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Introduction





1


Few literary reputations can have fluctuated as dramatically as that of Henry Miller. For over thirty years he was a hero to liberal society for the way in which he had written about his sexual life in Tropic of Cancer, Black Spring and Tropic of Capricorn, autobiographical novels written in the 1930s in Paris which were banned in the United States and England until the series of court cases in the early 1960s that permitted their publication in both countries. After less than ten years of legitimacy and acclaim, however, his reputation as a prophet of sexual liberation suffered a sea-change.


A school of feminist literary criticism arose which analysed his work from an ideological point of view and declared him a misogynist. The appearance of AIDS in the 1980s and subsequent media campaigns designed to persuade the public of the mortal dangers of sexual promiscuity sent his reputation on another violent downward spiral, and the posthumous publication in 1983 of Opus Pistorum, a collection of hard-core pornographic stories for which Miller always strenuously denied responsibility, completed the process. It appeared, after all, that he had been all along a simple pornographer and confidence trickster who had hoodwinked an entire liberal establishment into taking him seriously as a sexual philosopher. Such developments saddened, but did not dishearten, Miller’s most loyal readers, those who felt that this focussing on the purely sexual aspect of his writing obscured his much more important rôle as a religious seeker of unorthodox method, who had successfully carried out the journey proposed by William Blake along the road of excess to the palace of Wisdom.


Even beyond the fields of special interest of feminism and public health, the perception of Henry Miller, both as writer and as the guru figure he had become during his years as a literary outlaw, underwent changes. This was particularly true once the legal victories had eliminated the need to present a united front against a prevailing moral establishment. An aura of slightly puzzled suspicion grew up around his person which has never quite been dispelled. Perhaps this had something to do with hubris. There is, after all, something fitting about the black pessimism of Mark Twain’s last years, or Jack Kerouac’s descent from the youthful exuberance of On the Road into alcoholism and reactionary middle age. We sympathise with the lecherous John Berryman and the boastful Ernest Hemingway because we can forgive the unhappy dead much – especially if they died young, or killed themselves. Miller, on the other hand, by the time of his death in 1980, had been publicly and shamelessly proclaiming his happiness for over forty years. Well into his eighties he was still riding his bicycle, playing ping-pong and falling violently in love with a succession of attractive young women. He was spared the horrors of alcoholism, loneliness, serious illness or anything else which in old age might have been taken as a sign of God’s displeasure, and he died in his sleep. The suspicion engendered by this consummate display of getting away with it, coupled with a persistent unease about his real achievement and status as a writer, has led to neglect on the part of the scholastic establishment. In proportion to the size of his reputation, therefore, the number of biographies of Miller has been small. There have been shorter studies by the Frenchman, Frederic-Jacques Temple, and the German, Walter Schmiele, but the only full-length biography in English so far has been Jay Martin’s thorough, respectful but trusting Always Merry and Bright, published in 1979. In the year of Miller’s centenary, further studies are promised from Mary Dearborn and Erica Jong.
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A biography of Henry Miller presents a number of interesting practical difficulties. On the one hand, the later life, from Miller’s departure from New York for Paris in 1930, offers an embarrassment of material in the form of letters, unpublished manuscripts and drafts for novels, as well as numerous reminiscences from personal acquaintances. It is unlikely that any author is better represented in the libraries of American universities than Henry Miller.


By contrast, available documentary material relating to the years between his birth in 1891 and 1930 is sparse, consisting of the several manuscripts of two unpublished novels written in the 1920s, a handful of letters to his friend Emil Schnellock dating from the same period, sundry notes and letters to other friends and a letter to his mother written when he was eight years old. There are many possible explanations for this – the recipients of his letters may not have kept them, and he admitted himself that he rarely kept letters which were sent to him during his early years. Nor was the first-and second-generation immigrant culture in which he grew up one which documented itself to any extent.


Furthermore, though Miller wrote extensively about all phases of his life, including his childhood, it was with an almost religious refusal to choose between things: everything that happened to him struck him as being of equal and monumental importance. Straight autobiography was not his literary aim, and details such as the year or date, or his age at the time of a given episode, had little relevance to the subjective self-portraiture that was his real concern. Thus his unpublished novels, published novels, draft novels, outlines for novels and notebooks, all of which are otherwise replete with biographical detail, are entirely lacking in such reference points.


This vagueness particularly affects his adolescence, the period from 1908 and 1917, during which he suffered an agonising adolescent crush on an unattainable girl, left school and started work, had an affair with an older woman, changed jobs and travelled across America, all in a shifting, timeless, impressionistic vacuum that leaves us guessing at the exact order in which events took place, their duration and their real importance for him. The occasional reference to some specific event in the outside world which caught his attention – the outbreak of the First World War, for example – can provide a useful reference point, although Miller was an unreliable witness who often became confused himself about the details of his life.


The vagueness of Miller’s autobiographical reminiscing is accentuated by the tentative status that was accorded proper names in the circles in which he moved. The outstanding example is that of his second wife, June, who used five different surnames at various stages of her life. His friend Emil Cohen changed his name to Conason as part of a process of Americanization. June’s friend Martha Andrews, apparently on an artistic whim, was generally known under a completely different name. Miller’s first mistress also used a variety of surnames at various times. The situation is further enlivened by the way in which Miller rechristened most of his friends, wives and lovers in writing about them, often simply redistributing the names among them, changing them sometimes between different draft versions of the same episode when writing, with the result that Miller himself often referred to friends in letters by the fictional names he had given to them in his books, as though he had lost the ability to distinguish between the created character and the real-life person.


Researches among Birth, Marriage, Divorce and Death Records, School Records, Brooklyn Street Directories and Naturalization Records have enabled this difficulty to be overcome to some extent, permitting the establishment of a reasonably certain independent chronology for these earliest years. I was also fortunate in having the assistance of Mrs Celia Conason, the widow of Emil Conason, one of Miller’s closest friends from about 1920 onwards, who provided me with a valuable independent perspective on aspects of Miller’s life during this period.
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The investigation of a man who turned himself into a myth might seem to cry out for ‘psychobiography’; yet there are good reasons for not placing too heavy a reliance on a rigidly methodological approach to Miller’s life and personality. One is a seduction inherent in the method itself, the invitation to create from speculative analysis a potential being to which we then attribute a greater reality than the mere flesh-and-blood, ‘real’ one who actually walked the earth. Another is that the successful application of the method may become an end in itself. A horse may be boxed, but the difficulties are great, and success is often at the cost of the horseness of the horse. The most compelling reason for not relying too heavily on orthodox analysis, however, is that Miller himself was, from the early 1920s onwards, thoroughly familiar with all the basic ideas put forward by Freud on the rôle of hidden motivation in human behaviour. This familiarity, allied to the single-minded assault on personal fame that saw him addressing letters – not wholly ironically – to ‘Posterity’, long before he was a published writer, meant that he was capable of playing the fox with his analytic pursuers, anticipating with some ease the questions potential huntsmen on the trail of the ‘real Henry Miller’ would be asking, and providing them with the answers they would be expecting to find. A simple example of this might be the baffled and apparently naive way in which he returned throughout his life to the subject of his poor relationship with his mother. Obviously there was much truth in his description of this relationship; just as clearly Miller was offering a large and juicy psychological morsel in hopes of satisfying his pursuers. One has to guard against an offensive cynicism on this score; but the realization that it was more fun to be the fox than the hunter might provide another explanation for the remarkable amount of detailed documentary material that Miller began producing after 1930 and made so readily available to scholars and interested parties, either by donation to college libraries or by commercial publication, and the corresponding dearth of material from before this date.


The most famous defence of Miller’s reputation was probably that offered by George Orwell in Inside the Whale. Written in 1939, this essay put forward the view that a piece of literary art cannot be at the same time both political and honest, and praised Miller for the way in which his rude independence of the union mentality of his fellow-writers in the 1930s enabled him to introduce a new and valuable type of honesty into literature. Some forty years later, in 1984, Salman Rushdie published a refutation of Orwell’s views in an essay entitled Outside The Whale, in which he wrote that ‘Miller’s reputation has more or less completely evaporated, and he now looks to be very little more than the happy pornographer beneath whose scatological surface Orwell saw such improbable depths.’ The observation reminds us of how difficult it is to re-enter the past fully enough to understand it on its own terms, and in so doing to avoid that attitude of ‘generational chauvinism’ in which the present looks to the future with a mixture of reverence and apology while spurning, in an arrogant and unforgiving way, both the past and the invariably naive and illiberal simpletons who inhabit it. Yet somewhere between the sinister bully portrayed by the feminists, the holy man revered by the disciples and the worthless fraud dismissed by the contemporary literary establishment, there lurks a unique, interesting and necessary literary figure, and it is this individual I have tried to portray.


 





 


cunt 1. (In back slang, tenuc, the e being intruded for euphony.) The female pudend. In one form or another, it dates from OE; it is unlikely to be related to L cunnus, but is certainly cognate with OE cwithe, ‘the womb’ (with a Gothic parallel); cf modern English come, ex OE cweman. The -nt, which is difficult to explain, was already present in OE kunte. The radical would seem to be cu (in OE cwe), which = quintessential physical femininity (cf sense 2) and partly explains why, in India, the cow is a sacred animal. Owing to its powerful sexuality, the term has, since C15, been avoided in written and in polite spoken English: though a language word, neither coll, dial, nor slang, its associations make it perhaps the most notable of all vulgarisms (technical sense, bien entendu), and since circa 1700 it has, except in the reprinting of old classics, been held to be obscene, ie a legal offence to print it in full; Rochester spelt it en toutes lettres, but Cotgrave, defining Fr con, went no further than ‘A woman’s, &c’, and the dramatist Fletcher, who was no prude, went no further than ‘They write sunt with a C, which is abominable’, in The Spanish Curate. Had the late Sir James Murray included the word, and spelt it in full, in the great OED, the situation would be different; as it is, no dictionary before the Penguin English Dict (1965) had the courage to include it. (Yet the OED gave PRICK: why this further injustice to women?) 2. (cf Romany mindj or minsh, the pudend; a woman.) In C19–20 it also means woman as sex, intercourse with a woman, hence sexual intercourse. (It is somewhat less international than FUCK.) 3. Anybody one dislikes: late C19–20.


 


fuck 1. An act of sexual connection: from circa 1800. (Ex the v, for which see etymology, etc.) 2. A person (rarely of the male) viewed in terms of coition, as in ‘She’s a good f’: C19–20. These two senses are excellent examples of vulgarisms, being actually SE. 3. The seminal fluid, esp if viewed as providing the requisite strength (full of fuck, potently amorous): low coll: C19–20.


 


fuck 1. vt and i. To have sexual connection (with): vi of either sex, vt only of the male: vulg, C16–20. Almost certainly cognate with the Latin v pungere and n pugil, both ex a radical meaning ‘to strike’; semantically, therefore, fuck links with PRICK. 2. Transitive synonyms, many of them SE, occur in Shakespeare (9), Fletcher (7), Urquhart (4), etc, etc; intransitive in Urquhart (12), D’Urfey and Burns (6), Shakespeare (5), etc, etc. See esp B & P (the Introduction); Grose, P.; and Allen Walker Read, ‘An Obscenity Symbol’ (sec II) in American Speech, Dec 1934 – all at this term. 3. See FUCK OFF.


 


From A Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional English by Eric Partridge, London 1961.



















CHAPTER ONE


1891–1909


Childhood and first love





1


Henry Miller was an unusual person. He began life as a human being, and after a series of surprising and sometimes hazardous adventures succeeded in his self-appointed task of turning himself into a rare hybrid of man and book. To enter the world he created in the commission of this task is a strange, disorienting experience, and one does so with the same pleasantly nervy sense of anticipation Alice must have felt as she stepped through into the looking-glass world. The first impression is of a hall of mirrors, all reflecting the same face. Closer examination reveals that each face is slightly different, for the purpose of the world is myth-making, and the raw-material of myth is an abundant supply of images. The skills necessary for the task were a talent for fabulating, lying, improvising, exaggerating, and for telling and evading harsh truths. He had them all. It is a hilarious, wise, foolish and occasionally cruel and misguided world, but never a sinister one. Every fact within it is at risk and liable to be altered at a moment’s notice, whether it be the sex of the phrenologist who felt his head in Union Square in 1912, or the age at which he first read the Tao Te Ching. Even in what one might call the official environment of the journalistic interview and the letter, the process of autobiographical reinvention goes on, obeying always a gospel of subjectivity so strong that he frequently proclaims the lie to be truer than the truth – which it is, but only sometimes, and within the context of a general contract of agreement about what truth is which Miller neither signed nor even recognised the existence of. He believed with all his heart that he owned himself, and that owning himself gave him the right to invent himself too.


