. Good-bye, beloved.





It sounds definitive, as if good-bye were in fact farewell, a graceful, even courtly exit from an untenable situation, a feeling only enhanced by the fourth and final letter—hardly more than a note—sent in July 1895, fifteen or sixteen months after the above farewell, a polite query in which he tells her that a publisher is interested in reprinting his Sullivan County stories, the same works he had renounced for being too “clever” and which, as it happened, were never reprinted in his lifetime, and because “no one in the world has copies of them but you,” he asks her if she would mail the pieces to him and then quickly signs off: “Are you coming north this summer? Let me know, when you send the stories. I should like to see you again. Yours as ever, S.C.” Such a dry note would appear to have signaled the end of his fascination with her, but it hadn’t—or at least not quite.


I have come across one photograph of Lily Brandon Munroe from the period when Crane knew her. In its ensemble, it is a strange and enigmatic picture, almost a nonsensical picture, but Lily’s part in that ensemble is strange only because it is not strange, which puts it at odds with the rest of the image. She is standing somewhere outside in the woods, tall and erect, with her right arm wrapped around the top rung of a four-rung log fence, holding a dark hat ornamented with flowers or artificial flowers in her right hand and looking off to her left. Her dark dress, which hangs all the way down below her ankles, is an 1890s affair with puffed-up, leg-of-mutton sleeves, a tightly cinched waist, and a V-shaped opening at the top of the bodice that is filled with the upper portion of a white blouse that covers her neck. Her hair appears to be light brown (perhaps blond), and although it is pulled back, there is a fringe of curled bangs adorning her forehead, which adds a playful touch that helps undermine the severity of her costume. It is hard to decipher the details of her face, but it appears to be an attractive face, not a beautiful one, perhaps, but handsome and well formed, and beyond that it is important to note that she is smiling, a great rarity for photos of the period, which suggests that the picture was taken on celluloid with one of Kodak’s newly invented fixed-focus box cameras, the precursor of the Brownie, which gave the world the snapshot in 1900. However the photo was taken, Lily’s smile is warm and intelligent, a self-possessed smile, the smile of a nice girl with brains, and her eyes are lit up and unself-conscious, bold in their frankness. Not strange, then, not the least bit strange, but Lily is not the only figure in the photograph, for there to her right and just below her, sitting on the other side of the fence in a dark three-piece suit, visible only from the waist up, is her husband, Hersey Munroe, propping his left elbow against the third rung of the log fence and shielding his face from the sun with his hand. His eyes are shut, and his thin lips are shut as well, not so firmly as to create a grimace yet shut tight for all that. What is he doing there, and why is he planted on the ground in that awkward, unguarded pose? I suspect it is because he didn’t understand that he was in the picture. It was to be Lily’s portrait, and she is fully ready for it, fully aware that the camera’s eye is on her, and because her husband imagines he has ducked out of sight, he is confident that the eye can’t see him. But it does, and what it shows is a man who looks as if he doesn’t want to be where he is, a man who is with his wife but doesn’t want to be with her, who has parked himself on the other side of the fence in order to separate himself from her, who is sitting while she is standing, who is grim-faced while she is smiling, and who has put his hand against his head not only to shield his face from the sun but because his head hurts, because everything hurts. No doubt the picture is a mistake, but if it was meant to be a portrait of Lily, then why wasn’t Munroe cropped out of it? The unedited version captures a single, oddly disjointed moment in time, but time stands still only in photographs, and because the future that followed from that day is now long past and we know how the story ended, the picture can also be read as the portrait of a marriage in trouble. I study it again. The young Lily Brandon Munroe looks self-assured and happy. The somewhat older Hersey Munroe looks annihilated. The picture bears no date, but the record tells us they were married in 1891. By the end of the century, they were divorced.






[image: illustration]


Lily Brandon Munroe and her husband, Hersey Munroe.
(COURTESY OF THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA)









In the spring of 1898, Crane returned to America after spending ten months in England as the common-law husband of Cora Taylor. He was on his way to Cuba to cover the Spanish-American War for Pulitzer’s World, and in the past three years he had seen Lily only twice, once in early 1895, to say good-bye to her before he traveled out west on his reporting expedition for the Bacheller Syndicate, and again in early 1897, during a short visit to New York after his near drowning off the coast of Florida. Although it has never been fully confirmed, there are reasons to believe that he stopped in Washington on his way south toward Cuba to see Lily again and propose to her one last time. They met on neutral ground at the Library of Congress, the least private place in the city, and in that enormous sanctuary of books she said no to him for the last time. He never saw her again, but according to Ames Williams, Crane wrote her at least one letter from Cuba, which could have meant two or three letters, perhaps even several letters. Lily Brandon was the first and most enduring love of his life, and after their summer romance in 1892, he could never break free from the spell of those months and went on longing for her until the end.


One year after his death, Lily married for the second time.


