

[image: Illustration]






[image: Illustration]










 


CORSAIR


First published in the US in 2021 by Farrar, Straus and Giroux


First published in the UK in 2021 by Corsair


Copyright © 2021 by James Ivory


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


Adapted from James Ivory’s memoirs originally published by Shrinking Violet Press.


Illustration credits can be found on pages 391–399.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library


ISBN: ISBN: 978-1-4721-5571-9


Corsair


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk









 


 


 


 


 


 


For


Melissa Chung


Jeremiah Rusconi


Peter Cameron











[image: Illustration]


Ismail Merchant, Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, James Ivory













Contents


~


I. GROWING UP


Klamath Falls


Eating in the Depression


Dramatics: Blomie


II. QUEER AS JACK’S HATBAND


The Boy Who Would Not Speak


Jimmy Boyd


Fraternity Sickness


At Dr. Zeck’s


Another Bill


III. WITH LETTERS OF INTRODUCTION


Venice


Kabul


IV. MAKING MOVIES


What I Do


Standing By in Bhopal: In Ismail’s Custody


Maestro


Call Me by Your Name


V. PORTRAITS


Kenneth Clark


George Cukor


Lillian Ross: A Day with Wonder Woman


Dorothy Strelsin


Raquel Welch


Vanessa Redgrave


Bruce Chatwin


Lillian Ross, Continued


Stephen Tennant


Susan Sontag


Ruth Prawer Jhabvala


Ismail Merchant


VI. ETCETERA


The Great Ball at Wilton


The Ismail Merchant Collection


A Rajput Dinner Party


Lake of the Woods


Solid Ivory


Acknowledgments









[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]


James Ivory, age five












Klamath Falls
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The Pelican Theatre, Klamath Falls, Oregon*





My First Movie, Age Five


I grew up in Klamath Falls, Oregon, a very western lumber and cattle-ranching town. In 1933, when I was five, there were two theaters showing first-run films, the Pelican and the Pine Tree, and two more playing second-runs, the Rainbow and the Vox. The Vox showed cowboy films exclusively and stood at the far end of Main Street, which the nice people avoided if they could. At the other end, next to the town’s biggest bank, stood the new resplendent Pelican, an ornate motion picture palace in the Spanish Renaissance style with, as I remember, a gilded and carved proscenium arch around the screen, as if enclosing a high altar. This was the theater which played the biggest Hollywood hits, and this was where my parents took me one spring Sunday afternoon, to see my first movie.


It happened like this: we had been to someone’s house on top of the hill that lay between our neighborhood and the downtown section of Klamath Falls for the midday meal. Roast beef with mashed potatoes and gravy must have been served, because I had spotted my fresh white shirt with gravy, right on the front, and I was very conscious of this brown stain as we were riding back home in our car. Then I heard my parents debating:




Father: What do you think?


Mother: I think he’s big enough. What’s playing?





We abruptly changed course and headed back to Main Street and the Pelican Theatre. Once there, I would have been too excited to worry much about the gravy spot.


I remember nothing whatsoever of the main feature I saw that afternoon. Years later my parents told me it had starred Janet Gaynor. I remember sitting in the dark, thrilled, amid silent spectators, on a plush seat my father had to push down, enveloped in a constantly shifting light above my head, while huge white faces on the screen spoke to one another. What they were saying I have no memory of. What I do have the clearest, sharpest memory of is the newsreel. There was an arresting shot in it that I can see to this day: civil war was raging somewhere in what must have been a Latin city. There were rioters in the street amid a lot of smoke. The year 1933 was too early for the Spanish Civil War, so perhaps the newsreel showed a South American city under some sort of siege. The newsreel camera had been placed high up in a window and was aimed out onto an avenue lined with imposing buildings. Immediately, to camera left, looters or demonstrators were smashing up an office or apartment. They were tossing things over the railing of a balcony right in front of the camera. Two men brought out a large bronze statue that resembled the Oscar statuette and stood it on the railing, where it tottered for a moment before being tipped over into the street, into which it dropped headfirst. Was this the figure of a deposed king or dictator, or just an ornament? Were patriotic citizens toppling it down onto the mob? I got the impression, even at that early age, of a house being looted, and that seems to go along with the pleasure I took as a child in seeing burned-down houses and wrecked cars, making my father drive out of his way so I could view them: anarchic upheaval in which domestic things got smashed to bits. Watching the heavy statue of the dictator—if that’s what he was—being tipped over onto the heads of a mob was the first action sequence I can recall seeing on any screen, and I wonder if I acquired my love of disaster movies, with all their disorder, physical destruction, and mass annihilation, from this long-ago newsreel image.
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Janet Gaynor in Tess of the Storm Country (1932)





Do I remember my first movie mainly because of the spot on my shirt? Because they are linked events in my memory suggesting each other? Tumultuous rioting in a foreign city in which houses got looted, and the inherent disorder of an eye-catching food stain on my fresh Sunday shirt?


Assembling Ancestors


When I was ten, my maternal grandmother De Loney told me about a relative named Mrs. Clarke. She told me two stories about Mrs. Clarke, which didn’t—or couldn’t—jibe: either she had succumbed in a New Orleans cholera epidemic in the 1850s, or she had cut up her fabulous ball gowns to make bandages for injured Confederate soldiers during our Civil War ten years later. My grandmother had a daguerreotype of Mrs. Clarke, which she gave to me. It had lost its case, and there was only the plate itself surrounded by an oval of pressed and gilt metal. The image is of a plain woman, her dark hair flat on her head and parted in the middle, wearing a black silk full-skirted gown. At her neck there is a dab of gold to represent her brooch, which the photographer had added.


Because I was adopted by my parents when I was a baby, I have never known who my true antecedents were. And so I became interested in my adopted ancestors, and began collecting cased images like that of Mrs. Clarke, later buying them from a dealer in Savannah, assembling a group of virtual ancestors. I preferred family groups of well-dressed people—pretty girls with lively, intelligent faces (these were often English; American girls in the 1850s too often looked blank and repressed, almost unknowable); and handsome, waistcoated young gentlemen in stiff collars. I have to admit I was also on the lookout for a spirited “Mammy,” like the large-hearted Hattie McDaniel in the film Gone with the Wind. My cousin Mary De Loney in Austin inherited a daguerreotype of a family slave of our great-grandfather John Hailey. She wore a white headcloth like Hattie McDaniel’s. But I never found an image resembling the Oscar-winning McDaniel.


