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INTRODUCTION

 


It could be argued that it was mere chance
that drew Barbara Kraft, a young aspiring writer, into friendship
with each party of one of literature’s most famous love affairs:
Anaïs Nin, and then Henry Miller; yet, upon reflection, it seems it
was meant to be.

In 1974 Kraft signed up for
a writing course with Nin only months before the discovery of the
cancer that would end the famous diarist’s life two years later,
and Kraft would prove to be a faithful and dependable friend and
companion until the end. During this time, Kraft kept a diary
detailing the events of her relationship with Nin, which would
become the heart of her acclaimed memoir Anaïs Nin: The Last Days.

Only months after Nin’s death, Kraft
attended a “Q & A” talk by Henry Miller and, inspired by his
dynamism, did a “crash” rereading of much of his work. This
rediscovery led to Kraft writing and reading “An Open Letter to
Henry Miller” on an NPR station, which Miller eventually heard and
admired. Wanting to meet Kraft, Miller invited her to cook dinner
for him, and, of course, to engage in conversation with him, a
habit Miller developed during his destitute days in 1930s Paris
when he arranged to be invited for lunch and dinner each day of the
week in exchange for good company.

While no longer destitute, but in failing
health, the ritual of dinner and conversation continued. Kraft
became one of Miller’s sixteen regular cooks, and she developed not
only a comradery with him, but a mutually nurturing friendship for
the last two years of his life as well.

This memoir is an inside look at the chaos
that ruled the famous house on Ocampo Drive in Pacific Palisades,
the long stream of people who lived or crashed there, the revolving
door of seekers, celebrities, scholars and filmmakers, and how
Miller maintained a fulfilling and creative life in the midst of
all the commotion. We see the dynamics of Miller’s relationships
with his family, his young love interest Brenda Venus and those who
professed to care for him as his health declined. We discover how
some sought to exploit him and how others rose to the occasion when
he needed help. It is a highly personal story in which Kraft
captures Miller’s conversations so perfectly that one can imagine
his voice uttering the words.

Henry Miller: The Last
Days is a celebration of Miller’s
indomitable spirit as his body failed him, his rebellion against
old age, his refusal to give in, his never-ending submission to the
creative urge, his battle to preserve his right to dinner, wine and
talk even if it meant superhuman effort. It is the story of how one
of America’s most celebrated writers could have died alone in a
house full of strangers.

After absorbing Barbara Kraft’s sensitive
and yet bold narrative, one cannot help but have even more respect
for Henry Miller’s courage and humility, and rejoice in his final
triumph.

—Paul Herron, San Antonio, Texas, May 2016

 



 



“Here in my opinion is the only imaginative prose
writer of the slightest value who has appeared among the
English-speaking races for some years past. Even if that is
objected to as an overstatement, it will probably be admitted that
Miller is a writer out of the ordinary, worth more than a single
glance; and after all, he is a completely negative, unconstructive,
amoral writer, a mere Jonah, a passive acceptor of evil, a sort of
Whitman among the corpses...”—George Orwell, Inside the Whale, 1940


It is not death that
challenges us at every step but life. We have honored deatheaters
ad nauseum but what of those who accept the challenge of
life.—Henry
Miller

 


Henry lived in a disarmingly quiet,
upper-middle-class residential neighborhood in Pacific Palisades
and I had dinner with him on a weekly or bi-weekly basis for the
last two and a half years of his life. I cooked dinner for him when
I was there and over those dinners we shared an intellectual and
nearly familial intimacy that was far more seductive than his
legendary reputation as “the king of smut.”

As he told me during an interview I
conducted with him on the occasion of his 88th birthday, December
26, 1979, “I’m old-fashioned and I’m glad to be old-fashioned
because I think they have misinterpreted my own words. It’s true
that I gave a good heavy dose but along with it I gave other
things. It wasn’t sex alone, but that’s what they took… It was also
needed. It was very necessary. But they have gone overboard now.
There’s no sense of moderation. Sex is not everything. It’s the
last thing in a way, in one sense, compared to love. Without love
one is hopeless. One can’t live without love. It’s the spiritual
food that we subsist on.”

