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Preface


If one feels inclined to embark on a journey into memory, after eighty-two years the experience promises to be kaleidoscopic and, perhaps, willfully colored. I have attempted to remove the filter from my memory lens, allowing more than my dreams to reach the page. Many things are clarified only by the passage of time. I distrust any lifelong memory of facts, but not the lifelong glow of experience that depends upon another form of reality. Possibly it would be too shattering to recall everything exactly, not because it was necessarily bad, but because it could reveal opportunities missed and errors made. Such might be best unremembered.


I think I have something to give my readers of the flavor of a good part of the twentieth century as seen through a life of creative experience. The worlds of nature and of people have been closely involved; a fact not too clear in the general opinion as I have chosen to stress the natural scene above other directions in my photography.


I am not going to retrace my life from past to present on a one-lane highway. I intend to recall varieties of experience, stretching tentacles of memory to the earliest sources in such sequences as seem logical, but without restrictions of time or place.


It is sometimes a desolate moment when one sees old photographs and realizes that all the humanity represented is dead and forgotten. Painting or sculpture of deceased persons, famous or not, does not evoke the same response in me as do photographs; there is a reality in the camera remembrances that compels respectful consideration. Likewise, literary discussion of the departed holds a certain poignancy and euphoric assurance of their continuing presence among us. As I write I find that while I use words denoting past situations and long-dead persons, I continue to acknowledge their living reality and their relationship to my life and work. It is my responsibility to recall them as essential spokes in the great wheel of life and to relate them to the conclusions I have drawn about my life and work.


Some of my friends were of tremendous importance in their time, yet what they accomplished was not the stuff of history books. Nevertheless, they continue in the lives of those influenced by their generosity and spirit. I have also known characters, both historical and famous, who were personally and immensely inspiring: Alfred Stieglitz, Paul Strand, Edward Weston, Charles Sheeler, Dorothea Lange, Minor White, Imogen Cunningham, Beaumont and Nancy Newhall, Edwin H. Land, David Hunter McAlpin, Georgia O’Keeffe, John Marin. Then the roster broadens; literally thousands of wonderful friends have accompanied me in life and many now await me in the secret eternity to come. I have enjoyed the long voyage and I thank all for their companionship and their affection.


I wish to express my deep appreciation:


To Mary Alinder, my dear friend and editor, whose devotion and love gave me the daily inspiration to continue writing this book, and whose editorial genius assembled it into a meaningful whole. She truly knows me better than I know myself—


To cherished Virginia, my wife of more than half a century, who gave excellent commentary on the text from the vantage point of remembering better than anyone both the joys and sorrows of my life in the world and in my art—


To James Alinder, who kindly read this tome as an historian, editor, photographer, and friend; his insights have served to clarify my chaos—


To Chris Rainier, Phyllis Donohue, and Rod Dresser for their continued and valued assistance—


And to my colleagues at Little, Brown: Janet Swan Bush, George Hall, John Maclaurin, Ray Roberts, and Arthur Thornhill, Jr., whom I have come to know over the past decade to represent the finest in publishing.


ANSEL ADAMS


Carmel, California


March 1984














Editor’s Note


I began working for Ansel Adams as his executive assistant in 1979. While I supervised his staff and his many projects, my prime responsibility was to assist Ansel as he wrote his autobiography. We began by taking long, daily walks—me with tape recorder in hand—asking question upon question, jogging his memory, getting both of us excited about the possibilities that lay ahead with this book. During the five years we worked on this text, even during his increasingly frequent hospitalizations, we always continued in an established routine. We joked that the hospital was the one place I could get him to concentrate fully on the autobiography. Wherever we found ourselves, we worked well together, writing and rewriting the chapters of this book through seven drafts.


Ansel died peacefully on the evening of Easter Sunday, April 22, 1984. That day a concert by the great pianist Vladimir Ashkenazy, a close friend, was given in Ansel and Virginia’s home. Ansel had been hospitalized a couple of days before, but we thought until the last minute that he would be able to attend. Although he was not physically there, everyone in the audience felt that Ansel was listening with us as Ashkenazy performed his inspired interpretation of music by Schubert, Schumann, and Chopin. Following the concert, family and a few close friends came to the hospital’s intensive care unit and were greeted by Ansel’s booming words of welcome, wide grin, and outstretched arms. Just hours later he quietly passed away. He had maintained his brilliance, vigor, humor, and purpose right to the end.


It was a great honor as well as a formidable task to complete Ansel’s most personal book. I could not have done it without the selfless cooperation of our staff. Ansel had prepared us to continue without him through his patient teaching and then bestowing of responsibility.


With Ansel’s death I realized the absolute necessity to recheck facts, since he was not here to confirm them. Very helpful comments on the manuscript were given by Jeanne Adams, Michael Adams, Peter C. Bunnell, Anne Adams Helms, Ken Helms, George Kimball, Beaumont Newhall, Otto Meyer, Sue Meyer, Andrea Gray Stillman, McDonna Sitterle Street, David Vena, and most important, by Virginia Best Adams, a woman of great gifts who gave them unselfishly in support of the man she loved.


Ansel’s death left a void in my life, but surrounding that emptiness is the love provided by my husband, Jim, who had read and commented on many drafts of this manuscript and whose photographic documentation of Ansel’s last years enrich this book; and our three children, who helped magnificently while my life was dominated by this project.


I would like to add thanks to my colleagues at Little, Brown, particularly Janet Swan Bush, George Hall, Michael Mattil, Nancy Robins, Ray Roberts, John Maclaurin, and the designer Susan Marsh. I am appreciative of Polaroid Corporation for their generous contribution of necessary advice and materials. Special thanks also to Arthur Thornhill, Jr., William Turnage, and David Vena, Trustees of the Ansel Adams Publishing Rights Trust, for their counsel, support, and encouragement.


MARY STREET ALINDER


Carmel, California


September 1984














1.


Beginnings


RECENTLY I MADE SOME NEW PHOTOGRAPHS, THE FIRST in several months. I had been occupied with printing, writing, workshops, and an accumulation of obligations that captured me. It was wonderful to set up the camera among the rocks at nearby Point Lobos and to work in the fresh sea air, experiencing again the empathies with scene and visualization and camera that every serious photographer comes to know. Just as a musician gets out of practice, I was slow with the mechanics involved in managing the equipment and even the exposure calculations. It took a little time to regain the facility I had when I was making new pictures every day. But all smoothed out and the miracle of the image on the ground glass revived me. I returned home to Carmel Highlands and a warming lunch and then spent a few hours working in the darkroom, processing the negatives I had made that morning.


People are surprised when I say that I never intentionally made a creative photograph that related directly to an environmental issue, though I am greatly pleased when a picture I have made becomes useful to an important cause. I cannot command the creative impulse on demand. I never know in advance precisely what I will photograph. I go out into the world and hope I will come across something that imperatively interests me. I am addicted to the found object. I have no doubt that I will continue to make photographs till my last breath.


Late that afternoon, as I do nearly every day, I sat by the living room window; the great Pacific Ocean stretched out before me, to the hazy line of the horizon, the borders gently interrupted by the silhouettes of pines, varied foliage, and the myriad colors of Virginia’s flower garden. A small wind stirred. A bee explored the outer surface of the window. From my chair I can see the many miracles of day and night. The external events of majesty and beauty are very clear and direct.


The ocean and its rich foreground compose a familiar view. Dusk is my favorite time, sometimes sparked by the gentle green flash as the ocean finally receives the sun. The sky darkened, holding no crescent moon or evening star to make the situation impossibly pictorial. An approaching band of fog suggested that the next day might be one of silver and cool gray. Robinson Jeffers wrote of the “vast shield of the ocean.” I do not forget its presence even during those many hours I am in my darkroom or at my desk, both so detached from the direct light of sun or sky. Every so often I emerge, reaffirm the splendor of the world, and then return to the caverns of my particular creativity.