My grandmother De Loney told me these and other stories as she lay in bed in my uncle Randolph’s house in Port Arthur, Texas. She could provide five generations of family names: her married name, De Loney; her maiden name, Hailey (she was Hallie Hailey); and Hammett, Locke, and Randolph, taking me right back to the eighteenth century. But she never spoke once of her husband, Isaac Fox De Loney, my grandfather, or of his family, who were descended from the Brodnax family of the early Virginia colony at Jamestown.
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Albert De Loney, 1918





In that house in Port Arthur he was persona non grata. In time, as I grew older, I learned about him from his children—first from my mother, another Hallie, who couldn’t speak of her father, whom she adored, without weeping; from mother’s tougher sister, Evelyn; and from their other brother, Albert, or “Ab.” Both daughters claimed their father had looks and charm. His sons, however, had other memories, and the elder, Randolph, grew to hate him. His father would drop out every so often, leaving his growing family to cope somehow in Bogalusa, Louisiana. Months later, he would reappear. At each of these reappearances my grandmother became pregnant. When she died in 1942—she had been born in 1863—my uncle Randolph wouldn’t put her married name on her tombstone and inscribed her maiden name instead: Hailey.


I thought of this interesting-sounding grandfather as a kind of riverboat gambler, with glossy black hair and a dashing mustache, who somehow lived by his wits, and I wanted to know more about him. My uncle Ab must have been the one who told me that my De Loney grandfather had been murdered by a gang of Black workers manning a levee on the Mississippi River during a flood, and that his body had been thrown into the water. He had been an exceptionally cruel taskmaster, Uncle Ab said. But there is an alternative version of how Isaac De Loney died. The year is certain—1933—and it took place in “whereabouts unknown.” His was a watery grave in both versions, but, according to another set of De Loney descendants in Texas, their grandfather had been an insatiable gambler, and he was thrown overboard from a riverboat by other disgruntled gamblers. As he was born in 1858, he was seventy-five in 1933—rather too old, I think, to have been bossing a gang of Black people during a flood. The riverboat version of his dramatic end was described with humor by my Texas cousins, and is the more likely one. In either case he died, as he had mostly lived, and was punished, because of his bad behavior.
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Hallie De Loney, my mother, at age seventeen, Bogalusa, Louisiana





Perhaps later on, his two sons each preferred one version of how he died for different reasons. The elder, Randolph, stern and unforgiving, may have thought being tossed overboard by his fellow gamblers was the more appropriate death for his father, who was his enemy. And Albert—Uncle Ab—not very much liking all indiscreet talk of out-of-control gambling, preferred to blame the gang of Black workers.


These stories—or all of the stories that I’ve heard—fed my imagination; at one time I thought of making a film about him and my other grandfather, John—my Ivory grandfather—who, in upstate New York in the 1880s, not long after emigrating from Ireland, became a labor organizer in the hammer factory where he worked. He incited the other men to strike. Their strike was broken, of course, and so was he. He could never get another job in the town of Norwich, being considered a dangerous rabble-rouser. I wanted to call my film something like “My Romantic Grandfathers.”
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Grandmother De Loney, circa 1925





I was seven when my grandmother De Loney came all the way from Texas to visit us in Klamath Falls. She descended from her train with the complaint that her berth had been right over a pair of wheels of the sleeping car. “Darlin’, I was almost rattled to death,” she told my father. In Oregon she always felt cold, even sitting out in the sun wrapped up in a blanket. She had brought a little cruet with her—or my mother supplied it—containing tiny hot green chilies in vinegar, which she doused her food with at the table. My memories of her then stand out because of another, stronger memory of her stay: I had been caught by my mother with another little boy named Eddy, who lived across the street from us, during one of those exploratory sexual acts children so like. My father had made me a playhouse from the big wooden case in which our Victorian square piano had been shipped. Standing it on its side, he cut a little door through which Eddy and I could enter, and a little window. One day Eddy and I were in there, trying out putting our penises into each other’s mouths. I don’t know whose idea that was, but I made clear that Eddy’s dick must not touch my lips or tongue, nor the inside of my mouth. I had learned all about germs at school by then. Eddy went first, and I can still exactly see him doing it. I can also remember his acrid odor as he carried out my instructions and I took charge, guiding his little white wormlike penis myself. Then it was my turn, and he opened his mouth wide. I could make a drawing to this day of where we sat, and stood, as we performed. Just then my mother opened the door of the playhouse. She dragged me away from Eddy and pulled me out. He was sent home, and, taking me by the hand, she walked with me to our house. All my mother said to me then was how upset and disappointed Grandmother would be if she knew what Eddy and I had been doing in my playhouse.


I doubt my mother said anything about it to my father (he never spoke of it to me), because I know that for her it would have been unthinkable. If she had told him about Eddy, he would have been relieved to know that I wasn’t just interested in other boys: when I was seven, I also loved exploring with Jeanne Marie, my best friend. We would play doctor down in her basement whenever her parents were away, the details of which are just as vivid today in my memory as those of my one session with Eddy.


Someone from North Carolina told me once that family surnames were often given to Southern boys as middle names at their christening in order to establish some grander family connection. To show where the money was, or the political power. Uncle Ab’s middle name was Fox. Albert Fox De Loney. I never asked who the Foxes were, but that name came into the family with Margaret Bonner Fox, a Virginian, born in 1793. She married Edward Brodnax Walker De Loney—two ringing surnames bestowed as given names—who was my uncle Ab’s great-grandfather. Fox can be a Jewish name, and I thought of the Twentieth Century–Fox Studios in Hollywood. But if the Foxes being memorialized by my Louisiana grandparents had been Jewish, my grandfather De Loney might have nixed that name at once.


When Uncle Ab was about twenty-three, and World War I began, he volunteered to join the Lafayette Escadrille, hoping to become a fighter pilot. The Lafayette Escadrille was an American military unit that had been formed to fight against the Germans in France. Its recruits were generally “boys of good family.” Many were from the South, with fiery temperaments. But my fiery grandfather De Loney was adamant: his younger boy was not to go to that slaughterhouse. He had already lost one son, Bruce, who died from diphtheria in his youth. My uncle Ab disobeyed his father, and went off to France, where he reconnected with my father, a lieutenant in a cavalry regiment whom he had met before the war in Louisiana. Both Uncle Ab and my father were posted far from the front. Uncle Ab never learned to fly, and my father never rode into battle on horseback. Cavalry charges had become a thing of the past, something from the Civil War.


