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  Praise for William R. Taylor and A Shooting Star Meets the Well of Death




  



  “Was Halliburton a daring adventurer who had the courage to pursue his wanderlust in an era of risky travel, who had a love of history and simply had to touch the world’s wonders and roam the globe in search of beauty and romance? Or was he a dilettante who never admitted that he used his father’s money to travel, who staged spectacular stunts for their grandstanding publicity value, who had minor literary talent but a lot of luck with his best-selling books, who stretched the truth, and who in a sense used the world for his own ends?”——Jerry Camarillo Dunn, Jr., longtime writer for the National Geographic Society, author of My Favorite Place on Earth.




  “William Taylor’s long-awaited study of Richard Halliburton brings back fantasy days of youth when we traveled while curled up on the floor with that great adventurer to the far corners of the globe and the distant past. For each of us, one growing up in Massachusetts and one in California, Halliburton sparked our sense of the wonders the world held in store. More intrepid than Lawrence of Arabia, it seemed to us, Halliburton took us with him into The Arabian Nights and The Odyssey...we hope many readers will share our memories of this unique man and his adventures, and welcome this fine work into your libraries.”—Robert J. Gormley, (former publisher Northeastern University Press, Orbis Books and Chatham House Publishers); Beatrice Gormley, (author of YA biographies including the forthcoming Nelson Mandela, Simon & Schuster, 2014)




  “...an entertaining and very well researched biography of one of the most famous adventurers of the early 1900s - and you've possibly never even heard of him! Richard Halliburton lived a life filled with adventure, travel and wonder. He was as famous as the best known movie stars of his day, but for some reason history seems to have consigned him to relative obscurity compared to peers such as Amelia Earhart, Douglas Fairbanks or George Mallory...Halliburton's goal was to be remembered as the most-traveled man who had ever lived. He died young, going out in an adventurous blaze of glory, and deserves to be remembered by any budding travel writer or world adventurer. This book should be high on any traveler's reading list.”—Ian Usher (traveler, writer, adventurer, speaker - author of Life Sold).




  He was an author and world traveler like Amelia Earhart, an adventurer  like Charles Lindberg, and publicity seeker  like Hollywood star Charlie Chaplin. His pilot on his around the world adventure was a pioneering pilot Moye Stephens who later flew the first Northrop Flying Wing, a distant prototype of today’s B-2 bomber.  Halliburton was also reckless and it eventually caused his demise...parts of the book...in a few places [are]a bit of a stretch on the part of Halliburton.  I think you’ll find the discussion on how they treated adultery in Borneo, and Halliburton’s hilarious encounter with the Dyak headhunters in Borneo “unusual.” This [is] an interesting and sometimes funny book about a man who should have a book next to Lindbergh and Earhart.”—Henry H. Holden, author of "Great Women in Aviation #2 - Florence Lowe Pancho" Barnes.
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  Preface




  Richard Halliburton influenced me greatly from the time as a boy when I first encountered his fascinating tale of Henry Christoph, the black king of Haiti, in Richard Halliburton’s Book of Marvels: the Occident. That a red-blooded adventurer such as Halliburton could also be an intellectual who quoted “delicate” poets such as Rupert Brooke and Lord Byron in addition to loving operas, history, and fine paintings puzzled and intrigued me. The combination of these proclivities and the lure of his writings was a fascinating paradox. The puzzle followed me into later life. I read everything about him I could find as I tried to sort out the real Halliburton and what made him the unique person he was. I found as time passed that he had as many detractors as fans. Some pictures painted of him were of a vain, arrogant poseur who manufactured “adventures” then passed them off as having actually happened. Other followers were captured and enthralled by his riotous embracing of life itself and frenzied pursuit of Youth. Few occupied the land in between. Clearly, his life was a mystery which begged solving. I made that attempt, had a great time along the way, and feel I achieved my goal. I wanted to share the details of that journey with you.




  Introduction




  Richard Halliburton died as spectacularly as he lived, disappearing with fourteen others in a typhoon while crossing the Pacific in a gaudily beautiful Chinese junk. The spectacular craft was slated to be an attraction at the 1939 San Francisco Golden Gate International Exposition. The colorful passing of this adventurous soul at the age of thirty-nine was as melodramatic as any fledging script writer might contrive yet it was an excruciatingly appropriate ending to an unparalleled career of adventuring, writing, and lecturing.




  Halliburton was a swashbuckling, romantic figure as prominent in his day as fellow risk takers Amelia Earhart and Lawrence of Arabia. Although he was a superstar of another era, his life story with all its paradoxes and convolutions is unquestionably relevant to today’s issues. The Press took potshots at him just like they do at popular figures today. They seemed to resent his spectacular accomplishments so they greeted those considerable feats and his seven best-sellers with derision. Some did it because he worked at being macho. Some did it because they knew he was gay. Some were just annoyed at this Princeton graduate who uncharacteristically sneaked train rides in India and lodged at YMCAs. Many were disconcerted that this robust adventurer was at the same time an incurable romantic. Like today’s romantic figures, Halliburton had to struggle to hold on to his image before it slipped away.




  In the 1920s and 1930s, his was a household name signifying adventure, romance and daring. He pulled off arduous, outrageous stunts and passed off their commission as humorously routine. He was just as liable to rhapsodize about the Persian poet Hafiz as he was to get himself jailed on Gibraltar for taking unauthorized pictures of gun emplacements. He chocked more rollicking adventure into his short life than any other “travel/adventure” guru of his day even thought of. He also racked up more controversy and left behind more mysteries, admiration and antagonism than any of them.




