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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      





Introduction



For over thirty years, Sprague and I have been fascinated by the Conan stories written by Robert E. Howard in the early 1930s. Sprague gathered them, edited them, and searched for a paperback book publisher willing to bring them out; for in 1951 Howard and his fictional character Conan of Cimmeria were known to only a very small group of admirers. In the ensuing years, Sprague—with his colleagues Lin Carter, Björn Nyberg, and, more recently, with me—has added many new tales to the saga of the great barbarian. Sprague kept the name of Conan before the public; and, with the help of Glenn Lord, a man Sprague recommended as literary agent for the Howard heirs, made Conan a household word among readers and comic-book fans.


As our interest in the great barbarian grew, we found ourselves increasingly intrigued by the Texas writer from whose teeming brain Conan and other heroic characters emerged. Although no one had ever written a book-length biography of Robert Howard or done much to assay his work, we hesitated to undertake the task, since we knew little about life in Texas during the first third of the present century. We knew even less about the boy who grew up to create, almost single-handedly, the subgenre of American fiction that is now called “heroic fantasy.”


One evening—it was November 17, 1976—when Lin Carter was in Philadelphia to help Sprague plot a new Conan story, I asked Dr. Jane Whittington Griffin, a witty and charming woman friend, to make a fourth at dinner. At the close of the meal, Sprague and Lin went off to the study to get on with their work. I was embarrassed by the speed of their departure and explained somewhat lamely to our guest everything that I knew about Conan, his Cross Plains creator, and the two ladies who had become the Howard heirs. At the mention of the name Kuykendall, Jane exclaimed: “I went to college with a girl named Alla Ray Kuykendall. She lives just a few miles beyond Eastland.”


I called to the men, who, abandoning their plotting, hastened down to the living room. We spent the entire evening discovering that Jane grew up in Eastland, Texas, at about the same time that Robert Ervin Howard was growing up in Cross Plains, some thirty miles away. Jane knew the land, the history of the region, and many of the people who had had contacts with the Howard family. Moreover, through her work in child development, a subject that she taught to graduate students at the University of Pennsylvania, Jane could reconstruct a great deal about the early life of a Texan child brought up in an environment not far removed from pioneer days.


Assured of Jane’s help with the early chapters of Howard’s life, we decided to bring the tragic story of Robert Howard to all who admire the man and his creations. Thus was born the project that has occupied much of our time and energy for over five years.


We have made five research trips to Texas, and we have interviewed nearly every living person who remembers the neglected genius of Cross Plains. Many are the adventures we have had during these extended research trips. On one we took Jane, who had emphysema and required a supply of oxygen at all times. Only later did we learn that, had we hit a pothole or another car, the two huge cylinders of oxygen on which I planted firm feet would have exploded and blown us all into another county.


By the merest good fortune, we located the cut in the low hills that goes by the name of Dark Valley. We had stopped to ask a shopkeeper if he knew where Dark Valley was. The man told us that his father, Mr. J. C. McClure, was the local historian and that he would be glad to show us around. Mr. McClure owned the very ground on which stands the small house in which the senior Howards, as bride and groom, made their first home. Because of Jane’s Texas drawl and her knowledge of the local families, we were graciously received by people who might otherwise have been reluctant to entertain us.


Jane Whittington Griffin passed away on November 9, 1979, but by that time she had shared with us her insights into Howard’s formative years. She greatly increased our knowledge of the flora, the customs, and the way of life of Texans at the turn of the century. Most of all, she gave us the courage to go on with a subject whose magnitude escaped us until we were so deeply involved that we could not dream of turning back.


Many other people have lent us a welcome hand in bringing this project to fruition, among them Glenn Lord, who supplied us with information and gave us permission to use quotations from Howard’s works. We wish to thank for their kindness in granting us interviews: Jack Scott, a former mayor of Cross Plains, who was a young reporter in Howard’s day and who has most kindly agreed to read and criticize this manuscript; Miss Kate Merryman, also of Cross Plains, who helped to nurse Mrs. Howard through her last illness; and Mrs. Novalyne Price Ellis, who was Howard’s close friend during the last two years of his life.


E. Hoffmann Price, no relation of Mrs. Ellis, contributed the rare insights into Howard’s personality that only a writer of his stature could make; and Dr. Charlotte Laughlin, a professor at Howard Payne University in Brownwood, gave generously of her time in doing essential research.


Other people, either through correspondence or by means of interviews, contributed enormously in rounding out this picture of the Howard family and the world in which they lived. Among them are: Mrs. Fanny McClung Anderson, Jonathan Bacon, Earl J. Baker, Robert Baker, E. Wayne Barlow, Mrs. Lorene Bishop, John Bloom, Miss Paula Bond, Hyman Bradofsky, Mrs. Ruth Baum Browning, Elliot and Zora May Bryant, Garry Burg, LeeRoy and Floyce Butler, Sam Buzbee, Gray Cassidy, Norris R. Chambers, J. H. Childs, Mrs. A. L. Conlee, Mrs. Jocelyn Darling, Mrs. Annie Newton Davis, Mrs. Ollie Lorene Davis, Raymond De Busk, Peter Beresford Ellis, Steve Eng, and William Fulwiler.


Also Kenneth Franklin, Mrs. Lois Garrett, T. H. Frazzetta, Mrs. Mary Robertson Gensley, Alfred Gechter, Wallace C. Howard, Truman Howard, Rev. Toby Irwin, Sherwood B. Idso, Mrs. Alma Baker King, Robert S. Latona, Billy Lee, Richard Lupoff, Mrs. Birdie L. Martin, Mrs. Irene Shults Mayfield, John D. McClure, Mrs. Gladys Doyel McNabb, Frank D. McSherry, Jr., L. L. and Deoma Morgan, Mrs. Alla Ray Morris, Sam Moskowitz, Miss Dorothy A. Murray, Austin Newton, Howard 0. Newton, Mrs. Vera Baker Nichols, Mrs. Nathan Oliver, Mrs. Patricia Neeb Peterson, Ervin Polishuk, Harold Preece, Phillip Sawyer, Robert Stevens, H. L. Somerville, Mrs. Johnnie Newton Stone, Miss Dolores Tanner, Gomer Thomas, Frank Thurston Torbett, Truett Vinson, Tom R. and Urla Wilson, Mrs. D. K. Woolridge, Mrs. Alice Younglove, and several others who prefer to remain anonymous.


Catherine Crook de Camp 
Villanova, Pennsylvania 
June 30, 1983




I. DREAMER AND DREAM




Drums of glory are lost in the ages,


Bare feet fail on a broken trail—


Let my name fade from the printed pages;


Dreams and visions are growing pale.


Twilight gathers and none can save me.


Well and well, for I would not stay….1





Early on the morning of Thursday, June 11, 1936, Robert Ervin2 Howard, successful young pulp-writer and creator of Conan, the mighty barbarian hero, arose from his vigil at his mother’s bedside. His gaze may have strayed beyond the open window and across the dried grasses of the yard to the picket fence that separated his house from the Butler place next door.


Although it was only a little past seven, the morning was already blazing hot; and the sun, hanging above the eastern horizon, promised another day of dry winds and unrelenting heat. Nothing stirred. Cross Plains was a hound dog lying in the sun, panting beneath its rib cage, totally unconcerned with Howard’s observation.


Cross Plains had troubles enough, without bestirring itself over those of the young man about whom the townsfolk knew little and cared less. “Time,” one of the inhabitants has said, “seems to have passed Cross Plains by.”3 The oil boom of the 1920s, with its excitement and prosperity, had given way to the Great Depression. The shallow oil wells had largely petered out, and the boom people had all moved away. With them the rains had departed, too, and a drouth had set in. In a country given to long dry spells and uncertain rainfall, so prolonged a drouth had been beyond the memory of even the oldest inhabitants.


In those life-threatening days, only the buzzards had thrived. On the ranges, cattle died of thirst and starvation, sometimes with their bodies bloated from the prickly-pear cactus on which they had fed as a last resort. To prevent their suffering, humane ranchers slaughtered their calves and gave their veal away. Many a family made it through the years of the Depression on potted meats and canned chili put up by enterprising women in the farming community. Hanging on barbed-wire fences along the roads for miles in all directions, hides from slaughtered cattle were being cured in the sun. Better curing hides than maggot-swarming bodies of dead animals lying in the pastures.


The land does not readily recover from such years of deprivation. Although the 1936 spring rains once more filled the lake, set the creek back on its course, and greened the prairie, the thirsty West Texas land and its people still bore marks of their ordeal. And again June was hot and dry.


It had been a long night. Robert Howard may have rubbed eyes weary from their constant vigil before he once more turned his gaze to the darkened room. There on her bed his mother lay comatose, her large frame wasted by tuberculosis, probably complicated by cancer, her fine mind dimmed by uremia. For the past few days, she had recognized no one.


Miss Merryman, the housekeeping nurse who had shared the watch with Robert, had already left for home. He turned to her replacement, Mrs. Green, and repeated the question that he had asked his father the night before: “Will she ever be conscious again?”