Under the circumstances it was a small matter for him to dispense with the background provided for him at birth and by a simple act of literary will ‘disavow my supposed heritage, and trace it back to very early times. Thereby concluding, in my own mind, that I am a mixture of Mongol, Chinese, Tibetan, and Jewish bloods.’ His improvements on reality never made it duller than it was, and the ‘supposed  heritage’ he so casually wished himself free of was considerably more prosaic than the one with which he replaced it.


All four of his grandparents were immigrants, among the 1.5 million Germans who journeyed to the United States between 1840 and 1860 in flight from famine, religious and political persecution, and the draft. His maternal grandfather, Valentin Nieting, took a roundabout route, leaving his home in Stessfeld Stessen at the age of sixteen and making his way first to London, where he apprenticed himself to a Savile Row tailor named Isaac Walker. After ten years in London his boss emigrated to New York, and Nieting accompanied him. In 1866 he married Emelie Insel, from Neaglerburg in Prussia, in a Lutheran church on East 6th Street, and in due course they had a family of six girls and one boy. Four of the girls survived. Henry’s mother, Louise, was the second of them. When she was about thirteen years old, her mother was taken away and placed in an insane asylum, where she remained until her death in 1891. Another sister, Emelia, suffered the same fate later in life.


Henry’s paternal grandfather, Heinrich Mueller, was from Minden in Hanover, where he had worked as a journeyman tailor. He settled in the Yorkville district of New York City and married an immigrant girl from Bavaria named Barbara Krapp. They lived in a house on 85th Street in Manhattan, where Miller’s father Henry was born on October 23rd 1865, the only boy in a family of four children. All were baptized with the Americanized form of the family name, Miller.


In 1890, Henry Miller senior and Louise Nieting were married, and shortly after midday on December 26th 1891 at 450 East 85th Street in Manhattan, Louise gave birth to a son, Henry Valentine. Shortly afterwards the family moved across the river to a house at 662 Driggs Avenue in Williamsburg, where they lived for the next eight years.
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‘The development of my environment was practically nil’, Miller once wrote to a scholar who had presumed to trace it. ‘I did not belong to any environment.’1 Perhaps they attached different meanings to the word, for Miller was the product of a very definite environment, the immigrant Brooklyn which he captured with such impressionistic brilliance in The Rosy Crucifixion, the three volumes of autobiographical romance which he worked on intermittently throughout his writing life. An impressionistic picture was perhaps all one could ever hope to give of a place like Brooklyn, since it changed character almost from decade to decade during the years in which his family lived there. It was a place teeming with newly-uprooted people, all of them looking to reinvent themselves under a new nationality and a new name.


A process like this, taking place on such a massive scale, was bound to be associated with nostalgia. Even the name Brooklyn is a corruption of Breuckelen, the name the first homesick Dutch-Americans of 1645 gave their settlement in memory of their home in the Netherlands. The population cycle thenceforth was one of constant settlement and displacement. The Dutch displaced the Indians and were in their turn displaced by the Yankees. In the nineteenth century the Irish began to arrive in large numbers, to be joined from about the middle of the century onwards by Germans, Swedes and Norwegians. After 1890 settlers began arriving in great numbers from eastern, central and southern Europe, particularly southern Italy. In one generation the mass migration of Jews from Russia, Hungary, Poland and Romania brought to Brooklyn the single largest element in its population, and made it, almost overnight, the largest Jewish centre in the world.


The immigrant Germans, Irish, Dutch, Poles, Syrians, Italians, Scandinavians and Jews settled in enclaves which, like the Irish one near the Navy Yard and Red Hook and the German one at Dutch town, were often poor and overcrowded ghettos. There were frequent clashes between the various ethnic groups, usually over jobs. The Irish, being native English speakers, had a head start over other groups in establishing themselves in the new country; but the Germans, bringing with them the tradition of the seminar for the training of college teachers, formed an educational elite among the immigrants and were soon challenging the Irish for the leading position behind the long-established Yankees and the Englishmen.


By 1890 Brooklyn was America’s fourth largest city. With the annexation of Flatbush, Gravesend, North Utrecht and Flatlands in 1894 it grew larger still, but by 1898 its status as an independent city was gone as, in its turn, it was swept up into ‘Greater New York’. The ghetto mentality remained, however, and in the 1890s there were people in the remoter German-speaking areas of Williamsburg, where Miller grew up, who had never seen the Brooklyn Bridge ten years after it had opened. Right on into the 1920s there were people living in Brooklyn who spoke nothing but German.


This was the environment in which Henry Miller grew up, and which left its mark on practically every page of writing he ever produced. It was a threateningly unstable world; but for a boy with a curious and receptive mind it was also a rich, exciting and even mysterious place in which to grow up. 
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Henry’s father followed Valentin Nieting into Isaac Walker’s tailoring firm and was able to provide comfortably for his family. Santa could usually be relied on to bring the boy everything he put on his Christmas list, although once he had to substitute a spotted rocking horse for the live pony the young Henry had asked for. This was Henry’s favourite toy for a long while, and he gave it the crisp name Dexter. From an early age he was conscious of the fact that he came from a better home than many of his schoolmates at the kindergarten in Fillmore Place. One Christmas when the teacher handed out socks and mittens to the class he refused to accept his, piously explaining that the poor could make better use of them.


Louise Miller had certain social graces, such as playing the guitar and the zither, but in the main Henry’s parents were not cultured people or great readers. Louise had been fond of Marie Corelli in her adolescence, and once confessed to Henry that she had read Edward Creasy’s Fifteen Decisive Battles Of The World while sitting on the toilet. Henry senior was hardly less original in his choice of reading matter: apart from a book by his son much later in life, the only one he could recall reading was Ruskin’s The Stones of Venice. Both of them had great respect for education and culture, however, and when Henry showed an early aptitude for reading they encouraged him, showering him with books at Christmas. His earliest favourites were the fairytales of Hans Christian Andersen and the Brothers Grimm. Pinnocchio was another early favourite, and he retained a sympathetic sense of identification with the wooden boy of this pathetic tale for much of his life. He read most of the classics of children’s literature, like Robinson Crusoe, Gulliver’s Travels, James Fenimore Cooper’s books, Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer, though he would not have been able to borrow the Twain books from the local Brooklyn Public Library as both were excluded from the Children’s Room in the belief that they would corrupt childish minds. G. A. Henty, the English author of historical romances for boys, was another great favourite.


Henry soon developed the habit of reading aloud to his grandfather Nieting as he worked at his tailor’s bench in the house on Driggs Avenue. Nieting would try to distract him by urging him to make something that he could show to his father when he came home from work. With uncanny foresight he warned Louise that she might one day regret indulging her son’s love of reading so freely. Henry also experimented with reading aloud to his own playmates and made the interesting discovery that while this tended to put the boys to sleep, the girls seemed to enjoy it very much. 
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Most children grow up with the idea that there is something special and unique about them simply because they are who they are. Henry had a particularly strong sense of this: so strong, in fact, that it seems reasonable to speak of a sort of reverse paranoia in which he suspected others of plotting secretly among themselves to find ways of increasing his happiness. It is almost as though he had taken to heart the words of the 23rd Psalm (‘The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want’) which he was set to memorize, and for which the Sunday School gave him a Bible with his name stamped in gold letters on the front cover.


Louise Miller doted on her son and made sure he was always the best turned-out little boy on the street. She was proud of his intelligence and his fair good looks, yet Henry never felt that she was part of the conspiracy to favour him. The basic trouble was that she was the disciplinarian in his life, and he was an unusually headstrong, wilful boy who did not like to be told what to do. It was a common enough situation, but later in life it got dreadfully out of hand. Henry’s later depiction of her as a cold, joyless, undemonstrative woman who never hugged or kissed him may be accurate, or it may be a picture considerably darkened by the bad feeling that later arose between them.


Certainly Louise did not have much to be cheerful about. The insanity of her mother and the feeble-mindedness of her elder sister had made her the responsible female in her family while still in her early teens. She was just twenty years old when she married Henry’s father, but if she thought marriage might be her means of escape then she was mistaken. Brooklyn had thirty-eight working breweries in 1890, and her husband came from a culture which regarded beer-drinking for breakfast – even beer-drinking on Sundays – as normal. He was a heavy drinker, and though he was also a good tailor he had little ambition or drive. The task of managing the family’s affairs, of being the force for sobriety, disapproval, prohibition and caution, fell to Louise. It was she, and not his father, who was responsible for keeping Henry in on Saturday afternoons and making him scrub the woodwork, polish the silver and the glassware before allowing him out to join the other boys in ‘Nigger Heaven’ for the matinée at the Novelty Theatre down the road.


Her difficulties increased with the birth of a daughter, Lauretta Anna, on July 11th 1895, who turned out to be feeble-minded and ineducable. Lauretta rarely features in Miller’s many accounts of his childhood. Here and there he mentions occasions when he had to fight other children who liked to taunt her by calling her ‘crazy Lauretta’. Usually when he brings up her name it is to recall with anger and disappointment the way his mother used to treat her:




I’ll never forget my mother standing over Lauretta in the kitchen, trying to teach her the simplest things on a little blackboard. In one hand she held a piece of chalk, in the other a ruler.


‘What’s two and two?’ she’d ask. And Lauretta, who knew what was coming, would begin to rattle off any answer she could think of. ‘Three, no five, no three …’ and the harder she’d try the crazier my mother would get. It always ended up with a beating, then mother would turn to me with this exasperated look on her face, and she’d throw her hands up in despair. ‘What did I do to deserve this?’ she’d ask me, as if I were God and had all the answers, me, a little boy!2





Lauretta had a nervous tic which caused her limbs to move uncontrollably. When she talked she would talk incessantly and swiftly, jerking her head from side to side, without continuity or point, and only stopping when ordered to do so.3 Then her chin would droop on her chest.


If the arrival of Lauretta increased Louise’s burden, Henry too felt the pressure. He became in effect an only child in whom all his mother’s hopes and expectations resided. A neighbour, Agnes Snyder, recalls that when she visited the Miller’s home with her mother the talk between the two women was always of ‘little Henry’, and that Henry was the idol of the local mothers. Louise apparently came to feel that she had married beneath herself, and was anxious to promote in her small son the virtues of industry, thrift and respectability which she felt were much more clearly represented by her side of the family than by her husband’s. The walls of the parlour at home were decorated with pictures of her relatives, but not of his. Many of these relatives still lived in Germany and had the Old World’s contempt for the New, a contempt in which Louise appeared to collude. On the occasion of their visits, great formality would be observed, and German would be spoken out of deference to the visitors. Once at the meal table Henry’s little German cousin rebuked him, in German, for slurping his soup.


His father’s relatives, in particular his three sisters and their husbands who still lived over the river on 85th Street, were not welcome in the Driggs Avenue house as far as Louise was concerned. They were uneducated, uncouth, and even the women drank too much. Amelia Miller’s American-born husband Dave could not even write his own name. (Amelia herself died young of cancer, the first of a startling number of people in Miller’s life to die of the disease.)


Henry liked his father’s side of the family better, and the couple of weeks he spent each summer with his cousin Henry Baumann on 85th Street were always looked forward to with the keenest anticipation. Perhaps only because it was always summer there, life on the other side of the river always seemed better to him. It seemed a more relaxed, less secretive life than Brooklyn. In old age, he even recalled that the summers were hotter then than they are now.


On one of these stays with the Baumanns, at the age of about seven, he had his first love affair. A girl called Weesie, short for Louise, developed a crush on him, apparently because his habit of reading made him seem so unusual, and invited him to come and play with her in her bedroom one afternoon. The episode developed chastely enough and ended in a kiss, leaving Henry to make the vague assumption that he and Weesie would one day get married.


5


Language is the key to success in an immigrant milieu like Brooklyn. The man who gets on in life, who gets the good job and engineers the family’s escape from the ghetto to the middle class is the man who masters the native tongue. Henry became aware of the power of language at a very early age. He observed the esteem in which his grandfather Nieting was held locally on account of the excellent English accent he had acquired during his ten years in London, and the respect enjoyed by another possessor of an English accent, Dr Roberts, the superintendent of the Presbyterian Sunday School which Henry attended. He could not help but be aware of the way his reading ability impressed the adults he met, nor fail to pick up the signals of approval from his mother in the presence of a man like Dr Roberts. Education and culture were Good Things, and language was the key to them both. These realizations were the earliest roots of Henry’s later obsessive desire to become a master of language himself.