  Halliburton and contemporary Thomas Wolfe both glamorized the lure of the lonely train whistle, promising and delivering on the magic of elsewhere. Both wrote of restlessly wandering and seeking. Both were escapists who, while exorcising their own demons, enthralled millions. Though Wolfe’s literary meanderings were more cerebral, Halliburton’s were erudite enough. His antics were certainly more titillating.




  His life was a redolent mixture of accomplishment and failure, perseverance and capitulation, justifiable braggadocio and unabashed fibbing, humility, and boastfulness—with a generous helping of filial devotion thrown in.




  His feats of derring-do were unique and infinitely memorable but the real contribution to the millions he thrilled may be of a more cerebral stripe. He stimulated the cultural awareness of a whole generation by cleverly mixing dollops of history, geography, art and architecture into his breath-taking adventure ramblings, thereby implanting a spark of intellectualism where it might have never nested otherwise.




  The following is my interpretation of that rich life with accolades and brickbats equally applied.




  

  




  Chapter One


  Disaster—The Last Grand Escapade





  Several months before the clouds of World War II gathered then burst forth a half a world away in 1939, a monumental mid-Pacific storm erupted in sudden violence. It ripped at the ragged tops of huge waves, whipping them into white-flecked mountains of angry green. Winds of unheard of force brusquely scattered those raging seas and clawed mightily at even the huge ships which before the advent of jet liners ferried legions of business passengers, vacationers and freight between the New World and the treasures of Asia.




  One of these modern-time galleons, the sizeable passenger liner, President Coolidge, struggling some 1200 miles east of Midway Island, was no stranger to such Pacific upheavals. In its frequent passages from San Francisco to Yokohama it had encountered and weathered many springtime storms without incident. This time, however, the ferocity was such that the 21,936-ton ship had to be throttled down to a speed of six knots while crewmen hurriedly secured booms, ventilators and hatches.




  It was March in mid-Pacific, a changeling time when unpredictable cold fronts sweeping down from the fog-bound Aleutians ran headlong into warm air masses. The result was weather turmoil, often spawning the heroic storms which gave the “Horse Latitudes” their fickle reputation for that time of year.




  Tensions ran high aboard the President Coolidge. Master K. A. Ahlin and Chief Officer Dale E. Collins peered anxiously at the dark, boiling seas and rapidly falling barometer. They were rightly concerned for the safety of their passengers and that of their ship caught in the teeth of this almost unprecedented onslaught. Their modern 700-foot long, 80-foot wide vessel groaned and creaked as its bow scooped down into the dark green, then flung wild sheets of spray back toward the bridge.




  As much as they were concerned about their passengers, ship, and crew, they were more concerned about their friend Richard Halliburton and his crew of fourteen, attempting a late-season crossing of the Pacific in a specially built Chinese junk christened Sea Dragon. If it was still miraculously afloat in this raging monster of a storm, the 75-foot-long craft was theoretically not far away. Although they had not had radio contact with Halliburton since the previous day, the 23rd, their courses should have brought them closer to each other by this time.




  Ahlin and his crew scanned the heaving seas for signs of the junk. They had planned to rendezvous with it to augment its provisions.




  The midnight to 3:00 a.m. entry in the log of the President Coolidge that day chronicled the angry sea and growing concern.




  




  Wind increased to gale force. Very rough sea, shipping water over foredecks, continuous rain with frequent dense squalls.




  




  The wind and seas moderated slightly but just temporarily toward 11:00 p.m., although the log referred ominously to the continued surging of water over the bow and heavy northwesterly swells.




  On Friday, March 24, the storm exploded in earnest. By 11:00 a.m., entries revealed an increasingly stark assessment.




  




  Overcast. Rough south-southwesterly sea and moderately heavy swell. 11:30.




  Wind hauled to west Force 11 with heavy passing rain squall.




  




  (“Force 11” as defined by the nautical “Beaufort Scale” characterizes a storm of very rare occurrence with 64-73 mile-an-hour winds and with the effect of wide spread damage—author’s note)




  




  All precautions observed. Wind and sea increasing.




  Vessel pitching, shipping light seas forward and along weather side---.




  12:00 to 4:00 p.m.. Overcast to cloudy, clear. Steady westerly gale with very rough confused seas and heavy westerly head swell. Shipping seas over bows. Pitching and Yawing.




  




  The speed of the President Coolidge was intentionally cut back by stages as the intensity of the storm grew. The log reflected additional concern and precautions at 6:45 p.m. stating that the vessel was encountering a very high, rough, westerly sea with heavy swells and was laboring at reduced speed, pitching heavily. By midnight Saturday, March 25, the log emphasized the storm’s increased intensity, indicating the ship was pitching deeply in swells about 45 feet high, about 400 feet apart, and that the pitching of seas over both the bow and stern continued.