The answer was the same. The nurse whispered gently, “No, I’m afraid not.”4


Faced with the loss of the one person who gave stability to his existence, Robert Howard left his mother’s room and went to his study, where his battered Underwood Number 5 stood on his generous writing table. Dropping into the chair before it, he inserted a sheet of paper and typed:




All fled—all done, so lift me on the pyre;


The feast is over and the lamps expire.5





Then he strode down the narrow hall, without a word to the recently-hired cook, who was moving about the kitchen, preparing breakfast. He went out the back door, never glancing up at the unpretentious white clapboard house where his father, Dr. Isaac Mordecai Howard, and his guest, Dr. J. D. Dill, were lingering over their coffee. Watching Robert climb into his dusty 1931 Chevrolet sedan, parked beside the fence on the west side of the house, the cook was not alarmed. She assumed that he was about to drive uptown to get the morning mail as he had done hundreds of times before. She turned away as he rolled up the window.


Lifting from the glove compartment a borrowed Colt .380 automatic, Robert Howard thumbed the safety catch. He must have thought about what Dr. Dill had told him the day before. He had sought out Dr. Dill, a family friend who had come from nearby Rising Star to be with the Howards during their ordeal, and asked if anyone had ever been known to live after being shot through the brain. The old doctor had reflected awhile and then replied that there were cases on record where people had survived a shot through the forebrain but none where the bullet had gone through both the front and back parts of the brain.


Sitting there in his car at about eight in the morning, Robert Ervin Howard took careful aim and shot himself through the head. Thus he was spared the pain of knowing about his mother’s death, just as she, by her coma, was spared the pain of knowing about his. At four that afternoon, about the time the water wagon passed the house to sprinkle down the dusty road, he died without regaining consciousness.


Hester Howard lingered throughout the following day. She did not hear the local shower that afternoon as, pattering across the roof, it beat a brief tattoo to mourn young Robert’s passing. At half past ten, in the cool, sweet-scented night, Mrs. Howard died.


Mother and son were buried on Sunday, June 14, 1936, at the Greenleaf Memorial Cemetery in Brownwood, forty miles away, after a double funeral service at the Baptist Tabernacle in Cross Plains.6 Their raw graves were watered that afternoon by the only rain that fell on Brownwood during the entire month of June. In West Texas there is a saying that anything transplanted on a rainy day is bound to thrive.


Although this account of Robert E. Howard’s death and rebirth may seem melodramatic, it merely reflects his own style. In a letter, Howard acknowledged a melodramatic tendency in himself that was shared by Texans of the old original stock. He considered the cases of certain notorious gunmen, such as Bob Ollinger, Bat Masterson, and Henry Plummer, men who were no less deadly because they were given to melodramatic gestures. Of Ben Thompson in particular he said that the man’s whole life was a dramatic invention—pure melodrama until the day he was shot down in a theater in San Antonio.7


Howard told his friend H. P. Lovecraft that he would be the last to deny this tendency in himself, but that it would be a mistake to suppose melodrama negates the seriousness of a man’s intent. There is no certainty that a Southwesterner is bluffing just because he dramatizes himself. Many people have learned too late that a bully is not always a coward, and a braggart may indeed make good his boasts.


By his death, Robert Howard proclaimed himself to be a man of his word, a man to be taken seriously. Everyone in town would see that he was not a harmless freak who shadowboxed in the street, who told whopping tales, and who wrote outrageous stories for weird magazines.


By his death, moreover, Howard found the acceptance that he had sorely missed among the townspeople of Cross Plains. Death rejects no one, good or bad, superior or ordinary, young or old, rich or poor. Until he gave himself to Death, no one, except perhaps his mother and his dog, had ever thought he amounted to much or had seemed to care whether he did or not.


By his death, Howard became his own protector. No longer restrained by his regard for his mother or supported by her awareness of his needs, he faced the violence in his own nature. Just as his mother had protected him from the violence of schoolyard bullies, so now he must protect himself from the bullying of his own terrors and impulses. He must confront his fury in the dark valley in which he walked, for she would not be there to protect him as she had during his infancy in that real Dark Valley of Palo Pinto County. If he found the task too much to encompass, he had better do the gentlemanly thing and die. According to his lights, he died like a gentleman; for he turned on himself and on no other the fury and the violence that are so clearly reflected in his behavior, his poetry, and his stories.


Howard once poignantly described a painting entitled The Stoic, in which an Indian is seen going about his tasks, scourged by his own hand in response to his grief at the death of his son.8 This harsh model of the indomitable Indian seemed to be Howard’s ideal. He admired a man’s ability to keep slugging through, sustained only by stubbornness and pride, when his very world seemed turned against him. A man had dignity, at least, if he stayed on his feet and held his head up. Unable to live up to this superhuman standard, Robert Howard was bound to have a poor self-image and to face an impossible choice.


Dr. Howard later said that Robert was unbalanced by his grief; yet the doctor was well aware that his son’s death was a premeditated act. He knew that Robert had been thinking about suicide and death for a long time. When Robert put his affairs in order and informed his father of his wishes for the disposition of his small property, Dr. Howard tried to dissuade him from the act.


Still, the troubled father appeared to be almost resigned to his son’s decision. When, on the day before he died, Robert went to Brownwood and made funeral arrangements and then, returning to his room, spent the evening sorting out his papers, Dr. Howard seemed curiously detached. Perhaps he found his son’s agitation difficult to grasp, or perhaps he was weary of futile persuasion.


Dr. Howard seemed to know that Robert had “lost himself.” Perhaps he sensed his son’s compulsion—as if there were some kind of destiny laid upon him from which he had no recourse. Dr. Howard believed that his son’s fatal attachment to his mother crystallized in his mind when he was a small child because Robert’s mother had been the boy’s only companion and because he, the doctor, busy with his practice, had had little time to “cultivate and shape” his son’s course through the years. All this the distracted father wrote to Robert’s friends Frank Torbett and H. P. Lovecraft during the June weeks that followed the tragic day of Robert’s death.9


Robert E. Howard—“Robert” to his family and neighbors and “Bob” to his few close friends—was an enigma not only to his father but also to the young men who knew him best. Tevis Clyde Smith, his first publisher and a staunch friend to the end of Howard’s life, often felt distress at Bob’s bitterness, his frequent expressions of suicidal intent, and his fear of nonexistent enemies. He reported that Bob’s expectation of personal assault was such that he ordered his pants cuffed two inches higher than the current style because he wanted his feet, always encased in high-topped shoes like a prizefighter’s, to be free from entangling trouser legs should he have to defend himself.10


Truett Vinson, another close friend—who, along with Smith, was one of the Brownwood writing group—found incomprehensible qualities in Howard, with whom he briefly became a rival for the attentions of a local schoolteacher. Vinson considered Howard odd, although he could never quite define the nature of this oddness. A restrained and literate man himself, Vinson had little patience with Howard’s excesses. He considered his friend’s stories “trash” and said so. Consequently the two men rarely discussed their writings.11


Yet, Vinson continued his friendship with Howard, even though he did not understand him. But then, claimed Vinson, no one else understood him either. Each accepted the other as he was; and on this brusque honesty the friendship rested.


E. Hoffmann Price reported to Lovecraft that some people considered Howard “freakish, uncouth … provincial in some respects.” Despite this judgment, Price felt great affection for Howard and added that Bob was “a courtly, gracious, kindly, and hospitable person.”12 Still, Price recognized the complexity of Howard’s personality, which he described as all light and shadow, deeply ambivalent, paranoid on occasion, full of dreamings and broodings. This very complexity was a challenge to Price, who was still trying to sort it out eighteen years later.13


Price believed that Howard’s attachment to home and family had deprived him of the social interaction essential to any child for the development of a clear-cut sense of self and others—an insight widely supported in the psychological literature of today.


Even Harold Preece, who was introduced to Howard in 1927 by Truett Vinson and who defended Howard’s soundness of mind as proved by his creativity, spoke of Howard as “a strange man.” “Reading Howard’s collected verse made me realize he was always a stranger even if I called him a friend,” wrote Preece. He regretted that this “Tristan,” as Howard’s cousin Maxine Ervin called him, had not found an “Isolde” to separate him from his fixation on his mother.14


These reported impressions suggest that the determinants of Howard’s behavior were deeper and older than his grief over his mother’s impending death and that her passing became the occasion for, not the cause of, his suicide.


Howard had some self-knowledge. When he was in an expansive mood, he tended to identify with his grandfathers, of whom he was understandably proud. He saw himself as a pioneer in his profession, just as his grandfathers had been pioneers of the West. “I was the first,” he said, “to light the torch of literature in this part of the country, however small, frail, and easily extinguished that flame may be.”15


His was a lonely task. Howard became a writer in spite of his environment, and he paid the price in isolation. Howard wrote: “… it is no light thing to enter into a profession absolutely foreign to the people among which one’s lot is cast.”16 So alien, indeed, was his profession that few people in Cross Plains ever tried to understand the lone young man who lived among them. They chose, rather, to ignore him or to dismiss him as merely eccentric.


And who can blame the good people of Cross Plains for their lack of understanding? Howard himself did not fully realize the extent of his innovations. He was not only the first person in West Texas to earn his living as a writer; he was also the first American writer to develop a new genre of literature—a genre that has come to be closely associated with his name: heroic fantasy. Only now, after fifty years of relative obscurity, are the best of his works receiving worldwide attention. The heroic sweep of his narratives, the vividness of his imagery, and his ability to convey mood, magic, and mystery mark his writing as exceptional.