A modest man, surely the most unaffected,
unselfconscious human being I have ever met, Henry resided
downstairs in the two-story home he bought in the ’60s to house his
former wife Lepska (they had divorced in the early ’50s), their two
children, Tony and Val, and himself. And as I came to learn,
although there was a buzzer next to his bed, he refused to use it.
When he wanted to summon his “secretary”—I use the word
skeptically—or someone else currently residing in the
house—crashing is the more accurate word—he would call on the
telephone: “This is Henry—you know, Henry who lives downstairs.”
One of the nicest things about Henry Miller was his total lack of
affectation, his genuine modesty when he wasn’t showing off for
visitors—then he could be, and often was, outrageous.

Beset by a multitude of
infirmities the last decade of his life, Miller worked as furiously
as ever producing several books (among them the three-volume
Book of Friends)
and hundreds of watercolors. He continued to
maintain his voluminous correspondence with the world and
entertained a seemingly inexhaustible stream of visitors, which
included movie stars, people who came to interview him, academics
who came to write about him, and film crews eager to document the
passing of an era.

Those who came to visit were met by a
weathered quotation tacked to the front door under the brass
knocker. The quote was from Meng Tse, an oriental mystic:

 


When a man has reached old age and has
fulfilled his mission, he has a right to confront the idea of death
in peace. He has no need of other men, he knows them already and
has seen enough of them. What he needs is peace. It is not seemly
to seek out such a man, plague him with chatter, and make him
suffer banalities. One should pass by the door of his house as if
no one lived there, advising all those who would ring and enter to
pass by quietly, leaving to peace and contemplation the man inside,
who, having passed his 86th year, deserved both.

 


Yet, for the most part, Henry let “those
passing” in. Some he performed for, some he insulted, others he
beguiled. There was a striking photograph of the young Ava Gardner
in his entrance hall. When the lady came to visit in the flesh
Henry overheard her chauffeur asking, as they left, where she
wanted to go. She responded, “Anywhere. Just anywhere.” Henry found
that a remarkable answer.

And in August of 1978, Jerry Brown,
accompanied by his entire entourage, paid a call at Ocampo Drive.
Miller was in one of his wicked moods. Being wicked was a pure
delight to him, but he was never malicious. He greeted Brown,
saying, “You know, I think politicians are the scum of the earth,
next to the evangelists. I can’t stand Billy Graham.” Henry had a
way of benignly saying outrageous things. Having said them he would
sit back, a cat pawing at a mouse, a crooked smile playing
expectantly around his lips, waiting for the response his words
would elicit.

He told me that Brown
exploded with laughter and that they went on to talk about Zen
and Siddhartha,
among other things. “He liked my watercolors too,” Henry said.
“They were spread out on the Ping-Pong table. He stayed two and a
half hours. Talked frankly and when he left asked if he could
return again soon.”

 


***

 


During his lifetime Miller
received abundant praise and even more condemnation; certainly his
work left no reader indifferent. Norman Mailer, who defended Miller
against feminist critics in Prisoner of
Sex, concluded in his anthology of Miller’s
writings, Genius and
Lust, that “with the exception of
Hemingway, he has had perhaps the largest stylistic influence of
any twentieth-century American author.”

“Miller, Miller, Miller…I
think we should all be praising you, you are a very good
influence,” wrote William Carlos Williams in his poem, “To the
Dean.”

Praise of a different kind
came from Karl Shapiro in his 1960 essay, “The Greatest Living
Author.” He lauded
Miller as a “Wisdom-writer…a holy man…Gandhi with a penis.” He
concluded that “Miller was the only American of our time who has
given us a full-scale interpretation of modern America.”

In The Devil at Large,
Erica Jong wrote: “The sex
in [Miller’s] books was there just as the spirituality was—to
awaken, to enlighten, to bring the reader to his senses… Miller’s
self-liberation is sexual in the cosmic, not the genital
sense.”