  As dawn approached on the 25th, the furious assault at last began lessening. The wind decreased and swung around to the northwest. The President Coolidge cautiously increased engine speed and by 10:15 a.m. the crisis seemed to be passing, although it was definitely still with them. By noon the wind had dropped to a “breeze” but the log noted that the seas continued to pound the massive ship, causing it to pitch deeply and scoop seas over its bow. Almost immediately after that entry was the surprising note that in spite of the dangerous conditions seamen were posted aloft and in each wing of the bridge to be on constant lookout for Sea Dragon until dark. Although repeated attempts were made to contact Halliburton’s ship, his radio remained ominously silent.




  In spite of the diminishing fury of the storm, its destructive impact on even this large liner was evidenced by the Coolidge’s midnight to 8:00 a.m. log entry. It spoke of heavy seas breaking the starboard ladder leading from the foredeck to the promenade deck and the carrying away and tearing of canvas covers and galvanized sheet metal by the wind. Over half of the President Coolidge’s passengers were seasick. Many had been injured by being tossed about in their cabins or, worse yet, had tumbled down companionways because of the violent motion of the ship.




  At the same time as the onslaught on the President Coolidge unfolded, Halliburton’s view from the deck of the Sea Dragon must have been one of deep foreboding. He had successfully survived the ferocity of ocean storms before but clearly there was something more deadly and ominous about this one than any he had ever witnessed. Early on he must have shuddered at the way the clouds scudded angrily past, swooping low, virtually tearing themselves apart on the tips of his junk’s three rakish masts as they clawed through the growing midday darkness and gave him rising concern about the ability of his polyglot crew to cope with this growing monster.




  His small crew was composed of fourteen who had been together briefly and who hardly knew the brilliantly painted new craft in which they dared challenge the ocean. A few were seasoned sailors but others were young college kids on a lark, inspired by Halliburton’s books and keen to pursue adventure and dare death as he had for the past eighteen years since graduating from Princeton in 1921. Only four of the crew were experienced junk sailors. They were Chinese who had been signed on just before Sea Dragon’s departure for the second time from Hong Kong where they had to leave one of their few other seasoned but now incapacitated sailors, John “Bru” Potter.




  Having to abort their long-delayed attempt to cross the Pacific then turn back after Potter suffered stomach injuries when he was hit by a boom was terribly frustrating to Halliburton. He knew how keenly the young man had wanted to sail with him and he knew how every day’s delay made them all more vulnerable to the fickle weather but for Potter’s sake it had been the only humane choice he could make.




  Sea Dragon, the most beautiful Chinese junk ever to sail, had wallowed dangerously and leaked on their hasty, short-lived shakedown cruise back in January. All the leaks hopefully had been plugged, the keel tarred, and repairs to the steering gear made. The ship was far more seaworthy than before, Halliburton assured his parents a few short weeks previous in a March 3 letter. Now he feared those hasty fixes would be put to the ultimate test.




  They hadn’t had the opportunity to thoroughly wring out the shored-up steering mechanism but he was desperately hoping it would hold. He wished they had actually had the time to add the fin keel he had fibbed about in a letter to his parents just to reassure them. It would have minimized the dangerous rolling they had encountered in past tests. Now, the rapidly rising seas would surely test its absence as it would test the mettle of the mostly amateur crew.




  There were many in San Francisco at the Exposition dock who were anxiously awaiting the oft-postponed arrival of the colorful craft. Cost overruns and delays had dogged the whole Sea Dragon extravaganza since the very start. It had been difficult in those Depression days to find enough people to put up the money for what many viewed as just a foolhardy caprice. In the end Halliburton resorted to canvassing his relatives and offering to take as crew anyone with at least minimal sailing experience and at least one thousand dollars. He had been lucky enough to attract Potter and Gordon Torrey, two young Maine collegians who had been sailing for years. But now Potter was in the hospital back in Hong Kong. He and his shipboard knowledge would be sorely missed.




  Torrey’s abrupt decision not to sail with Halliburton after training with the rest of the crew in Hong Kong was a closely guarded story. Halliburton hoped the young mariner’s predictions that Sea Dragon would never survive the ocean because of the design modifications Richard had made to the ship and because of the inexperienced crew would not come true. Torrey was quite knowledgeable but hopefully was way off the mark as far as the structural integrity of the ship was concerned. But though his design changes might have somewhat affected the vessel’s seaworthiness, Halliburton thought they were worth the gamble. After all, hadn’t he always challenged convention and come out on top?




  As of March 24, Sea Dragon had been at sea twenty days. The voyage was supposed to begin three months earlier when weather patterns would have been much more stable but there had been many delays, beginning with the decision to abandon the original plan to buy and recondition an existing junk. As Halliburton traveled up and down the China coast investigating possible purchases, the news spread and asking prices magically increased two or threefold.




  Impulsively, but characteristically, he chose how to solve that problem by building his own. It would be grander, more beautiful and bigger than any ever built.




  Captain John Wenlock Welch, who had earned the title of Master Mariner after years of maritime experience, had been carefully chosen by Halliburton to whip his eclectic crew into shape and pilot Sea Dragon across the Pacific. Welch was a no-nonsense taskmaster. There was little doubt in Halliburton’s mind that if he was ever in a tight place on the sea and had to choose in whose hands his life would be held, he would have chosen Welch. True, Welch did not get along with a majority of the crew but Richard thought that not unusual for one whose responsibility it was to coax the most out of ships and the men who manned them.