Most noteworthy of all of Howard’s many stories are those about the barbarian hero Conan of Cimmeria, who lived in an age of Howard’s imagining. Howard tells us:




“… that between the years when the oceans drank Atlantis and the gleaming cities, and the years of the rise of the sons of Aryas, there was an age undreamed of, when shining kingdoms lay spread across the world like blue mantles beneath the stars—Nemedia, Ophir, Brythunia, Hyperborea, Zamora with its dark-haired women and towers of spider-haunted mystery, Zingara with its chivalry, Koth that bordered on the pastoral lands of Shem, Stygia with its shadow-guarded tombs, Hyrkania whose riders wore steel and silk and gold. But the proudest kingdom in the world was Aquilonia, reigning supreme in the dreaming west. Hither came Conan the Cimmerian, black-haired, sullen-eyed, sword in hand, a thief, a reaver, a slayer, with gigantic melancholies and gigantic mirth, to tread the jeweled thrones of the Earth under his sandaled feet.17





Thus did Robert Howard conjure up under the big sky of Texas a continent that never was but might have been twelve thousand years ago. On it he strewed with lavish hand mountains and seas, brooding forests, meadows bright with flowers, and lurking forces of evil older than Time itself. And in this world he set a man, ill-clad and lone but armed with a strong sword and pride and courage, and to him gave the task of overcoming odds beyond the ken of ordinary mortals.


Yet the time was not ripe for the coming of Conan. For an entire generation, the great barbarian and his Hyborian world lay forgotten and ignored, only to emerge in triumph a few years ago from the crumbling pages of early magazines. Today the pseudo-historical tales about the giant Cimmerian, which captivate untold numbers of readers, have been dubbed “heroic fantasy” and are regarded by many as an escape literature second to none, save only Tolkien’s trilogy The Lord of the Rings.


While millions of readers are already familiar with the great barbarian either through the twenty-odd books about him or through his appearance in the comics and in the first motion picture that bears his name, for those who know little about him a description is in order. Conan is a giant of a man, six and a half feet tall, with the shoulders of a prizefighter and the agility of a leopard. His mien is somber, darkened by long exposure to the elements and scarred by battle; but under his square-cut mane of coarse black hair, his eyes burn with a bright blue fire.


To anyone familiar with Robert Howard himself, it is evident that the Cimmerian embodies all the attributes that his creator most admired. Conan is enormously strong, lithe, and fast-moving; fearless in battle and adept with both sword and axe; wily, quick-thinking, and self-reliant; yet in awe of the power of the Cimmerian gods and of the wizards who, by their obscene arts, call demons and monsters from the eternal deep. Conan is an adventurer who, untrammeled by the tethers of human relationships, wanders the world at will. Money—or the gold and gems that serve as a medium for barter—is a concern; but the barbarian solves his problem by seeking great, pulsing jewels set in the eyes of idols, or caches of pirates’ loot guarded in hidden caves by deadly ghouls or serpents.


It is worth noting that, in more than one way, Conan resembles Robert’s father. Dr. Howard has been described by those who remember him in his youth as an imposing figure, a tall, dark-haired, choleric man whose bright-blue eyes made a lasting impression on all who saw him and whose air of authority, worn casually like a cloak, moved people to admire and obey him. Because of the close proximity of this model, it is probable that, from boyhood, Robert carried Conan in the inmost recesses of his brain. At least we know that, when he began to write the Conan stories, he reported to a correspondent that “Conan simply grew up in my mind a few years ago when I was stopping in a little border town on the lower Rio Grande. I did not create him by any conscious process. He simply stalked full grown out of oblivion and set me at work recording the saga of his adventures.”18


In another letter, this one to a fellow Weird Tales writer by the name of Clark Ashton Smith, Howard—unmindful of his childhood image of his father—sought to explain the source of his most famous character thus:




It may sound fantastic to link the term “realism” with Conan; but as a matter of fact—his supernatural adventures aside—he is the most realistic character I ever evolved. He is simply a combination of a number of men I have known, and I think that’s why he seemed to step full-grown into my consciousness when I wrote the first yarn of the series. Some mechanism in my sub-consciousness took the dominant characteristics of various prizefighters, gunmen, bootleggers, oil field bullies, gamblers, and honest workmen I had come in contact with, and combining them all, produced the amalgamation I call Conan the Cimmerian.19





“Conan,” an old Celtic name borne by several dukes of medieval Brittany and by a number of characters in Irish legend, made an excellent name for Howard’s new hero, being both distinctive and easy to say. As he developed, Conan gave little sign of either his “gigantic melancholies” or his “gigantic mirth.” True, in “The Pool of the Black One” he joined a group of buccaneers, he “mixed with the crew, lived and made merry as they did,” and showed himself to be one “whose laughter was gusty and ready, who roared ribald songs in a dozen languages….”20 But on the whole he seems an even-tempered man—ever dour, suspicious, irascible, dangerous, and too grimly intent on his objectives for merriment.


In addition to his search for treasure, the great barbarian devotes his energies to survival when caught in a deadly predicament. In other stories his goal is success in some martial task for which he has been hired. Ofttimes he seeks revenge for some real or fancied wrong, a vivid reflection on the state of mind of his creator. In only two of the twenty-one Conan stories completed by Howard is the mainspring of the action the Cimmerian’s lust for a woman.


This is not to say that the other stories are womanless. In more than half of the tales, Conan is somehow involved with a woman, but even when the tale ends with her in the hero’s brawny arms, she usually disappears before the beginning of the following story. This state of affairs need not excite the reader’s wonder. For one thing, while there was much fornication in early heroic fantasy, sexual activity was discreetly kept off-stage. More importantly, explicit sexual activity, with its attendant emotional and physical consequences, would spoil the reader’s phantasies of a life of carefree, irresponsible adventure.


With the instinctive insight of a great storyteller, Robert Howard seemed to know that Conan’s adventures were a dream—every young man’s dream of freedom, power, and unlimited success. He knew, too, that dreams should be amorphous, undefined, only hinted at, so that the dreamer may sketch in his own details. Because his readers are free to combine the artist’s larger fantasy with their own less opulent fancies, Conan fans can readily turn Howard’s dream into a heroic expression of their own hearts’ desires. This, we believe, is the secret of Conan’s immortality.


With equal clarity Robert Howard’s vision of his Hyborian World emerged. He saw a land of sun and shadow, dotted with castles and crouching villages and shining cities huddled behind strong walls and towering battlements, from which bright pennants fluttered and horsemen emerged to ride against their foes. It was an age of warriors and pirates, thieves and highwaymen; more than that, it was a world peopled by witches, wizards, careless gods, and forces of evil that stagger the imagination.


In the frozen northlands, whence came the great barbarian as a youth of seventeen, lay the bleak land of Cimmeria and, near it, the domain of the Æsir, a rugged folk who fought against wolves and supernatural enemies. In the untamed western reaches of the nameless continent lay the Pictish Wilderness, an ancient region of great forests and an elder folk who fought like fiends from Hell and whose shamans conjured up the evil aid of hoary gods.


Traveling southward, the voyager must ride for endless days through misted mountain passes and topaz grasslands to arrive at last in a place of emerald jungles and ebon giants akin to Howard’s imagined Africans. Along the way, perhaps, the wanderer might visit the realm of Stygia, peopled by beady-eyed brown men with shaven pates. Suspect were the intentions of the Stygians, whose magic lore was writ in unknown runes on tattered parchment, but was no less potent for that.


To all these lands and more came Conan the Cimmerian, sword in hand. His wanderings and adventures were recounted in eighteen tales published during Howard’s lifetime and in three more, which remained unsold at the time of his death. These unsold tales and fragments of others discovered by Glenn Lord and completed or edited by the senior author of the present work form the nucleus of the Conan saga.


So vividly did Howard describe the snow-capped peaks, wide-flung deserts, and sapphire seas of this imaginary world that a reader might map the kingdoms as their geography unrolled before his ensorcelled eyes. In fact, two readers of Weird Tales did so. John D. Clark and P. Schuyler Miller, the first a physical chemist and the second a school administrator, drew a detailed map of the Hyborian World and sent it to Robert Howard. The Texan studied the sketch, made a couple of minor corrections, and told his admirers that their map was almost exactly as he had pictured it.21 It is a map derived from this original that appears in every volume of Conan stories.


Sometimes people ask us: Why has Conan the barbarian such an abiding appeal to lovers of tales of high adventure? Conan is the prototype of man against the universe—a hero who is dauntless against mortal enemies but withal fearful of unseen sinister forces beyond the control of his powerful arm. After decades of reading stories of puny bumblers who succeed through luck despite their manifold inadequacies, tales of epic heroes, like Conan, stir our blood and make us realize that each of us has but himself to rely on and and must learn to march breast-forward, free of self-doubt or cringing fear.