He was lucky in that he seems to have been one of those rare individuals who find the mere sounds of words intoxicating, and to have been equipped with an unusually synaesthetic form of imagination which made it natural for him to say of a certain kind of person, ‘I glistened in their presence’. Recalling visits to the home of his Polish friend, Stanley Borowski, he wrote of his ecstasy on hearing Poles speak together, the way they ‘hissed their long polychromatic words through tiny sensual mouths’ to make ‘an intoxicating sort of music, a steel-gibber which could also register anomalous sounds like sobs and falling jets of water’.


Henry also learnt that the power of language had its darker and forbidden sides. At the age of six he was dragged off to the local police station by an older girl who had caught him using foul language in the street. Louise and Henry senior were a respected couple in the area and the station sergeant contented himself with giving the boy a solemn talking-to. In the light of later developments, this clearly made little impression on him.


The early years on Driggs Avenue remained in Henry’s memory as a period of continuous happiness. Despite the fact that he went to a different Sunday School from the rest of his friends, the majority of whom were Catholics, despite the fancy clothes which he was made to wear, despite the fact that this eyesight was poor (for which he later blamed his mother for feeding him pastry so often) and that his sister was funny in the head, and not least despite his mother’s habit of walking along holding him by the hand in front of his friends, he was always accepted as one of the gang. Charles Gross, a slightly older boy who lived nearby, recalled him as ‘a clean, attractive-looking blond, friendly, alert and eager, after contact had been made, but more inclined to shyness than dominant leadership’.


His closest friend was Stanley Borowski. Stanley was embarrassed by his family, and although he spoke Polish at home he was ashamed to do so in front of his friends. If his aunt spoke Polish to him when a friend was there he would always reply in English. Henry was a dangerously observant boy and noticed things like this, things which make people feel uneasy or embarrassed. But Stanley grew up quicker than he did. It was Stanley who told him there was no such person as Santa Claus, and who first acquainted him with what seemed the unbelievable fiction that babies come from a woman’s stomach.


Like most small boys Henry had his heroes among the older ones, and youths like Lester Reardon and Johnny Paul became the focus of a powerful hero-worship which did not fade with the passing of childhood. ‘Johnny Paul opened my eyes,’ he once wrote. ‘Not Jesus, not Socrates, not the Buddha.’ This hero-worship later developed into one of his most striking characteristics, a remarkable willingness to mythologize normal people and pick his saints and his devils, his great men, his sages and criminals from within his own circle of acquaintances.


For scary amusement there was a rich gallery of mad people and eccentrics roaming the streets of Williamsburg, characters with names like Apple Mary, the Yellow Kid, Crazy George, Clarence the Cop, Billy Wheeler the oyster-seller, Ed and John the black chimney sweeps, and the fish-sellers, going about their business with an army of cats following them every step of the way. Every evening at about six o’clock a boy known as Crazy Willie who lived down the road from Henry would climb out of his window and masturbate on the windowledge. On fine summer evenings the motorman would stop his trolley car as it went by to give the passengers a better view. It was a life with all the cheerful violence of a cartoon film. Boys brawl with each other, get involved in territorial gang fights, are chased down the street with razor blades by drunken uncles, whack each other over the head with Christmas trees, have rock fights and snowball fights. They fiddle with girls in sheds and cellars, or climb drainpipes to get a hard-on, and in the afternoons gather in fascination outside Dr McKinney’s the animal doctor to watch the stallions being castrated, argue with each other about the purpose of the operation, fight, forget about it, and go off with their air rifles to shoot sparrows which they roast over open fires on empty lots. In Tropic of Capricorn Henry even described how he and his cousin Henry Baumann killed a boy in a rock fight, though he withdrew the claim in later life.


It was a tough world, ugly in many ways, but honest and open. The tensions between the adults of different nationalities and races were reflected among the children, and if one boy called another kike, wop or little shit then he would expect in the natural course of things to be called kraut, thick mick, dumb Swede, dago or whatever in return and would not make too much fuss about it. If somebody did want to make a fuss about it then there were always the gangs, institutions which were ‘as simple as North and South’ in which ‘a kid has no choice. He’s either for or against. He either does or he doesn’t. He’s got to belong, that’s the imperative thing. Nor does he do the choosing. He has to choose the side he’s born on, whether good or bad.’4


Every now and then even a system as accommodating as this would break down, as it did the day Claude de Lorraine came to live in Williamsburg. No one could work out how to offend him. Henry recalled that ‘we all thought it was a strange name, very alien. It was a Latin name, and in our neighbourhood there was not one Latin person, unless it was an Italian, and an Italian was not a Latin but a wop, a dago, an ice-man, a barber.’ Henry, taking after his mother, was actually very impressed by Claude de Lorraine, and recognized in this silvery-named boy ‘the first cultured person I ever met’.


The most outstanding event in the outside world during these Driggs Avenue days was the Spanish-American conflict of 1898 over Cuba and the Philippines. This provided Henry with heroes from both sides in the form of Admiral Dewey, who destroyed an entire Spanish squadron in Manila Bay without losing any of his own men, and the Philippino revolutionary leader Emilio Aguinaldo. Until he took an oath of allegiance to the USA after his capture in 1901, Aguinaldo was Public Enemy Number One for decent Americans, and Henry’s romantic enthusiasm for him must have been a pleasantly shocking piece of contrariness. He recalled the visits to the house of men in uniform who were courting his aunts, and how his mother would play the guitar for them while his Aunt Caroline sang. Mobs roamed the streets chanting ‘Spain, Spain, you ought to be ashamed’, and with the discernment of mobs everywhere broke the windows of shops owned by local Jews. Neighbourhood boys were called up, went off to fight, came back heroes. Certain aspects of heroism baffled Henry though. He relished the welcome given to Rob Ramsay on his return home, the wonderful Rob Ramsay who’d been at San Juan and fought with Teddy Roosevelt’s volunteer force of Roughriders, but he was puzzled and troubled by the sight of Ramsay later in the day, leaning on the lamp-post outside his father’s house and vomiting. An uneasy confusion arose in his mind between ‘heroism and puke, disease and medals’.5


Driggs Avenue gave Henry a good education. It gave him a natural appreciation of the richness and bizarreness of life, and taught him that there is no such thing as normality, and no such thing as a normal person. The generally unselfconscious and unreflecting nature of his eight years there became more precious to him as the years went by, and it became ever more clear to him that there was no way back to that kind of simplicity.
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In the early winter of 1900 the family moved to the Bushwick section of Brooklyn, just south of Ridgewood, another predominantly German area. It was Valentin Nieting who bought the house. The move came just two years after the incorporation of Brooklyn as a part of the City of New York, and like those nostalgic citizens of Brooklyn who referred to this event as ‘the mistake’, Miller regarded the move from Driggs Avenue as his personal experience of the Fall.


In the shorthand of his own mythology the new address at 1063 Decatur Street was always the ‘Street of Early Sorrows’. The house, now replaced by a school, was a three-storey brick and clapboard building, part of a block of connecting houses identical save for the bay windows on alternate fronts. In front was a small patch of grass big enough to sit on and watch people go by, and there was a garden at the back in which grandfather Nieting planted an elm tree. These were good middle-class homes, not to be confused with the windowless railroads flats further down the road. As Charles Gross recalled it, Decatur Street was ‘no locale for dead end kids’.


Nine or ten is a difficult age for a boy to move to a new neighbourhood. He has to prove himself with a new gang. The first time Henry showed himself on the street a boy walked up to him and put a chip on his shoulder. The ritual demanded that he defy someone to knock if off and then fight with his challenger. Henry could fight, and could call upon a blind rage when necessary, but he did not enjoy it and on this occasion refused to participate. Somewhat taken aback, but impressed, the Bushwick boys let him into the gang on his own terms.


Henry had the luck to inherit his mother’s musical ability and at the age of about ten began taking piano lessons in the new house from an elderly German with bad breath and palsy named Mr Walther. He was a good pupil, and soon discovered that being musical was another factor that helped him to establish himself in the new neighbourhood. He was also good at running and swimming and boxing, and at about the same time as he began piano lessons he learnt how to play ping-pong on the dining-room table at home.


Henry attended Public School number 85 at Covert Street and Evergreen Avenue, two blocks away from Decatur Street. (School Song: ‘Dear Eighty-Five we’ll ever strive to honour thy fair name. We shall by creed, by word and deed our loyalty acclaim.’) In retrospect, the education he acquired there disappointed him. What he missed above all was a sense of connection, some suggestion that everything hung together. He missed this especially in Dr Payne’s history classes, recalling his disappointment in a passage in The Books In My Life, the autobiographical account of his life as a reader which he wrote in 1950:




He never gave us his own précis of the causes of the various wars. We followed the books he handed out, and if we had any ideas of our own, we smothered them. It was more important to have the right date, the exact terms of the treaty under discussion, than to have a wide, general integrated picture of the whole subject.6





This sense of history as an unresolved chaos was something that bothered him throughout his adult life, and to some extent accounts for his later indiscriminate attraction to any synthetic worldview which he came across. In theory at least, his educational background was sound, and included classes in History, Mathematics, Literature, Botany, Physics, Chemistry, German, Art and even Latin. He had a retentive memory, and did well in class, but it seemed to him a pointless game. All he could remember of his Latin was of the whole class shouting on cue ‘Hic, haec, hoc … huis, huis, huis … huic, huic, huic’. Though he was recalled by classmates as the best scholar in school, he was a mischief-maker. Once he was severely rebuked by a teacher for taking a ruler and sloshing it about in the waters of the school fish-tank, terrifying the fish, and he was even briefly suspended from the school in October 1902 for some misdemeanour.


One of the pleasures of his boyhood years at Driggs Avenue and Decatur Street was the trip out to see his friends Joey and Tony Imhof in Glendale, which he recalled as ‘a tiny village, boarded on one side by a golf links and on the other by two Catholic cemeteries’. It is a curious experience to read his descriptions of days spent walking in the woods looking for birds’ nests, visiting a goat in a field or tending to the chickens, ducks and pigeons that the boys raised, and to contrast them with the urban sprawl that has replaced the rural idyll. This kind of drastic reshaping of a familiar environment, taking place within a short span of time, goes some way towards explaining the consistency and intensity with which Miller began suffering from nostalgia while still quite a young man.


Much as he enjoyed the visits to Glendale, he was a city boy, with his roots in the cobblestones, and apart from a bull he saw mounting a cow in a field one day, he was never much interested in nature or animals. On one of his visits in March 1899, on a dull day, he grew bored, and made a start on his career as possibly the most prolific letter-writer of all time:




Dear Mamma and Pappa.


 


As it is a dreary, rainy day, so I have plenty of time to write. We went to bed last night at 9 o’clock, and we did not fall to sleep until half past ten. In the morning we got up at seven o’clock, and after breakfast we went to Minnie’s school. After school I wrote this letter. Dear Mamma, Mrs Imhof would like to have you to do her a favour. If the weather is fine Wednesday, you should come for dinner without fail, if not then come on Thursday, Mrs Imhof would like to go to the city while you are here, so somebody is with Gertrude. Dear Mamma, you can tell Aunt Annie and Aunt Emily and Grandpapa I sent my love on a long string from Glendale to 662 Driggs Avenue, Brooklyn NY and a bushel of kisses. I will close my letter with best regards to all, with lots of love and kisses to you, papa, and my dear little sister Lauretta. Hoping you are all well and happy as I am.


 


                         I remain your


                         loving son,


                         Henry.7





He saw his first naked woman at Glendale. Joey and Tony’s big sister Minnie slept in the same room as the boys, beneath a crucifix, and while she pretended to be asleep Henry and Joey would lift up the covers and take a good look at her. Hanging above the bed in which the boys slept was a reproduction of Leonardo’s The Last Supper which haunted his imagination and which, in a curious way, also mingled religion and sex. What puzzled him was the portrayal of the disciples in robes: why should men with beards be wearing dresses? Or if they were women in long dresses, why did they have beards?8 He might have asked Tony and Joey’s father, John Imhof, a watercolour painter who also made the stained-glass windows for the local churches, but he didn’t like to disturb him. The reverence with which his father spoke of this man as an ‘artist’ communicated itself to Henry, and set him on the road to his unquestioning acceptance in later life of the status of the artist as the highest type of human being. On their way to bed at night the three boys had to pass through John Imhof’s studio. Bent over his work by the light of a student lamp, he seemed hardly to be aware of their presence. Miller recalled that it gave him a ‘holy feeling’ to see Mr Imhof like that.