The next morning was, as expected, chilly and foggy. Cobwebs on the trees and bushes quietly sparkled with fog drops, minute star clusters that, when the sun broke through, slowly faded from their prismatic glitter. I decided to examine a box of old family photographs, some of which may accompany these recollections. I found one snapshot that is supposed to be me, an infant in an impossibly long white gown. My memory bank trembled a bit and I recalled lying in a perambulator on a warm afternoon looking up past its bonnet to the eaves of the house and beyond to a pastel blue sky with fingers of fog flowing east in silence. Soon the sky was fully gray and my nanny gathered me in her ample arms and put me in a crib indoors.


This memory faded into another of my mother and father having a party, probably in late 1903 or early 1904. My mother brought me downstairs to display me to an audience of black ties, white shirts, high-collared lace dresses, necklaces, rings, generous smiles, and strange sounds. There was much light—chandeliers, candles, and reflections—and I remember squeezing my eyes closed and gurgling in some form of primal protest. This ability to remember clearly even my earliest days has persisted over the decades.


Another fragment floated into memory: I was a child of about three. It was a winter morning; I stood at the window in my mother’s room, looking over the dunes to the Marin hills rising in the misty rain over the waters of the Golden Gate. I can still see, these many years later, a fishing boat, with a pale gray, pointed sail, drifting eastward toward the bay, almost hidden in the delicate shrouds of rain. Quiet as the scene was, it was vibrant with light of a cool translucence and a great mystery of presence.


Memories come to me as if they are scenes revealed by the stately opening of a proscenium curtain. A spring morning in about 1910 came clearly to me. I was up early and out in the sand dunes near our home. A gale blew out of the northwest, difficult to stand against. It was cold and clear, and the grasses and flowers were shivering violently in their shallow little spaces above the ground. The brittle-blue distances, including the horizon of the sea, were of crystal incisiveness. The ocean was flecked with whitecaps that appeared as countless white threads in a blue tapestry. My experience that day was a form of revelation that in some way became part of my creative structure.


I constantly return to the elements of nature that surrounded me in my childhood, to both the vision and the mood. More than seventy years later I can visualize certain photographs I might make today as equivalents of those early experiences. My childhood was very much the father to the man I became.


The Adams family was from New England, having originally emigrated from Northern Ireland in the early 1700s. My paternal grandmother spent her last years striving to connect the confused family line to the Adams presidential dynasty. No luck. We could not trace any association. My father’s father, William James Adams, traveled west as a young man in the early 1850s. He established profitable grocery businesses in Sacramento and San Francisco but then lost everything to fires. Returning home to Thomaston, Maine, in 1856, he wed a young widow, Cassandra Hills McIntyre, whom he brought to California in 1857. They settled in San Francisco, where my grandfather built a prosperous lumber business. It was called Adams & Blinn, and later, the Washington Mill Company. They eventually had their own lumber mills in Washington and Mississippi, as well as a large fleet of lumber ships.


My father, Charles Hitchcock Adams, was born to Cassandra and William in 1868; he was the youngest of five children. In the same year, my grandfather built the family home in Atherton, south of San Francisco.


My mother’s family came from Baltimore. My grandfather, Charles E. Bray, married Nan Hiler and they, in the company of thousands of other pioneers, proceeded west by wagon train to make their fortune. My mother, Olive, was born in Iowa in 1862 and her sister Mary came into the world in Sacramento in 1864. The family next moved to Carson City, Nevada, where Charles Bray began a successful freight-hauling business, although I was told that as soon as he got financially ahead he plunged his resources into ill-considered mining or real estate ventures with repeatedly catastrophic results.


The Bray family home in Carson City was popular as a social and cultural center. My mother was active in china painting, and we still have some of her handiwork. It always appeared to me to be of superior quality, but florid and decorative in the late Victorian manner. My Aunt Mary was a leader of the Browning Society, whose members spent frequent evenings reading the poems of the Brownings as well as less luminous local efforts at verse. These belles of Carson City, bustles and all, would attend glittering gatherings of San Francisco society, properly chaperoned, of course. At one such event Olive Bray met Charles Adams. He pursued his suit, traveling frequently to Nevada, and they were married there in 1896. After my Grandmother Nan Bray died in 1908, both Grandfather Bray and Aunt Mary came to live with us, and the family’s Carson City era came to an end. Grandpa Bray and Aunt Mary had practically no resources and were additional financial burdens for my father until their deaths—Grandfather’s in 1919 and Aunt Mary’s in 1944.


I emerged into this world at about three in the morning on February 20, 1902, born in my parents’ bed in their ample flat in the Western Addition of San Francisco. I was just a few hours into Pisces out of Aquarius: a fish out of water. So much for astrology. I was named for my uncle, Ansel Easton, a man of independent means who married one of my father’s sisters, Louise.


At the time of my birth my father was building what was to be our family home on the dunes, out beyond the Golden Gate, the narrow passage from the bays of San Francisco and Oakland to the Pacific Ocean. This was thirty years before the famous bridge was built to connect San Francisco to Marin County, with its beautiful hills rising to the north. Our house was sturdily made; my Grandfather Adams, being a lumberman, gave my father the lumber in double the specification quality and quantity. A large brick chimney rose from the ground level and serviced the coal furnace and fireplaces in the living room and my parents’ room on the second floor. The chimney continued upward through the eaves of the shingled roof to a noble height. A second, smaller chimney vented the kitchen stove.


My bedroom was on the second floor; it was about twelve feet square and situated in the northwest corner. I could see the Golden Gate from the north window and the cypress trees and rolling dunes around the old Chinese cemetery in what is now Lincoln Park to the west. I could also gaze well out to sea, beyond Point Bonita and the white glimmer of the Cabbage Patch, a dangerous shoal. I could watch ships of every description enter and leave the embrace of the Golden Gate.


There was always the distant bustle of the city, a deep and throbbing space-filling rumble of ironclad wagon wheels on cobbled streets and the grind of streetcars. It was almost like the sound of the ocean or the wind in the forest, yet deep with the brutality that only a city can offer in fact and spirit, no matter how glamorous the environment or euphoric the social veneer. This was a resonance we cannot experience today; rubber tires on smooth paved streets have muted the old, rough sounds of iron on stone and the clopping of thousands of horses’ hooves, timing the slow progression of ponderous wagons and more sprightly buggies. It was a sound not to be forgotten: a pulse of life in vigorous physical contact with earth.


Returning from his downtown office, my father took a daily carriage from the end of the cable car line at Presidio Avenue to our home. I could see him coming for a mile over the sand dunes to the east, since hardly a structure interrupted the view over the dunes, from the Presidio to Lone Mountain. At Lake Street and 24th Avenue he would climb out of the “two-seater” and come down the boardwalk over the sand to our redwood gate between the two native laurel trees, carrying my milk and other groceries.


Though usually at home with us, April 17, 1906, found my father away on business in Washington, D.C. Mr. O’Connor, an old family friend, occupied the guest room. Our Chinese cook, Kong, slept in the basement. That evening all was quiet, except for the boom of the surf pounding on Baker Beach. I was tucked away in my child’s bed. Nelly, my nanny, an elderly woman of expansive heart and frame, slept next to me in her bed.


At five-fifteen the next morning, we were awakened by a tremendous noise. Our beds were moving violently about. Nelly held frantically onto mine, as together we crashed back and forth against the walls. Our west window gave way in a shower of glass, and the handsome brick chimney passed by the north window, slicing through the greenhouse my father had just completed. The roaring, swaying, moving, and grinding continued for what seemed like a long time; it actually took less than a minute. Then, there was an eerie silence with only the surf sounds coming through the shattered window and an occasional crash of plaster and tinkle of glass from downstairs.


Nelly pulled me out of bed and quickly dressed me. My mother hastened into my room; I recall her as rather pale and dazed; the entire fireplace in her room had gone with the fallen chimney and she had awakened to a broad view of the Golden Gate and the cold morning breeze. She hugged me tightly and then we hesitantly went downstairs to assay the damage. Mr. O’Connor was already about in his dressing gown, warning us not to step on the many shards of glass and china. The pantry, with its bountiful shelves of homemade preserves, was a shambles; everything movable seemed to be broken on the floor. The living room fireplace had fallen in; a treasured cut-glass vase from the mantel was buried in the bricks but was later miraculously retrieved in perfect condition. Plaster was cracked and detached everywhere, but fortunately the ceilings and walls solidly remained.