And what about our Civil War? My great-grandfather John Hailey broke his leg in a battle, when his horse was shot out from under him. I know very little about him, what he did, who he was. He was a slave owner, but apparently not a slave driver out of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, like his son-in-law, Isaac, whose body was maybe tossed into the Mississippi River. John’s daughter, Hallie, my grandmother, grew up during Reconstruction. She told me the Hailey family lived on a ruinous plantation, and she had a terrible story about a trusted family employee who killed his old parents by driving nails into their skulls. And she spoke to me, lying in bed in Port Arthur half a century later, of a big house making ghostly sounds as winds blew through closed-off, empty rooms. As much Southern gothic as anyone could want. From that house—or maybe another one down there—I have two large silver soupspoons (the kind that butlers all over the South hid in their masters’ tree trunks, so that Yankee soldiers wouldn’t get them), and a pressed-glass saltcellar that we use every day in my house in Claverack, New York.
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John Hailey, my maternal great-grandfather, circa 1850s





Both my great-grandfather—John Hailey—and his wife, Sarah (Sallie) Hailey (née Hammett), my great-grandmother, lived on until the early 1900s. Their granddaughter Evelyn, my aunt, remembered seeing them on a wide porch in Louisiana. Because of the pain from his war injury, John Hailey, seeking comfort, would turn a straight-backed chair upside down and lean it against the wall, and then rest himself against it, while stretching his legs out on the porch floor. When his wife died, he “turned his face to the wall,” refusing food, as described in so many lovelorn, romantic tales, and died, inconsolable. He is a middle-aged man in the daguerreotype on the previous page, most likely made in the 1850s, so he would have been born in the early 1820s.


The strike at the hammer factory in Norwich, New York, that my paternal grandfather led was such an affront to the town, home of Norwich Pharmaceuticals, the maker of Unguentine. It had been a brave thing for him to do: a young man from Cork—of the “Irish Need Not Apply” variety—who had walked off the boat from Ireland and turned one of the town’s main industries on its head after having been given a much-coveted job there.
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My father, Edward Patrick Ivory, 1917





One of his sons—I think not my father—described his disillusioned state afterward, and how he sat in the back of a relative’s shop, useless, for years. But he helped raise his six sons and a daughter, saw them educated and some of them married, before he died in 1912. They all did well—three of them, including my father, very well, founding flourishing businesses and becoming leaders in their communities. But when my father became a mill owner himself, he never let his workers unionize, perhaps seeing in that the seeds of future disruption.




[image: Illustration]


The De Loney house, Bogalusa, Louisiana





The Ivory boys—Jim, John, Will, Dave, Pat (my father), and Tom—had a large carriage block of stone, suitable for a mansion, with the name Ivory carved on it, placed in front of their modest house on Adelaide Street, where they grew up. Adelaide Street, I discovered when my father took me to Norwich once when I was in my thirties, was definitely on the wrong side of the tracks. We drove up to his old family home, to which Dad had arranged to gain entrance, and he invited me to go inside with him. But in one of those loutish moments sons everywhere seem to have sooner or later with sentimental parents, I refused, and sat in the car looking at the huge carriage block.


Years after he was gone, when I was installed in my own big house in Claverack, built by a Van Rensselaer no less, with plenty of rooms through which other winds blow, I tried to buy that carriage block. But there were distant cousins in Norwich, whose surname wasn’t even Ivory, who wanted to keep the stone for their annual family reunions, of the kind we had in Port Arthur when I was a child, so that members attending could sit, or stand, on it, and be photographed.
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My father and Ismail in Rome, 1963





My father had little interest in his Irish roots. He never visited Ireland; he could easily have done so twice in his life—after his time in the army, when he chose to stay in Europe for a year, and again toward the end of his life, when he met me and Ismail Merchant in Rome in 1963. He traveled to Vienna then, and afterward returned to France, where he looked up the old friends he’d corresponded with since the Armistice of 1918. Ireland did not excite his imagination as Italy and France did. When he was growing up, he and his brothers and sister must have been acutely aware of the dislike and social disdain for Irish immigrants. Surely he’d heard of, and maybe as a boy had seen, HELP WANTED signs in Yankee businesses that added NO IRISH NEED APPLY. He had a distant and garrulous cousin named Dennis O’Sullivan who used to visit us when we lived in California. Dennis would talk endlessly of the delights of “the Old Sod,” as he called Ireland. My father was too polite ever to let himself seem bored by Dennis, and made sure I was equally polite to him as he went on and on about the glories of Ireland and the Irish. Dennis was my introduction to life’s boring adult conversations. Whenever my mother heard Dennis was coming, she hid herself in the bedroom until Dad made her come out and greet him.


Who then were the Ivorys of Ireland? According to Common Irish Names, a little book I picked up in Dublin, Ivory is not an Irish name. It is a Scottish name that had once been French: Ivry—the same as the Paris métro line. The only distinguished Irishman named Ivory was the great architect Thomas Ivory, who embellished the center of Dublin at the end of the eighteenth century. I once found an old bank in Edinburgh in a soot-blackened, very fine classic building of the sort Thomas Ivory had designed for Dublin, called Ivory and Simes.
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My parents in New York City, circa 1920





Of my paternal grandmother I know next to nothing. She died many years before I was born. Her name was Mary Condon, and she and my grandfather—John Ivory—had been childhood sweethearts. He emigrated first, and when he had established himself in Norwich, where there were relatives, she followed. This was in the days before Ellis Island. I have a photograph of her: she stands in front of the house on Adelaide Street, a buxom middle-aged woman wearing a long skirt and apron. I don’t easily identify with her, as I do with my maternal, Southern grandmother, who was something of a free spirit—and a forgiving spirit as well, taking in her irresponsible, if charming, gambling husband again and again.


And how did the Ivorys first meet the De Loneys? At a swimming party in the summer of 1916 in Bogalusa, where my father had a job with the Great Southern Lumber Company after graduating from college. My mother was sixteen, my father twenty-four. He wrote in his diary after their first meeting that she came from a fine old Southern family, although he presumed there were “pecuniary difficulties.”


What happened next? The United States went to war. My father, who had enrolled in the Army Reserve Officers Training Corps when he was in college in Syracuse, reported to Camp Pike in Arkansas and was commissioned a second lieutenant in the cavalry. He was deployed to France in 1917.