7


In 1905, the year that his grandfather Valentin Nieting died and the house passed into the possession of the Miller family, Henry left PS 85. He still felt that his roots were in Williamsburg and chose to continue his studies at the Eastern District High School on Wythe Avenue rather than locally.


But Williamsburg was not as he remembered it. Many of the two million emigrant Jews who arrived in New York between 1890 and 1914 had settled there, radically altering the nature of a community in which it had been possible, just a short time before, for a Jewish boy to know by sight every other Jewish boy in the area.9 At his new school he found himself isolated, along with about a dozen other gentiles, in the midst of a completely Jewish population. There were several waves of antisemitism throughout the 1890s and although Miller recalled that ‘there was no open conflict between the gentiles and the Jews’, there was little racial mixing between the boys. The teachers at the school were not Jews, and Miller and the other gentile pupils were generally favoured with good marks.


Some of the boys Miller met here remained his friends for life. One was the cynical, intelligent William Dewar. Another was Emil Schnellock, a boy who surprised and impressed Henry because he would draw for the love of drawing, not just because it was a time for the Art lesson. But the most decisive experiences of his schooldays commenced in his third year when, at the age of sixteen, he became infatuated with a girl named Jessie Cora Seward, the ‘Una Gifford’ to whom he would refer so frequently in his writings. Cora was thirteen years old and she lived with her mother and father and brother Edwin at 181 Devoe Street, just round the corner from the old house on Driggs Avenue. She was a pretty, Germanic-looking girl, with clean white teeth, golden hair and China-blue eyes.


Even for an adolescent passion, this was a strangely tormented affair. Cora was definitely interested in Henry and they could blush in each other’s presence. He danced with her when the occasion arose, and met her at student parties, where there would be games of Kiss the Pillow and Post Office. But their mutual shyness prevented them ever advancing beyond the most innocent pleasures. When they danced Miller was so tense he would stumble over his own feet, painfully reinforcing his mother’s view that he was a clumsy boy.


He impressed Cora and her friend Edith Mitchell when he sat down at the piano and played rags for them to sing along to, but somehow he could never capitalize on her admiration. Twice he took her to the theatre, and on one occasion presented her with a bunch of violets which got dropped in the dark and trodden on. The symbolic potential of this incident did not escape Henry, and on each of the many occasions in later life on which he wrote about it he made slight but significant alterations to the story. Sometimes he was the one who trod on the flowers, sometimes it was Cora. Certainly it must have been embarrassing and distressing when it actually happened.


Their intense and unresolved affair persisted for something like three years, and at the end of it all almost nothing had happened. Both families had telephones, but the two never rang each other. They exchanged occasional letters on their summer holidays, but they were newsy letters, not love letters. He wearied his friends with accounts of his torment, and finally even ritualized it with its own music (phonograph recordings of music by Cantor Sirota, Caruso and John McCormack) and its own ceremony (a long walk or a ride on the bike past Cora’s house on Devoe Street after the evening meal each day).


This prolonged and passionate stasis had a decisive effect on Henry. He believed that the reason he had failed to win the girl was because all along he had been too timid, too sensitive, too afraid of rejection, pain, ridicule and loss of face. The humiliation of not having dared to act remained one of the outstanding memories of his adolescence. It intensified as the years passed, and the realization grew of how easy it would have been to act, how it would have required no more than one moment of courage to overcome himself. One long-term effect of this was to make him for much of his adult life an over-realist in matters of sex, a man determined never again to be frozen in a sexual fetter. A more immediate effect was the resolve to avoid the mistake of ever again putting a woman on a pedestal.


Cora’s position on high, however, was established and unassailable. She became in time an ikon, part of the permanent display in his vast personal museum, perpetually reminding him of his innocence, his failure, his oversensitivity. In First Love, a brief memoir written in late middle-age, he recalled her:




In all the years which have since elapsed she remains the woman I loved and lost, the unattainable one. In her China-blue eyes, so cold and inviting, so round and mirror-like, I see myself forever and ever as the ridiculous man, the lonely soul, the wanderer, the restless frustrated artist, the man in love with love, always in search of the absolute, always seeking the unattainable. Behind the iron curtain her image remains fresh and vivid as of yore, and nothing, it seems, can tarnish it or cause it to fade away.10





It was a banal, adolescent affair; but one of Miller’s curious strengths was his refusal to recognize the concept of the banal. He saw the myth-making potential in everything, and allowed the affair to take on fantastic proportions in his mind. He remained faithful to what Cora symbolized for him, and at the age of 85 was still expecting to die with her name on his lips. ‘On the other hand,’ he wrote, ‘if she is still alive and I should chance to run into her one day, what a calamity!’11 He certainly persuaded a whole world of her enduring importance in his life: in 1978 a statue of ‘Cora Seward’ by one Hiro Shirai was solemnly deposited in the Henry Miller archives at the University of California in Los Angeles.
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Miller graduated second in his class at Eastern District High in 1909, by which time he had received a total of eight years schooling. His outstanding memory of these years was of the pleasure he took in reading Ivanhoe and Tennyson’s Idylls of the King. Apart from this, he claimed to have experienced nothing but anguish, despair and confusion. His German teacher, however, was sufficiently impressed by his achievements to encourage him to apply for a scholarship to Cornell University. He failed to get this and was instead matriculated as an Arts II student in the spring of 1909 at the City College in New York, where he took Latin, German, Physics, Gym and Chemistry.12


Henry had never had any ambition. As a small boy, he once said that he wanted to be a river pilot, like a friend of his father’s. To his surprise, his parents took the statement seriously and instead of just saying ‘Yes Henry’ they argued with him about it. On another occasion, at school, the teacher had gone round the class asking each pupil what he wanted to do when he left. The other boys surprised him by the seriousness and realism of their answers. When his own turn came he said the first thing that came into his head – that he wanted to be a travelling salesman. From the way his father had spoken about the drummers who came to buy and sell at his place of work, Henry had picked up an image of them as ‘wealthy vagabonds’. Another idea was to be a clown. Basically he hoped he would never have to make a choice, and that he could carry on going to school for the rest of his life.


The attempt to enter further education may have been no more than an expression of this vague desire. On the other hand, it may have been the serious expression of high ambition, in which case his failure to win the scholarship to Cornell would have wounded his pride. This was, after all, the street know-all, the top of the class, in Agnes Snyder’s words ‘the most brilliant scholar old 85 ever had – the ideal of all the teachers and the principal’. The failure to make a brilliant transition to the larger and more competitive academic world outside Brooklyn perhaps shocked and disappointed not only himself, but his mother and father too.


He left City College after one semester, disillusioned after an encounter with Spenser’s Faerie Queene, and feeling like an outsider among the College’s many Jewish students. Perhaps in leaving he was also rejecting a system which had rejected him. Miller was a man desperately anxious to prove himself, and the failure to get the scholarship to Cornell may partly account for the ferocious and desperate nature of the ambition he later displayed.


There was in any case something deeper than ambition in him: a desire to invent his own life and not simply take the one that was being sold to him. His father had just started up in his own business in partnership with Isaac Walker’s son in premises off 5th Avenue, but Miller resisted family pressure to join him in the garment trade. Instead he began work as a filing clerk at the Atlas Portland Cement Company at 30 Broad Street, for a wage of twenty-five dollars a month, fifty cents a day extra for overtime. It was dull work. Shortly after commencing there, however, he met a woman, and suddenly the dullness didn’t seem to matter so much. He was about to take the great nosedive into the world of physical sex.




Notes


1 ‘I did not belong to any environment’, letter to William Gordon, August 27th.


2 ‘a little boy’, My Life and Times, p202.


3 ‘talking without continuity or point’, Crazy Cock.


4 ‘whether good or bad’, Book of Friends, p56.


5 ‘heroism and puke, disease and medals,’ Saga of the Streets, p26.


6 ‘integrated picture of the whole subject,’ The Books In My Life, p180.


7 ‘your loving son, Henry,’ letter of March 28th 1899.


8 ‘why did they have beards?’ Hamlet Letters.


9) ‘every other Jewish boy in the area,’ Brooklyn is America by R.F. Weld, p105.


10 ‘cause it to fade away,’ Stand Still Like the Hummingbird, p46.


11 ‘what a calamity!’ The Book of Friends, p91.


12 ‘Chemistry.’ Letter to the author from senior registrar Thomas F. Jennings at City College, June 20th 1989.






















CHAPTER TWO


1909–1916


The widow and the tailor shop
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Henry had already had his first experience of sex by the time he met Pauline Chouteau, and a wretched one it was too. With another youth he had gone looking for excitement in the area known as the German Village, behind the Metropolitan Opera House, where they had been solicited by two prostitutes. By the end of the evening he had lost not only his virginity but his wallet, and picked up a mild case of gonorrhoea. This may have alarmed him, but in those days a dose of clap was considered a badge of manhood, and he was able to boast of the experience to his male colleagues at the office. He even repeated the experiment the following summer at a French brothel near the Herald Square Theatre.


Pauline was not a professional, however, and his relationship with her was the first serious sexual relationship of his life. To supplement his wage at the Atlas Portland Cement Company he had been giving piano lessons in the evening for 30 cents an hour, and Pauline was a friend of the mother of one of his pupils, a woman named Louise Ashley. Pauline, a thirty-two year old divorcee, lived on Sumpter, the same street as Louise, and was often at the house when Henry gave his lesson. He got into the habit of walking her home afterwards to her flat. To begin with it was Louise who flirted with him, but he didn’t welcome her advances because he was nervous of her lover, a tough black man named Edward Perry who ran a bicycle shop at 21 Sumpter and used to maintain Henry’s bike. Henry’s interest vanished completely after Pauline confided to him that Louise had syphilis.


Pauline was born in Phoebus, Virginia, in 1877. At the age of seventeen she gave birth to an illegitimate son, George, whom she took with her when she moved to New York. George adopted the name Wilson, after his father, and his mother also used the name occasionally. Later she had a liaison with an army bandsman named Chouteau, and after this broke up she continued to call herself Chouteau – pronouncing it ‘Shooter’ – though it seems even her lover’s use of the name was informal: the Chouteau family is prominent in St Louis, Missouri, and its thorough genealogical records contain no reference either to her or her army bandsman. A suggested explanation is that it was at one time common practice among working-class people to assume names with an aristocratic ring to them.*


To Henry, Pauline seemed a beautiful woman, with a ‘sad, wistful beauty, like a thing that had been used too roughly’1 and large, sorrowful eyes which he called ‘Armenian eyes’. She was a stylish dresser and Henry was proud to be seen in her company. They began going out together, to the cinema and the theatre, for walks in the Botanic Garden, then on day trips to Coney Island to hear the bandstand concerts in Luna Park. For a while their relationship was that of companions; the fifteen-year difference in age between them seemed to Henry to preclude sex, and in the event it was Pauline who seduced him. The experience gave him a shock and his first reaction was that there must be no repetition.2 There were immediate repetitions, however, and before he quite knew what had happened they were a couple.


Henry was not a particularly handsome youth, but his face was sensual, with large lips and a strong, broad nose, and he had an attractive, rumbling voice. He was also friendly and cheerful, a sympathetic listener and, in virtue of his enthusiasm for cycling and sports, fit and strong. To the divorced and lonely Pauline he seemed to have a great deal to offer, and she gave herself freely to him. She had no other lovers, and he was in the first flush of youth. As he recalled later: ‘We were both hungry for it. We fucked our heads off.’


Apart from themselves, no one was pleased at this turn of events. Louise Miller in particular was hostile to the relationship. She may not have liked it much when her son grew up and began showing an interest in other women, but Cora Seward had at least been young, and Germanic, and if Henry had ever managed to marry her, Louise would soon have got used to the idea. Pauline, however, with her grown-up son, and a best friend who lived with a black man, was a wholly unacceptable proposition.