Mr. O’Connor had taken a quick look outside the house and knew that both chimneys had collapsed. I next heard the sounds of an altercation from the kitchen. Mr. O’Connor had forcibly to restrain Kong from building a fire in the stove; it would have been an added disaster. Kong appeared stunned. I later learned that he had suffered a concussion from being thrown against the wall by the quake.


Mr. O’Connor and Kong moved the stove outside, and by ten o’clock a breakfast was ready, although it took much foraging to find edible food in the appalling mess. I am sure my father, if present, would have recorded it all with his Brownie Bullseye box camera.


I was a little over four years of age and was very curious, wanting to be everywhere at once. There were many minor aftershocks, and I could hear them coming. It was fun for me, but not for anyone else. I was exploring in the garden when my mother called me to breakfast and I came trotting. At that moment a severe aftershock hit and threw me off balance. I tumbled against a low brick garden wall, my nose making violent contact with quite a bloody effect. The nosebleed stopped after an hour, but my beauty was marred forever—the septum was thoroughly broken. When the family doctor could be reached, he advised that my nose be left alone until I matured; it could then be repaired with greater aesthetic quality. Apparently I never matured, as I have yet to see a surgeon about it.


The impressions of confusion during the following days and, above all, the differences in daily life, are still very much with me. I recall a great to-do about cleaning up the house and a large and growing mound of broken glassware, crockery, bricks, and assorted rubble, piled in a far corner of the garden. Mr. O’Connor walked into town and secured food. Soldiers from the Presidio came by and gave us fresh water.


Kong returned to Chinatown to be with his family and friends. He came back a day later, looking grim, and stated that he had found no one and that fire was everywhere. He never discovered what happened to his family. It is probable that they were lost with the many others in the fiery holocaust that consumed most of San Francisco east of Van Ness Avenue following the earthquake. Since the principal waterways and cisterns of the city were destroyed in the quake, there was no water with which to contest the fast-spreading flames. I have heard an estimate of four hundred lives lost; it was also said that the real total was closer to four thousand, as it is probable that the Chinese had never been counted. All personal and legal records in the city hall were lost: property records, birth certificates, recorded documents, all gone. The army moved in to maintain law and order. A meeting with the hangman or the firing squad was the assured fate of looters and other criminals; the word spread, and there was little crime.


From our house I saw vast curtains of smoke by day and walls of flame by night filling a good part of the eastern horizon. I remember the distant booms of dynamite as the program of blasting buildings to arrest the fire’s progress continued. Refugees poured into our district, setting up their pitiful camps in the dunes with what they had carried from their burning or fire-threatened homes. We had several friends who had been burnt out of their dwellings sleeping on our floors.


I can understand now the intense anxiety my father must have felt, thousands of miles away, buffeted by outrageous telegraphed rumors of total disaster. It had been variously reported that all the city had burned, that San Francisco was slowly sinking into the sea, or that a huge tidal wave had wrecked the entire Bay area. My father left Washington as soon as he could find space on a train and arrived about six days later. Finally reaching the ferry docks, he was unable to get a horse and buggy, so he ran and walked five miles around the periphery of the fire to our home. Happily, he found all was well, with his family healthy and the house he had built largely intact.


An important family heirloom from New England, an 1812 grandfather clock with wooden works, had stood by the door in a corner of the living room. The shock transported it to a prone position, about twenty-five feet away in the opposite corner. The wooden gears and shafts were scattered about, and I am told that I exclaimed with glee, “Now I can play with the clockworks!” The parts were gathered up and within a year a clockmaker had put them all together. The old clock, serene in its antiquity, ticks on in our Carmel home today, still keeping astonishingly good time.


After the quake, field mice and sand fleas invaded the house. Our cat, Tommy, who had disappeared for two days after the quake, returned for a copious diet of mice, while fleas feasted on him and on us. Tommy did not get all the mice; some expired in the woodwork and with that came the usual week of wrinkled noses and resigned expressions.


My closest experience with profound human suffering was that earthquake and fire. But we were not burned out, ruined, or bereft of family and friends. I never went to war, too young for the First and too old for the Second. The great events of the world have been tragic pageants, not personal involvements. My world has been a world too few people are lucky enough to live in—one of peace and beauty. I believe in beauty. I believe in stones and water, air and soil, people and their future and their fate.














2.


Childhood


DESPITE A WIRY FRAME AND CONSIDERABLE STAMINA, as a child I was prone to frequent illness, with far too many colds and flu. I also had extremely poor teeth that plagued me later with diabolic toothaches, especially on cold mountain nights. I now realize that my diet as a child was atrocious: too many sweets and starches and not enough foods with the protein, mineral, and vitamin content I needed. I do not blame my parents for this; there was little knowledge of proper diet in the early 1900s.


My mental state was also precarious. At the age of ten I remember experiencing unsettled periods of weepiness. The doctor ordered me to bed in a darkened room every afternoon for two hours to calm me, but the effect was just the opposite. I remained alert, resistant and hostile to this routine. The sound of the surf from Baker Beach, of the gardener working outside my window, and of occasional children playing near the house created a yearning tension to get up and go that left me in much worse condition. I wanted to run down to the beach in sun, rain, or fog and expend the pent-up physical energy that simply fermented within me. Today I would be labeled hyperactive.


With a resolute whisper, Lobos Creek flowed past our home on its mile-long journey to the ocean. It was bordered, at times covered, with watercress and alive with minnows, tadpoles, and a variety of larvae. Water bugs skimmed the open surfaces and dragonflies darted above the stream bed. In spring, flowers were rampant and fragrant. In heavy fog the creek was eerie, rippling out of nowhere and vanishing into nothingness. I explored every foot, tunneling through the thick brush and following the last small canyons in the clay strata before it met the Pacific. The ocean was too cold for swimming, so I would skirt the wave-foamed edge and follow the rocky shore to Fort Scott to the east or climb along the rugged cliffs to China Beach to the west. These cliffs were dangerous, but I was light and strong and could pull myself by my fingertips over minor chasms.


A beautiful stand of live oaks arched over the creek. In about 1910, the Army Corps of Engineers, for unimaginable reasons, decided to clear out the oaks and brush. My father was out of town when the crime was committed. One of his favorite walks was through these glades to Mountain Lake in the nearby San Francisco Presidio; on his return, he became physically ill when he witnessed the ruthless damage.


I must have been a juvenile problem of consequence, but I was limited by my very proper human surroundings. While my father was liberal in his politics, he was also shy and socially conventional. In the presence of all but close friends he addressed my mother as Mrs. Adams. I never saw him without a collar except on Sunday mornings. Attaching the collar to the shirt by front and back buttons was a major effort. He sometimes yanked the collar off the shirt while making a few pointed remarks about the fate of mankind that such gestures of convention should be so nasty. All his shirts were designed for stiff collars; collarless, he looked quite forlorn, showing a brass button and a long neck.


Certain matters of life were completely avoided or most daringly spoken of in whispers. That did not stop me from asking, “Does God go to the toilet?” Grandfather Bray would clearly enunciate, sometimes between clenched teeth, “Plague be gone, young’un!”


Inevitably, I pondered the beginnings: where from and how had I entered life? I asked these questions of my mother; she merely shook her head. I enjoyed a prepuberty erection in the bathtub and asked, “What is that?” Again my mother shook her head. I had heard or read mysterious words and would innocently ask neighbors questions such as “What does masturbate mean?” I never had an explanation, only queer looks and obvious evasions. One of the main city sewers drained about a thousand feet or so offshore at Baker Beach, and an array of objects would come ashore. Sanitation was a foreign word in those days and one had to walk carefully on Baker Beach! There also were interesting rubber objects that I first thought were jellyfish, or some other form of sealife. Bringing one home for questioning did not sit well with my mother, and I am confident now that Aunt Mary could not identify it.


I posed my questions to my father and he painfully explained—after being sure we were alone and out of the house. I later learned that he did not have an accurate idea of the essential organs and their relationship. My friends and I, equally uninformed, conjectured the possibilities: never were there greater fantasies in all the paradises of fact or legend!