  The junk’s radio wasn’t working very well for some reason. It had been a chancy thing anyway because they were so far out in the middle of the Pacific away from all but the most remote islands. They had planned to stay reasonably close to the shipping lanes and the President Coolidge was supposed to be somewhere nearby. He hoped his friends on the big ship were especially on the lookout for them in case something untoward happened to Sea Dragon. One often quoted message which got through was one in which Welch tried to cast their dangerous predicament in a humorous light. He sent it on March 24 to the Coolidge as the seas rose in concert with the raging storm. He warned of the lee rail being under water and bunks being wet. He also joked that he was having a wonderful time and wished “you were here instead of me.” This message is almost always attributed to Halliburton because its flippancy in the face of danger was characteristic of Halliburton but it was actually sent by Welch. A report exists of a further message sent afterward but supposedly suppressed in a cover-up because it reflected poorly on Halliburton’s judgment. This will be covered along with other related mysteries and supposed conspiracies in a later chapter.




  There were those who described Halliburton’s plan to cross the Pacific in a junk as irresponsible folly. He thought otherwise and tried his best to blunt these criticisms. He was especially concerned about the impact of these charges on his parents. The Pacific had been successfully navigated by junks before, he wrote repeatedly in his Sea Dragon newsletters, claiming that the junk, in fact, was a very seaworthy vessel. As an example he cited a story concerning an armed flotilla of the colorful vessels which crossed from China to Monterey, California in the late 1800s. As told in the story, Chinese leaders enraged by reports of mistreatment of their fellow countrymen who had immigrated to California were determined to set things right by confronting the American oppressors. However, after the flotilla’s arrival in Monterey, where the intrepid sailors were warmly welcomed, the Chinese sailors decided the reports had been exaggerated. The people and charms of Monterey engulfed the fleet and the crews became immigrants also. The point of the story was that junks were inherently very seaworthy and that the entire fleet had traversed the Pacific without incident. (Author’s note: Although Halliburton might have thought the tale to be accurate, it turned out to be apocryphal according to the research department of the Monterey Herald when contacted to verify the story’s accuracy).




  In another attempt to stress the seaworthiness of the Chinese junk, Halliburton wrote of a much more recent and successful trans-Pacific voyage. It was just a few months before Halliburton’s own attempt that a Doctor Peterson, his wife, and a small crew had sailed a junk called Hummel-Hummel across the Pacific while following almost the same route as Sea Dragon’s intended route. Peterson’s ship was about half the size of Halliburton’s and had a much smaller crew.




  Halliburton must have become more alarmed as the storm’s howling winds moaned and whistled through Sea Dragon’s sparse rigging, hissing like the critics who continuously dogged his steps. In recent years he had been increasingly bitter yet somewhat sad at the shoddy treatment he had received at the hands of a good many of those flacks. Some of their antagonism dated back to the “drowning” he had staged early in his career when he swam the Hellespont. He had to admit that he certainly botched the job and caused unnecessary heartaches for his parents and others in his attempt to garner publicity for his second book, The Glorious Adventure. He had sent letters beforehand outlining the “drowning” stunt he was going to pull off and gave instructions as to what to say when reporters called. However, the letters did not arrive until after the news of his “loss” made world papers. The unmasking had been awkward to say the least, he admitted.




  That incident, combined with his customary flippancy, seemed to incite certain members of the media to continually deride and derogate him. No matter what he did or how he did it, a cascade of catcalls and disbelief often followed.




  That particular cross had become increasingly harder to bear. No matter how imaginative his feats or how cleverly he wrote of them, there were those who zealously panned his books as a matter of course. In the 1920s they ridiculed him because his writings were too breathless, too filled with youthful wonder. In the 1930s they derided him because they claimed his sometimes flowery prose was old-fashioned. The school of romantic travel writing was finished, critics announced pompously, and those travel adventure writers like Halliburton who had “stretched the truth and drained the utmost from it” were passé, they pontificated. Their petty attacks privately angered him but he said little until he finally struck back at them publicly late in his career as will be shown at length in a later chapter.




  He knew they were just jealous and he countered it with his best weapon, his continued successes. His proofs were the millions who flocked to his lectures, hung on his every word and thrilled to his spell-binding tales. THEY were the critics who really mattered. They voted with their pocketbooks and firmly entrenched him on the best-seller lists. He even had two books on that list at the same time although, he admitted, that was several years ago. He was proud that he had managed to create books and lectures that were living, colorful, exciting and, yes, even educational for millions. He passionately hoped there was someone who would someday present that side of him, the intellectual side which lit fires in the corners of minds which never would have been enlightened and informed had he not written what he did the way he did. He exulted that he had made dry old history come to life and had aroused an abiding interest in architecture, art and poetry in the ken of those who probably never would have discovered those pleasures if he hadn’t carefully and cleverly intermingled those subjects he loved with his adventurous exploits.




  In his two latest books, his Marvels, he especially intended to expose the wonders of the world to school children. That filled him with a comforting satisfaction. He remembered the enchantment of being transported to the world’s faraway places as a boy when curled up in his father’s lap or when he breathlessly hung on every word his adopted grandmother, Mary G. Hutchison, “Ammudder,” spoke while bringing to life ancient Rome, Greece, or the trials of Ulysses. He knew without a doubt that school kids everywhere would be as enthralled as he had been to read and learn of the colorful, historic places of the world and the fascinating people who lived there.