Some readers have viewed Conan as nothing more than a walking killing machine, glorying in carnage, as insensitive to the people around him as he is to pain, a character without development. This is not so in our opinion; nor was it so to Robert Howard. Conan grew in stature—slowly, it is true—from a homeless thieving boy, unable to read or write and ignorant of the ways of the civilized world, into a king who ruled over the most splendid realm of the Hyborian Age, the kingdom of Aquilonia. Conan killed often and without remorse, but he seldom killed for wanton pleasure. He fought with murder in his heart and blood on his body; but he fought to protect himself or a follower or to take possession of some property he felt was his by right of conquest.


Conan developed his own code of behavior and stuck to it. Like his creator, he had few friends, except those by whose side he fought. To those friends he was loyal. He trusted few men and fewer women, but with these few he was honest and open. He had, by implication only, some relative of whom he was fond living in the savage land of Cimmeria; for on several occasions he returned thither. With this exception he had no family ties until he had reached his years of maturity.


Toward women his simple code of honor was strict, as was that of his creator. Save on one occasion in his youth, Conan never attempted to force a woman or violate her, despite the scanty clothing that she wore in both the story and the illustrations.22 Of course, upon her invitation, he would willingly dally in her company, even though he risked his life to do so. Still, in the long run, his attachments were shallow. With the exception of Bêlit, the beautiful black-haired pirate maid whom he truly loved, and the young palace servant whom he promised to make his queen, each story finds him cheerfully taking a new love and cheerfully leaving her when the tale is told. Even when a woman betrays him, Conan stays his hand, growling about what he would do if she were a man. Once, however, his gallantry deserts him. On that occasion he tosses a murderous and faithless girl from a balcony into an open cesspool in the courtyard of an inn.23


Perhaps it is this combination of brute strength and compassion for those who seem to be the weaker sex that speaks to those male readers who dream of casting off the ways of civilization to trample the hostile world into submission beneath their booted feet. Such a course and such an outcome are only impossible dreams, as anyone would know if he, like Conan, had endured endless nights in rain or snow, gone barefoot and ill-clad through blazing sands, been forced to starve or eat raw muskrats, or defended himself with only a broken sword. But what splendid dreams they are!


There are other reasons for the continuing success of the Conan stories. For one thing, Howard’s passionate intensity carries the reader along on a galloping steed. Conan’s gigantic angers and consuming hates recreate for us the tangled emotions that surged through Howard’s own soul. His perception of the beauties of nature, from the broad sweep of the big skies of Texas to the tiny petals of a buttercup, enrich our own perceptions. His fiend-ridden vision of demons, ghosts, and writhing creatures from the nether world, which enfold each man or woman, seeking to destroy, is so impelling that even the most materialistic person shudders a little in the dark of night. And Howard’s world of the imagination, in which he spent so much of his life in order to escape the prison of reality, stimulates our feebler imaginings so that we, for a little time, may flee from the humdrum world into the boundless lands of heroic fiction.


To investigate the relationship between Robert Howard’s life and his art is the purpose of this book. Who was this man who transformed Dark Valley, Texas, into Cimmeria and all West Texas into a continent contemporary with Atlantis? What essence of self was projected into his fictional characters? Was he a barbarian, like Conan? A buffoon, like Breckenridge Elkins, his comical cowboy character? Or was he the desperately tragic hero of his poetry? What events influenced his personal development? What was the impact of the times upon his personality? What assumptions and dispositions determined his values? And, finally, what led him to take his own life when he stood on the threshold of a successful literary career?




II. DESTINY’S CHILD




At birth a witch laid on me monstrous spells,


And I have trod strange highroads all my days,


Turning my feet to gray, unholy ways.


I grope for stems of broken asphodels;


High on the rims of bare, fiend-haunted fells,


I follow cloven tracks that lie ablaze;


And ghosts have led me through the moonlight’s haze


To talk with demons in their granite hells.1





Robert Ervin Howard was born on January 24, 1906, in Peaster, Texas, a village in Parker County, ten miles northwest of Weatherford and thirty-five miles due west of Fort Worth.2 The Howards at that time lived in Dark Valley, a community of some fifty souls in Palo Pinto County, near the Parker County border; but Dr. Howard had taken his wife to Peaster, a larger settlement in the adjacent county, as her confinement drew near. He wished, presumably, to insure adequate medical facilities for her lying-in, as well as the services of Dr. J. A. Williams, the physician who attended Mrs. Howard at the birth of her only child.


Although little is known about his condition at the time of his birth, it is fair to say that Robert Howard’s personality was to be determined, not only by his childhood health and the surroundings in which lived, but also by the kind of people his parents were. It is, therefore, instructive to review the family history and to consider his parents’ personalities, experiences, and beliefs.


Robert Howard was proud of his mother’s family, the Ervins, whose name he bore. He wrote his friend Lovecraft that, whether or not he ever wrote his projected history of the Southwest, people of his blood had had a hand in making it. His kinsmen, he said, were among the riflemen at King’s Mountain and with Andrew Jackson at New Orleans. He had three uncles in the gold rush of ’49, a Howard and two Martins, one of whom had left his bones on the trail. Both grandfathers, he went on, had ridden for four years with Nathan Bedford Forrest, the Confederate cavalry general. A great-grandfather had served in the Confederate Army, too, as had several great-uncles, one of whom fell in the battle of Macon, Georgia.


Howard also related how his maternal grandfather, Colonel George Washington Ervin, arrived in Texas while the land was still wild. He went on to New Mexico before it became a state to work a silver mine until he was driven out by Geronimo’s Apaches. An aunt went to live in Indian Territory with her husband before the Settlements of 1889; and an uncle settled in Oklahoma while it was still a territory swarming with untamed Indians and fugitive white criminals from other parts.3


The Ervin family had been established since 1724 in the northeastern part of North Carolina near the Virginia line. Here in 1801, Howard’s great-grandfather, the first Robert Ervin, was born on a plantation close to the shores of Currituck Sound. At the age of twenty-three, Robert Ervin married Jane Tennyson, also a member of an old Tidewater family. The couple settled on a plantation near Raleigh where, in 1830, George Washington Ervin first saw the light of day.


Caught up in the westward movement of the 1840s, Robert Ervin took his family to Tennessee and thence, in 1842, to a farm near Iuka in Tishomingo County at the northeastern corner of Mississippi. Here George Washington Ervin grew to manhood and here, on July 26, 1849, in his twentieth year, he married Sarah Jane Martin, the daughter of Dr. Thomas Martin, who had recently come to Tishomingo County from Tennessee.4


The drift of population westward continued; and the young couple soon said good-bye to Sarah Jane’s brothers Joseph and Benjamin Franklin Martin who, smitten by gold fever, were off to California. The first child of G. W. Ervin and Sarah Jane was Marilda, born on November 13, 1850. Her sister Chestena followed on Christmas Eve of 1852. Christopher C. Ervin arrived in 1855, and his brother was born eighteen months later. Before her death in 1874, Sarah Jane Martin had borne her husband ten children.5


ROBERT E. HOWARD’S PATERNAL LINES OF DESCENT


[image: image]


The tranquility of the Ervins’ domestic life was disrupted by the War Between the States. G. W. Ervin fought in the Confederate Army as a colonel under General Forrest. After the war, Colonel Ervin viewed his devastated property and, deciding that restoration of his holdings without slaves was well-nigh impossible, set out for Texas with his family, now expanded to include four boys and three girls. In 1866 the family settled in Hill County, Texas, between Fort Worth and Waco—a county adjacent to Limestone County where, twenty years later, the Howard brothers would establish themselves on a farm.6


Although the farm prospered, the Ervins did not remain long in Hill County. Robert E. Howard attributed his grandfather’s move from Hill County to restlessness, but there are other possibilities. While Colonel Ervin was primarily a planter, he was also something of an entrepreneur. He lent money, dealt in cattle, and speculated in real estate. It may be that the Hill County farm did not give him enough scope for his many enterprises, especially since planters all over that part of Texas were having trouble getting harvest hands. Many freed slaves refused to enter into labor contracts, and those who signed contracts did not always live up to them. Believing their new freedom meant freedom from work, many of these ex-slaves gathered in the towns and eked out a subsistence by begging and stealing while the crops lay unharvested in the fields. Spring planting, likewise, was delayed or curtailed.


To add to the planters’ anxieties, Indian unrest was increasing. During the Civil War, the western frontier had retreated eastward, and settlements heretofore secure from Indian raids were again being encroached upon. Although the movement westward had picked up again, the front line of white settlements still lay east of its outer limits in 1860. Many planters were predicting a full-scale Indian war before the Indian problem was resolved.


These prophecies proved correct. After a series of campaigns intended to expel the Indians from Texas, General R. S. Mackenzie in 1873 engaged them in a decisive conflict that brought an end to the Indian depredations in West and Northwest Texas. But before that time, caught between disorganized bands of hungry blacks roaming the countryside and the Indian threat from the west, many planters sold their farms and moved away. These factors, also, must have entered into Colonel Ervin’s decision to move his family to Dallas.


The year 1868 was sad for the Ervins. Although it began auspiciously with the birth of Robert F. Ervin in January, the family was crushed by grief in October when young John Ervin died two months short of his thirteenth birthday. Less than two years later, on July 11, 1870, there in Dallas, Hester Jane Ervin, the girl who was to become Robert E. Howard’s mother, was born.