And then there was the esteemed literary
critic Alfred Kazin who wrote to me in 1980 following a letter I
sent to him regarding his talk during a National Public Radio
program during which he described Miller “as anybody and everybody,
a meat-and-potatoes man, an ordinary bloke.” Miller, as did I, took
offense at Kazin’s remarks and I sent him a letter to that effect.
In response I received a letter from Kazin, dated January 30,
1980:

 


Dear Miss Kraft,

I appreciate your letter very much; thanks
indeed. As for Henry Miller, my remarks on NPR were delivered
spontaneously, along with remarks on several other American
writers. There is no manuscript.

I am sorry that my piece
offended Miller. I think (as he said) that he is a very powerful
writer, but a commonplace mind. I don’t know why my description of
his swimming pool and the lovelies upset him. I saw the pool
and the lovelies in 1963,
when I went down to visit him with Paul Jacobs. In any event, my
review of the Jay Martin book said that he is an ordinary bloke.
His experience has been torrential. His writing can be positively
inspirational to people to whom sex is still the great mystery. But
the mind, dear, the mind! Think of Melville, Faulkner, even Mailer:
they see things all around, they see life in many perspectives.
Henry doesn’t.

With thanks for your fine letter,

Alfred Kazin

 


Time apparently had taken its toll on Mr. Kazin,
because in March 1960 he wrote an accolade to Miller in his
diary:

 


In the Pittsburgh airport yesterday
a.m. I finished re-reading Miller’s Tropic
of Cancer and by God was impressed. A
poet’s book. Miller has real innocence of the eye; he enters with
genuine gusto into the dead Paris world of piss and brothels and
rotten cheese. He has true good will, and this is why it is
impossible in reading not to like him, not to feel exuberant, to
enter into the experience of the senses… As Proust says, we
“reason” too much to avoid letting the object penetrate into our
souls. Miller knows how to register this effect of objects on his
soul.

 


Henry died on a Saturday afternoon in his
four-poster bed in his Pacific Palisades home, June 7, 1980 at the
age of 88, but this story begins when I first heard him speak:

Fall 1977—Saturday, three to five, Henry
Miller “Questions and Answers.” Five foot-eight, perhaps less, a
slight but enduring frame, delicate but tenacious like the white
prayer trees of Japan, gray suit (reminding one that he was of the
Bogart generation), red-checkered shirt, kerchief carefully folded
in lapel pocket, white socks, bedroom slippers, a slender, but
sturdy carved cane.

A slow crossing from the wings to the chair,
table, microphone, water glass…a crossing slow and labored on the
arm of his friend the director Jack Garfein who was moderating the
event at the Actors and Directors Lab. Cane in the other hand, but
not an “old man.” Although his face was wrinkled and his hands
purple and heavily veined, still somehow, face and hands and
demeanor seemed to defy his 85 years.

I was in the audience that day and I was
enchanted, charmed and totally satisfied. Miller was the Miller I
had come to know in his books. Wonder of wonders, Miller the man
matched the Miller of the page. Rare that. The man and the work are
often two very different things. I had been afraid that in the
flesh Miller might let me down. Might be but a pale hint of the
work, the half moon behind the sun. But no! He and his work fit
together like two halves of the same shell. A shell with the luster
of the sun, full of light. The naturalness, the straight-ahead and
direct prose, the clean simplicity, the lack of affectation or
pomposity, the affirmation of tone, the humor and wit, the flow of
the born storyteller; in short, the unbeatable spirit of the man.
All of those qualities that light up the page for me lit up the
stage that day.

I was so moved by the talk
I went home and began rereading much of Miller’s work, which buoyed
my spirits, as I was going through a difficult and protracted
divorce at the time. So I started reading—The Colossus of Maroussi,
The Air-Conditioned Nightmare,
the essay books Stand
Still Like the Hummingbird, The Wisdom of the Heart, The Smile at
the Foot of the Ladder—to name a few. When
I was done I wrote what would became “An Open Letter to Henry
Miller,” which I read and broadcast over KCRW, the Santa
Monica-based NPR station, October 2 and 4, 1977; it was rebroadcast
a few months later on the occasion of his 86th birthday, December
26, 1977. My meeting with Miller was the result of this half-hour
celebratory radio program, which began:

 


Dear Henry Miller,

 I am a long time,
serious, I mean I’ve read all the work, and ardent, meaning I love
the work, fan of yours although I’ve never allowed myself the
liberty of writing to you. Still, for a considerable time I have
wanted to do so. Now comes this opportunity…1
(see
appendix)

 


What happened next was pure
serendipity. Miller had three children, and the eldest from his
first wife (there were five wives in all) was also named Barbara.
While I did not know her, she and I were both seeing the same
therapist at the time. Barbara Miller was seeing him because of her
father’s lifelong neglect, and I was seeing him because of my
imminent divorce. It was the therapist who, unbeknownst to me, gave
her the tape of my Open Letter to Henry
Miller tribute, which she, in turn, sent to
her father. Miller wrote her the following letter after listening
to the tape:

 


December 24, 1977

I listened to the cassette you sent me
yesterday and was astounded, overwhelmed. You say this Barbara
Kraft is a writer and that she gave this message over the radio.
(Was it over the National Public Radio by chance?)

I am extremely curious about this woman. It
was an extraordinary appraisal both of me and my work I thought. In
fact I am getting several copies of it made (Don’t you want one for
yourself?) Tell her for me, if you see her again, that even Anaïs
Nin could not have done as well as she.

 If you have the time send
me her address and I will write and thank her. Thank you for
sending it to me. By the way your painting won’t get mailed until
next week probably. Post office too crowded to go inside. Have a
good holiday… Love, Dad (see
appendix)

 


Henry’s daughter forwarded her father’s
letter to me and I wrote to thank him for his kind words.

 


Dear Henry Miller,

I am the one who wrote the radio essay—for
lack of a more appropriate word—on you and your work. I am deeply
touched that you found my feelings about you appropriate and
harmonious. What else can I say to you? It must be obvious that I
have read nearly all the work and that I love it. Your words
continually sustain and recharge my batteries. Yours is a vision
that I strive towards, working to incorporate it in my own
peculiarly feminine way into this “being” that I am.

Perhaps I should mention
that I was very close to Anaïs during the last three years of her
life. I worked with her on journal writing, and the journal I wrote
during my time with her was published with a preface by her. She
lived long enough to see The Restless
Spirit: Journal of a Gemini2
published by Les Femmes in Millbrae, California
before she died. It was terribly important to her. She often spoke
of you to me and I hope you don’t mind my telling you that. It was
always with the deepest affection and admiration and a kind of
reflective nostalgia.

I know you must be deluged with letters,
visitors and so forth and I don’t mean to add to that burden.
Simply to tell you how grateful I am that you exist and expressed
that living in the words, which stretch out a network across the
leaf of my existence. Perhaps if we don’t meet in this life we
shall in another.

 


 January 14, 1978—a
postcard from Henry Miller: Thank you for
your good letter. Yes, I’ll be happy to see you—soon. Still swamped
by the holiday spirit. My best to you! Henry Miller.
(see
appendix)

 


***

 


At the end of January I received an
invitation from Henry’s son Tony asking if I’d be willing to visit
Henry and cook dinner for him.

My response was immediate
even though the summons struck me as a bit odd. What I didn’t know
then but learned after successive visits chez Miller, was that
Henry had a list of people whom he enjoyed and who came to cook for
him. A different face very night. Food and conversation to go with
it. The list was long and the “cooks” rotated. All reminiscent of
the modus operandi Henry devised to ward off starvation during the
Paris years. In Tropic of Cancer
he describes how he sent letters to fourteen
people asking if he might lunch or dine with them one day a week.
The lean years were long over, but the style remained.

My first dinner with Henry
occurred on February 3, 1978. In retrospect it was a meeting of
“getting to know one another.” I arrived at 6:45 and was told by
Tony that Henry was resting and would be out shortly. He told me to
make myself at home and left the room. I put the dinner I had a
been asked to bring in the oven to keep warm and while waiting for
Henry to appear, I wandered about the house looking at
everything…the dining room, the kitchen, a passing glance at the
famous bathroom and an in-depth perusal of a large lanai-like room,
which is where the majority of his watercolors were hung. The walls
were covered with his paintings. All derivative in style—Chagall,
Miró, Picasso even—full of joy, exuberance, color, life. What
surprised me was the element of fantasy. Everywhere little or
large objets d’art—pieces of fantasy—the beamed ceiling papered with
posters.