Before he left, he made my mother promise she would enroll in college, and she began studying at Rice Institute (now University) in Houston. They considered themselves to be in love, and corresponded regularly. I have their hundreds of letters to each other—hers to him in Montsûrs, France, and his to her in Texas, then later at Louisiana State University in Baton Rouge, where she joined the Delta Zeta sorority. She went for her final year to Barnard College in New York, where my father was living while he worked in New Jersey for Thomas Edison. At Barnard she majored in home economics and took a part-time job at Gimbel’s department store selling lingerie. She boarded on East Sixty-Second Street between Lexington and Third Avenues—only a few doors east on the same block where I myself would live forty-five years later, after I had moved permanently to New York City. At one point in 1918 my father stopped writing to my mother. Just ceased, without explanation. She became frantic. Where was he, why was he no longer writing, was he in danger (he was far, far from the front), was he sick? The silence went on for several months. He offered no explanation when he resumed writing. I think he was unwilling to commit to her, got cold feet, or—unthinkable!—had found someone else. There may have been a “someone else.” Among his letters there were a few from a young Frenchwoman. My French was not up to discovering hidden or disguised familiarity when I read her letters to my father in the 1970s. They seemed to me to be straightforward expressions of friendship and nothing more. It is impossible for me to imagine my father having any sort of full-fledged affaire with any young Frenchwoman. He was not a sensual man, and if I got that wrong and he secretly was, it was very well hidden. Perhaps he was not yet committed to the idea of marriage; while always an optimist, economically (and jobless), he might not have felt ready to marry. Or was he not emotionally ready? To me that is more likely, even though my mother was beautiful, fun-loving, and lively, plus intelligent. So my father’s long silence will remain a mystery.


In 1919 he returned to the United States and began living in New York City, from where he could easily commute to New Jersey and also visit his family in Norwich. My mother joined him there and in 1921 they went to Dallas where my grandmother De Loney lived, and got married.
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Sister Rose de Lima





Bill Wilson


Bill was my first friend. We started grade school together at the Sacred Heart Academy; though I was a year younger than Bill—I was five—he was my closest friend. He was a Protestant and it was strange that his parents enrolled him in a parochial school, particularly since the public school was across the street from the Academy. Convenience must not have had much to do with it; perhaps the Wilsons thought the education was better. It was hard to see him on the weekends, because he lived on one side of the town and I lived on the other, but I have memories of our playing together outside of school, so our parents must have managed it. He was as outgoing as I was shy—or perhaps “standoffish” is a better description of the way I tended to appear—and big for his age, the sort of rugged little boy who is easy and popular with the other boys. I naturally looked up to him and it seems strange that he should have chosen me for a while to be his best friend.


One of the reasons is that our sweet second-grade teacher, Sister Rose de Lima, felt she saw evidence of artistic talent in our drawings. She sent a note to our parents suggesting private art lessons, and these were duly arranged for Friday afternoons. We felt distinctly privileged when we left the other kids every week, and could look down from our second-story studio to the playground during recess at the untalented pursuing their noisy games in the muck. Meanwhile, we had been selected to fill in little rectangles with different washes of color, from the palest tints across the spectrum to the brightest at the opposite end. These lessons cost a dollar each and I would continue to take them as long as I stayed at the Academy, long after Bill deserted me to go to the Fremont School. In the fourth grade, I would gradually pass from watercolors to oil, and from copying pictures chosen for me by my teacher, Sister Paschalis, to painting my own from nature.


And it was in Bill Wilson’s company that I was exposed to things other than the disciplines of the artist’s craft: he first caused me to focus on the difference between some boys’ bodies and others, including mine. At recess we used to all stand in a line at the long common urinoir. Some of us small boys were so short we could just barely reach up to get ourselves over the cold, smooth enameled lip of the trough, and in this position of maximum exposure, we were the subject of a good deal of scrutiny and comment from the taller Bill. There was no such thing as the kind of furtive glance one tries to hide in the men’s rooms of adult life. We openly looked at one another and compared, but there was no touching. By that age—five or six—we all knew that if you touched someone’s penis, you did it in private. Some of the boys had not been circumcised; Bill pointed this out to me, speaking of it in a way that made them seem like the Unclean. There was a financial angle to it, too, for he told us that the operation cost money and that some boys’ parents were too poor to have it done.
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The Sacred Heart Church, Klamath Falls, Oregon





One can imagine the uncut little boys looking down at themselves and starting to cry. This is what went on in the parochial school’s boys’ lavatory, as Bill and I looked with curiosity and some distaste at our less fortunate classmate’s foreskins—a curiosity about that vestigial membrane that, for me if not for Bill, would not be fully satisfied until I had grown up and sailed off to the continents of the poor and benighted.


From the first grade, as I learned to observe the Catholic holy days of obligation (always looked forward to, when they fell on a weekday, because school would be let out at the Academy), we could expect to celebrate the Feast of the Circumcision on New Year’s Day: that is, the circumcision of Jesus. It must very soon have sunk in that if it was necessary for the Son of God to have had the costly operation just like Bill Wilson and me, it was a very important matter, and that those of my schoolmates who were uncircumcised not only had poor parents but were somehow not among the elect. Circumcised men, we had learned in Sister Rose de Lima’s Bible history class, being Jews, were Gods and Masters. Even their oppressors, the ancient Egyptians, who early on excited my interest, had had the operation. I don’t know how I found all this out. Sister Rose de Lima would not, I think, have informed her class about what was always done to Jewish and Egyptian boys. Probably Bill, the authority on all such things, had told us as we peed together at the urinal. With Bill’s hierarchy of the cut and the uncut firmly fixed in my mind, I confidently faced the world, knowing who my equals were, as I set out from the Sacred Heart Academy.


However, I’m afraid the feeling that uncircumcised men are in some way socially inferior has stayed with me all of my life—as regards my own country, where baby boys are often routinely taken away after ten days, in order to be made more “clean” and “healthy.” Or once were. Enlightened middle-class American mothers today find circumcision barbaric. When I got to high school in 1942 and we all undressed together in gym class, I would sometimes have to square the exception to Bill’s rule with the known facts of a schoolmate’s financial background, as with my friend Milton, inexplicably intact, whose father was the bank president.


“Not Free from Blemish”


Such puzzling questions, if I had wanted to ask them, would not be cleared up for me by my own father, who was emotionally unable to speak about any aspect of sex, and who had left everything about human reproduction to my mother. As I was packing my things to leave for army basic training in 1953, my father came into my bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed without speaking, but clearly moved by something. After an uncomfortable pause he brought himself to say that I would soon be mixing closely with a great many other young men, and that on seeing some of them I was not to conclude that I was Jewish because I had been circumcised. I stifled a laugh—he was tearing up—and I was twenty-five by then and sexually experienced. This was a bit like the scene in my film The Remains of the Day when Stevens, the butler (played by Anthony Hopkins), is ordered to inform Lord Darlington’s godson, who has just gotten engaged, of the “birds and the bees.” That sophisticated young man (played by Hugh Grant) stares at Stevens incredulously when his godfather’s butler attempts to carry out the assignment.
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Hugh Grant and Anthony Hopkins in The Remains of the Day (1993)





Smoothly, making it sound unimportant, I told my father that I had had many friends in high school and college who were circumcised like myself. I was certain that most of them were not Jewish; when they were, I knew. He took this in, appeared satisfied, then got up abruptly and left the room on the verge of weeping. I might have asked him, and blamed myself later for not having done so, “Would it be so very terrible if I were Jewish?” And to that I might have added: “You’re also circumcised I’ve noticed, and I never imagined for one second that you were Jewish.” I made neither retort, however, and was glad I hadn’t; it was obvious our little talk had already put him through far too much.