In 1948, she told Williams that she had never put on a bathing suit or gone swimming and that still, after fifty-six years, whenever she saw the ocean she thought of Crane.


5


ONE AUGUST AFTERNOON DURING THAT EVENTFUL SUMMER OF 1892, Crane was sitting on the beach with a fellow junior reporter, Arthur Oliver, who had been a classmate of his at Lafayette. As Oliver later wrote in a 1931 article, “Jersey Memories—Stephen Crane,” he was struggling with his work and felt blocked, unable to express himself as vividly as he wanted to.




“Somehow I can’t get down to the real thing,” I said. “I know I have something unusual to tell, but I get all tangled up with different notions of how it ought to be told.”


“Stevie” scooped up a handful of sand and tossed it to the brisk sea breeze.


“Treat your notions like that,” he said. “Forget what you think about it and tell how you feel about it. Make the other fellow realize you are just as human as he is. That’s the big secret of story-telling. Away with literary cads and cannons. Be yourself!”





More and more that summer, Crane was learning how to be himself, and the dispatches he wrote during those months attained a new level of concision, zestful irony, and stylistic accomplishment. He was still writing about nothing at all, but his keen eye and sharp pen managed to turn that nothing into something more pointed than mere seaside chat. The wonder is that the editors of the Tribune allowed him to get away with it, for many of Crane’s satirical darts were thrown at the very people who were no doubt reading the Tribune.




From ON THE BOARDWALK: The average summer guest here is a rather portly man, with a good watch-chain and a business suit of clothes, a wife and about three children. He stands in his two shoes with American self-reliance and, playing casually with his watch-chain, looks at the world with a clear eye. He submits to the arrogant prices of some of the hotel proprietors with a calm indifference; he will pay fancy prices for things with a great unconcern. However, deliberately and baldly attempt to beat him out of fifteen cents and he will put his hands in his pockets, spread his legs apart and wrangle, in a loud voice, until sundown. All day he lies in the sand or sits on the beach, reading papers and smoking cigars, while his blessed babies are dabbling around throwing sand down his back and emptying their little pails of sea-water in his boots. In the evening he puts on his best and takes his wife and the “girls” down to the boardwalk. He enjoys himself in a very mild way and dribbles out a lot of money under the impression that he is proceeding cheaply.





Later on in the same article, Crane even goes after “Founder” James A. Bradley and his penchant for posting cautionary signs everywhere around town:




He also shows genius of an advanced type and the qualities of authorship in his work. . . . For instance: “Modesty of apparel is as becoming to a lady in a bathing suit as to a lady dressed in silks and satins.” There are some very sweet thoughts in that declaration. It is really a beautiful expression of sentiment. It is modest and delicate. Its author merely insinuates. There is nothing to shake vibratory senses in such gentle phraseology. Supposing he had said: “Don’t go in the water attired merely in a tranquil smile,” or “Do not appear on the beach when only enwrapped in reverie.” A thoughtless man might have been guilty of some such unnecessary uncouthness. But to “Founder” Bradley it would be impossible. He is not merely a man. He is an artist.





He managed to get away with it for most of the summer, and then the great blue sky over the Jersey Shore came tumbling down on top of him. Not only did he lose his job at the Tribune, but the first three paragraphs of his article “Parades and Entertainments,” published on Sunday, August twenty-first, caused such a maelstrom of rebukes and counter-rebukes that the controversy disrupted the 1892 presidential election campaign and possibly affected its outcome. The small, taciturn, undemonstrative S.C. had a strange talent for stirring up trouble around him, not by volition or design but by circumstances and bad luck, and now that he was receiving his first stabs of public criticism, he had no idea how to defend himself against the attack.


Manifold contingent factors were at play in producing such a mighty uproar. First: Whitelaw Reid, the owner of the Tribune, had left his post as ambassador to France to join the Republican ticket as Benjamin Harrison’s vice presidential running mate. Second: Two large and murderous strikes begun in April and July had turned labor against the Republican administration—the silver miners’ walkout in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, and the Homestead debacle in Pennsylvania—and the Republicans were doing their best to alter the perception that their party was opposed to the interests of labor. Third: A right-wing, nativist workers’ organization called the Junior Order of United American Mechanics (JOUAM) was planning to hold its annual parade through the streets of Asbury Park on August seventeenth. Fourth: Townley had covered the parade in 1890 and 1891, but on this particular Wednesday in 1892, he decided to leave town and go on a five-day fishing trip. Fifth: He handed over the assignment to his brother and asked another newsman, Billy Devereaux, to check Crane’s article and make sure it passed muster. Devereaux found the short piece provocative and funny and wired it to the paper’s office in New York, convinced that the stodgy editors would refuse to run it. Sixth: The Tribune building was undergoing renovations. The editorial offices were in disarray, and consequently the left hand had lost track of the right hand and the right hand had lost track of the left. The article sailed through the breach and was published the following morning.
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