The eye never got bored;
rather it was overwhelmed. There was too much to look at. There was
his dedication to list-making over the years. The visitor was
greeted by two in the entrance hall—one citing pieces of music
played in the Polish pianist Jakob Gimpel’s master classes, which
Henry often attended. (As a young man he had studied the piano but
gave it up when he married Beatrice Wickens with whom he had his
daughter Barbara.) Next to it a list of cock and cunt
words—alongside a photograph of a beauteous and young Ava
Gardner. Side by side Gaspard de la Nuit and tits and
ass.

In the dining room there
were framed lists of his favorite foods…no vegetarian fare…and an
intriguing list of places and people. Places he’d been to like
Èze-sur-mer and places he’d not been and wouldn’t get to—Timbuktu,
the Sahara. On the Ping-Pong table was a
list of all the women he had never slept with. A wonderful brew of
magic, fantasy, dung and earth. Behind that
Buddha-like equanimity lurked a Germanic heritage.

 


***

 


A half hour had passed when I
heard a slow shuffling noise in the kitchen and then the famous
voice. Leaning on his walker, it was a
labored crossing and there he was. Dressed in pajamas and a blue
terrycloth robe, fluffy white bedroom slippers and white socks on
his feet, Miller continued to charm. Frail, fragile, deaf in one
ear, blind in one eye, lame on one side but not broken. Age could
not touch him; his spirit was indefatigable and still quite
miraculous. The eternal clown, the gentle jester.

The famous croaky Brooklynese
voice told me what a pleasure it was to meet me.
I went to greet him and shake the thin, veined
hand that he slowly extended towards me, his other hand tightly
gripping the walker’s rail—a slight and bent figure yet full of a
quiet vitality.

“I’m honored to meet you,” he said
as we shook hands. “What you wrote about me is stupendous,
wonderful. I can’t tell you. It was so perfect, so accurate. I’ll
tell you, I was almost afraid to meet you. I told my family, ‘What
if she’s an academic?’ I’m so relieved you’re not.”

And then, “Would you like a
Dubonnet? I never take cocktails, don’t you know? The young
people—how they drink, don’t you know?”

We sat facing one another at what passed for
a dinner table—a redwood picnic table with a checkered cloth over
it—talking up a storm. I was rambling on and on with a case of
“diarrhea of the mouth,” a condition I’m prone to when nervous. I
talked way too much, wanting to get everything in, assuming this
was my one and only opportunity.

Our conversation flowed like a
stream. Lou Andreas Salomé, wrestling (his favorite TV diversion),
the absolute, Nietzsche, astrological signs, Ping-Pong, freedom of
the spirit, love, the inaccessibility of truth, fabulating (lying),
Anaïs, poverty and work.

(I was excited by Miller, not the
legend but the person, the man sitting across from me; at 86 he
continued to inspire. Turning to Tony, he said, “We could talk all
night. We have so many affinities. We are like spirits…we are free
spirits.” That dinner was a prelude to the many, many dinners that
followed over the next two and half years.)

Henry was and remains an avid
reader. Someone recently gave him The Last
Temptation of Christ by Kazantzakis. He
liked the work of Kazantzakis but was somewhat skeptical about this
book primarily because he has neither affinity nor feeling for
Christ. (In a letter I subsequently came across addressed to his
friend Wallace Fowlie, Henry wrote, “I am essentially a religious
person and always have been. Fundamentally I’m a religious man
without a religion. I believe in the existence of a supreme
intelligence. Call it God if you wish.”)