But what my father could not bring himself to mention in any way was the central fact that I had been adopted, and that therefore my origins were obscure. Or, to put it in a more elegant way, quoting the illegitimate Alexander Hamilton, my birth was “not free from blemish.” The most interesting and important of all the facts of my early life he and I never discussed, or even alluded to, not once. He lived on to be seventy-five, serene, clearheaded, and right up to the end, reading his ancient Roman history—the three volumes of Edward Gibbon—and his newspaper, the Fresno Bee, every morning, until one day he fell over dead, the newspaper in his hand.


The overwhelming and unwanted task of breaking the news to me of my having been adopted had (along with the “birds and the bees”) been left to my brave and articulate mother, who came out with it one afternoon when she was driving me home from school, aged ten. It’s not that my father was inarticulate. Hardly. He spoke quite brilliantly on many subjects—but not sex and the related emotions. That he blocked off. Like many men of that period, he felt that talking about personal emotions of any kind was “unmanly.” The undreamed-of issue (for me) of my being adopted came up because of a gossiping nun who, on seeing my birth certificate, spread the news among my classmates. They, in turn, lost no time in informing me of this in the schoolyard. The nun had read, too, that I was originally named Richard Jerome Hazen (as I found out later), and then renamed James Francis Ivory by my adoptive parents at my christening.


I had a great many questions to ask my mother. Some remain unanswered to this day, like “Who are the Hazens?” She pulled the car over and stopped in front of a large, ugly house under construction. (I cannot pass it when I go back to Klamath Falls every summer without remembering that tense day; the house where we parked is still ugly and misshapen, as well as unpainted; someone, I suppose, must live in it—some uncircumcised person?) It slowly dawned on me, as I sat tearfully in the car in the dusk with my mother, that my adoption must be a big thing if everybody at school was talking about it. I realized, too, that somehow I must have lost caste in my schoolmates’ eyes, even if I had been “chosen,” as my mother now delicately tried to put it, by her and Dad. Had I been a foundling then, left in a box outside the front door of the Sacred Heart Academy?


I’d read about such unfortunate children. The sisters could be counted on to tell us all about them with relish, gazing down benignly at any parentless kids they knew of through their rimless eyeglasses. But their stories could never include me, I knew, no matter how romantic the idea of being a foundling might seem to some. I had many pre–Sacred Heart memories of an earlier life in St. Paul: for instance, of living in a big white house by a Minnesota lake, on which my adoptive father, holding me all bundled up in his arms, took me iceboating. I can still squint at the sun’s glare, hear the swooshing racket of the boat’s keel gliding over the ice, the wind banging on the sails, feel the speed, and I remember the sense of safety I felt in my father’s arms. I was four.


On “the K”


Not everything you might want to know about sex could be learned in the Sacred Heart boys’ lavatory. More down-to-earth information was passed on to me by Bill Wilson and Earl Kruger on the side of the high hill called “the K” overlooking the town. (“The K” was a huge letter “K,” for Klamath, formed of big rocks painted white and laid out on the hillside—it’s still there, repainted every so often.) My schoolmate Earl was a beautiful and cherubic-looking boy with golden curls. He stands beside me in our First Communion picture, with folded hands and angelic expression.


One day Bill, Earl, and I were sitting under one of the scrubby pines that managed to take root on a bleak and windy hillside outside of Klamath Falls, where Earl proceeded to demonstrate what happens between men and women in bed. He scratched a little line in the earth, digging it out with his finger, and lay down over it, but first opening his pants in order to place his cherubic (and uncircumcised) member in the hole he had dug.
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My First Communion (first row, second from right), with the angelic Earl beside me





“That’s what they do,” he told us, and Bill said, “Yes, that’s right.” I see now that some vast and primitive sexual drama was being enacted by a little boy and Mother Earth, in front of a solemn chorus of approving onlookers, but I remember thinking, if that’s what men and women do together in bed, it must be dirty and senseless.* A year or two later my mother enlightened me further, telling me about the Father, who places a Seed in the Mother, which grows into a Child nine months later. When I was a teenager, all the parts fell into place, you might say, rather accidentally, when I learned that the missing ingredients of pleasure and excitement, which both Earl and my mother had omitted mentioning, far outweigh any senselessness and dirt.


Opposite Palettes


Bill and I continued to play together after he changed schools, but we drifted apart, and his interest in painting and drawing didn’t last very long, though his Friday afternoon lessons with me continued for a while. It seemed he looked forward with less and less enthusiasm to my visits, sometimes not bothering to be at home, and gradually they came to an end, but not before another grotesque incident. He owned a real human skull, which he kept in his garage, and which was supposed to have been the head of an Indian. One day we took it and crept up behind a woman who was lying in a hammock reading a book. Slowly, we lowered it into view so that the two were face-to-face. She screamed wildly and leapt out of the hammock and we ran away with the skull, laughing.


Bill and I were reunited in high school. My father took me out of the Academy because there were no athletics, and he wanted me to have the benefit of the public high school sports program. A vain hope! I remember going with him to see Father Casey, the parish priest, whose permission was needed for this, and Father Casey gave his murmured, gentle assent. By this time Bill and I had hopelessly diverged as types. He was on every athletic team, was big and burly, with a handsome, but quickly maturing face, and had strings of girlfriends, while I was the skinny boy with underdeveloped biceps who always hung back when a baseball happened to come in my direction. When teams were chosen, I was drawn by lot, not for what I was likely to do to help win, but because I was a handicap, the loser in the draw getting me. As for girlfriends, mine were in quite a different relation to me than Bill’s. However, he recognized our old friendship, we were always cordial with each other, and sometimes he became protective. The school lettermen patrolled the halls at breaks, on the lookout for sassy types like myself who broke rules and talked back, and when I was sometimes “arrested,” Bill wouldn’t allow the others to paddle me with the huge wooden paddle that, in some college fraternity hazings, had killed people.