My favorite hobby was collecting insects. Various bugs filled the bottom drawer of the large bureau with phalanx after phalanx of tiny corpses displayed on pins. When my great-aunt, Mrs. Aurelia Hills Collamore, came from Thomaston, Maine, to visit us, she was given my room. She must have been eighty-five years old and was dressed like a Grant Wood woman on Sundays. I told her the bottom drawer of the bureau was full of bugs. Being slightly deaf she misunderstood me, thinking I had said, “Bed bugs!” There was a screech and a period of feminine demonstration. Even after my explanation, her visit was clouded with the faint possibility that the insects would crawl down from the pins and attack her. I had one huge African black beetle nearly three inches long with a horn like a rhinoceros. It always looked ready for takeoff, and she asked me to please put it somewhere else. I covered it with a little box and put a weight on it. That seemed to mollify her.


To continue my catalog of childhood leisuretime activities: I was quite a roller skater for a time until a number of hard falls and close calls with automobiles and horses convinced me I should stop that activity. Another sport I enjoyed for a while was golf. Once, at the old Lincoln Park Golf Links, I lofted a ball over a bunker in the general direction of the hidden green. My companion and I searched for the ball for half an hour (we had a very limited budget for golf balls) and then found it in the cup, an unanticipated hole in one! I played cribbage with my father and pinochle with my friend Billy Prince, and usually lost to both. I tried playing chess, without success, and bridge and poker were anathema. I just could not rouse the patience required to accomplish these games. I also had no interest in spectator sports.


When roaming our neighborhood and the city, I found there was only one rewarding way to get from place to place and that was to run! I was impatient at the tempo of walking and the slow sidewalk flow of pedestrians and I simply ran, doubtless an object of curiosity. Jogging was unheard of in those days, but a few athletes in training might be seen running in their white shoes, shorts, and sweaters. Darting about as I did in a conventional child’s suit was out of order and conspicuous.


In the late afternoons I usually returned to Baker Beach to walk along the surf-edge across the dark, flamelike tongues of sand. I was never able to find the source of the considerable amount of iron particles that caused this interesting effect. I would take cans of the sand home, dry it out and experiment, sprinkling the sand on a sheet of paper and moving magnets of different shapes underneath, producing wonderful patterns with the black iron particles against the white background.


Driftwood would come ashore in all shapes and sizes—large timbers, poles, wood fragments, and deeply worn parts of furniture. Some were very beautiful in their configurations. All had firewood potential. I carried as much as I could home each day to add to our supply.


The great sand dunes began stirring with developments. Contractors spawned houses on twenty-five-foot lots. Just east of our house, two blocks of sand and scrub were graded by scrapers powered by mules and sweating, yelling men. Baronial limestone gates were set up at 22nd and 24th Avenues. Twenty-third Avenue was cut off and a new street, paralleling Lake Street, was graded in, paved, with a strip of lawn and a sidewalk on each side and given the glamorous name of West Clay Street. The basic Clay Street ended more than a mile away to the east. The imagination is boggled by the lack of it at times.


Mr. S. A. Born was one of the more dependable and prosperous contractors and the one who developed the lands surrounding our home. His houses were contractor designed, put together without compromise, and have lasted with a stern dowager quality for many decades. He was very kind to me, allowing me to visit his field office and observe his draftsmen. His patience passeth understanding. From him I learned how to draw a straight line and a ninety-degree angle. I drew up some plans for houses, forgetting to provide for stairs and closets.


Words fail to convey my total experience in that office: the smell of pinewood, ink, and sweat, the all-pervading sand on tables, chairs, paper, and between teeth, the hot afternoon light coming through small, dusty, spider-hazed windows, and the sound of wind and surf invading the room every time the door was opened. There were rolls and rolls of plans, pale blue and frayed at the edges, stacked on frames and on the floor, bearing incomprehensible hieroglyphics of plumbing, wiring, and framing details. The master carpenter would come in, loudly arguing with gusty profanity some point, then exit in slam-the-door wrath only to reappear, sanguine, an hour later.


One day Mr. Born drove me into town and back in his two-cylinder Reo automobile. Proceeding home out Lake Street at eighteen mph with hands white-knuckled, grasping the jiggling steering wheel, and the engine coughing and clattering under the seat, he yelled, “If a front wheel should come off, we would be crushed to jelly!”


Most of his houses were completed at close to the same time and they were quickly sold and inhabited. We became an instant neighborhood, a part of San Francisco, no longer loners on the sandy outskirts. Most thought it progress; I wistfully remembered the sand, sea grass, and lupines.


My parents enrolled me in a succession of schools. From that early period when I was battling institutional education, I too well remember the Rochambeau School. The architect of the school must have been a dull and primitive cubist. It was a dismal three-story building, dark brown on the outside, dark brown and tan on the inside; everything, including its atmosphere, grimly brown. The students acquired this pervading mood of depression from the teachers, and the teachers must have caught it from the building: big square rooms, wide noisy staircases, grimy windows, ink-stained desks, smudged blackboards, and crummy toilets. The janitor dour, the principal grim, and the playground dirty! Dogs would do and dump on the cement yard; evidences of trysts were occasionally found behind ashcans; the older boys-about-town would grin and wink knowingly.


The school bully, Beasley by name, picked on all the younger and more timid children. He always triumphed without doing too much physical damage. One day he encountered me in an isolated area of the schoolyard. He deftly punched me in the stomach, hard enough to make me gasp. I recall being completely furious. I knew nothing about boxing, but in my blind wrath I swung my fist like a pendulum and swatted him as hard as I could on the chin. To my amazement he toppled over and passed out cold. This was the first time I was personally taken home by the principal.


“Fighting is absolutely not permitted in my school!” the principal exclaimed to my mother.


“Beasley hit me first!” was my excuse.


The principal must have known about Beasley, but she kept silent, glared at me and left.


My mother asked, “Did he hurt you?”


“A little, I guess.”


“Did you hurt him?”


“A little, I guess.”


Case closed.


By the time I was twelve I had developed a behavior pattern that if I became bored with anything I would drop it; hence my life was cluttered with incomplete expressions. One of my Rochambeau teachers was a Miss Oliver. She was a buxom Minerva with a steady, penetrating stare. Her voice oozed with unctuous certainty as she tried to bring order out of my chaos. Several times she asked me to come to her house for generalized lectures on behavior and responsibility. I did not comprehend most of what she was saying. We would sit in a stuffy little room in which a number of tired plants and an exhausted cat held forth. I remember that I could hear the ocean and yearned to escape the concerned stare and the flow of Truth that cascaded from her pursed lips. I am now sure that she was weaned on misunderstood Emerson.


Each day was a severe test for me, sitting in a dreadful classroom while the sun and fog played outside. Most of the information received meant absolutely nothing to me. For example, I was chastised for not being able to remember what states border Nebraska and what are the states of the Gulf Coast. It was simply a matter of memorizing the names, nothing about the process of memorizing or any reason to memorize. Education without either meaning or excitement is impossible. I longed for the outdoors, leaving only a small part of my conscious self to pay attention to schoolwork.


One day as I sat fidgeting in class the whole situation suddenly appeared very ridiculous to me. I burst into raucous peals of uncontrolled laughter; I could not stop. The class was first amused, then scared. I stood up, pointed at the teacher, and shrieked my scorn, hardly taking breath in between my howling paroxysms. To the dismay of my mother I was escorted home and remained under house arrest for a week until my patient father concluded that my entry into yet another school would be useless. Instead, I was to study at home under his guidance.


My father was quite good at French and also tutored me through the complexities of basic algebra. He insisted I read the English classics and provided me lessons in ancient Greek with an elderly minister, a Dr. Herriot, who taught me the complexities of that language and its aural magnificence.


Our conversations after the lesson would inevitably lead toward some matter of faith; Dr. Herriot assumed I went to church and he was very curious as to which one. It did no good to explain that I was an agnostic, to him a heathen. My disregard of conventional faith was incomprehensible to him.


One day Dr. Herriot asked what I was currently reading. I told him I was immersed in Shelley’s Prometheus. He was shocked, and said, “Shelley was a dastardly atheist.” I could not understand Dr. Herriot any more than he could me.