  At first he had allowed his close companion of the last several years, Paul Mooney, to write a good deal of the Marvels while he, Richard, was away on lecture tours. But that only delayed publication because a good deal of re-writing had to be done as there was too much Mooney evident and too little Halliburton. Now, while the storm raged, poor Paul was suffering below deck with a broken ankle, the result of tumbling down one of the ship’s ladders during recent rough seas. Paul had never been very keen about the Sea Dragon trip but Richard had talked him into it, much to the chagrin of his father, Wesley. Richard had always been very close to his parents but his father’s extreme distaste for his relationship with Paul had tried that closeness.




  Halliburton had been in tougher situations than this storm before many times, confronted with death in remote, trackless areas. There was the time for example while flying high on the flanks of Mount Everest in The Flying Carpet, that his open cockpit plane stalled in the thin air then dropped like a brick toward the jagged, desolate peaks below. Quick-thinking pilot Moye Stephens coaxed it out of the dive in the nick of time. Surely he would be saved from a violent and remote death now as he had been then.




  Another occasion was when he leaped into the Mayan Well of Death on the Yucatan peninsula in Mexico. He had done it twice, actually, the second time so a photographer could record the event to prove it to the media hounds who loved to discredit him. The 70-foot plunge from the ledge to the scum covered green water had seemed an eternity but in spite of a painful shoulder injury he escaped the fate met by so many who had been sacrificed in its murky waters.




  There had also been the times he had faced certain death by recklessly daring treacherous mountains. The Matterhorn, that sharp-spined, fourteen-thousand-foot-plus granite obelisk was certainly one of the most memorable, especially since the attempt was after the close of the regular climbing season and he had never attempted any serious mountain climbing before.




  He and college chum Irvine Oty Hockaday had been roped to two experienced guides and hauled slipping and sliding up and down its razor edge. As chillingly risky as it had been, what a high it was for a twenty-one-year-old.




  His grueling climb of Fujiyama had been even more of a triumph because shortly after his twenty-third birthday he made history by being the first to conquer the sacred mountain alone in the winter time. He photographed its snow-covered crater as proof and sold the historic pictures immediately. It seemed incredulous now, eighteen years later, that he had been foolhardy enough to even make the attempt to climb the sacred mountain, but he had and somehow escaped a frigid death in the process.




  Had Halliburton indeed finally succumbed to the conventional by watching his life flash before him when sure death finally arrived as the winds and wild seas tore Sea Dragon apart? If so, since everything he did in life accentuated the fact that he held conventionality to be particularly abhorrent, those ever-sniping media people would have surely enjoyed the irony.




  




  After a few cataclysmic days the storm finally spent its fury. The troubled waters of the North Central Pacific gradually grew warmer, calmer, then almost serene. All ships coursing through the area were cautioned to keep a sharp lookout for the missing junk as were the pioneering Pan American Clipper flying boats which periodically overflew that area of the Pacific.




  The American freighter Jefferson Davis probably passed closer than the President Coolidge to where Halliburton’s gaudy ship disappeared, but in spite of the close watch maintained by the crews of both ships, neither the junk nor a single bit of its wreckage was sighted.




  And so, in a monumental paroxysm of Nature, one of America’s most colorful and flamboyant authors vanished in Wagnerian splendor. Had he been able to choose the circumstances of his demise, they would not have been less spectacular.




  

  




  Chapter Two


  Halcyon Years Then Growing Restlessness





  On Tuesday, January 9, 1900, Conservative leader of the House of Commons Arthur Balfour acknowledged Britain’s reverses in the Boer War. In New York City the home of New York World publisher Joseph Pulitzer was destroyed in a fire that killed a governess and a friend of the family. In the state of Virginia the municipality of Willard Crossroads was founded. In Brownsville, Tennessee, Richard Halliburton took his first breath. His arrival was as inauspicious as any other birth at the time, with no hint whatsoever of the vivid splash he would later make on the international scene. Had he had a choice he probably would have preferred to be born on January 10, a day of more adventurous portent when the arrival of first through train from Cairo to Khartoum was celebrated.




  The conservative middle class family into which he was born soon became relatively affluent not because his father Wesley reaped a fortune as a graduate Civil Engineer but because of the fortuitous choices he made in the farmland real estate business into which he gravitated because he couldn’t stand the confines of an Engineering office.




  Though he might not have later agreed with the assessment, Richard’s early years passed by as the somewhat hectic but tranquil days of a relatively privileged youth. Had anyone suggested early on that this youngster who loved the classics and wrested the most from a rather genteel life would one day tramp the world virtually alone living out of a knapsack, his parents and friends who knew his predilection for the comfortable life would have scoffed.




  His dog “Teddy” and pony “Roxy” occupied important niches in his life when he wasn’t devouring books or charging headlong into any one of a number of frenzied physical activities. Riding the pony hard up and down the gentle hills of suburban Memphis, to which the family moved early, exhilarated him, much to his mother’s horror. Her fears abruptly came true one day when Roxy bolted and threw Richard. His foot caught in a stirrup and he was dragged and bumped for several hundred feet. He recalled in later years that the bloody, jolting experience had been an exciting epiphany of sorts.




  After the unique experience at the age of six as the only boy among 350 girls in family friend’s Mary G. Hutchison’s Miss Hutchison’s School For Girls in Memphis, he was enrolled in The Memphis University School For Boys. There he did well scholastically but somewhat annoyed and worried his father by becoming rather proficient on the violin.