We went to our respective colleges in Oregon, he was pledged by Beta Theta Pi, married his high school sweetheart, and disappeared. We would not meet again for forty years, when we had gone quite gray and discovered we were both avid readers, sometimes of the same books. And later we exchanged color photographs of our first oil paintings. These were of small birds perched in a landscape, and we found that our palettes had been opposites: Bill had chosen cooler colors, blues and purples and chilly shades of green—or had he?—while I’d opted for warmer tones, yellow, red, and orange. Had these been our natural inclinations, as observed by Sister Paschalis, as she dealt these palettes to us? Just as she saw, for certain, that she must inevitably touch up our little robins and sparrows with a master’s flick of her brush, adding a delicate claw here, or the glint of a tiny eye there. In later life I turned to chillier colors myself, and told my cameramen and art directors that I wanted certain films of mine to be predominantly cool in color, as for instance Maurice.
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A Bit Apart


The Sacred Heart Academy gave a Christmas party for all of its students in the parish hall my first year there, which would have been in 1933, when I was five, though I can’t be sure that it was not in the second year, when I was six. In any case, one of the features of the program was that all the youngest children, the ones likely to still believe in Santa Claus, were asked what gift they would like him to bring down the chimney. When it was my turn, I spoke up loudly, “A doll’s house.” The hall broke into shouts of laughter—the older boys, of course, but also our teachers, who were nuns and who must have smiled in their special way, with a hand over their mouths. I didn’t know why I was being laughed at by everybody. I didn’t like the feeling. But from that day on, as I reckon it, I began to regard myself as being a bit apart from all the others—apart, different, but not lesser in any way I think: maybe starting then, I began to think of myself as something more, in the sense of being distinct and perhaps also higher in value. This was confirmed when Bill Wilson and I—he had not laughed at me when I said I wanted Santa Claus to bring me a doll’s house—were singled out for our private Friday afternoon drawing and painting class. Thus began my lifetime’s work—my life “in art”—but one linked very early in the public view with sexual identity.
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Me playing with assorted Christmas gifts, including a tank, a train, a clothes washer and ironing board, and “Doll Boy”






A Significant Memory?



During my junior year in high school, sometime in the winter months, I went with my parents to have dinner at the Officers’ Club at the Marine base near Klamath Falls. I don’t know whose guests we were—possibly the man I’m going to write about. I wore slacks and a tweed sport jacket, and to complete my ensemble, a pink satin bow tie. It was the sort of trashy thing, like plaid shoelaces, that teenage boys wore in the early 1940s and that must have seemed, to a Marine officer who might have had his own memories of other teenage boys, slightly older than I, in battle fatigues in the Far East or North Africa, particularly silly and effeminate. We had already had our dinner, I think, and were sitting around afterward in the lounge, the grown-ups enjoying a drink or brandy perhaps.
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Suddenly a middle-aged officer with a short graying bristling mustache (our host, or someone who passed by?) came up to me and confronted me on the subject of the pink satin necktie. He did not like it; it was stupid and girlish. A silence fell. Was he drunk? I expected my father, or at least my mother, or even my sister, who was very pugnacious and quick to take offense, to come to my rescue. But no one spoke. I could feel my parents’ embarrassment, particularly my father’s, yet he said nothing. The officer went on, standing over me, and began to criticize more than merely my tie. He did not like my appearance generally, nor my manner. I was slim—too slim—and rather too pretty a boy, with my hair worked up into a kind of pompadour, with delicate frowning eyebrows that to the Marine must have looked almost plucked, and no doubt I was lolling back with my knees crossed, a large loafer swinging negligently on an out-of-scale teenage foot. Could there have been a “lucky penny” inserted in the cross strap of those loafers? That, too, was in style. But the Marine ran out of steam somehow. Perhaps because we all remained silent. Perhaps because, though the unwilling center of attention, I didn’t go to pieces. Perhaps because he began to reproach himself, or saw that he was being rude and overbearing, or just plain drunk. And then he said a fatal thing, and I’m surprised I had the cheek to take it up, except that for me it seemed to be a sink-or-swim kind of situation. He said, “What do you think of me?” And I replied, “I think you’re pompous.” There must have been an intake of breath on the part of my parents, perhaps one of them even said, “Jim!” in warning. And then it was over. The bullying stopped, the man went off, we left for home. I felt cross in the car with myself because I had mispronounced “pompous,” inserting an extra syllable, so it came out “pom-poo-ous.” I had only just learned that word and no doubt was waiting for the right occasion to use it. I never wore that tie again; I kept it in my drawer for a while and then threw it away.


Now that I am older and have reached that officer’s age and more than likely surpassed it, I see that the key sentence in all this must be “What do you think of me?” Was this fellow one of the thousands of repressed, latent homosexuals who were in the services, officers and noncommissioned officers alike who, upon meeting an effeminate-seeming boy, felt irresistibly that he must be bullied or harassed, whether in or out of the barracks? I’ll never know, and there must be several valid reasons that he might have chosen to pick on me that night. The other thing I will never know is why my father kept silent. It did not diminish him in my eyes, but I wondered about it then, as I do now. Was he pursuing some deal with the Marine Corps? They would have needed a lot of lumber to build their base. Was this officer someone who requisitioned lumber and who might, if peeved, have gone off to one of the other big lumber companies in Klamath Falls? We never spoke of this episode, not once. It was as if it had never happened. It was too embarrassing to mention. But my mother must have said something that night as they lay there with the lights out. She probably accused my father, said he should have come to my rescue. And he, so quick to justify himself in all things, probably said that I didn’t need being rescued, that I could obviously take care of myself and the whole affair boded well for my future in the world of men, for, as he always kept reminding her, and telling me, “We live in a world of men.”


Gus and Petite


Gus Luellewitz, my father’s business partner, was a son of a bitch, no doubt about that. Petite was his second wife. Gus brought the capital to Ivory Pine Company, and the sort of business acumen and experience the senior partner is expected to contribute, but in later years he became more and more dictatorial and secretive until finally, when my father was sixty-eight and Gus well over ninety, they split up.
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Gus and Petite





Gus had gone through bankruptcy proceedings several times but had always sprung back stronger and richer than ever. He seems always to have been a lumberman. In appearance he was a bit like William Randolph Hearst and made the same kind of impression of ancient, fleshy power and inscrutability, with little, hooded, almost reptilian eyes seen in a mass of discolored pouches. He seemed to lie in wait and watch people; I know he often watched me. I felt his gaze to be not unkind, yet he must have wondered what sort of strange bird his partner had sired, could I be useful to him or would I be harmful? His own son was certainly no use. This was Mac, an alcoholic. Mac was married to Elsie, and in the early years of the partnership he was involved in the company in some way. He and Elsie used to come all the way up from Los Angeles to Klamath Falls (a distance of nearly a thousand miles) in their chauffeur-driven black limousine; it was the first time I had seen a car like that. Mac was supposed to do something or other for his father, but once out of the old man’s sight and as soon as he could ditch Elsie with my mother, he would be off on some roaring drunk. Then he would disappear and finally be brought back after several days by my father, who had been obliged to comb all the taverns for miles around. Elsie would sober her husband up, he would apologize profusely to my mother for being a cad, and the couple would climb into their car and start the trip back.
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It was these big logs that sent me to college, to France, to Venice, and just about everywhere else I wanted to go when I was a young man





My father was supposed to have “loved” Mac and this is why he tried to help him out. They were about the same age, and there was something of the movie star in Mac’s dark looks and glossy hair and devil-may-care attitude, which was such a contrast to the cold control of Gus. Elsie also projected something of a glamorous image; she wore her hair pulled back in a bun, like Dorothy Lamour, and large gold earrings, and had a leopard-skin coat.