The affair also opened up a gap between Henry and his friends. After leaving school, a dozen or so boys had banded together in a group which they called the Xerxes Society. This was really only a more formal continuation of an earlier gang known as the Deep Thinkers, in sly honour of the silent and rather stupid youth whom they had elected as their president. The Xerxes Society had its own badge and ritual handshake; but the name probably had more to do with a pun on ‘exercises’ than the legendary King of Persia, for the whole enterprise was only marginally more serious than the Deep Thinkers. The boys organized dances, went cycling together, attended wrestling matches at Coney Island, as well as boxing matches, or ‘theatrical entertainments’ as they were then legally known. They also followed the other major sporting events of the day like the six-day bike races at Madison Square Gardens. Now and then Henry tried to introduce an intellectual side to their activities, such as debates on religious and social issues, but without much luck. For most of them, the main idea was just to meet girls. They were a fairly conservative bunch of boys, and they expressed open disapproval when Henry presently took up with someone who was so very much more than a girl. Though Henry remained close to a couple of them – William Dewar and George Wright – he was drifting away from his other boyhood friends, and the affair with Pauline gave him his first real taste of being an outsider.


Henry and Pauline did have some supporters as a couple. Henry greatly admired an athletic youth named Ray Wetzler who worked with him at the cement company, and invited him to one of the dances organized by the Xerxes Society. Pauline was with him that night, and he was flattered when Ray Wetzler congratulated him at work next day on his taste in women. Another admirer was a man named Lou Considine who lived downstairs from Pauline on Sumpter. Considine was a middle-aged man to whom she must have seemed young, and he always treated her with deference and courtesy. Henry had begun spending a lot of time at Pauline’s flat, where he took over some of her caretaking duties like putting out the rubbish, raking the boiler and carrying out the ash cans in the morning, and he struck up a good relationship with Considine. They talked about books and writers, and played chess together. Considine fulfilled a role as intellectual mentor which Henry’s own father was unable to play. ‘My Guide’, he called him once, ‘my Comforter, my Bright Green Wind’.3


Pauline was an uneducated woman, a gentle and undemanding companion, and their domestic life on evenings together at Sumpter had a peace and an ease which Miller’s problems with women later in life led him to recall with wistful fondness. However, for all their good times together, Henry never quite managed to shake off the deep mood of uncertainty in which he had entered the relationship. The violence of his sexual feelings was, to begin with, overwhelming, shaming and frightening. It is unlikely that he received any kind of sexual education from his drunken father and his cold mother, and he was an easy prey to contemporary theories about sexual emission being debilitating for young men. For a while he tried to shame himself into moderation by making a note in his diary each time he and Pauline made love, but it was always too often, and he soon abandoned the check in alarm and disgust.


Instead he practised a driven athleticism with which he hoped to counteract the ill-effects of his sex life. He rose early each morning and cycled the six miles from Prospect Park to Coney Island, and sometimes took a swim in the sea before riding home again. Regularly every evening he went through the routines devised by Eugene Sandow, the leading professional Hercules of the period, in his physical fitness course. Henry was an energetic youth, however, and it took a lot to tire him out.


Other aspects of the relationship disturbed him. He felt that in becoming the lover of a woman, particularly an older woman, he had automatically assumed a binding moral responsibility towards her. Yet as soon as the pleasures of sex became commonplace, he found himself tormented by the age difference between them. He would double their years and visualise himself in his mid thirties, with Pauline approaching fifty. All the small, close-up signs of age he saw in her reminded him constantly of the problem. Her hair had once been red. Now she used peroxide on it and the sight of the discoloured roots, and of the tiny wrinkles around her eyes, was depressing and shaming. An early association between death and sex arose in him, and in speaking of her to his friends he began referring to her as ‘the widow’.


His job as a filing clerk was tedious, and Pauline’s lack of intellectual curiosity began to bore him too. He always took something to read with him as he rode the elevated line from Brooklyn Bridge over to the financial district – Carlyle’s Heroes and Hero-Worship maybe, or one of the little literary magazines like The Dail, Simplicissimus or The Little Review – but even at work there was no-one with whom to share his interests. He enjoyed the company of the other workers in the Broad Street office, but it was the same sort of horse-play he shared with the Xerxes boys.


What made everything worse was that his romantic longing for Cora Seward continued unabated, heightened even. She was a guest at his twenty-first birthday party at 622 Decatur Street on December 26th 1912, and as Louise Miller was in charge of the arrangements it is reasonable to suppose that Pauline was not. The guests drank punch, and Henry danced with Cora. His parents gave him a meerschaum pipe as a present which might have made him look old and mature but could not make him feel that way. Later he recalled his twenty-first year as one of the least enjoyable of his life.


His great problem was that he still had no idea what he wanted to do with his life. Idling on a bench in Union Square one day, his eye fell on an advertisement for the services of a phrenologist. He went along and paid a dollar to have the bumps on his head felt and be told that he had all the makings of an architect, or maybe a good corporation lawyer.4 It wasn’t really what he wanted to hear. He was looking around for ways to escape Pauline and thought of becoming a student again. He discussed the idea with his parents and they agreed to provide him with enough money to enrol at Cornell. He took the money but never went, hiding out at Pauline’s house and frittering it away. When he finally plucked up the courage to go back home again, with the money all gone, his mother only said: ‘I know all about it, Henry. We won’t talk about it.’ At last, in the spring of 1913, he stirred himself enough to make the break.
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In his essays and autobiographical novels Miller often told the same story at least twice, though rarely in the same way. A feature of his literary reminiscing is the ease with which he switches between the parallel universes of his past to provide superficially quite different sets of motives to account for the same course of action. He can work hard to convince his readers that the reason he went to California in 1913 was to try to start a new life for himself and Pauline, away from everyone who knew them in New York, and that he intended to send for her to join him once he had found the right place; on another page and in another book he can turn around and tell the story from a completely different angle that makes it appear to have had little to do with Pauline at all. Though in the end the different reasons usually connect somewhere along the line, this approach to autobiography has a way of making his life seem like an ever-changing hypothesis, a draft for a novel which is under continual revision and which might possibly be available in a final version one day – if the author can finally make up his mind what happened and why – but it probably won’t be.


Though his primary reason for leaving New York for California in the spring of 1913 must indeed have been to escape the relationship with Pauline, he entertained with great seriousness a whole set of other motives only very indirectly connected with his love-affair. These constitute the first real signs of the spiritual quest which was to preoccupy him for the remainder of his life, a driven but formless pursuit of religion revealing the many striking links between the turn of the century zeitgeist which shaped his search, and the eclectic ‘New Age’ phenomena of the late twentieth century.


His mentor in this field was a youth named Bob Challacombe, the half-brother of Henry’s Xerxes companion, William Dewar. The two brothers had been separated shortly after Bob’s birth, and he had been raised in California. They were different types, William a worldly youth, clever and cynical and good with girls, his brother more interested in the spiritual side of life. There was some uncertainty about who Bob’s real father was, and he arrived in New York from California in 1912, and lived with Dewar and his family for a while to try to solve the riddle. Dewar had no time for his half-brother. He called him a ‘real skin-flint’ who ‘talked on a superior plane’, but Henry liked him at once. He found the quest for the ‘real father’ pleasingly exotic, and in his disappointment with his own father’s averageness and unintellectuality probably identified with it. Soon he considered Bob ‘a fellow that next to myself I like better than anyone in this wide world’.5


Henry’s attendance at Sunday School as a small boy had been largely a social matter, something that gave him the chance to thud on a drum in the Boy’s Brigade. Since his family was not religious, he grew up with no focus for his strong religious instincts. It made him an easy target for some of the many eccentric philosophical cults which flourished around the turn of the century. The Christian Scientists and the New Thoughters were among the most successful of these, both profiting from an atmosphere of hostility to Calvinism and Rationalism. Old Thought was pessimistic, dwelling on sin, pain and suffering and offering the darkly stoical view of life Henry associated with his mother. New Thought associated itself with the idea of light, assumed the goodness of the natural man, and insisted that human beings had the capacity to transcend their own limitations. There were numerous other movements besides these, including – especially after Freud’s visit to the United States in 1909 – the first stirrings of interest in psychoanalysis, which later picked up many converts from among the New Thoughters; Elwood Worcester’s Emanuel Movement had also attracted many adherents with its combination of scientific medical theory and religious ritual. One of the most popular of the cults was the Theosophical Society, founded in New York in 1875 by Madame Blavatsky and Colonel H.S. Olcott to promote Madame Blavatsky’s detailed revelations of the septenary structure of the universe, and the presence in Tibet of a secret brotherhood of Mahatmas who concerned themselves with the spiritual development of individuals in search of personal experience of the divine.


Bob Challacombe had much to tell Henry about these movements. Back home in California he had been a member of the local branch of the Theosophical Society at Point Loma. Latterly, however, he had developed an enthusiasm for the teaching of a former Evangelist preacher named Benjamin Fay Mills, who had left the orthodox church in 1897 on account of his liberal views to found a new religious organization which he called the ‘Los Angeles Fellowship’. Between 1903 and 1915, Mills travelled the United States delivering lectures on philosophy, psychology and sociology designed to promote the work of the Fellowship. When he arrived in New York in 1912, Challacombe took Henry along to hear him.


Henry was deeply impressed by Mills, but the full course of lectures was more than he could afford. Mills was moved by his enthusiasm, however, and agreed to let Henry attend the lectures free if he would pass the plate at the end of each session. Later Miller recognized that these lectures were ‘probably very bad’, but that what Mills had to offer was ‘the only thing of its nature obtainable in my American environment’.6 ‘I clutched at him as a drowning man clutches at a straw,’ he wrote. ‘I needed the interior serenity and poise which he gave me to fight my sexual battle.’ Henry felt that through Mills he ‘recognized for the first time the mystic side of my nature’.7


Challacombe came along at just the right time for Henry. Under the influence of Stanley Borowski he had been going through a dispiriting phase of ‘passionate atheism’. By kindling his instincts for mysticism, Challacombe was the first to show him that the way to escape the banality and many of the unpleasant responsibilities of everyday life was by dramatizing and elevating personal conflicts to a higher plane. Between them, Challacombe and Mills put the business with Pauline on an idealistic footing. ‘Their reasons are in accord with my own,’ Henry wrote later. ‘They do not represent my motives as selfish, but as the highest good, and such-like. I require the right, the justificatory motive. And they supply it.’8 A passage in Miller’s autobiographical novel, Tropic of Capricorn, suggests that Henry and Bob Challacombe even planned and discussed Henry’s trip west as a spiritual rite of passage. Miller recalls how, stranded and homesick in an Arizona desert town, he began to address his thoughts to Challacombe (‘Roy Hamilton’) back home in Brooklyn:




I feel so terribly deceived and I begin to weep. It is dark now and I stand at the end of a street, where the desert begins, and I weep like a fool. Which me is this weeping? Why it is the new little me which had begun to germinate back in Brooklyn and which is now in the midst of a vast desert and doomed to perish. Now, Roy Hamilton, I need you! I need you for one moment, just one little moment, while I am falling apart. I need you because I was not quite ready to do what I have done. And do I not remember your telling me that it was unnecessary to make the trip, but to do it if I must?9





Discussing the incident elsewhere, however, Miller played down the spiritual aspect and claimed that he had travelled west on the advice of an oculist who assured him that the outdoor life in a warm climate would relieve him of the need to wear glasses for the rest of his life; and to a French biographer he stressed the decisive rôle played in his decision by his encounter with Teddy Roosevelt’s enormously popular book The Strenuous Life which promoted an ideal of rugged asceticism to young American males. Whatever the relative importance of these factors on his plans, the quest aspect of the trip loomed large in Henry’s mind at the outset, and he chose the Los Angeles area as his destination because Fay Mills had a brother there whom he intended to visit. Somewhere along the line, however, this seems to have faded out, to be replaced by a concentration on a more Jack London-like approach, and soon after arriving in California he found himself working on a cattle ranch outside San Pedro. This proved to be the first of several such casual jobs.