Another conversation turned to evolution. “There is no such thing as evolution!” exclaimed Dr. Herriot. “There is only devolution from the year of the Creation!”


I appeared perplexed. He followed with, “We know God created the world in October, four thousand and four years before Christ; we are waiting for the Second Coming which will take place soon! Don’t believe this evolution rubbish!”


Now I was stunned. I ventured, “Dr. Herriot, how do you explain the fossils in the rocks?”


The silver-maned Reverend Doctor looked at me with what would pass as theatrical compassion and said, “My dear boy, God put them there to tempt our faith.”


After that revelation I could not return to him for further instruction. His cold blue eyes in the ruddy, white-whiskered face, his pronouncement of rigid faith, and his implications of what would happen to me on Judgment Day, all were at huge variance with the luminance of music, the revelations of philosophy and poetry, the freedom of the rolling hills and the ocean.


From my conversations with Dr. Herriot and others came my realization that intolerance, unreason, and exclusionism exist and that all three are blended in many manifestations of our society. This stimulated my intellectual and imaginative faculties, but also drew sharp lines of separation between myself and a good part of the society in which I lived. I believe religion to be deeply personal; I am a loner with my particular amorphous sense of deity.


Sometime in 1914, my father heard me trying to pick out notes on our old upright piano. He decided that his twelve-year-old son had talent! I soon began piano lessons, which were in addition to my other studies.


In 1915 my father gave me a year’s pass to the Panama-Pacific International Exposition (celebrating the opening of the Panama Canal), which would be my school for that year. He insisted that I continue my piano and study literature and language at home, but I was to spend a good part of each day at the fair.


The exposition was large, complex, and astounding: a confusion of multitudes of people, more than I had ever encountered, with conversations at excitement levels and innumerable things to see. I visited every exhibit many times during that year.


In some respects it was a tawdry place, a glorious and obviously temporary stage set, a symbolic fantasy, and a dream world of color and style. The buildings, constructed expressly for the exposition, were huge and flamboyant, with great scale and spaciousness. They were to reflect the spirit of classicism, daringly transcribed by western architects and designers. Included were: the Campaniles, reminding me of Italian postcards, the Court of Ages with its infinity of finials, the rococo Hall of Horticulture, the glorious Palace of Fine Arts, and the improbable Tower of Jewels. There were acres of foreign pavilions as well as many from American states, some pleasing and instructive, some incredibly dull.


And then there was the Zone, the amusement area. In addition to the usual neck-breaking rides, tumblers, twisters, and tunnels of love, there were the seamy traps of girlie shows, curio shops, and freak displays. If the fronts of these establishments were bad, the backs were worse—plywood, tar paper, trash, as well as drunks and assorted strange fragments of humanity.


On occasion when I was late coming home, I would make for the exits through the backyards of the Zone to the nearest streetcars. On one such evening my path crossed a group of shabby men. One, with a hooked nose and sardonic grin, had rolled up his sleeve and was injecting himself with a huge syringe. I was badly frightened and I rushed through the nearest turnstile and jumped on the first streetcar I saw. It happened to be going in the wrong direction, but no matter; I felt I had escaped some awful, threatening situation. I got home quite late and very distressed. My father asked me what had happened. I blurted out the horror of the experience, but my father simply said, “He must have been a drug addict—you should feel very sorry for him.” This clarifying charity eased my spirits.


I happily returned to my school, the exposition. The Festival Hall, a huge, domed building with excellent acoustics, contained an organ, a gargantuan instrument of some quality that now graces San Francisco’s Civic Center. Daily at noon the exposition organist, Edwin Lamar, gave a concert that he closed with an improvisation on a theme submitted by someone in the audience. I was increasingly involved in my own music study and was impressed by his ability to create a prelude or a fugue on the spot with such inventiveness, musicianship, and authority. I always tried to attend his concerts, then scampered a mile to the YMCA cafeteria for a cheap lunch.


I made many visits to the painting and sculpture exhibits at the Palace of Fine Arts, where I saw work in the modern vein—Bonnard, Cézanne, Gauguin, Monet, Pissarro, Van Gogh. They had little effect on me at the time, though I remember viewing them repeatedly. I now wonder what subconscious effect they had in the years to follow.


My father often met me in the early afternoon and we visited exhibits together. He particularly enjoyed the science and machinery exhibits and also liked to sit in the courts and watch the fountains. Occasionally my mother and aunt would join us. We would have something to eat and stay for the fireworks; they were always spectacular. Arriving home late, the next day was usually a bit quiet for the ladies.


Although everyone at the exposition was kindly to me, I am sure I was a real pest. But patience is the keystone of salesmanship, and the intent of the exposition was to encourage interest in and purchase of the items displayed. It was much more sensible than ordinary advertising; everything was there to see and handle and try out if you wished. Exhibitors seemed interested in inquisitive children and went out of their way to explain things. They were anxious that word be spread at home and parents alerted to such things as new office or home equipment.


A friend of my father was managing the Dalton Adding Machine Company exhibit and he taught me how to use the machine. I enjoyed demonstrating it to spectators and often did so for an hour or two a day.


I also frequented the Underwood Typewriter exhibit that presented on a large movable stage dioramas of the history of office writing—from the eighteenth-century bookkeeper laboriously pushing a quill pen to the most modern typewriter of 1915. These scenes appeared in sequence, one dissolving into another with a smoothness that was truly remarkable. Real people were involved; each illusion was a beautifully arranged and illuminated stage set. How it was done baffled everyone.


I met Mr. Thomas Mooney, the technician of the display, and he revealed the secret, making me promise not to divulge it until the exposition was over. I was proud of this confidential information and carefully guarded the secret. It is hard to describe my astonishment and disbelief a few days after the shocking 1917 Preparedness Day bombing on Market Street to see a photograph of Thomas J. Mooney, charged with major complicity in this terrible crime. I found it difficult to believe he was guilty, but he was so charged and sentenced to many years in prison. In my memory he is a kind and gentle man.


On the closing day of the exposition, I arrived early and visited my old haunts. Many displays were already packed up, leaving a sad, abandoned look. I had saved up some cash for a few rides on the roller coaster, then had a double-rich dinner at the YMCA cafeteria. Piles of turkey and dressing and ice cream went the way of my innards. I had one last ride on the roller coaster with disastrous gastronomic results and ended my activities at the infirmary.


I left the infirmary at nine in the evening and wandered off to the east gate. The crowd was huge, filling the large open areas from rim to rim. I was trapped in the center of a vast surge of people who swayed en masse as if under the spell of a choreographer. It was terrifying; several women fainted but were kept upright by the close-pressing bodies. We slowly reached the exit and poured into the street. The streetcars were jammed; there was little use waiting, so I started to walk home through the Presidio. I found that I was quite weak, the combination of illness and the long, frightening experience in that mindless throng had their effect. I needed to rest frequently and simply sat down on the roadside. I straggled home at two A.M. to find my family anxiously awaiting me, fearing the worst.


After the exposition, my education continued along its individual course. In and out of several schools in search of a legitimizing diploma, I finally ended up at the Wilkins School. Mrs. Kate Wilkins was a stout, motherly character; she read the lessons out loud to me and gave me an A. Graduating from the eighth grade at the Wilkins School signaled the end of my formal academic career.


I often wonder at the strength and courage my father had in taking me out of the traditional school situation and providing me with these extraordinary learning experiences. I am certain he established the positive direction of my life that otherwise, given my native hyperactivity, could have been confused and catastrophic. I trace who I am and the direction of my development to those years of growing up in our house on the dunes, propelled especially by an internal spark tenderly kept alive and glowing by my father.














3.


Music


MY THIRTEENTH YEAR WAS DOMINATED BY TWO SUBJECTS: the Panama-Pacific International Exposition and the beginning of serious study of the piano. The world of music was an immediate contrast to my undisciplined life and unsuccessful performance in school. Within a block from our house lived an extraordinary, elderly maiden lady of very definite Yankee determination. Miss Marie Butler, my first piano teacher, was a graduate of the New England Conservatory of Music and had taught piano for many years. Her technical competence was bewildering, her knowledge of music—harmony, theory, and history—tremendous, and her perseverance remarkable.