  During summers he gloried in traveling with his parents to their cabin at Tate Springs in eastern Tennessee and after the family moved to Memphis, he rekindled former Brownsville adventures by visiting twin boyhood companions Woodlief and Atha Thomas.




  Richard’s lifelong habit of chatty, intimate letters to his parents and acquaintances began early in life. The family was close-knit and sharing from the start. They all seemed to take great delight in immersing one another in the minutiae of their respective lives.




  At twelve, he was already writing long, descriptive passages, regaling family members with lengthy details of camping out with the Thomas twins, golfing, and hiking in the woods. The intensity of some of these physical Tom Sawyer-like activities was faintly alarming. But these weren’t their only activities. Richard also wrote plays, usually featuring knights or ancient Greek warriors, then corralled the twins and other Brownsville playmates to enact them. The mixture of histrionics and physical activities were a portent of the adventure-seeking career to come.




  In the summer of 1913 the family returned to Tate Springs for two weeks then spent a month in Asheville, North Carolina where, although the activities he relentlessly pursued were not as strenuous, they were still impressive.




  When he was thirteen he wrote to “Ammudder,” his honorary grandmother Mary G. Hutchison, that he had hiked twenty-five miles with his father in one day. His claim might have foreshadowed a predilection of his in later years to put more sparkle in a story by embroidering the truth just a bit.




  In another letter to Miss Hutchison around the same time he boasted proudly of the fact that he and a girl staying at his Asheville hotel were the only ones who danced The Hesitation Waltz as they were the only ones who knew it.




  Shortly thereafter, Wesley left Ashville on business and Richard felt the loss deeply. He stared out at the peaceful mountains around Asheville after dinner and recalled the lengthy wanderings he and his father shared that had filled him with so much satisfaction. They had played two rounds of golf every morning, hiked frequently afterward, and talked interminably of history and ancient civilizations. He loved his attentive father as a son would but in addition to being a father and friend Wesley provided stability and knowledge Richard would always respect.




  He missed Wesley but in addition a vague restlessness that he was only beginning to be dimly aware of was starting to gnaw at him. It was a restlessness he seemed to at least temporarily blunt through physical action. It drew him to the challenge of nearby Sunset Peak and he capriciously set out to climb it even though it was already half past six.




  He knew he could make it, he assured himself, then set out to make the climb, exhilarated at the foolhardiness of it all and thinking of how spectacular the adventure would look in letters to his parents and Ammudder.




  It wasn’t easy going. The way grew chancier as the light began to fail. Small animals scooted away into the brush as he picked his way upward and he worried whether larger ones might be attracted by the stirrings. Around 8 o’clock he reached the summit. There the thousands of lights of Asheville twinkled up at him, congratulating him on his success and stirring a sense of accomplishment inside he would experience again on future, more dangerous mountain climbs.




  He rushed down the mountain by a different route as deepening darkness descended quickly. The trail became so steep he was virtually forced to run all the way. This caused his toes to crunch against the front of his shoes, rubbing the skin raw. When he finally reached the hotel in darkness around 9 o’clock what pained him most was that he wouldn’t be able to dance that night. But there was something else other than the skinned toes and regret that he couldn’t dance that held his attention after that solitary hike. There was a strange, exhilarating exultation boiling inside him, a suspicion that there would be more peaks and more challenges and, surely, more triumphs in the future.




  Although he had been extremely active while attacking golf, tennis, and those twenty-some mile hikes alone or with his father, he never was attracted to team sports such as baseball. These he left to his younger brother Wesley Junior who joined the family three years after Richard.




  Brother Wesley, unlike Richard, was stockily built and eagerly participated in organized sports. He was in many ways the opposite of his slender brother who, although equally active physically, was more naturally inclined to solitary pursuits.




  It is hard to imagine that the boundless energy of this peripatetic middle teen could be so drastically throttled but in January 1915, because he developed a rapid heartbeat, Richard was taken out of the Memphis University School For Boys and confined to bed. It was a precautionary measure which was not an unusual practice those days. Because he showed little improvement by April, Mrs. Halliburton took him to a sanitarium in Battle Creek, Michigan, where she stayed with him until August by which time his condition had markedly improved.




  The whole family was greatly relieved on learning that instead of having a heart problem he was the victim of an over-active thyroid. The news that it was not his heart was a relief, although they all were concerned that the thyroid condition would force him to curtail his exertions. As it turned out, he never allowed the thyroid condition to limit him. In fact, he would later perform prodigious physical feats most men would not even dare attempt. But periodically those excesses would temporarily lay him low and cause people who knew of his quixotic thyroid to wonder whether he harbored a death wish.




  Perhaps the most significant influences during his recuperation period at the sanitarium were friendships he developed with several boys who were students at prestigious eastern prep schools. Those from Lawrenceville in New Jersey captured his imagination because of their evident love for their school and their plans to go to college at nearby Princeton. Their loyalty to both so impressed him that he decided to follow in their footsteps although he felt badly about going against Wesley’s wish that he attend his alma mater, Vanderbilt. But then, Lawrenceville was in keeping with his mother’s sage advice to choose a prep school away from Memphis to give him the opportunity to develop self-reliance.