In his autobiographical sketch, “The Wandering Years,” Robert Howard reports the events somewhat differently: “There [in Dallas, Texas] in 1876, just three years after the last Comanche raid in Central Texas, my mother, Hester Jane Ervin, was born.”7 If this date were correct, then nothing in Robert’s account of the Ervins’ Texas experience is consistent.


Mrs. Howard could not have been born in 1876 because by that time her mother had been dead for two years. Her husband must have consciously entered into the deception about her age, because Mrs. Howard’s death certificate, based on information supplied by Dr. Howard, records her birth date as July 11, 1874. Even this modification is incorrect. Hester Jane’s mother died of complications attendant upon the birth of her last child, Lizzie Ervin, on June 2, 1874.8 Mrs. Howard’s tombstone, however, carries the correct date, 1870.


This discrepancy in ages seems such a small, inconsequential thing that it is hardly worth mentioning except for Mrs. Howard’s attitude about it. Mrs. Howard was older than Dr. Howard, who was born in 1871. In those last months of her life, when she confided this age difference to Miss Merryman, her nurse, Mrs. Howard’s admission was in the nature of a confession. Since in those days a wife was ideally about five years younger than her husband, Mrs. Howard and her husband invented the polite fiction that led their son Robert wrongly to believe in this difference between his parents’ ages.9


Why such a fiction was necessary is unclear. Perhaps it was to protect Dr. Howard’s ego, or Mrs. Howard’s vanity, or both. Women in her time were usually married much earlier than was Hester Jane Ervin; those who were not were considered old maids. Hester Jane’s mother herself was only seventeen—although sixteen would not have been uncommon—when she married her impetuous young husband, George Washington Ervin, who was only nineteen at the time. Mrs. Howard could well have recalled other women who were older than their husbands and who were ridiculed by local gossipers: “Robbing the cradle, she was!”


Similarly, Isaac Howard, aware of the need for a doctor to fit the cultural pattern assigned to him, would have winced when it was said that his wife was almost old enough to be his mother. As scathing as common were the catty remarks: “Married to get a mother, he did!” Or, “Can’t be much if all he could catch was an old maid!”


Still, this concealment of their age difference was an overreaction, even by the standards of the Howards’ day. The difference of only one year in their ages, while not so trivial as it would be now, still would not have borne the import that Hester Howard seemed to have attached to it by her “confession.” This reaction, however, does give us an insight into the Howards’ sensitivity to public opinion and into the small deceptions that they practiced to satisfy their need to be thought well of.


It is important to note that this deception is but one of the many small fictions maintained by the family, which, taken together, gave young Robert a distorted view of reality. In this case it was a small distortion of little importance, easy to maintain because of Robert’s isolation from the Missouri branch of the family; but the effect of such untruths, if they are accepted as fact, is the same as that of a delusion. Given Mrs. Howard’s assumed birth date, the details of the family history did not add up. Robert’s only choice was that of a person bound to a delusional system: he adjusted the facts to square with his belief that his mother was five years younger than her husband.


Such accommodation to a delusional system is not of itself strange. All individuals, and by extension all families, have their systems of fictions and myths, which determine their view of the world. The child modifies these views as he gains a more accurate focus on reality, either through contact with other members of the family group or through experience with the world.


Human development is a continuous process of organizing and reorganizing, by means of which the world and one’s concept of the world come increasingly to match one another. Convergence of thought with reality may come about gradually as a process of growth and development, or suddenly when insights accrue so rapidly as to produce an unsettling conceptual chaos. A sense of chaos tantamount to world destruction often occurs when members of the family have been isolated and so deprived of the normalizing functions of social interaction.


Isolation was an important part of Robert Howard’s problem. Through an accident of geography, together with the isolation inherent in his exceptional intelligence and talent, the overprotection of his parents, and his subsequent withdrawal, Robert had few experiences with the real world. All of his responses were reasonable, logical, and often brilliantly conceived within his view of reality. It was his major premises, his underlying assumptions, that were faulty.


Would it have made any difference in Robert Howard’s ability to accept his mother’s death, had he realized that she lacked but a few years of her allotted span of three score years and ten, rather than having been prematurely snatched away at the age of sixty? Would his sense of injustice and his subsequent anger have been less?


According to Robert Howard, Colonel Ervin left Dallas when he became convinced by deaths in his family that he had brought a curse upon them by killing a whippoorwill. But it was not whippoorwills that were responsible for his wife’s failing health. More probably it was tuberculosis that proved to be the curse of the Ervins.10


Whatever the reason, the family left the Trinity Basin, which was considered unhealthy, and moved to Fayetteville, Arkansas, where Colonel Ervin became a storekeeper. On March 4, 1872, according to the family Bible, George W. Ervin, Sarah Jane Ervin, and their seventeen-year-old son Christopher C. Ervin joined the Methodist Church South at Shady Grove, Sulphur Springs Circuit, Fayetteville, Arkansas.


If Colonel Ervin expected this move to a more settled community to alleviate some of the strain on his wife, his hopes were soon dashed. It was too late; Sarah Jane Martin was doomed. In twenty years or so of marriage, she had lived out the devastation and hardship of the Civil War, raised a large family, and averaged a major resettlement approximately every five years under the most adverse circumstances.


Such privation and stress would take its toll of even the strongest constitution. For Sarah Jane Martin it was to prove fatal. She was not merely sick; she was plain worn out. Although she was only forty-two years old, she had borne nine children, three of them still under ten years old. When the tenth child, Lizzie Erwin, was born on April 10, 1874, neither she nor her mother was able to recover from the ordeal of the birth. On June 2, 1874, Sarah Jane died, and the baby joined her the following day. Hester Jane Ervin, not quite four years old, was without a mother.


Hester Jane was not to remain motherless for long. Less than a year later, on April 14, 1875, she acquired both a new mother, Alice Wynne Ervin, a Missouri woman, and a new home in Lewisville, Texas, in Denton County. A new sister, Coralie, was born to Colonel Ervin and his young wife early in 1876.11


The effect of these moves, separations, and family changes on Hester Jane’s personality should not be underestimated. The child was not quite four when her mother died and five when her father remarried. This is a critical period in a child’s life, a time when a disruption of the family splinters the child’s personal organization. Colonel Ervin’s remarriage and relocation so soon after her mother’s death must have confirmed Hester Jane’s sense of inadequacy and enhanced her feelings of rejection and dependence. These feelings she seems to have retained all her life.


Ambivalent though she must have felt about her father’s new wife, Hester Jane was too dependent to be openly hostile. She got on well with her stepmother and readily took on the role of assistant mother. After Coralie’s birth, other siblings followed rapidly: Jessie was born in 1880, and Annie Laurie followed two years later.


As each little half-sister arrived, Hester Jane became her loving companion and was always remembered with warmth and gratitude. They all came to Hester Jane’s funeral, bringing with them their abundant loyalty and honest grief.12 They were charming people, these Ervins, and their graciousness and courtesy were part of Robert Howard’s heritage, too.


Although her mother’s odyssey was over, Hester Jane’s was just beginning. The year 1884 found the Ervin family in Lampasas, Texas, southwest of Waco in the central part of the state. Lampasas was then a health resort, one of the earliest frontier spas in Texas. It was also a relic of Indian forays and family feuds amid faded elegance. Robert Howard later wrote:




Up and down the Lampasas River, only a few years before, settlers and Comanches had fought it out mercilessly. Scarcely a hill or tree but had its legend and tale of fight and foray. The country was full of men and women who had fought and been scarred; my mother, as a child, talked with them. She knew a man who had been scalped and survived it. And to this day she refuses to believe there’s any good in an Indian.13





In Lampasas, in May of 1886, Wynne Ervin, the only son of this second union, arrived. Hester Jane was almost sixteen then, and she may have undertaken much of the new baby’s care to help her overburdened stepmother, since Lulu, the last Ervin child, was born only eighteen months later.


Although Colonel Ervin expected Lampasas to offer him many opportunities in banking, cattle, and real estate, business was slow. The cattle business was in a slump. Drouth plagued all of West Texas in 1886, and by 1887 settlers were leaving at an alarming rate. What precipitation there was had come in the form of a blizzard in January of 1886, destroying the herds. One rancher in the Panhandle reported that, out of a herd of 22,000 cattle, 20,000 had been lost in the storm.


When, late in 1885, rumors spread that the legendary San Saba mine had actually been discovered, prospectors rushed to the scene. By late 1887, miners in Wilbarger County had recovered some silver and abundant copper. Colonel Ervin, always alert to opportunities for quick profits, decided to uproot his family again and head for New Mexico to mine silver, such a move being feasible because of the completion of the Southern Pacific Railroad’s western route in 1881 and that of the Texas and Pacific shortly thereafter.


Ervin may have thought that the high, dry air of New Mexico would benefit his family’s health, if indeed there were any remaining problems with tuberculosis. But he soon found Geronimo’s Apaches breathing down his neck more unhealthy than the risk of tuberculosis back home. Whatever his reasons, he turned back east, where it is recorded that in Exeter, Missouri, in 1890 he purchased a house and ten fertile acres for $2,400.