Most of his time was spent on a lemon grove in Otay, near Chula Vista, where he was given the job of collecting the branches pruned from the lemon trees, loading them onto a sled pulled by a jackass, then burning them all in a big pile. One of his tasks was to curry-comb the asses in the morning. It was hardly more exciting than the office job at Atlas, and he disliked it intensely. His eyebrows were singed, his lips cracked, and his office-worker’s hands were torn and cut by the branches.10


He might perhaps have been bullied by the other men, but his naivety and friendly openness saved him. Instead they made a pet of him, encouraging him to entertain them with tall stories about New York, the subways, skyscrapers, nightclubs and women. He was not his mother’s Little Henry here, nor his Pauline’s ‘Harry’, nor Sunny Jim, which his father called him in honour of the athletic boy who leapt the fence on the front of the Force Flakes cereal packets. After the fashion of work-gangs everywhere, he was known simply as ‘Yorkie’, from his place of origin. ‘I was such a city boy,’ he recalled, ‘a sissy compared with all those other men. But you know they treated me very well. They could have been a mean bunch of guys but they took a liking to me.’11


He could never remember himself how long the stay lasted and once suggested six months, which may have been a generous estimate. He felt homesick, missed Pauline, and wrote long letters telling her he wished he was back in her arms. Soon he was looking round for a way to leave and return to Brooklyn without losing face among his workmates. The chance came in an unexpected way.


His stay on the West Coast coincided with the height of a violent debate in the area on the subject of freedom of speech. Nearby San Diego in particular had developed a tradition that allowed considerable freedom in public speaking, and socialists, anarchists and the militant trade-unionists of the IWW often held open-air meetings there. In a wave of fear inspired by the revolutionary oratory of some of these speakers, a backlash developed, and the local authorities passed resolutions which put severe limitations on freedom of speech. A series of deliberate breaches of the new ruling were arranged, and in the rioting that followed eighty-four radicals were thrown into jail. Vigilante mobs ruled the streets. It was against the background of this atmosphere that Henry and a friend from the citrus grove named Bill Parr travelled to San Diego one day with the intention of visiting a Mexican whorehouse. On the way they passed a poster advertising a lecture on European literature to be delivered in town by the anarchist Emma Goldman. Henry decided he would rather hear her speak than go to the whorehouse, and he and Bill Parr went their separate ways.12


The lecture had a salutary effect on him, and afterwards he went forward to greet Emma’s consort, Ben Reitman, from whom he bought two books, Nietzsche’s Anti-Christ and Max Stirner’s The Ego and His Own. On account of the dangerous atmosphere in the area, Reitman cross-examined Henry carefully before letting him have the books, fearing that he might be an agent provocateur. Here was further proof for Henry of the explosive social power of the word, written or spoken. On his way back to camp he thought hard about his life, and suddenly it dawned on him that he was not a cowboy and a plain man at all, but a reader of books, a thinker, a discusser, a complex and pleasingly-corrupted big-city boy, and he made up his mind to go home at once. Shamelessly anxious for the good opinion of others – though it is hard to imagine that the labourers in the lemon grove cared one way or another why the branch-burner was leaving – he gave instructions in one of his letters to Pauline that she was to send him a telegram in his father’s name saying that his mother was dying and he was to come home at once.


This was Henry’s own account of how his West Coast adventure came to an end in 1913. He was so open about his fabulating that to mention it seems almost pedantic, but Emma Goldman did not lecture in San Diego that year. She and Ben Reitman were in town but there was a riot and she was prevented from speaking by vigilantes. Though she tried again in May the following year, it was not until 1915 that she was finally able to deliver her long-postponed lecture on Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People. In a letter to a friend in April 1939 Miller referred to Stirner’s book as ‘the book that set me off years ago, when I was in California –the book I bought from Emma Goldman at a lecture in San Pedro or San Diego’. Certainly he had a strong streak of solipsism in him, but surely not so strong that he would have failed to notice a riot going on around him. Clearly, San Pedro was the venue. Maybe he got mixed up, or maybe he was lying. Lying came easily to him, as the telegram hoax shows. Hearing Emma Goldman lecture undoubtedly had a great effect on him, and his instincts as a mythmaker would be to make as much out of the occasion as possible. This whole California episode of his life is steeped in the kind of woozy imprecision in which he thrived as an autobiographer, and if he says it all began one day when he was on his way to a whorehouse with a cowboy named Bill Parr from Butte, Montana, then the best we can do is nod our heads and wait to hear the next instalment.


4


Pauline was pleased and perhaps not too surprised to see her Harry back again. She gave him a ‘hot welcome’,13 though he had to do his flies up quickly when her lodger, Tex the motorman, walked into the room unannounced. When the initial relief at being back on home ground was over, however, Henry had to face the fact that, after his failure to start an affair with Cora, his inability to end one with Pauline constituted a second decisive defeat in love, and the cause of his defeat was once again his own lack of decision and passivity. In a mood of perverse and preposterous irritation he thereupon ‘surrendered to Pauline completely, convinced that it was hopeless to evade my destiny’:14




Nothing matters now, nothing but to live out this relationship which appears a hopeless enigma. I become in the eyes of those about me a saint and a martyr. I became at once extraordinarily good and extraordinarily satanic. I feel justified in doing anything, be it evil or good … I turn my strength into spiritual conquests.15





This new kind of fetter in which he was held was his first experience of the combination of sex and guilt. Pauline had been a wonderful mistress to him, and through her he had been spared many of the farcical and unhappy mishaps that adolescent boys often have to endure before they are able to relax and enjoy their sex-lives. She was an open and natural woman, able to laugh and have fun without indulging in neurotic problems. But it was sex, not love; and company, not friendship. Worst of all, he felt sorry for her. Her son George had contracted tuberculosis, and as part of his saintliness Henry got himself into debt in order to help Pauline meet her medical expenses. Desperately anxious to avoid hurting her, he harmed them both by staying with her out of pity, knowing all the while that by his own standards of intense romanticism he was betraying love.


By the time he returned from California, Cora Seward was married. He met her once in the street and she invited him in to look around her new home. The apartment turned out to be in a block just behind Pauline’s – he could see Pauline’s flat from her windows. As they came to the bedroom, Cora pointed to the big double bed and in foolish embarrassment said ‘This is where we sleep’. ‘With these words’, he wrote, ‘it was as if an iron curtain fell between us.’16


Miller comforted himself by looking from the window of Pauline’s flat across to Cora’s, soulful and remote, puzzling Pauline, who can have had no idea of the intensity of his feelings for Cora. She became pregnant with his child, and while they were still working on the difficult and dangerous business of finding a doctor willing to carry out an abortion, Henry took her to hear a concert at Luna Park. Quite by chance Cora was there too. The thought of what she might think if she saw Henry walking hand in hand with his pregnant ‘older woman’ humiliated him, and he tried, unsuccessfully and ungallantly, to smuggle Pauline away before Cora could catch sight of them. Cora was the dream, Pauline the reality, ‘the other one’, the succubus:




Meanwhile the other one is waiting. I can see her again as she sat on the low stoop waiting for me, her eyes large and dolorous, her face pale and trembling with eagerness. Pity I always thought it was that brought me back, but now as I walk towards her and see the look in her eyes I don’t know any more what it is, only that we will go inside and lie together and she will get up half-weeping, half-laughing, and she will grow very silent and watch me, study me as I move about, and never ask what is torturing me, never, never, because that is the one thing she fears, the one thing she dreads to know. I don’t love you! Can’t she hear me screaming it? I don’t love you! Over and over I yell it, with lips tight, with hatred in my heart, with despair, with hopeless rage. But the words never leave my lips. I look at her and I am tongue-tied. I can’t do it….17





Yet already Miller seems to have discovered the trick of detaching himself from his misery and deriving a masochistic enjoyment from his suffering, watching himself as he looked forlornly across the yards to Cora’s windows, thinking of himself as romantic and soulful, like the hero of a tragic love-story. His campaign of ‘spiritual conquests’ had also provided him with a number of ways of cutting himself off from Pauline on their evenings together. He rented a cheap upright piano which he kept at her flat and practised on it for hours, hoping and dreaming that he might one day become good enough to be a concert pianist. He buried himself in chess problems, and became ever more deeply involved with the world of books. ‘What good is all that reading going to do you?’ Pauline would ask, and he would shake his head and reply, ‘I don’t know. I just like to read.’
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In his twenty-third year, Henry was coming under increasing pressure from his family to settle down and join his father’s firm on a full-time basis. He still had not the slightest idea what he really wanted to do, but he was fairly certain he did not want to be a tailor. Finding himself forced to make a decision he acted impulsively and put his name down for a four-year course at Watson L. Savage’s newly-opened School for Physical Education on Columbus Circle, with the aim of becoming a qualified gymnasium instructor. There was a logic in this, given his interest in sport and the regime of physical culture he had been following since his adolescence, but as events turned out he was no more fated to be a gym teacher than he was a cowboy. The factor which decided his future for him was the ever-declining relationship between his mother and father.


One of the reasons he spent so much time at Pauline’s was that her company was in many ways the lesser of two evils. The atmosphere at home at Decatur Street was bad. His father was not thriving under the pressures of running his own business, and his social drinking with clients, potential clients and friends had got out of hand. He regularly came home drunk, and he and Louise indulged in frequent and degrading brawls in front of their children.18 Sometimes Henry would have to separate them physically. One night his father came home drunk with a friend and insisted that his friend be allowed to stay overnight. Louise was furious, and Henry never forgot the sight of their visitor on his knees to her in the morning, begging her for a forgiveness she would not grant. On another occasion the couple began to row as they were doing the washing-up together. Suddenly his mother slapped his father hard across the face with her wet hand. Henry senior responded calmly, telling Louise that he would leave her if she ever did it again.


At night, as Henry lay in his hall bedroom, he would hear his mother threatening to kill her husband because of his drinking; and when Henry senior stayed out until the small hours Louise would wake her son and tell him to call the police to go out looking for him. Henry survived these dispiriting scenes, but at the time, and for some years afterwards, he suffered from a nervous disorder which constricted his throat at meal times and caused him to feel that the was choking on his food. He did what he could to bring his parents together, and on their wedding anniversary each year treated them to a piano recital, playing popular favourites such as The Orange Blossom Waltz, The Midnight Fire Alarm, The Burning of Rome, Poet and Peasant and The Chariot Race. On their Silver Wedding Day he bought them a recording of John McCormack’s Mother Macree; but such moments of shared enjoyment in the family were rare.


As he got older, Henry saw his father’s drinking as the retreat of a warm-hearted, generous and easy-going soul from the nagging of a pushing and joyless wife. At the time, however, his sympathies were with Louise, and he seems to have shared the weary contempt in which she held his father. Once Henry senior caught his son reading Balzac’s The Wild Ass’ Skin, and misunderstanding the allusion to an ‘ass’ confiscated the book. Later in life Henry had a connoisseur’s affectionate appreciation for such mistakes, and as his anti-intellectualism grew he might even have wished himself capable of them; but as a young man it made him wince. In certain moods of disgusted despair it seemed to him that the best for all concerned would be for his father to kill himself and leave his insurance money to Louise. Lauretta, who was mimetic in her feeble-mindedness, also sided with her mother.


Things might have been different had the business at 5 West 31st Street been a success, but despite occasional periods of relative prosperity, such as that in 1912 which had provided the money for Henry’s abortive attempt to go to Cornell, the business struggled all the way. A number of times Louise had to dip into her own savings to help the firm out, and it was obvious that unless something was done both father and firm would soon go under.


Guilt had become, by default, the most powerful motive force in Henry’s life. Louise knew this, and she knew that the accumulating failures of her son’s adolescence gave her a powerful emotional lever to use on him. After the City College fiasco there was the Cornell fiasco, his subsequent poor work record, his absurd attempt to leave home, and above all his craven relationship with a divorced woman in her late thirties. On the unpromising grounds that in making love to Pauline he had assumed ‘a tremendous moral obligation towards her’ and was ‘guilty of violation and must pay the penalty’,19 he had once told his mother he intended to marry her. At this Louise ‘blazed forth with incredible violence, taking the carving knife and actually threatening to kill me’, according to one of several descriptions of the incident he later recorded. Under the circumstances it was hard for Henry to resist when Louise began to exert real pressure on him to forget about becoming a gymnasium instructor and to begin full-time work at the tailor-shop, addressing himself seriously to the task of fulfilling his destiny as his father’s successor in the business. She framed her appeal with care, avoiding undue concentration on her own – and his father’s – wishes in the matter, focussing instead on the intimate problem of his father’s drunkenness: there were now periods when Henry senior was drunk for days on end, so drunk that he was not always able to find his way back to the office after lunch.