Gus was always disinheriting his son, always threatening him, and eventually Mac really did drink himself to death. My father, to some extent, became a surrogate for Mac. But very little human warmth came from Gus. It all had to come from my father. I never heard my father criticize Gus, no matter how dreadful and impossible he became; he kept his anger well reined and just put his head down and pushed forward.


My mother told me when she was middle-aged that in the early days, when they had gone riding in my father’s car, he and Gus sat up front and she sat on the seat behind, alone; Gus would then let his hand slip lower and lower until he could put it on my mother’s knee. She would be terrified. I asked her, “Did Daddy know about that?” She said she didn’t know, but there was nothing he could do, which in a way seems perfectly true.*


Gus was first married to a woman not much younger than himself, and I met her once or twice. She was motherly and shapeless, featureless. She died mysteriously from drinking the water in one of the American grand hotels, some place like the Palmer House in Chicago or the Davenport in Spokane, or the Fairmont in San Francisco; some sort of plague water came out of the tap, she drank it, and hours later she was dead. Then Gus married Petite, who was perhaps twenty years his junior. She must have been beautiful when she was young and she wasn’t bad-looking at the end of the 1930s, when Gus married her. To me, she seemed a sophisticated woman of the world. She had a particularly agreeable speaking voice, low and somehow cultivated, like women in films then, women like Joan Crawford and Rosalind Russell, both of whom were types like herself. Petite was said to have been involved in the movies in some vague way, perhaps as a bit player. She wore expensive, dressy clothes that looked like something out of a film, and she had a diamond bracelet that she wore most of the time—a long slinky row of lozenge-shaped diamonds set in platinum, which slid up and down her wrist. Her hands were always perfectly manicured, the nails long and red. Later on, we learned from one of her loquacious relatives that she protected her hands at night when she was in bed with a pair of white gloves. Certainly her hands did make a rich, elegant impression.


Petite often made the long drive from Los Angeles along with Gus, and sometimes their limousine would call for my sister and me at the Academy and wait until school was out, when we would emerge and find my mother sitting in the car with Petite while the chauffeur was holding the door open for us.


Petite and Gus always gave us very expensive Christmas presents, the kind of baubles that boutiques in Magnin’s and Bullock’s West-wood carried; they never had much intrinsic value. I looked forward to receiving these, as did my sister. So much so that other and much better presents from our parents, things we had asked for, ended up on Christmas morning seeming to be less than the unexpected, glittery things in the fancy wrappings of those Californian stores. Once they gave me a music box in the shape of a colonial secretary desk. Petite would have picked it out, never Gus.
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The Jonathan Club, Los Angeles





Petite had a number of poor relatives that she cared for and liked to have around. One was her sister Vera Beale, who had the hard face of a Saks saleswoman, and was just as worn. Another was a niece named Rose Hogan who was almost Petite’s age. She had never married but certainly had not given up. She had very large breasts and a large, pleasant, plain face, which she liked to frame in wraparound turbans. She always had to be invited places, and my sister and I must have picked up on the note of pity and occasional scorn in our elders’ references to her. Her difficult spinster’s position was not enhanced by having no apparent fixed work, although she was supposed to do a bit of designing, and she ended up as a kind of companion to my mother, and babysitter, when we moved to Palm Springs in 1941 to escape the Klamath Falls winter. Her charges were ages thirteen (me) and ten (my sister), old enough to tease her about her boy-friend, Walter. We were always demanding, “When is Walter going to pop the question, Rose?” She had been encouraging Walter for a long time, maybe years; they had grown old together talking about it, but Walter never did get up the nerve to ask Rose to marry him. I remember a dry, spare man in his forties, with a kind face drained of any interest or energy. The feature I most recall was a very large tuft of black pubic hair which I saw when I climbed up on the sundeck of our house where he was taking a sunbath in the nude. Perhaps I was planning to ask him “When are you going to pop the question, Walter?” but when I saw him lying there, I turned around and crept back down the stairs, embarrassed for him. Now that I think about it, perhaps it was a little strange for a conventional-appearing man like Walter to be sunbathing in the nude in 1941 on a housetop, where insolent teenagers could accost him.


All these people liked to be together playing bridge or attending the races: Gus and Petite; Vera Beale and her husband, Charlie; Rose; Fred, Gus’s dull nephew who looked like him, but without the authority, and who had been a bookkeeper at Dad’s mill, and Renée, his wife. Sometimes they were joined by Barney Oldfield, the early race-car driver. By that time Oldfield was a little old wizened man. Gus loved horse racing and owned racehorses, but at the very end of his life he was implicated in a race-fixing scandal.


A horse of his was supposed to have been given an amphetamine. Nothing was ever proved and the charges were withdrawn, but it was as if some stain was on his honor, and Gus never recovered. It was about that time that things went wrong with my father, who, under pressure, had a massive heart attack. When he recovered, he broke away from Gus and sold him his share in the company. Gus was so terrible then that he would not even let my father have the desk that he had sat at for nearly thirty years; it was “company property.”


The last time I saw Gus was with my father at their club in Los Angeles, the Jonathan. They did not meet, but Gus was surrounded by the corps of lawyers he needed to, in effect, disinherit his other “son,” my father. He was an ancient huddled presence, scarcely alive, animated only by revenge and an old man’s spite, sitting in a sort of heap on a huge sofa, the baleful eyes looking at me in a dim way as I saluted him from afar.


I never saw Petite again, but she outlived Gus by several years, staying on in their house in Brentwood, playing cards with Vera and Charlie and Barney Oldfield, until she too died and the house was put up for sale. I met a man somewhere who had gone to school with Petite long, long ago, in some little town in Utah (I think), and he replied when I wondered how old she might be, “She pretends to be young, but I know for a fact she’s in her seventies—she’d have to be. Haw! Haw!”