Robert Howard tells us that George Washington Ervin’s older children regarded this move as the worst mistake of his grandfather’s life.14 Fed up with their father’s restlessness, his get-rich-quick schemes, and the endless succession of babies, Sarah Jane Martin’s children decided to remain in Texas. By now thirty-five years separated G. W. Ervin’s oldest from his youngest child. Some of the older children were married; those who were not were more or less self-sufficient. Only Hester Jane, and possibly her brother Robert, still in their teens, accompanied the family to Missouri.


For a while Hester Jane must have found security in the big old plantation house filled with little girls’ laughter. She loved the broad acres, the lawns, gardens, and orchards. There she matured into a strikingly pretty woman; but, just as she was about to enter the social life of Exeter, the past laid its shadow on her. She had contracted her mother’s tuberculosis.


In 1894 Hester Jane was living in Muskogee, in the Indian Territory of Oklahoma, with an older sister who was married to a cattleman. This was a desolate place beyond the frontier, without community or law, peopled by scattered householders, Indian bands, and fleeing outlaws. Many of the Indians were the remnants of tribes who, because the whites coveted their reservation lands, had been arbitrarily swept up by the U.S. Army after the Civil War and dumped into the Territory to root, hog, or die. If Hester Jane’s experience in Lampasas had not persuaded her, her sojourn in this wild region consolidated her dislike of Indians.


It is unclear what brought Hester Jane Ervin to Oklahoma, whether she herself was ill, or whether it was her sister who had active tuberculosis and needed Hester Jane to care for her. Perhaps she was merely restless, being at this point almost twenty-five and unmarried.


In 1900, at the age of seventy, George Washington Ervin died in the midst of plans to return to Texas. He had always made a good living for his large brood and was remembered as a loving husband and an adventurous spirit. He once told his youngest daughter that, when he was gone, he wanted it known that he was a Methodist, a Democrat, and a Southerner, though not necessarily in that order. So be it said.


After her father’s death, Hester Jane must have felt particularly uprooted. The Exeter property had become the home of Alice Wynne Ervin and her children. As the only Martin among them, she was something of an outsider. She turned again toward Texas and her people there, moving to Mineral Wells to help care for some members of her own family who were suffering from tuberculosis.


Mineral Wells, like the Lampasas of an earlier decade, was something of a spa, and its waters from nearby mineral springs were considered especially salubrious. There in Mineral Wells she met Dr. Isaac Mordecai Howard, a tall, blue-eyed, intense young doctor studying for his examination by the newly-formed State Medical Board. Overwhelmed by his attentions, Hester Jane turned her back on an earlier suitor,15 and she and the doctor were married in 1904, a few months before Hester Jane reached the age of thirty-four.


Long and frequent dislocations, such as Hester Jane had experienced, do not make for happy wives or relaxed mothers. Thus, it must have been a strained and uncertain if beautiful bride whom Dr. I. M. Howard took to wife.


Two years later Robert Ervin Howard was born.


The newlyweds decided to settle on the banks of Dark Valley Creek, an effluent of the Brazos River, which the Spaniards had called Los Brazos de Dios, “the Arms of God.” When the Howards arrived in Dark Valley, a sparsely-settled community consisting of a flour mill, a general store, and a handful of houses, they spent several months with their new neighbors, the Greens, awaiting the building of their own house on an adjacent lot. The Greens’ house, with additions, still stands and is now known as the old Kyle place. It was originally a small, one-story boxed house with a peaked roof, to which in later days was added a right-angled wing and a small porch.


In the Howards’ time, the kitchen was located on the creek side of the house. Beyond it, overlooking the stream, lay a tiny bedroom, which could be reached either from the kitchen or from a side door. In these cramped quarters, the Howards made their first home.


On the other side of the kitchen ran a breezeway, beyond which was the Greens’ principal room, combining both living and sleeping facilities. There was no inside plumbing. The outhouse was placed near the creek, downstream from the water supply.


To the rear of the house and slightly to the left stood a storm cellar, a dugout lined with stone and roofed with timbers, over which earth had been heaped into a mound. It served both as a root cellar and as an emergency shelter against “cyclones.” This cellar, swept away by a flash flood, has never been replaced, but remnants of the structure are still in evidence.16


It was a very small house for two couples, and the maintenance of privacy for a bride and groom must have been difficult. Nora Green remembers Hessie Howard as a tall, slim woman, rather frail, with thoughtful gray eyes, which lighted up suddenly when she laughed. And she laughed often in those clays, with her handsome husband beside her and, later, with her baby on the way.


Isaac and Hester Howard had not expected to have a child. They believed that “Hessie,” as Dr. Howard called his Hester Jane in those days, was both too old and too ill for childbearing. Having had a baby in her arms for most of the past twenty years, albeit another woman’s child, Hester Jane must have felt bereft as she contemplated her own childlessness, and she must have shared her sorrow with her doctor-husband, her “Howie.” It was without doubt her yearning that prompted Dr. Howard to appeal to his brother David, who had many children (ultimately twelve), to allow the Howards to adopt little Wallace, David’s most recent son, and to bring the little fellow up as his own.17


While the two brothers were engaged in this dialogue, Hessie discovered that she was pregnant.


During her pregnancy, Hester Jane’s joy was tempered only by her fears. Women had good cause to fear childbirth in those days. Antisepsis was relatively new and little practiced. Few operating areas were “Listerized,” that is, organized to minimize contamination in recognition of the “germ theory.” Certainly no delivery rooms were so protected, and childbed fever was far from unusual on the frontier. Infant mortality was high. Women were known to have made their own shrouds along with their layettes and to have set them aside together while waiting. All too often the shroud was used. The risk was compounded for a woman with tuberculosis, as Hester Jane well knew. Her knowledge of her own mother’s exhaustion and death must have added to her apprehension.


Tuberculosis is a strange disease. Relatively rare today, in 1900 it was second only to pneumonia as a major cause of death. Whenever people move about a lot, whenever there is crowding, unhygienic living conditions, poverty, or privation, tuberculosis becomes epidemic. In spite of the rarity of the disease in the United States today, for example, in 1960, in Alaska, it was as prevalent as it was through our entire country at the turn of the century.


The experts agree that, while the tuberculosis bacillus is a necessary condition for the onset of the disease, its development depends in large part on personal unhappiness and conflict and afflicts people who lack adequate techniques for coping with their environment. William Menninger, of the famed Menninger Clinic in Topeka, Kansas, thought that a predisposition for the disease was established early in life as a kind of infantile despair, which resulted in a flight from adult responsibilities. As the disease develops, to the tubercular person’s feelings of helplessness is added the real helplessness and dependency of illness. “The patients refuse to believe they are tuberculous and at the same time cling to the illness … and indulge in indiscretions which serve to give the disease a better hold.”18


During her pregnancy, Hessie was all smiles and laughter, forever joking with her neighbors, but she never left her husband’s side. She traveled with Dr. Howard wherever he went.19 Her fear, and the dependency it generated, must have been enormous and unquestionably carried over into her relationship with her son.


Although Hester Howard seemed determined to see that her baby did not lack the love and nurturance that she had been deprived of, the conflict between her needs and her infant’s added anxiety and depression to her ill health. Mrs. Howard later recalled a time when little Robert was ill and cried continuously unless she sat beside him and rocked his bed. When she grew too tired to push down on the mattress any longer, she lay on the floor and pushed up on the springs from below.20 Such an intense investment in a relationship leads to high expectations of compensation from the relationship. Fiercely protective in all her responses to her son’s needs, real or fancied, Hester Howard expected his grateful devotion in return. And Robert did not fail her.


“Texas is all right for men and dogs but hell for women and oxen,” said an unknown but knowing pioneer woman, and there was nothing in Hester Howard’s experience the winter following Robert’s birth to gainsay it. In Dark Valley the isolation was great; so were the physical hardships. Although the Howards’ two-room house was new when they moved into it a few months after their marriage, their circumstances were far from idyllic. There was no electricity, only kerosene lamps. There was no plumbing. Water was drawn from a well or carried from the creek—when there was water in it—for dishwashing and baths. Wood had to be chopped for the cookstove. The only heat for the house came from the stove in the kitchen or from the drafty fireplace at the far end of the main room.


The Howards’ house, like that of the Greens’, was so built that the interior and exterior walls were constructed of the same wide planks, which were nailed vertically to simple upright framing timbers to form two small rooms separated by a breezeway, referred to locally as a “dogtrot.” Although the boards were joined by dowels or by tongue-and-groove construction and the seams sealed by slats or laths nailed over the joints, the house was far from windproof. When the northers swept down the canyon, roaring through the breezeway and howling up the chimney, the whole house shook, and the little family within shivered in their wake.


The family wash must have been a prodigious undertaking during the winter. Water was heated outdoors in a black iron wash pot fired by kindling or dried wood gathered along the creek bank or carried by the armload from the woodpile. Soiled garments were boiled in water to which washing soda or lye soap had been added, then lifted out of the pot on broomsticks and carried to the washtubs for soaping and rinsing. Finally, wrung out, they were taken from the partial shelter of the breezeway and hung on clotheslines to dry. If a norther overtook washday, the drying garments would freeze solid and rock back and forth like ghosts of wooden soldiers on parade.