  It was at Lawrenceville that he first met the classmates he often referred to later as “the four inseparables.” They were John Henry “Heinie” Leh, James Penfield “Shorty” Seiberling, Irvine Oty “Mike” Hockaday, and Edward L. “Larry” Keyes. All of them would accompany him to Princeton. He would faithfully maintain contact with them for the rest of his life, visiting them between his writing, travels and lecture tours or penning quick letters to them when he couldn’t. All four later married and raised families. Throughout their lives they wrote and spoke with affection for him. There is no evidence that they were aware of what became his gay lifestyle.




  During the summer of 1916 when he returned for the summer from Lawrenceville he was very much smitten by a nineteen-year-old Brownsville girl named Frances Bailey. Along with other Brownsville teenagers they whiled away the summer, swimming, dancing and pursuing all those other pastimes young people enjoy. In August when he returned to the Battle Creek Sanitarium for a checkup he penned more than a dozen purple-prosed love letters to the somewhat amused but not so interested Frances who answered but once. One of his letters was quixotically written backwards so it had to be held up to a mirror to be read. The “romance” was quickly forgotten when he returned to school in September.




  It was at Lawrenceville that Richard’s writing abilities blossomed. He enthusiastically joined the staff of the school paper, The Lawrence, eventually becoming its editor-in-chief. It was said that during his administration the paper grew to be highly regarded by not only the faculty but by the school’s Board of Trustees as well.




  In June of 1917, his last year at Lawrenceville, he was chosen to write the words and music for the class ode sung on graduation day.




  It was a warm, sunny, breezy day in Autumn of 1917 when the storied spires of Princeton beckoned. He responded eagerly, swinging with purpose down the broad walk among the cottages and classic buildings that had produced so many famous authors, politicians and other renowned personages. He vowed he would join that august circle although he wasn’t quite sure which route to success he would find to follow. He had the feeling that writing, travel and adventure would somehow be part of it, but in his mind his plan had not yet coalesced.




  The total experience of Princeton would be a honing and shaping which would gather his disparate energies, convictions and philosophies then focus them by the end of four years into a definite direction at last. In the process he would develop an enduring love for Princeton that would continue to flourish after graduation and beyond. Later, his concern for the esteem in which the Princeton faculty, students and alumni held him would be the driving force behind at least one of his books.




  His brother, Wesley Jr., at the same time as Richard started at Princeton, left Memphis and took his older brother’s place at Lawrenceville. The two were now only six miles apart. With Wesley Jr. nearby and “the four inseparables,” with him at Princeton, it seemed to be the best of all worlds. But in spite of these harmonious surroundings and warm friendships he found himself grappling unsuccessfully with a disturbing restlessness growing steadily within him which he could not define or appease. Often he would jog down to the lake on the beautiful campus just to drink in the tranquility or shake off the forced inactivity of the classroom. But often he would go there and question himself about what he feared was an encroaching, puzzling malady.




  “I have every reason in the world to be as happy and content as anyone can be. I have the best of friends, am at the best of colleges, have the best of health but there is something disturbing that gnaws steadily within me I can’t define or pacify. I don’t know what to do about it,” he wrote.




  The glitter and happiness of that world, not counting those occasional troubling introspections, was shattered by a terrible tragedy a few months later in November 1917. Wesley Junior suddenly, unaccountably, developed heart trouble and was rushed home to Memphis. He would die a little more than a month later at fifteen years of age with Richard home to lend support to the family. The tragedy left a lasting psychological mark on all of them. Some attribute Richard’s headlong, energetic, death-defying, almost frantic pursuit of life afterward as a legacy of that heartbreak but it was probably only a contributing factor to an already existing condition.




  World War I was still raging in Europe and Princeton had organized a military training camp for the summer of 1918. Like many others infused with patriotism and thirsting for adventure, he joined the encampment with enthusiasm. He looked forward to going to war.




  It would be another adventure for him.




  In the fall, students were asked to choose a particular military branch. He opted for the Navy because he thought it was his best chance for overseas duty. Most of his friends chose the Army. To Richard’s chagrin the others were packed off to Officers Training Camps while he waited on tables in the Naval Training mess hall and attended what he held to be poorly organized, desultory training sessions. Even so, he had to lie about his age because students had to be twenty to join the Navy program.




  Possibly, the high point of his Naval career occurred when he and some of his classmates were taken to an Atlantic City pier for training to “shoot” the sun with sextants. An erroneous report of peace broke out while there. Because young men in uniform were idolized by the patriotic populace at the time, he and a friend were able to take advantage of the adulation and pick up two girls on the boardwalk. They took them dancing until one o’clock in the morning. He wrote to his father that everybody was celebrating the “armistice,” drinking and dancing and that they and the girls had ginger ale and sandwiches, and had a very good time as the girls were very excellent dancers.




  He continued to periodically visit Lawrenceville, walking the six miles or riding his bike. He kept up close friendships with teachers and administrators. Sometimes these visits were for solace or a reaching out for stability as well as for renewal of their friendships. The year after Wesley died he visited the room Wesley had occupied. The deep hurt of his only brother’s loss came flooding back to him. “This is the first anniversary of his illness. Thanksgiving will have little meaning for us hereafter,” he wrote home.




  Richard was very popular with the girls from Trenton, New York, and Philadelphia who socialized with his crowd during his Princeton days. They enjoyed him immensely because he was handsome, projected a gregarious, humorous, outgoing nature and was an accomplished dancer. None of them, however, seemed to take him very seriously.