My father must have explained my undisciplined character to her. She was very proper with a soft voice and manner, but she showed me no mercy whatsoever. There was no adaptation to my usual scattered approach to life. She insisted on week after week of grueling exercises and repetitious scales that I felt to be purposeless. Then one autumn day I suddenly realized what was happening. The perfection was beginning to mean something to me! Miss Butler seemed to recognize my awareness and said, “It’s time for a little phrasing.” My scatterbrained existence was gradually being tuned to accuracy and musical expression.


The change from a hyperactive Sloppy Joe was not overnight, but was sufficiently abrupt to make some startled people ask, “What happened?” I still recall that the Bach Inventions taxed my concentration, especially when a sunny breeze carrying the sound of the ocean stole through the open window. I worked for a month getting the Bach Invention No. 1 note-perfect. “Now,” said Miss Butler, “we may begin to play it!” Then began the wondrous putting-together of the simple phrases in all their independence. Her approach to teaching was “if it’s not right in every way, it’s wrong,” and that was that. “Bring it back right next lesson.” She was very patient with problems of interpretation, but to not have the correct notes or rhythms was unforgivable. She never played or demonstrated music that I was working on. I had to express the music myself. Her teaching still remains impressive.




BUTLER: “Look at this phrase; see the five rising and falling notes?”


ADAMS: “What do you mean ‘rising and falling’?”


BUTLER: “Isn’t it on the page: a hill to climb and descend? Something to lift and let fall?”


ADAMS: “Oh! I think I see.”


BUTLER: “Try it.”





Shape was born! If the notes were accurate, their volume should be in relation to their “lift.” What had been an uneven plateau of notes took on the aspect of a range of hills.




BUTLER: “Do you think you got an agreeable ‘bell’ quality with the top note of this phrase?”


ADAMS: “Show me what you mean.”


BUTLER: “No, it’s your phrase. You have to sculpt it.”


ADAMS: “Where is the accent? If I stress the top of the phrase, am I not losing the prime accent?”


BUTLER: “Not at all. The time accent is the ground plan, the phrase crest is the architecture.”





Conversations such as these opened new worlds of thought and feeling. Gaining the techniques to produce beautiful and precise sounds, I began to express my emotions through music. I am convinced that explanation of emotion in art is accomplished only in the medium in which it is created. This came to me powerfully years later when I turned to photography.


From the beginning I was trained to play a simple five-note exercise, note by note, with a metronome set at sixty-nine beats a minute. I do not know why sixty-nine and not seventy-two or sixty-five, but sixty-nine it was.


Each note struck required the following:


1. Hand level, fingers lightly resting on the keyboard.


2. Lift the finger as high as the joints will allow.


3. Strike with finger impact only.


4. Relax finger just enough to prevent the damper dropping on strings.


5. Strike next note, releasing the first note as the next sounds.


This is a relaxed procedure and the basis of a true legato: each note a pure, balanced entity, most to be connected to other notes with a consistent smoothness and equality of tone. When all notes were even in sound and accurate in strike, the metronome speed would slowly be increased and the hand would remain relaxed. Later on, hand and arm energies would be used. It was a monotonous, but rewarding procedure.


The subject of legato is more than just the conventional smooth progression of one note to another. It is agreed that no matter how a single piano key is struck, a closely similar sound will be heard, more loudly as the impact force increases and impossible to control once struck. It is the relationship of volume and the interval of pitch and time between two or more notes that defines “touch,” the sense of relative tonal quality, and suggests the shape of phrases. The retinal-cortex performance in the achievement of vision is not dissimilar to the aural-cortex phenemenon in hearing, in that the mind not only receives values, but creates their enhancement.


Consider a struck note; the first impact sound is followed by a complex series of harmonics. In this chain of harmonics there are links and profiles of completion, suggesting the ideal moment for the impact of the next note. However, the miracle dwells in the anticipation of the correct moment of impact of the following note; if we acted on perception of this moment, we would, because of the brain-nerve-muscle lag, be late in action and the theory of legato blasted.


With Miss Butler I progressed from Bach—all the Inventions, all the Well-Tempered Clavier, the Italian Concerto, etc.—to early Italian composers and Mozart. After several Mozart sonatas, I was allowed to play Beethoven, then the logical step to Chopin, playing most of the preludes and nocturnes and then the Fantasy C-sharp Minor Scherzo and the B-flat Minor Sonata. Then more Bach—the Partitas and the English Suites—and a balanced injection of Schumann and Schubert.


One day, after playing an assignment for her, she said, in a quiet and unemotional voice, “I have done all I can for you. It is time you went on to larger worlds. I think you should study with Frederick Zech for a while, simply to get the feel of the great musicians of the middle and late nineteenth century.”


My fairly placid world was abruptly changed in 1918 by the formidable character of Frederick Zech. He was at least eighty years old and possessed an impressive mustache and a strong German accent. He had been an assistant to Von Bulow in Potsdam. Zech played for me but once. Because I did not do very well with some double sixths, he pushed me aside and proceeded to cover the keyboard with a chromatic double-sixths scale with both hands at a dazzling tempo.


At my first session, Zech simply asked me to play for him. After a short survey of my repertoire, he said, “You have been very well trained. If you work hard you will play good. We shall now give you more heroic position! You will spend one hour on finger work, one hour on Bach, one hour on Beethoven, then two hours on something else that I shall give you. First we will try a little Schubert and a little Liszt and then we shall see.”


Frederick Zech kept me in line with wry comments such as—this in regard to a Schubert Impromptu—“You must play it like making love, but you should not breathe so fast near the end.” Once I was working on Liszt’s Saint Francis of Paulus Walking on the Waves. I thought I had it fairly well in hand, but he was obviously distressed. “Mr. Adams, please—first you must know the notes, then you can bellow like Chaliapin.” I fear that my performance had paraphrased an old homily, “You could not see the rocks for the avalanche.” There was no way to put anything over on Frederick Zech.


By 1923 I was a budding professional pianist without a decent piano. I was still practicing on our old upright that was falling apart. My mother’s family were old friends of Governor Jewett Adams (no relation) and his wife, in Carson City, Nevada. Mrs. Adams was a good pianist and took a friendly interest in my musical progress. When the governor passed on to the Higher Authority, she moved to San Francisco and had a fine, though small, apartment in the Stanford Court. Mrs. Adams had a huge German piano, an Ermler, nine feet long, that had been manufactured in about 1857. She kindly gave me her piano, which I felt to be a godsend. The keyboard was several notes shorter than modern pianos, the action was simple and not too subtle, but the tone was quite fine.


There was a quality about the Ermler that was unforgettable. Its case was of rosewood, with a marvelous, dark luminosity. The music rack was carved in East Indian style. The end was squared off, slightly coffinlike. In fact, with two candles set on either side of the music rack, it had a truly funereal mood and reeked of the qualities quite different from those of fresh air and green hills in sunlight.


While the Ermler was a definite improvement, I longed for a more sympathetic piano and would visit the Wiley B. Allen store in San Francisco. They were agents for the Mason and Hamlin piano and were very kind to me, letting me come in to practice on whatever instruments were on the floor. One day in 1925 I arrived and the salesman said that two beautiful Double-B’s had just come in. I played for a little while on one of them; it was superb. Then I sat down at the other one and within one minute I knew this was the piano for me! Love at first sound! It had an incredible tone and action; it was right, inevitable, and, of course, expensive! I reluctantly departed that afternoon. On the way home in the streetcar I accumulated gloom; here was the most wonderful piano I had ever touched and there could be no way I could afford it. Struggling to become a concert pianist, I now taught piano lessons, bringing home only a small income. I talked with my father and he said, “Maybe we can do something about it. Let me think.”


The next morning my father reminded me that I had been given a lot in Atherton by my Uncle Ansel. We immediately sold it, receiving twenty-two hundred dollars. I used this as the down payment on the sales price of sixty-seven hundred dollars with interest. My father and I paid it off at seventy-five dollars a month for five years.