Thus, staggering under the heavy round of daily chores that was the lot of the pioneer woman, an exhausted Hester Howard nursed her baby and tended him with care. But her awareness of the emotional poverty of her own childhood, her loneliness, her sense of perennial danger lurking just beyond her doorstep, and her deep-seated feelings of inadequacy led to periods of despondency. And these unhappy moods, these anxieties, these frustrations were transmitted to the babe-in-arms by body language that rang out as clearly as a bell.


Years later an adult Robert Howard realized that his troubled spirit had its roots far back in the earliest experiences of his infancy. He was probably describing his reaction to his mother’s despondency; but, being unaware of the source of his malaise, he projected his somber feelings on the landscape of Dark Valley. There in Dark Valley, he wrote, lay the seeds of his destiny.


The very name suggested to Howard the gloom, the loneliness, and the isolation of that small valley set in the Palo Pinto hills. He wrote to Lovecraft that he thought his inmost being had absorbed some of the valley’s darkness during his infancy there. Then, in language reminiscent of Coleridge, Howard described the enclosing cliffs, the elusive shadows of the tall oaks, the brooding silences. He said that owls called weirdly over a ruined cabin at the mouth of the valley, telling a story of betrayal at dusk and murder by moonlight. Bats flitted about the chimney in the gloaming, while on the darkling plain of the sky a single star ventured forth.21 This was his heartland; this had shaped his destiny, this dense darkness beside the trickle of water that flowed to the Arms of God.


Flashes of insight such as this were characteristic of Howard’s writing. By intuition alone, he often came upon truths that elsewhere have been validated by years of clinical evidence. He was aware that early panics, undefined anxieties, even periods of ecstasy, are recalled later as moods or feelings associated with people, or places, or levels of development. He also seemed to know that an adult’s longing for an earlier, simpler time, or phantasies of world destruction, or fears of going insane may be associated with traumatic events that occurred when the infant ego was so undeveloped that the child could not relate his experiences to a coherent self.


It would be difficult to recognize Dark Valley from Howard’s description. The real Dark Valley, which is referred to locally as a canyon, is broad and shallow. The hills are low. During the summer the stream bed, as it emerges from the canyon, often runs dry. Since the family moved away when Robert was very young, his childhood memories would have been vague at best.


But Robert Howard was not writing about reality; he was writing about himself. His description of the valley was based on feelings that had their roots in the earliest years of his life. He intensified the properties of the terrain to reflect his prevailing emotional tone or mood as an adult and to make a statement about the nature of his experiences, the memory of which lay beyond his recall.




III. DARK VALLEY LORD




And her darkening eyes at last were sane; she passed with a fearsome word:


“You who were born in Dark Valley, beware the Valley’s lord!”


As I came down through Dark Valley, the grim hills gulped the light;


I heard the ponderous tramping of a monster in the night….


I climbed the ridge into the moon and trembling there I turned—


Down in the blasted shadows two eyes like hellfire burned.


Under the black malignant trees a shapeless Shadow fell—


I go no more to Dark Valley which is the Gate of Hell.1





Disrupting the intimacy of mother and child was Dr. Howard, daily tramping in and out of the house, carrying his saddlebags and smelling of disinfectant. To a small child, he would have been an awesome figure, a large, aggressive man with an authoritative air and piercing blue eyes beneath a full head of coal-black hair.


Dr. Howard was a hard-working frontier doctor who looked every emergency in the eye and attacked it fearlessly. To him illness and death were enemies with whom he waged a continuing war. If he relaxed his vigilance for one moment, he felt, death would win; and he viewed death, not as a part of life, but as a failure.


Isaac Howard was a restless man, always searching for something. He sought a “proper” world, one that conformed to his standards and expectations. Things were either good or bad; there was nothing in between. And he saw himself as a Christian soldier committed to the obliteration of evil. Dr. Howard was torn between the need to “rescue the perishing” and to “care for the dying,” as the old hymn goes. He was a physician who wanted to be a minister, but as one of his cousins put it: “He had too much of the devil in him for that.”2


This judgment seemed to refer to the doctor’s mercurial temper, which readily got out of hand. One day, so the old-timers tell, while the doctor and his wife were leaving church, a clumsy churchgoer stepped on Mrs. Howard’s skirt, tearing it. Before the whole congregation, the doctor threatened the offender with mayhem in language so salty that it is still remembered, with shocked delight, seventy years later. His neighbors decided forthwith that Isaac Howard was unsuited to the ministry, being unable—among other things—to turn the other cheek.3


Although in later years Dr. Howard learned to control his temper to some degree, he always remained quick to anger, brusque, and irascible.


As an adult, Robert liked to say that, despite his English name, he was at least three-quarters Irish, the rest being English with a Danish admixture. Actually, his ancestry was more mixed; his cousin Maxine Ervin maintained that, for all Robert’s Celtophilia, the family was more English than anything else.4


Robert’s father, Isaac Mordecai Howard, was the son of William Benjamin Howard, a Georgia planter. The Howard family, part of Oglethorpe’s original colony and active in the building of the city of Savannah, settled finally on a farm in Oglethorpe County around 1733. This became the family stronghold; and here, in 1849, lived one Henry Howard, schoolteacher and planter, with his three sons.


Lured by the promise of California gold, the three sons joined a group of forty-niners and headed west. Cholera struck down the party at Pine Bluff, Arkansas. Of the original band of nineteen, seven survived. Among these were the Howard brothers. One brother continued on to California. The other two headed back for Georgia; but William Benjamin Howard, too weakened by the disease to keep up with his remaining brother, halted in Mississippi. Once recovered, William B. Howard became the overseer of the plantation of James Henry, whose daughter Eliza he married on December 6, 1856. This Eliza, christened Louisa Elizabeth, was to become Robert E. Howard’s grandmother.


In none of the Howard family did the pioneer flame burn more brightly than in the Henrys, declared young Robert Howard. Shamus McHenry, the family’s founding father, could not wait to reach American shores. He was born aboard ship, one month out of Ireland bound for the colonies, and grew up in South Carolina. There in January 1796 he married Anna O’Tyrrell, also fresh from the land of saints and scholars.


By the time their son James was born in 1811, Shamus McHenry had become plain Jim Henry and was preparing to move his family west. As soon as the hostilities of 1812 subsided, the Henrys settled in the Black Warrior River area of what was to become Tuscaloosa County, Alabama. There young James Henry, Jr. grew up, and there he met Mary Ann Walser, daughter of his German neighbor, old Samuel Walser, who lived out his life on his Tuscaloosa farm. Mary Ann had been born in Georgia in 1816 and, like her husband-to-be, had moved to Tuscaloosa with her family shortly after her birth.5


James Henry, Jr. and Mary Ann Walser were married on September 9, 1834. The young couple chose to remain in Tuscaloosa to raise their family. By 1847, when they decided to move to Mississippi, six of their children had been born: Dave, William H., Martha, Eliza, Mary, and James T., then a newborn infant. They had moved to their Mississippi plantation and established themselves there just in time to offer refuge to the ailing William Benjamin Howard when he applied for a job and, later, for Eliza’s hand.


After their marriage, Eliza and William apparently stayed on with the Henrys. Caroline, Eileen, Georgia, and Amazon were born to the James Henrys before the family resettled on a larger property in Quachita County, Arkansas.


When war came, William Benjamin Howard and all the Henry men of fighting age rode for the Confederacy under General Nathan Bedford Forrest. Robert Howard’s two grandfathers-to-be could have known each other during the Civil War, although there is no evidence that they did. Young Dave was killed early in the conflict, and word came from Bibb County, Alabama, that old Jim Henry, who had once been Shamus McHenry, was dead. James Henry, heartbroken and ill, was discharged from the army in January 1862 after a scant six months of service. He was fifty-one years old.


After the war James Henry was unable to recoup his fortune. In the latter part of his life, lacking slaves or any other reliable source of labor to help him work his land, he turned to merchandising. In Holly Springs, where most of his children had been educated, he opened a small business.


In the years immediately following the war, William Benjamin Howard, whose fortunes were intertwined with those of his wife’s father, James Henry, tried to keep his own property together and to manage the holdings of his father-in-law. Three sons, born to Eliza and William, were growing up. William Benjamin, Jr., the eldest, was born in 1858 and died at twenty-nine on August 2, 1888. The other sons were David Terrell Howard, born March 25, 1866, and Isaac Mordecai Howard, born April 1, 1871. The couple also had three daughters: Mary Elizabeth (1869), who married M. H. Ruyle and died January 4, 1908; Annie, who married Lee Ellison in 1884; and Willie, the youngest child of the family, who married William Oscar McClung.


The stable organization of the Howard family was disrupted by the death of James Henry in 1884.6 Perhaps on the strength of their inheritance, the Howards decided to move to Texas; but before they could complete their plans, William Benjamin Howard himself was stricken and died. Eliza Howard, determined to carry out her husband’s wishes, sold her property—fine timberland—for fifty cents an acre, and with her children headed west. In 1885 she located on a farm in Limestone County, between Dallas and Austin, near Waco. Mrs. Howard and her daughters, Annie and Willie, may have traveled to Texas on the railroad; but Dave and Isaac brought the family goods overland in a covered wagon with a group of other immigrants.


This move to Texas was a courageous undertaking for a widow. It placed a great responsibility on Dave, the only one of the Howard children old enough to care for the family. Why Eliza chose to go so far from her family is not explained by the known facts. There could have been friction over the division of the Henry property; there often is in such cases, especially when the son-in-law has had an active part in the management of his wife’s family affairs.