That night he spoke about Anaïs. “She was
the most total atheist I have ever come across.” (Years later, long
after both Anaïs and Henry had departed planet earth, I was to meet
Anaïs’s brother Joaquín Nin-Culmell at an academic conference
honoring Anaïs at the Southampton Campus of Long Island University.
He invited me to sit next to him at the closing dinner and he told
me that before Anaïs died, he had asked if she wanted a priest and
her response was “absolutely not,” confirming Henry’s words about
her complete and total atheism.)

Earlier in the day, Evelyn Hinz had been
over to interview Henry regarding a proposed Nin biography and he
was amused by the fact that finally the true story was going to
come out. He was referring to her duplicity. That said, Henry
himself took full advantage of Nin’s duplicity during the fourteen
years of their relationship.

“She would come to Paris
three or four times a week from Louveciennes where she lived with
her husband Hugo, her mother and her brother. She used to make up
the most elaborate excuses, don’t you know. It bothered me what she
did to those two men. To Hugo and to Rupert Pole. I never
understood how she could do it. Hugo saved that family, her family,
literally rescued them from the poorhouse. She used to give me
money. You know how she’d do it? Every time she ordered a dress she
told the dressmaker to add a couple hundred francs extra to the
bill. Then she’d give it to me.”

Her lies to Hugo bothered Miller but not so
much so that he refused to take Hugo’s money. Henry was perplexed
by Anaïs’s duality. With no small bravado he informed me that she
never got to him, that he never let her touch him in the way that
she affected both Hugh (Hugo) Guiler and Rupert Pole, her lover and
companion the last 30 years of her life.

I told him that she had written a letter to
Hugo before she died asking for his forgiveness. “She did that?”
Henry responded, shaking his head.

“Yes, and he forgave her,
writing how meaningful his life had been because of her. How much
richer and fuller it had been.”

We spoke about the similarity between Hugo
and Rupert and that they were both such good men. “Both shared in
the legacy she left, Henry.”

“You don’t say,” he
responded, shaking his head yet again.

I said I had the feeling that he had been
the great love of her life. And he agreed, saying Evelyn told him
that Anaïs had said such was the case.

Changing the subject, he said,
“Everyone—even my friends told me not to write, to give it up. That
I had no talent. But it was the only thing I could do. I failed at
everything else. I stuck to it. The
important thing is never compromise the work. You can compromise
everything else in your life. We all do—we have to. But never
compromise the work.”

He spoke with enthusiasm about how things
were written, “You know, in a dream,” and his love of fantasy, of
the dream. Contrary to early appraisals of him as “the king of
smut,” he is a poet of the vernacular but never a coarse poet. His
seminal works were written in rage: “It is despair… God, I feel
that I am somebody, a force, a necessity—and by some delicious
irony, I am planted in a desert on an absolutely futile, ridiculous
errand…I am trying to be a man, to speak as a man speaks, and not
to leave out anything because of principles of art…”

 


***

 


Rimbaud restored
literature to life; I have endeavored to restore life to
literature.—Henry Miller

 


We sat at the table a long
time that first evening—until 10 p.m.—Miller sharing his fascination with the tragic love affair
between Abelard and Heloise, his appreciation of
Tristan and Isolde, and
Wagner opera in general. He preferred the Dadaists to the
Surrealists and compared Breton to the Pope—the rigidity of the
doctrine. “You know,” he said, “Artaud was ‘excommunicated’ by
Breton. Can you imagine that?”

Before I got up to leave,
he asked to see my work. “Not a
lot—something representative. Why haven’t I heard of you…were you
reviewed by the Times some time?”

I told him that my first
and only book—The Restless Spirit: Journal
of a Gemini—had been favorably reviewed by
the Los Angeles Times. “Anaïs urged me to publish the journal and wrote the preface
to it.”

He excused himself then and asked
me to turn out the lights as I left.

I drove home exhilarated,
enthused, rejuvenated. I was thrilled that Henry had asked me to
send him some of my work. His request had taken me totally by
surprise as had his enthusiasm for my An
Open Letter to Henry Miller.

“It is the best appraisal
of me and my work that I have ever seen,” he said, adding “don’t
you know,” a Millerism that figured prominently in his speech when
he was enthused about something or upset about something, it could
be anything…“don’t you know?”
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