She declined, in her movie-star house, with its peach-colored heavy silk curtains that kept out the light, no doubt embalmed before her death with the expensive unguents she wore, in her diamond bracelet and white gloves, like a sort of Duchess of Windsor—declined slowly and just flickered out. Gus’s grandson (Mac’s son) ran the mill by that time; it took two families three generations, apparently, to produce a capable young businessman with a feeling for lumber. It was much easier to produce alcoholics and film directors.





_________


* The Pelican Theatre was the town’s combination of Carnegie Hall, where the Community Concerts regularly took place, and Grauman’s Chinese Theatre of Holly-wood, where the biggest movies were sure to play. The audience was stunned once at a Community Concert piano recital, when José Iturbi abruptly stopped playing and faced them, saying, “I will go on when there is complete silence and everyone has taken his seat.” He glared fiercely at one of the town’s mightiest barons, Nelson Reed, and his wife, who were noisily settling into their seats. Everybody talked about this public denunciation for years: they had no idea who José Iturbi was, but they certainly knew in Klamath Falls who Nelson Reed was. The Pelican Theatre is where I saw Gone with the Wind, after my sixth-grade teacher, a nun, had told the class that if any of us went to see it, we must cover our ears when Rhett Butler said “Damn.”


* A scene almost exactly like this, but with slightly older boys, appeared in the first part of Bernardo Bertolucci’s film 1900 (1976).


* It is possible my mother never told my father of this, if one is ready to believe that in the close, confined space of a prewar Oldsmobile sedan, he didn’t see what his boss was doing. But my father was very good at not seeing things he chose not to see.









Eating in the Depression


My Gastronomical Roots


I have friends whose tastes in food are highly refined, friends who have had every advantage of expensive education and good example in matters culinary, who know all about vintages and what to do when the hollandaise sauce curdles, yet who douse their hamburgers with quantities of ketchup and bite into the oozing horror with a look of being transported—which is what is happening to them: they are going right back to when they were young and happy and well looked after, back to their fraternity house dining table, or to their boarding school lunches. If you ask, What about all that ketchup? they look sheepish. In this period of self-conscious gastronomy, even your closest friends don’t like to say they crave ketchup and dream of mashed potatoes and gravy.


Now I see that food—or more properly, the tastes of certain foods—plays a huge part in our psychological makeup, so that how and where one’s food habits were formed is no less revealing—or on a par with—discovering the origins of one’s sexual orientation. In my own case, my eating tastes were definitely formed during the Depression years in Klamath Falls, to which my parents moved when my father lost all his savings in the stock market crash. Since that time, I have moved around a lot and lived for long stretches of time and eaten heartily in England, France, Italy, and India. But although I consider myself an advanced expert in the more sophisticated forms of cuisine of all these countries, my gastronomical roots remain dug deep in the impoverished soil of the American Depression.



Tramps



Tramps used to come to our back door for a handout in summer, perhaps in winter, too. My mother wouldn’t let them in the house, but she would pass a plate out through the momentarily unlatched screen door. There were always stories going around of too softhearted housewives who had been raped or murdered by hungry bums. The tramps who came to our door would usually sit on the back steps, with the plate on the step above them, and quietly eat the meal Mother had given them, which was sometimes leftovers, or if there was enough, what we ourselves were eating. She also gave each of them a glass of water and a paper napkin. Sometimes the tramps would put what she gave them into the sack they carried and move up the street to the next house. Were they gathering provisions for some long trip in a railroad boxcar? Sometimes the more genteel ones ate my mother’s food, and then fished dessert out of the sack and ate that, too—maybe a somewhat soiled-looking piece of cake. One man I remember had a piece of blue cake, probably left over from a birthday party.
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Me and my mother in the kitchen, Klamath Falls, 1934. She would see the tramps through the window on the right as they came up to our back door, which always had the screen door latched. She would tell them to sit on the steps they had just climbed. In a few minutes she passed down a plate, or plates, then latched the door again.





These men were always dirty and tired-looking. Perhaps they were genuinely out of work, men who had once had houses, wives, children, and jobs, but a good number must have been hoboes who rarely worked and who lived in hobo camps and had chosen that vagrant life and liked it; and now that armies of poor men tramped about asking for handouts, they joined their ranks for an easy meal.


Sometimes, if the tramp looked “nice,” I was allowed to sit out on the back porch while he ate. But I don’t think I did that very often, because most of them had a hangdog, shamed attitude and ate quickly, furtively, and left, careful to hand back the plate and utensils.


These men were ever present from the time we moved to Klamath Falls in 1933, until the Depression eased up a bit by Roosevelt’s second term. We would see their shaggy heads and bent-over forms through the sunporch next to the kitchen, and Mother would nod to them to wait; perhaps some of them had been there more than once. Perhaps also there were “good” houses and “bad” houses, ones where you got a decent meal without being made to feel too bad, and others where you got nothing except a door slammed in your face. Once in a while a Black man would come through and this made my mother emotional; she would do more for him out of a sense of Southern noblesse oblige than she might have done for a white tramp, who might always have seemed a little menacing and a reminder of the very slippery path that everyone was on then—including my father. We had come to Oregon from Minnesota with a car and the clothes on our backs and some furniture, but with a rich man’s promise. Luckily, that promise was made good.


The Cookhouse


Gus Luellewitz and my father started the Ivory Pine Company in Klamath Falls, reactivating the old Boy Scout Mill, as it was called, on Lower Klamath Lake. Gus put in all the money and stayed in Los Angeles; my father managed the mill in Oregon and did all the work. He had a 49 percent ownership in the company, and Gus kept the controlling interest. Gus had been born in 1870, so he was over sixty and my father was forty-one. The mill prospered and the company moved to Bly, a small town fifty miles or so from where we lived. This was to be nearer to the supply of timber. A large, new mill was built, and all the other buildings, large and small, that a lumber company requires. The married workers had little houses near the stream that had been dammed up to form the millpond on which the cut logs floated; the single men lived in bunkhouses closer in, usually two to a bunkhouse. I went into some of those, even stayed in one once. When the door was open, the setting sun shone on the dusty plank floor. The logging trucks would roll to and fro, and a dense, white, powdery dust would be thrown up. From time to time the road would be sprinkled, but these little huts must have been a pretty terrible place to live in. The men would fight and get roaring drunk and lash about on the metal cots. There was no indoor plumbing; the cabins had basins and pitchers for shaving, but the hot showers and toilets were somewhere else. There was a fetid atmosphere of perspiration and the vinegar smell of a sawmill, which is a combination of sap and a preservative put into the millpond to fight insects. One little window faced east, and under it there was a crude pine table, on which the men put their things, but there weren’t many of those. Girlie magazines mostly, True Detective, and maybe a photograph of some girl in a distant town.
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