Put like that, it was Henry’s clear duty to save his father from himself, and after just two months at the Savage School he abandoned the course and agreed to join the firm and become a tailor. His parents were delighted. Straightaway his father had the stationery printed: Henry Miller and Son, Tailors and Importers, Madison Square 1199, 5 West 31st Street. In the top right-hand corner was the legend ‘Opposite Hotel Wolcott’, whose bar was the cause of so much of the trouble.
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The garment industry in New York had been through many changes since the emergence of high-class tailoring as a profession after the Civil War. The years immediately following the Civil War had seen the establishment of a number of small businesses in New York, most of them run by German immigrants, catering to a small but wealthy clientèle. By the 1880s and 1890s these businesses were just becoming established when Jewish refugees from Eastern Europe and Russia began arriving in New York in large numbers. Many of the new arrivals were people with the same traditions in clothes-making as the Germans, and the subsequent competition led to a restructuring of the industry. After the turn of the century a typical tailor’s shop might consist of a group of five or six tailors working under the same roof in a loose alliance in which each preserved their individuality and kept their own list of customers while employing the same pool of journeyman tailors. This was the arrangement at Henry Miller senior’s shop. He shared it with five other tailors – a Frenchman named Wemlinger, Rente, Metz and Erwin the Germans, and an American named Chase. The boss-tailor might have the status, but it was often the case that the journeyman tailors earned more money than their employers, and with the exception of Metz, the Millers’ great rival, none of the bosses in the shop were affluent.


Henry was already familiar with many aspects of his new life. As a young child he used to spend hours watching his grandfather Nieting dreamily pressing the seams of suits and coats with a hot iron in the house on Driggs Avenue. Sometimes, for fun, he used to cut out paper patterns of suits which he would lay on his father’s bed as a surprise for him when he came home from work. In the days before drinking took the upper hand, his father would set up a big cutting-board down in the coal cellar at home, and work on after dinner in the evening. When the family went on summer holidays together they travelled only as far as Rockaway Beach so that his father could continue to commute to work. Later, as a boy of twelve or fourteen, Henry junior would be sent out with packages of clothes to deliver on Saturdays.


His duties now – apart from expanding his knowledge of the world of alpaca sleeve linings, soft-rolled lapels, bastings, vicunas, flap pockets, silk waistcoats and braided cutaways–included familiarizing himself with the accounting, selling and social side of the business. One of his regular tasks was to try to claim on outstanding bills. Another, which he seems to have hit upon himself, was to drum up trade by going from door to door locally with a package of samples to display to prospective customers. He would try his luck at, among other places, the American Express, and the Woolworth Building on Broadway. Since an important part of his later career as a writer involved the difficult business of selling his personality, this was a useful first experience of persuading people to buy something they did not actually realize they wanted, as well as providing valuable insights into the special pleasures of being rebuffed and rejected. His line of approach was pleasingly naive: he would simply go up to prospective customers and ask if they were interested in clothes. An elderly gentleman surprised him one day by replying: ‘Why yes, seeing as I’m obliged to wear them.’


As anticipated, much of his time was spent in the business of minding his father. Henry senior would generally stroll over the road to the bar of the Wolcott at about ten in the morning, easing along until it was time for lunch at about twelve. The meal itself might last until four or five in the afternoon, and then it was back to the shop in time to switch out the lights. If his father were too drunk, or had wandered too far from the Wolcott, Henry would have to go out to look for him. Often they lunched together. Henry senior wanted his son to grow up and take over the business, and he would invite Henry to join him and his cronies at the Wolcott so that he would get the hang of the social side of the life. Understandably, however, Miller was practically teetotal at the time, and though he enjoyed the food at the Wolcott he never drank anything but water with it.


What hurt him most was the humiliation his father suffered because of his drinking, and the way in which this humiliation reflected on him. It pained him to be at the shop with the cutter and the workers from the busheling room at the back, where the suits were finished and pressed, when his father turned up at the end of another quiet day in his dirty straw hat, drunkenly informal, friendly, vacuous, wiping his moustache, ‘nonchalant-like, reckless, devil may care, in his little boss-tailor way’,20 and to have to listen as he called up a few of his customers on the phone, speaking to them with the ‘slightly defective lisp of the half-drunk man’.


One of their oldest and best customers was a lawyer named Corbett. Corbett knew that young Henry could not serve him properly, and he disliked Jews so intensely that he refused to be measured by Berg the cutter either. Instead he would humiliate Henry by obliging him to telephone the bar at the Wolcott with instructions for his father to return to the office immediately. On one occasion, after a French salesman in a bar called his father a drunken bum, Henry’s self-control cracked.21 He attacked the man and nearly throttled him before he was pulled away by others in the bar.


The humiliations he suffered on account of his father’s drinking took root in Henry. It was a period of ‘bitter estrangement’ between father and son during which they ‘communicated in monosyllables’. He felt that he had become a martyr for his mother’s sake, having ‘sacrificed my whole career to make her happy, to protect her from my father whose life is destroying her’.22 Soon he developed ways of compensating for the disappointments and frustrations of his life. When he got sick of watching his father kowtow to rich customers, and of thinking of Pauline and how he could never escape her, he would relieve himself by writing long, ‘sarcastic, vituperative letters, just this side of libel’ to send to the firm’s most hopeless debtors. Later he added the refinement of mysterious and threatening telegrams which were despatched for delivery to the victims at midnight. The ploy illuminates a harsh, ruthless side of his personality, the feeling that someone – anyone – had to pay for the suffering he underwent, for the fact that life seemed nothing but a senseless and cruel farce. Clearly he had a natural talent for violent, abusive language; but no writer really likes to acknowledge such a talent in his youth, and for many years he resisted the evidence of these dunning letters of his.
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Almost in spite of himself, however, Henry enjoyed his time at the tailor-shop. These were the years of his real education, after the disappointments of school and college. One of his finest pieces of writing is the descriptive essay The Tailor Shop, which conveys wonderfully the club-like atmosphere that could overtake the place when the raconteurs among the visiting cloth salesman got going with their stories and jokes. One of Henry’s favourites among these was a man he calls Fred Pattee whose skill in using irony to sabotage the defeats and futilities of everyday life he greatly admired. Pattee was a literate and cultured man who had acquired a taste for Heine and Schubert without losing his respect for the humour and mystery of the fart, and from characters like this he learnt that there was more to culture than just a refined accent and good manners.


He also derived pleasure and stimulation from the company of Chaimowitz, Bunchek and Rubin, who worked in the busheling room, and especially of Berg the cutter, a sympathetic Jewish immigrant who graciously listened to the youth’s accounts of his latest reading adventures – Nietzsche, Herbert Spencer, Grant Allen, Henri Bergson’s Creative Evolution – and in return broadened Henry’s horizon with tales from the ghettos of his native Poland and the folklore of the Jewish people. One of the busheling room workers was an opera fan who would sing selections from Pagliacci or Boris Godunov when in the mood. Miller, who combined in equal parts the gifts of enthusiasm and overstatement, recalled that this man had ‘probably a greater voice than Caruso’. It was from these workers that he developed his taste for the passionate melancholy of Jewish music, and in particular the singing of the cantor Gerson Sirota.23


The tailor-shop was situated not far from the theatre district, and many of its customers were well-known figures from the world of acting. Henry’s father developed drinking friendships with several of them, and was flattered by the company of a Brooklyn legend like Corse Payton – a man who rejoiced in the title ‘America’s Best Bad Actor’ – the elegant matinée idol Julian L’Estrange and John Barrymore senior, already a well-known stage performer on the verge of a long and successful career in films. Henry shared his father’s fascination with the famous and was proud of the fact that he had a nodding acquaintance with other contemporary ‘names’ who patronized the shop, even if they were not always customers of Henry Miller and Son. The dramatist, actor and producer David Belasco was one of Erwin’s clients, but he allowed Henry to help him on and off with his trousers; another well-known patron was the artist Boardman Robinson, then a cartoonist for the Greenwich Village magazine The Masses.


Some customers were of practical use to Henry. Through a photographer named Pach who had connections with the Metropolitan Opera he was able to get free admittance to concerts there and at Carnegie Hall, and heard recitals by some of the greatest names among contemporary piano virtuosi, artists like Paderewski, Alfred Cortot, and Prokofiev. Though he still vaguely entertained hopes of becoming a concert pianist himself one day, literature was playing an increasingly important rôle in his life. He had read a couple of books about pianos, including Montagu O’Reilly‘s two curious titles Pianos of Sympathy and Who Has Been Tampering with These Pianos?, but was getting at least as much out of the serious works of some of his American contemporaries and near-contemporaries like Waldo Frank, Theodore Dreiser, Jack London and Frank Norris. Further, his horizon had been dramatically extended by his encounter with Emma Goldman to include the outstanding writers in modern European literature. Though he does not list it in The Books In My Life, he seems to have read her book The Social Significance of Modern Drama, published in Boston in 1914, and used it as a reference book and guide during this period of his life. Here he came across discussions of the work and thought of Ibsen, Strindberg, Sudermann, Hauptmann, Wedekind, Maeterlinck, Rostand, Brieux, Shaw, Galsworthy, Yeats, Tolstoy, Chekhov, Gorky and Andreyev.


The political and philosophical slant Goldman gave to her promotion of all literature communicated itself to Henry, and is perhaps one reason why literature and philosophy never became clearly distinct branches of letters for him. Above all, perhaps, it accounts for his enthusiasm for anarchism. On the recommendation of her writings and lectures (she lectured frequently in New York during this period) he discovered the idealism of Peter Kropotkin. Kropotkin’s theory that a viable social order will emerge of its own accord if people are left alone to do as they wish, follow their nature and discover what truly pleases them is an expression of substantially the same kind of limitless faith in human nature that Miller was to promote throughout his writing life. He also read Bakunin and the Bostonian Benjamin J.Tucker, editor of the weekly Liberty, the most influential voice in individual anarchism in the United States at the time, was another source of inspiration. Along with the vaguely oriental mysticism of Madame Blavatsky to which Challacombe had introduced him, Henry’s readings in anarchism were a decisive formative influence during these years.


Henry read indiscriminately and widely during his adolescence; even so, one suspects him of exaggerating his precocity. Excluding the field of sex, there is no area in which we are quite so free to lie as in boasting of our prowess as readers, and Henry took full advantage of the ultimate inscrutability of both the sex-life and the reading life in creating his myth of himself. The tendency is evident in an interview he gave late in life to a French journalist in which he not only claimed to have read the Tao Te Ching of Lao Tzu at the tender age of seventeen, but in doing so specifically asked his interviewer to be astonished: ‘In Brooklyn, I ask you! It’s incredible. Me reading Lao Tzu in the middle of that crazy family!’24 The precocity is belied by the wistful regret expressed in Sexus that at thirty-three he had yet to encounter the book: ‘Had I been intelligent enough to have read that most illustrious and most elliptical piece of ancient wisdom I would have been spared a great many woes.’25 In fact he almost certainly did not read the Tao Te Ching until he was in Paris in his forties. This naked desire to impress inclines one to look sceptically at the claim made in a letter to a professor that in his boyhood he had read ‘what other boys read, such as Sir Walter Scott, Dickens, Dumas, Victor Hugo, and American writers too, especially the poets, practically all of them, up to a certain period. Include Ambrose Bierce, Lafcadio Hearn, Frank Norris, Dreiser, Anderson, Ben Hecht, many, many others’ and that ‘while in my teens, I believe, I read Petronius, Rabelais, Pierre Louys, Rémy de Gourmont, Jules Laforgue, Maeterlink, Pierre Loti, to mention a few. Nearly all of them very important to me. As were the Greek tragedies, the Restoration dramatists, and the 19th century dramatists of most European countries.’26