I will never forget the great anxiety of waiting for the new piano and the terror of seeing it carried up the twisting path to our house, teetering from side to side. The Mason and Hamlin was installed as though a queen in residence in a simple cottage. It gleamed in the morning light coming through the living room window as I cautiously sat before it, struck a few random notes, then tried a simple Chopin nocturne. With those first few notes, a new experience of beauty blossomed: the sound was so lovely, the dynamics so extended. There was a limpid excellence over the entire scale; the notes seemed willing to live as long as I wished them to. Sixty years later it still retains its beautiful tone; a few things of the world are of enduring quality, and this piano is one of them.


With continued hope for a future in music and with Zech’s blessing, I moved on to another teacher, Benjamin Moore, an extraordinary and tranquil personality, who taught by indirection, requesting me to comment on my own playing in the analytical, rather than critical sense.


Benjamin Moore created thought-trains that I have retained over the years. He was a master of the “as if” method of communication. I will never forget how difficult it was to create any impression of legato with widely separated notes or chords without the sustaining pedal. Getting from one to another position as quickly as possible might give a very short time lag, but the note or notes sounded would be heard as a “slap.” Ben Moore would say quietly, “Why not think of the ‘up’ from the first position as part of the ‘down’ of the second position?” Immediately I was able to achieve the elusive legato, even over a space of several octaves. This was another example of anticipation: achieving the unique moment when the input of a new sound into the receding harmonics of the previous sound is at the optimal moment.


Of course, music is not simply putting one note after another; a tremendous variety of physical, aesthetic, and emotional situations are brought under control over the years by arduous practice. All falls together in a grand, yet apparently simple creative pattern that reveals high levels of memory, comprehension, and sensitivity.


Not made for the piano, my hands were rather small, with a span that barely managed a tenth on the keyboard, and fingerpads that would not tolerate much bravura playing; bone-bruise occurred frequently. I was told I had ideal violin hands—probably also good for flute, piccolo, and harmonica! My style and repertoire were therefore constrained by my physical limits. I did develop an unusually beautiful touch and musical quality. I do not think I could have achieved much notice as a concert pianist, but I could produce effective sounds, phrasing, and a style of unusual quality. I could have become a performer of a limited repertoire, an accompanist, and teacher.


My first meeting with a celebrated musician was when I was fifteen years old. Paula Humphries, a neighbor, was dedicated to the musical life of San Francisco and frequently entertained visiting greats. She kindly asked me to an afternoon tea with Johanna Gadski, the Wagnerian singer. I approached the event with terror. When I rang the doorbell, I was ushered into a large living room and a chattering flood of voices. For a few moments I was dismally alone in a very strange world. Then Paula rushed up to greet me (one would think I was her son, the mayor, or the symphony conductor) and introduced me to the crowd upon a gathering tide of welcome and hospitality. I was led to the Presence: a mountain of a woman, radiant with health, creative aura, and sheer physical power. She gripped my hands, drew me toward her, clasped me to her expansive bosom adorned with a shimmering emerald, and said, “I am so glad to meet you. Any friend of Paula’s is a friend of mine!” I received an additional bear hug, almost swallowing the emerald, and was passed on so that the next guest could receive the appropriate greeting.


The euphoria of this contact with greatness lasted quite a while. When I heard Gadski sing The Valkyrie, I had that smug satisfaction of saying to myself, “I know her. She hugged me. She’s glorious!” In fact, she was.


Mischa Elman, an extraordinary violinist, was just the opposite. I recall a day in the early 1930s when Kathleen Parlow, a fine violinist who lived next door, invited us to lunch with Elman. He talked incessantly about himself and the dastardly character of most musicians and critics. After lunch, Kathleen suggested we all go to our house. She was sure he would like our big, white living room. He entered, took one look about him, and said, “Kathleen, get your fiddle.” She brought it, whereupon he spent almost two hours striding up and down the room, playing Bach for the unaccompanied violin. I shall never forget the enormous tone he evoked from the instrument and the complete absorption of the man in his music. He asked me to play some accompaniment for him; I tried, scared to death. It was a score for violin and piano by Dvořak that I happened to have. He was a completely commanding musician, and all I could do was timorously follow him.


At the close he said, “Thank you. I want your piano, how much?”


I replied that my pride and joy was not for sale, but he simply would not listen.


He said, “I will pay you five thousand dollars.”


“I do not want to sell it.”


“I will pay you seven thousand dollars!”


“I won’t sell it for anything!”


“Ten thousand dollars?”


“NO!”


He then said, “Kathleen, I want to go back to your house,” and departed forthwith.


I saw him again several years later and he asked, “Will you NOW sell your piano?”


I said, with a certain asperity, “NO, I will NOT sell it to you or anyone.”


He turned away, insulted. I have wondered how a great artist could be so opaque: possessing extraordinary musicianship, incredible tone, and authority, but ruthless and self-centered. I have never been able to reconcile all these qualities in one personality.


One of my oldest friends, Ernst Bacon, represents a creative-intellectual balance I have found rare in artists. He is a gifted pianist, a superior composer, and a perceptive commentator on the human-political scene. In his eighties he still exudes a marvelous youthfulness. He does not find all the notes these days, but his piano playing is strong, solid, and compassionate.


It was always an exciting indulgence to attend a symphony rehearsal, and I went to quite a few in the 1920s. The conductor of the San Francisco Symphony was Alfred Hertz, a full-bearded, totally bald man. Though lame from childhood polio, he had vast energy, excellent musicianship, and a wry, Teutonic sense of humor. He was a perfectionist in the very precise German fashion. He loved a lot of brass and maximum decibel climaxes. He built our orchestra from poor to acceptable.


I recall a Danish violist, who, at least, tried hard. While I never heard him slip in concert, he made some extraordinary mistakes in rehearsal. Hertz was quick to isolate and humorize them if possible. At one point in a rehearsal of a Strauss tone poem, the violas were to enter in unison. Our Danish friend produced a slightly wan, but audible, note, one beat ahead of the score. Hertz tapped vigorously on the music desk, bringing the entire orchestra to silence. He looked around the hushed group and said, in measured, sepulchral tones, “There is something rotten in Denmark!” Everyone roared, including the hapless violist. He would tell this story on himself with glee for the rest of his life.


On one occasion I heard a harpist of undoubted ability who could sometimes be vague and forgetful. He arrived at one of those occasional symphonic opportunities where the harp has a glittering and prolonged cadenza. With handsome head thrown back, eyes closed, and hands rotating like spikey cartwheels across the strings, he completely neglected the score and enjoyed repeating this particular virtuosic display. Hertz let him get through two repetitions, but when he began the third, Hertz banged on the desk and yelled, “STOP, mein Gott, you have passed the station!”


Ridiculous moments, such as these, endure, while many of the fine performances I heard were forgotten. Perhaps if it were not for the persistent underlying humor of musicians, the rigors of the profession would unbalance them. My own highest inane musical achievement was at a VERY liquid party where people were doing extraordinary things. They begged me to play. I felt capable and proved it in a unique and unrepeatable way. I chose the Chopin F Major Nocturne with confidence. In some strange way my right hand started off in F-sharp major while my left hand behaved well in F major. I could not bring them together. I went through the entire nocturne with the hands separated by half a step. No one said anything; the cacophony must have been horrendous. A musician I had just met looked at me with bleary eyes and slowly shook his head. The party moved on to fresh excitements. For me, and I think for most nonvaudevillian pianists, this performance would have been an impossible feat had I not been under the influence of Demon Bourbon. I still cannot figure out what strange perversion of the imagination induced such a schizoid performance. I was told the next day that I was surprisingly accurate throughout, with both hands behaving well in their chosen keys: “You never missed a wrong note!”


During my youth, most of my friendships came from musical associations, including my best friend for many years, Cedric Wright. When I was about eight years old, my father, mother, and I spent a few weeks with Cedric’s family, the George Wrights, at their country home in the Santa Cruz Mountains. George Wright was my father’s attorney, and he and his wife were also part of my parents’ social life in San Francisco.


The Wrights’ country house was built on a steep, forested bank at least fifty feet above the San Lorenzo River. From the main porch the view was directly into the high branches of the trees and down to the pure and rippling stream. It was all very idyllic and clean: bird chirps, river sounds, and the fresh forest fragrance of the air.