  He was “constantly exhilarated,” recalled one brunette whom he dated several times, and said that Smiles was his favorite song. He pursued a socially prominent young lady from Trenton with what his friends interpreted as serious intent, and he reported to his father that he appeared to be besting a classmate in the race for her affection. But the classmate won out and later married the girl. Richard, she recalled later, ‘seemed quite bitter about it for a long time.’ The young lady appraised him as the most delightful companion she had ever dated, noting that he neither smoked nor drank, was delightfully charming, thoughtful, and unpredictable. Instead of taking her home from a dance one balmy spring Friday night, for example, he suggested they go canoeing in the moonlight, which they did until dawn.




  The war in Europe finally ran its course. With its end, he and his classmates’ enthusiasm for military training dwindled accordingly, as he wrote near the end of November. “The unit is all agog with wild rumors. Today we hear it’s to be disbanded tomorrow. The sooner we are sworn out, the better. Everyone has lost interest in war preparation, and the determination and enthusiasm have given place to discontent and indifference—I guess I’m not different from others. From now on till end of term I’m going to institute a reign of terror with my books and get well on top so as to be prepared for anything.”




  But it wasn’t only the books that demanded his attention. He also was consumed by a contest that was held for an opening on the Daily Princetonian staff. He and seven other candidates competed for it. The winner was to be chosen on the basis of quantity, quality and fitness of the news they furnished. Richard won.




  Even so, the discontent swelling within him was insistent. He often resorted to vigorous walking to work off the uncomfortable sensations, especially on weekends. Trenton, ten miles away, was a frequent destination. One restive night he supposedly hiked the forty miles to Philadelphia, arriving just in time to take a train back for his first class of the day. Considering the distance the report hardly seems accurate but if anyone would have tackled the trip as described, he was the most likely to have done it.




  However, he found that Princeton life held enough rewards, accomplishments and social triumphs that would at least ward off the occasional plunges into gloom and desperation.




  On March 10, 1919 he seemed quite absorbed in the social life such as the prom, which he planned to attend, Club elections, and the challenges of campus politics, although he wondered whether the sacrifices of time were worth the strenuous efforts expended. Another trip to Lawrenceville to have supper with a former teacher seemed to bring everything in focus again and he wrote proudly of the accomplishments and future prospects of “the inseparables” who had won managerships in various sports.




  There was a great deal of self-assurance and self-satisfaction in a letter of April 16 in which he proudly related that he and friends in his circle had been accepted in the Cap and Gown club. But he also noted that hard work was ahead.




  “We had our banquet last night and I was never so happy. Princeton life is really opening up. The clubs cement the friendships one has made during his first two years, and coming not until a fellow is almost a Junior, the influence cannot harm. Soon I start in on the Prince and ‘make up’ twice a week till commencement. It’s hard work, but great training.”




  The remainder of the academic year was, on the surface, a happy, busy blur for him in spite of his inner conflicts. He wrote of his need for a forty-eight hour day to be able to accomplish all he had set out to do. He told of running to the gym at 4:30 in the morning and thoroughly enjoying jogging for an hour or so along the lake or canal. Work on the Prince, he reported gleefully, was a “real pleasure” sometimes keeping him up until one in the morning.




  In May he was elected to the Editorial Board of the Princeton Pictorial magazine, called the Pic for short. He claimed he was not “too puffed up” at the honor.




  With a crowd of his friends he traveled to the Waldorf in New York where the Princeton Triangle Club, including “inseparable” “Shorty” Seiberling, performed. “We had the time of our lives,” he wrote jubilantly.




  By this time he had completed his second year at Princeton, ending it with what appeared to have been a socially, scholastically, and personally satisfying interlude. Outwardly, his successes bore all the earmarks of one who has triumphed handily on all fronts. But underneath, the pressure of his inner turmoil made him desperate to rebel. He was to do so in a dramatic way but nothing in his past foreshadowed what he did next or the manner in which to do it.




  

  




  Chapter Three


  The Blowup—A Runaway To Europe





  In 1919 Sherwood Anderson’s novel, Winesburg, Ohio was published, The New York Daily News put out its first edition, and Jazz established itself in a new home, Chicago.




  In New Orleans, where Jazz was born, oppressive heat and humidity heavily dampened the sights and sounds of that bustling port. It did not, however, dampen newly arrived Halliburton’s enthusiasm at being there looking for and finding the escape he desperately sought. He had wrestled too long with the discontent boiling within him. He congratulated himself on taking the bold action that had at last set him free and set him on a purging, adventurous course.




  It was during summer vacation after his sophomore year at Princeton that he finally, decisively, acted to cope with the overpowering compulsion to break out of his comfortable middle class mold. The action he took after agonizing soul-searching was a declaration of freedom for himself but a heart-wrenching bombshell for his unsuspecting parents.




  The five-foot-seven, one-hundred forty pound, newly emancipated nineteen-year-old hoped he presented a tough enough appearance by wearing his golf pants, his shirt collar turned in, his sleeves rolled up and straw hat perched jauntily on the back of his head. He was hoping the polyglot ensemble would present a sufficiently worldly look to the ship captains and dock workers of New Orleans. Being the romanticist he was he would have preferred a many-sailed galleon but, having become newly pragmatic after beating around the docks unsuccessfully he felt lucky to settle for the Octorara, the ship on which he would work his way across to Europe.
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