Nothing points to a family squabble, however, except the precipitous departure of Eliza and her children and the fact that in later years David (according to one of his sons) was “very close-mouthed about his people.”7 This reticence does not necessarily imply that there was anything to hide. David may have merely been too busy supporting his twelve children to be hankering after the past. Certainly no irrevocable break occurred, for loving letters were exchanged all their lives between Eliza Henry Howard and her brothers and sisters.


People had many reasons for coming to Texas in the 1880s. The Indian strife had long since been put to rest, and the whole state was booming. Between 1880 and 1900, the population of the state increased 34.6 percent. By the turn of the century, the total population of Texas was 3,048,710, making it the sixth most populous state. Completion of the transcontinental railroad in 1883 had opened West Texas for immigration. Local citizens were amazed to learn that the first train from San Francisco had averaged fifteen miles an hour. While the run through West Texas was interrupted several times for track repairs, the expected attacks from outlaw bands never materialized. After such success, rail lines in Texas expanded rapidly.


Mrs. Howard and her girls probably came to Texas on some of the ten thousand miles of new track that was laid down in the state between 1875 and 1885, a striking contrast to the 426 miles of usable track available in 1866, when George Washington Ervin settled in Hill County. The new shipping lines made it possible for cattle to reach the market by means other than overland trails. Open range being no longer necessary, fence-cutting had become a felony; King Cotton marched westward to small farms located as much as one hundred miles west of Fort Worth.


Despite this seeming prosperity, the Howards did not choose an ideal time to start their farm in Texas. January of 1886 ushered in the worst winter in recorded history, and this harsh weather was followed by a dry spring and summer. By the autumn of 1886, West Texas was in the midst of a drouth. Crops were failing all over the state, and the movement westward had reversed itself.


Down in Austin, people were squabbling over the new state capitol building, to be modeled on the plan of the National Capitol. It was to be fireproof, so that it should not burn as had the old capitol building. Contrary to the design of the contractors, it was to be built of limestone, granite, and marble quarried in Texas. The very construction of the building was fraught with controversy. When the structure was finished in 1888, many were amazed at its vastness; they wondered whether all that space would ever be needed to run the government of Texas.


In the last decade of the century, the State of Texas came of age. In 1891 James S. Hogg became governor, the first native son to attain this office; and thus, for the first time, Texas showed herself capable of producing her own.


In that same year, Isaac Mordecai Howard became his own man. Tired of playing second fiddle to his brother David—described as a stern man who was hard to work for—and knowing little and caring less about working a Texas farm, Isaac decided to sell his share in the property to his brother and become a physician.8


Frontier medicine consisted mainly of on-the-job training. People of all kinds practiced medicine of some sort to survive in those isolated and sparsely-settled places where they were likely to find themselves. As little towns began to sprout along the lines of the railroads’ western expansion, more physicians appeared, some searching for health, some for wealth, and some for excitement; but all bearing their medical knowledge as a passport to the Wild West.


And the West—make no mistake—was wild in those days. All the states and territories of the West were wild, and Texas was one of the wildest. One physician, planning to settle in Pioche, Nevada, in 1872 visited the local cemetery, assuming that the causes of death there recorded would provide an adequate sample of the health problems he might be called upon to treat. But among the 108 graves, only three belonged to persons who had died of natural—that is, nonviolent—causes.


These frontier practitioners were a mixed lot. Included in their ranks were many tubercular men who had traveled west hoping to cure the dreaded “scrofula” attacking their lungs. Military surgeons who stayed on after their tours of duty were completed, railroad surgeons, medical missionaries, physicians attached to Indian agencies, and physicians-in-training composed the rest of the group. In addition, on the periphery, there were always many wanderers—men of questionable background seeking a new start, and a few wife-deserters, drug addicts, and alcoholics.


Like the military surgeons before them at the frontier outposts, pioneer physicians experienced every kind of medical challenge: the bites of snakes, gila monsters, and rabid animals, and the stings of scorpions. They treated frozen feet, frostbitten fingers, and snow blindness. There were always the routine diseases posing the threat of epidemics: diphtheria, cholera, smallpox, malaria, yellow fever, typhus, and typhoid, as well as measles, mumps, whooping cough, scarlet fever, tetanus, and the ubiquitous pneumonia. Gunshot wounds and Indian arrowheads kept them probing and patching. As if these problems were not enough, the doctors also had to deal with stabbings, whippings, fist fights, suicides, and now and then a fatal duel. Between the midwives and the doctors, babies managed to get born, but the toll on mother and child was extreme.9


Almost all these early physicians had interests other than medicine. They could file a claim, pan for gold, prospect for oil, speculate in land or in cattle, and even farm a little if they had to. Isaac Howard likewise chased his rainbows. There is little doubt that he chose to practice medicine along the Texas-Oklahoma border because of the land boom in the Oklahoma Territory, which had been opened for settlement in 1889, two years before he had sold out to his brother.


Indeed, one of Dr. Howard’s living relatives described him as a “promoter type,” given to visionary schemes.10 In his middle years he talked about his “oil deals,’’ although none of these seems ever to have profited him much.11 And in Cross Plains his son wove many of his plots around the search for a fabulous horde of jewels or other treasure.


Because Dr. Howard was of two minds about his ambitions, he was middle-aged before he became fully committed to any of his pursuits. He avoided the larger cities and instead, hovering on the edges of the excitement, selected relatively small, isolated communities in which to practice. Christian, which had fifty houses when he practiced there, has now shrunk to a single house. Graford, in which he had his office in 1926, then harbored twenty-four souls. Now it is almost a ghost town, with half its buildings boarded up or falling down.


Perhaps it was an uneasiness about the quality of his training and the prestige of his credentials that led Dr. Howard to live on the thin edge of his world. This underlying anxiety about Isaac Howard’s competence was another of the family’s unspoken secrets. Robert had high praise for his father as a medical practitioner—so high in fact that one suspects he did protest too much. Robert portrayed his father as a frontier saint or superman. Dr. Howard, said Robert, was far better educated than his son—a practical scientist and the best physician in Texas. He had few financial rewards because of his altruism in treating nonpaying patients and his devotion to the scientific side of his work at the expense of the financial.


Dr. Howard, Robert went on, had always striven to keep up with the latest developments in medicine, attending clinics and buying textbooks. Hundreds of people, including many unable to pay, owed their lives to Isaac Howard. He had delivered thousands of babies and never lost a mother in childbirth. Neither had he ever lost a snakebite victim. And the eulogy continued in the same vein.12


True, Isaac M. Howard had many virtues. That he was generous in treating patients who could pay in potatoes or not at all, that he was intelligent and energetic beyond the general run of men, and that he constantly tried to update his medical knowledge are confirmed by others who knew him. But where his son’s description makes him sound like the hero of a medical television series, research on the doctor’s career and personality makes it plain that he was nonetheless a highly fallible human being, with more than his share of quirks, oddities, and blind spots. His personality, moreover, contributed in no small measure to the tragedy of his son.


When Isaac Howard decided to study medicine, he was following a family precedent. His uncle J. T. Henry, a great favorite of Isaac’s mother, Eliza Howard, was a distinguished physician who was graduated from the University of Nashville in Tennessee in 1883. In practice near the Arkansas-Missouri line, Dr. Henry became a role model for his nephew Isaac, who doubtless sought Dr. Henry’s advice and may have studied under him.


Physicians of that day often welcomed their kin as medical students. Such associations with older physicians afforded young would-be doctors opportunities for observation, access to medical books, and such didactic sessions as the preceptor thought necessary in exchange for the apprentice’s help in maintaining the dispensary, cleaning the office, and tending the horse and buggy if there was one. After a few years, when the older man deemed his candidate worthy, he would issue him a certificate to practice medicine. For an ethical man with strong family ties, the certification by a kinsman would be a real throwing of the torch.


Polk’s Medical and Surgical Register gives its first listing of “I. Howard” in 1896 as practicing in Forsyth, Missouri, in Taney County, just over the Missouri line, a short distance from his uncle’s home in Bentonville, Arkansas. It is unclear whether Isaac Howard apprenticed himself to his uncle or whether Dr. Henry had passed him on to another doctor in Forsyth. The dates suggest the former. If Isaac Howard had left Texas in the early nineties, when he turned twenty-one, he could have finished his training and been ready to set up his own practice by 1896.


The young physician did not long remain in Missouri. Perhaps he was homesick. Whatever his reasons, on April 19, 1899, Isaac M. Howard of Limestone County, Texas, was examined by the State Board of Medical Examiners in Texarkana, Texas, and awarded a certificate of qualification to practice medicine. Then he went home.


In July 1899 the newly certified Dr. Howard presented his credentials at the courthouse in Fairfield, Texas, the county seat of Freestone County, adjacent to Limestone County, where his mother lived on the family farm near Delia. While his exact address is not listed, it is a good guess that he settled somewhere near Teague, Texas, at the junction of two railroad lines. Since a country practice in these sparsely-settled areas could cover several counties, doctors traveled by train whenever possible. Thus an area with good railroad facilities was a desirable home base for a frontier physician.
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