Dinner, which I dreaded, was conducted under very proper conditions of stuffy furniture and stuffier food with table talk either above or below me but certainly inconsequential. One afternoon I was swinging rather violently in the porch hammock, expending all the energy I could before my enforced dinner with the adults. I overdid it and fell backwards, hitting my head on the very hard floor. I was out for an hour or so and awoke in bed with a concerned doctor, worried hosts, and frantic parents hovering above me. Any damage, for good or bad, remains undetermined.


That country near Santa Cruz was a strange complex of lush river-banks, canyon forests, and high, brushy, arid areas. It was always hot in summer—too far inland for the cool benediction of the sea fog. When the wind was right, fragrant smoke from the sawdust burners drifted down the canyon. Seventy years ago the forests seemed inexhaustible and few were concerned over their depletion.


Cedric Wright was a bit of a rebel; the very conventional Wright home in Alameda would have been a difficult environment for any free spirit in which to flower. I will never forget Cedric’s debut violin recital in San Francisco that I attended when I was about twelve and he was about twenty-five. Cedric appeared in knickers, an affectation that persisted throughout his life. He started with the Bach Chaconne for Unaccompanied Violin in D Minor, playing it forthrightly, though with a nervous intonation. When he reached the first repeat, he returned to the beginning and played an interesting and properly enhanced variation. When he came to the repeat again, he forgot the second ending and had to start over. He played courageously, only to forget the second ending once more. He then flourished the violin from under his chin and said to the audience, “Well, I guess you have had enough of that,” and walked off the stage. He returned unperturbed for the rest of the program, which he performed very well indeed, and received a hearty round of applause. For many musicians, especially at their debut, such a lapse of memory would have been catastrophic, but not for Cedric. He was able to put his rather extraordinary personality above such minor disasters; in fact, he would extract all possible humor from them.


I did not see Cedric again until the summer of 1923 in Yosemite. The Sierra Club enjoyed an annual outing, during which many members would camp and climb together. In 1923 the outing group, including Cedric, came to Yosemite and started their trek to the northern areas of the park. I was invited to join them for the first few days. On this short excursion Cedric and I became warm friends. We found we had many mutual interests, especially music (we both preferred Bach and Beethoven), the mountains, and our budding awareness of photography.


Many of Cedric’s photographic portraits were very fine, and a good portion of his prints were excellent. Somewhat like Edward Weston, he had a specifically personal technique, hence a disregard for many of the basic technical principles of photography. However, in his continuous search for artistic identity, Cedric often came under the influence of admiring flatterers and would be swayed in his approach to photography with unpredictable results. A noted pictorialist, Nicholas Haz, admired Cedric’s work and convinced him that the formula for creativity was freedom from rules and technique. Cedric’s photography never entirely recovered from the self-indulgence this fostered.


Cedric was greatly influenced by Elbert Hubbard’s doctrines of naturalistic simplicity, and I am sure William Morris would have accepted him in his circle. Walt Whitman, Havelock Ellis, and Edward Carpenter were Cedric’s saints, and Fritz Kreisler, the great violinist, his prophet.


I became a regular at the frequent, happy, and informal evenings at Cedric’s Berkeley home, where I met many of the people who were to become so important to me in future years. The route to Berkeley by ferryboat, train, and streetcar was long and circuitous, taking nearly four hours round trip, but the journey was always worth it.


I was beguiled by the unique architecture and spirit of Cedric’s Bernard Maybeck–designed studio home. Maybeck was a magnificent architect, with an incredible wealth of imagination and taste. He had created a marvelous home for Cedric out of an old barn tucked away in redwoods and lush foliage on Etna Street, a few blocks from the University of California. One of the most remarkable buildings I have ever seen is the still amazingly contemporary Christian Science Church in Berkeley that Maybeck created and built in 1911. He also designed the one building from the 1915 Panama-Pacific Exposition in San Francisco that still stands—the Palace of Fine Arts, now sheltering the Exploratorium, a “hands on” science museum. The functional design of his elegant structures was, in my opinion, far more humane and workable than were those of Frank Lloyd Wright. And, Maybeck’s roofs seldom leaked, a common complaint of the occupants of Wright’s masterpieces.


Despite the fact that his first wife, Mildred, and daughter Alberta were both intelligent and charming, Cedric was a victim of an unrequited desire for the ideal woman. He had a stunning affair, which I am sure was unrealized, with an impossibly perfect creature, who quite unexpectedly married a motorcycle racing star! I had Cedric’s case of hysterics on my hands for a week. He smothered his woes with marriage to Rhea Ufford, a pianist. They had a reasonably happy life together and produced two children, David and Joanne.


What was both a curse and a blessing for Cedric was that he was always comfortable financially and had absolutely no concept of what the average material condition of most people might be. I have found this true of many idealists and have wondered what restricted funds might have done to Cedric’s continual devotion to the unrealities of life. I believe he would have overcome any misfortune because he had such faith in beauty and the human potential. So confident was Cedric of the humanizing powers of the mountains that he wanted to invite Joseph Stalin on a Sierra Club outing! As an old mutual friend said of his intention, “Well, you never can tell, he just might have pulled it off!”


There was never anyone more at home in the mountains than Cedric, though he seldom scaled peaks and heartily disliked what he called “display climbing”—chalking off fourteen-thousand-foot crags as trophies. We joined in a disregard for the naming of things and were skeptical of those nonprofessionals who go through the wilderness classifying and labeling everything in sight. We both agreed that mountains and places probably should have names, but that a simple flower gains little (except to botanists) by carrying a ponderous Latin classification.


My involvement with the Sierra Club was a basic introduction to the concepts of wilderness and conservation. Cedric was never directly involved with the conservation-environmental aspects of the Sierra Club activities, but he was devoted to the Sierra at a very human and creative level and made impressive contributions through the pairing of personally written associations with his photographs. We all have our ways in which we serve best; some work independently in the world at large, some work within the structure of organizations, and others create personal prompts and messages in various art forms which support the dominant theme: protection of the environment for those qualities and benefits only the earth can provide for now and for the future.


In 1960 the Sierra Club published Cedric Wright: Words of the Earth, a beautiful posthumous book of his photographs and writings edited by Nancy Newhall. In this book Cedric wrote:




Out of the vast process of evolution through need,


out of the cycle of passing forms,


arises eternal, elemental beauty.


Intense beauty is liberation.





For a while, all seemed well with Cedric until he suffered a stroke. His last years were complex and difficult. He dedicated himself to writing and mimeographing hundreds of pages against all educational systems in general. His daughter fell in love and married a teacher. This was the last straw; nothing could have been more destructive to Cedric’s intensified ego. Sadly we observed another personality, rigid and dictatorial, emerging in this later part of Cedric’s life; a painful experience for all his friends.


I remember well the younger Cedric as almost an occupant of another world and a creator and messenger of beauty and mysteries. Perhaps his greatest gift was that of imparting confidence to those who were wavering on the edge of fear and indecision; often it was me. We shared much, playing music together, hiking together, writing letters with our deepest feelings, bolstering each other through topsy-turvy romances with dream girls and real girls. In 1937 I wrote:






Dear Cedric,





A strange thing happened to me today. I saw a big thundercloud move down over Half Dome, and it was so big and clear and brilliant that it made me see many things that were drifting around inside of me; things that related to those who are loved and those who are real friends.


For the first time I know what love is; what friends are; and what art should be.


Love is a seeking for a way of life; the way that cannot be followed alone; the resonance of all spiritual and physical things. Children are not only of flesh and blood—children may be ideas, thoughts, emotions. The person of the one who is loved is a form composed of a myriad mirrors reflecting and illuminating the powers and thoughts and the emotions that are within you, and flashing another kind of light from within. No words or deeds may encompass it.


Friendship is another form of love—more passive perhaps, but full of the transmitting and acceptances of things like thunderclouds and grass and the clean reality of granite.


Art is both love and friendship and understanding: the desire to give. It is not charity, which is the giving of things. It is more than kindness, which is the giving of self. It is both the taking and giving of beauty, the turning out to the light the inner folds of the awareness of the spirit. It is the recreation on another plane of the realities of the world; the tragic and wonderful realities of earth and men, and of all the interrelations of these.




Ansel
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