Whether the claims are true or not, the definite impression that emerges from such listing is of someone who prefers quantity to quality. It is also hard to believe that the Greek tragedies and the Restoration dramatists can have meant much to someone who left college in disgust at eighteen because he was made to read Spenser’s Faerie Queene. One is on safer ground with a name that does not figure on this list, that of Frank Harris, another of the tailor-shop’s famous customers. The Greenwich Village notable and charlatan Guido Bruno, Harris’ assistant on Pearson’s magazine at the time, brought Harris along with him to the Millers’ shop one day in 1916 so that Harris could pick something suitable for a yachting trip. He began to laugh when Henry senior suggested a material with broad stripes, saying that it would have been more appropriate for someone appearing in a minstrel show. Eventually, however, he found something to his liking. While he was being fitted in the back room, where the staff were amazed to discover that he wore no underclothes, he entertained them with monologues on three of his favourite subjects – Jesus, Oscar Wilde and William Shakespeare. Harris was a famous writer at the time, the author of a much-praised book on Shakespeare, and in his capacity as editor of Pearson’s an exciting and controversial figure who had taken a consistently anti-British line after the outbreak of the 1914–18 war, with the result that the magazine had twice been seized by the authorities. The combination of literature and rebellion was impressive and attractive to Henry, as was Harris’ informal manner with the cutters. In The Books In My Life Miller lists fourteen titles of books by Harris, including The Bomb, Harris’ 1908 novel based on the anarchist bomb outrage in the Chicago Haymarket, and the Stories of Jesus the Christ. The association between sexual boasting and an occasional messiah-complex in the writings of both men suggests that it was the bold versatility of Harris’ personality rather than his literary skills that impressed Henry. A man who could interpret, as Harris did, the biblical words ‘much shall be forgiven her for she loved much’ as a clear indication that Jesus had ‘surely been in the stews’ was a man close to Miller’s own heart.27 Meeting Harris meant a lot to Henry, and he always fondly called it his ‘first contact with a great writer’.28 At the time, however, he was not quite sure what to make of him, and in a letter to a friend related that he had ‘mixed feelings regarding him. Like him immensely but can’t see his greatness. Am I near-sighted?’29


A more respectable literary influence was that of John Cowper Powys, the Welsh poet, novelist, essayist and lecturer. Powys settled in America in 1914, the same year as Harris, and quickly established a reputation as a touring lecturer. After the mysticism of Challacombe and Mills, the politicized literary preaching of Emma Goldman and the rascally polemic of Frank Harris, Powys had a more purely literary influence on Miller’s development – although Powys too considered himself as much a philosopher as a writer. In 1916, Powys held a series of lectures on great Russian writers at the Hudson Theatre, 139 West 44th Street, just a dozen blocks north of the tailor-shop, where he spoke on Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Turgenev, Chekhov, Gorky, Andreyev and Artzybashev. Henry heard the lectures, and was smitten. ‘Do you know where I have had to run for any satisfaction for my disgust?’ he wrote in 1916. ‘To Russian authors. There is a grim reality about their writing that appeases me.’30 Powys’s lectures contributed to a cult of Russia and the ‘Slavic soul’ which was noticeable during this period, originating among the bohemians of Greenwich Village in a reverence for Nijinsky and Dostoevsky. Miller was not yet a Greenwich Villager, but he had seen Nijinsky dance, and was deeply impressed by the intensity of Russian artists, finding in them an exhilarating contrast to the drabness of American materialism. Besides promoting Dostoevsky, Powys wrote and spoke frequently about Rabelais and Walt Whitman, both of whom were great favourites of Miller’s. ‘All the authors I was then passionate about were the authors he was writing and lecturing about. He was like an oracle to me,’ Miller recalled.31


Powys the lecturer had the same effect on Henry as Emma Goldman. Both created a delirium in him, though of a different kind: 




Powys, needless to say, had his own select luminaries whom he raved about. I use the word ‘raved’ advisedly. I had never before heard anyone rave in public, particularly about authors, thinkers, philosophers. Emma Goldman, equally inspired on the platform, and often Sibylline in utterance, gave nevertheless the impression of radiating from an intellectual center. Warm and emotional though she was, the fire she gave off was an electrical one. Powys fulminated with the fire and smoke of the soul, or the depths which cradle the soul. Literature for him was like manna from above. He pierced the veil time and time again.32





On a technical level, Powys’s baroque style of writing impressed him, and readers of Powys’s Autobiography are bound to be struck by the similarities with the style Miller adopted for his writing after the 1940s, with its taste for inversion, exotic words, and occasional semi-biblical formulations. Powys also had elements of the same quantitative approach to the world of literature that Miller had. In 1916 he published a list of his One Hundred Best Books.
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While hiding out at Pauline’s and living off the money intended to see him through Cornell, Henry had made his first halting and unsuccessful attempts to write in the drab little kitchen of her flat. On returning from California he made a further attempt, perhaps hoping to get a Jack London story out of his experiences in the citrus groves; but this proved equally disheartening. In the beginning, perhaps, these earliest literary efforts were only tactical manoeuvres in the general attempt to withdraw from Pauline into a private world of ‘spiritual conquests’. Presently, however, it must have occurred to Henry that he was getting so much from the world of books that he ought to think seriously about becoming a writer himself. It was an unusual but not unheard-of idea in the circles in which he moved. Bob Challacombe wrote verse, and Henry’s childhood friend Stanley Borowski had grown up wanting to be a writer. Stanley had moved away from Brooklyn in his teens, but one way of passing the time at the tailor-shop which Henry discovered was to write long letters of literary appreciation and criticism of the books he was reading to Stanley, and this way they had managed to keep in touch. Coming from a Polish background, it must have seemed natural to Stanley to choose Joseph Conrad as his literary idol. Similarly the strong, lifelong attachment Henry felt for the poetry and personality of Walt Whitman may well have had its roots in a simple sense of identification based on the fact that Whitman was from Brooklyn, and proud of it. Whitman was one of the handful of writers who exercised real, traceable influence on Miller’s writing. Like Henry’s other early heroes, he was a cross between a writer, a philosopher and a prophet, someone for whom the spiritual content of the work was more important than its aesthetic qualities. The aspects of his poetry that particularly appealed to Henry are obvious enough in the light of Henry’s own performance as a published writer in later life – the emotional, ‘plain man’ stance; the aesthetic which insists that ‘who touches the book touches the man’; the religious ecstasy; the rough, wild, emotional humanitarianism; the man with a powerful sense of the importance of his feminine sides; the challenging and notorious writer whose personal honesty gets him into trouble with the authorities; the writer who changes people’s lives; and the fierce social critic, whose criticism is tempered by an equally fierce patriotism which insists on the superiority of the local, American greatness of the Wallabout Martyrs over the greatness of the heroes of remote antiquity. Sanctioning his enjoyment of Whitman as poet and thinker, Miller had the example of mentors like Benjamin Fay Mills, whose Walt Whitman: the Man and his Message he read; Emma Goldman, who idolized the poet and valued particularly his ‘extraordinary sensitiveness to the nature of woman conditioned in the fact that he had considerable femininity in him’; and the enthusiasm for Whitman’s verse of John Cowper Powys.


The first piece of writing that Henry produced with the conscious hope that it would be read by others was an essay on Nietzsche’s The Anti-Christ, written during one of the long, idle days at the tailor-shop. The essay has not survived, nor has the journal he kept in which he noted down, besides the intimate details of his life with Pauline, his reactions to public events like the death of Jack London in 1916 (‘the news of his death really pained me, so much so that I got out my dairy to register my thoughts about it’). By his own account, anyway, most of the writing he did at this period was in his own head. Going to work he would take the elevated line from Brooklyn across the bridge each day, get off at Delancey Street and walk the rest of the way to 5th Avenue and 31st Street, all the while planning the books and plays he was going to write when he got the time, when he had the talent, when he was ready, when the weather was better, when the pencil was sharper, when the pages were all numbered and after he’d cleaned his shoes. Some writers run into a block once they’ve said all they had to say, but Henry had the block even before he started. He described his troubles to a friend:




I have had the devil’s own torments lately from imagining that I have something in me to give to the world. I can’t quite believe that I am capable of writing anything worthwhile and yet, for the life of me, I can’t repress the desire to put my thoughts on paper. Have had some notions of writing a play, but I have such outlandish stuff to dole out that I am almost afraid to begin. If there is one thing worse than having an artistic temperament, it is thinking you have one.33





He felt that in working in his father’s business he was ‘living in a narrow sphere’. Yet for someone who was ‘only a tailor’, his adolescent sense of isolated arrogance was healthily large. ‘From using my own powers of observation, I am able to form some judgment of the masses that surround me and I can truthfully say that I loathe them throughgoughly (sic). Their own sheer stupidity will be the death of them,’ was how he expressed it. In the same letter he claims that he is ‘no longer capable of railing against the capitalists and the politicians as I did several years ago. What bothers me now is the fact that there is no material from which to make men nowadays.’ Interestingly, he expressly observes that he does not believe that ‘the system is responsible for everything’, showing that he had in his early twenties the same cheering faith in the importance of the individual that invests practically all the best writing of his later years.


In 1916, when he wrote the above letter to Charles Keeler, a poet, author and later Founder and Managing Director of something called the Cosmic Society, Henry Miller and Son, Tailors and Importers, were going through one of their better spells. Keeler was a former customer, and Miller’s letter mixes metaphysics with news of the goings-on in the shop. Besides the upturn in trade, Henry could report that his father was ‘going through a sort of regeneration, having cut out the booze for the last eight or nine months’. In fact, they were doing so well that Henry had allowed Guido Bruno to swindle him out of $200. As this was the equivalent of eight times the monthly wage he had been getting at the Atlas Portland Cement Company, it indicates not only how well the firm was doing but that Henry’s later references to the poverty of his early manhood, when he had to queue for a ticket at the Metropolitan ‘usually on an empty stomach’,34 and try to write among the pots and pans of Pauline’s kitchen ‘with a little broken pencil’ were just romantic fantasies, and certainly had no bearing on his failure to make an early start as a writer.35
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By this time Henry had reached his full height of 5 feet 8 inches. His hair had turned darker, and much of it was already gone. He wore glasses, weighed just over 10 stone, had a 38 inch chest and a 32 inch waist and his hat and shoes were both size 7 to 7½. He was the boss’s son and he dressed correctly in suit, shirt and tie, the suit being often a good quality hand-me-down from his father. He kept busy, had many friends, frequently rode his bike, went to the theatre, the opera, the concert hall, read a lot, played the piano, played chess, listened to gramophone records, tried to write, and slept with a woman he didn’t love. The campaign of ‘spiritual conquests’ had not worked: when he closed the piano lid, packed away the books and the chessmen and lifted his head, Pauline was still there. Her lodger, Tex the tramdriver, whom Miller called the ‘star-boarder’ because he had a regular job and paid his rent promptly, was a pleasant enough man, but he was not a reader or a talker, and Henry could not use him to ease the burden of life with Pauline. Accordingly he took a step he was to take over and again in his life, and persuaded one of his friends to move in with them.


Joe O’Reagan had had a genuinely hard upbringing. He had been raised in an orphanage and then travelled the world with the American army. Henry met him shortly after he was discharged at a lakeside village in New Jersey where the Millers were on holiday. Another friend of Henry’s named Bill Woodruff was staying with them for a few days. Woodruff and O’Reagan were workmates and at Woodruff’s invitation O’Reagan came out to visit them. Henry’s private opinion of Woodruff was that he was something of a weed, but O’Reagan impressed him at once as a tough, manly, athletic young man. He had had little formal education, but was intelligent and a good raconteur. Being shy and oversensitive with girls himself, Henry always admired men who were not, and he thrilled to Joe’s tales of army life and of sexual adventures with Japanese whores, soon making an idol of him. By the time Joe moved in at Pauline’s, he and Henry had become close friends.


O’Reagan saw his role in the household rather differently from the motorman Tex, and as soon as he moved in he set about trying to seduce Pauline while Henry was out at work. She was reduced to tears by his advances and reported them to Henry. Henry found it difficult to care and even defended Joe. He had begun suffering occasionally from impotence as a consequence of his disinterest in Pauline, and may even have half-hoped that Joe would take her off his hands for good. Probably as a result of Pauline’s upset, Joe soon left on his travels again; but he would return to play an oddly similar role in relations between Miller and women on two future occasions.


Eventually, sometime in 1915, the death-knell of the relationship between Henry and Pauline was sounded. Henry was at a wedding with William Dewar when Dewar introduced him to a young woman named Beatrice Sylvas Wickens. Beatrice, with her dark hair and dark eyes, had the distinctly non-Germanic type of looks that Miller was to fall for again and again in his life. She was a professional musician and, according to Dewar, a ‘brilliant concert pianist’, while Henry, for all his practising, was ‘no Franz Liszt’ although he ‘did play well in a popular sort of way’. She was a cultured, strong-minded woman, just twenty-three years old, a type of whom his mother could approve. Their mutual interest in music gave them something to talk about, and before they parted Henry asked Beatrice if she would be willing to give him piano lessons.
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* Her given name was probably Laura May. Miller specifies that at one time her address was 366 Decatur Street. A search of the 1915 Census for that address turns up Laura May, a white housewife aged 38, as head of a household consisting of herself and her son George V. Wilson, aged 21, a salesman.
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