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FOR MY MOTHER


—Shane Salerno


FOR LAURIE AND NATALIE


—David Shields




I was with the Fourth Division during the war. I almost always write about very young people.


—J. D. Salinger


What a low and specious thing “religion” would be if it were to lead me to negate art, love.


—J. D. Salinger





INTRODUCTION



J. D. Salinger spent ten years writing The Catcher in the Rye and the rest of his life regretting it.


Before the book was published, he was a World War II veteran with Post-traumatic Stress Disorder; after the war, he was perpetually in search of a spiritual cure for his damaged psyche. In the wake of the enormous success of the novel about the “prep school boy,” a myth emerged: Salinger, like Holden, was too sensitive to be touched, too good for this world. He would spend the rest of his life trying and failing to reconcile these completely contradictory versions of himself: the myth and the reality.


The Catcher in the Rye has sold more than 65 million copies and continues to sell more than half a million copies a year; a defining book for several generations, it remains a totem of American adolescence. Salinger’s slim oeuvre—four brief books—has a cultural weight and penetration nearly unmatched in modern literature. The critical and popular game over the past half-century has been to read the man through his works because the man would not speak. Salinger’s success in epic self-creation, his obsession with privacy, and his meticulously maintained vault—containing a large cache of writing that he refused to publish—combined to form an impermeable legend.


Salinger was an extraordinarily complex, deeply contradictory human being. He was not—as we’ve been told—a recluse for the final fifty-five years of his life; he traveled extensively, had many affairs and lifelong friendships, consumed copious amounts of popular culture, and often embodied many of the things he criticized in his fiction. Far from being a recluse, he was constantly in conversation with the world in order to reinforce its notion of his reclusion. What he wanted was privacy, but the literary silence that reclusion brought became as closely associated with him as The Catcher in the Rye. Much has been made of how difficult it must have been for Salinger to live and work under the umbrella of the myth, which is undeniably true; we show the degree to which he was also invested in perpetuating it.


Other books about Salinger tend to fall into one of three categories: academic exegeses; necessarily highly subjective memoirs; and either overly reverential or overly resentful biographies that, thwarted by lack of access to the principals, settle for perpetuating the agreed-upon narrative. Previous biographies have tended to rely on the relatively small collections of Salinger papers and unpublished manuscripts found at Princeton University and the University of Texas, Austin. The result is the recycling of the same information from a very shallow well and the republication of inaccurate information. The letters we excerpt, ranging from 1940–2008, are from Salinger to his closest friends, lovers over many decades, World War II brothers-in-arms, spiritual teachers and others; the overwhelming majority of the letters have never been seen before.


We began with three goals: we wanted to know why Salinger stopped publishing; why he disappeared; and what he had been writing the last forty-five years of his life. Over nine years and across five continents, we interviewed more than two hundred people, many of whom had previously refused to go on the record and all of whom spoke to us without preconditions. We aim to provide a multilayered perspective on Salinger, offering first-person accounts from Salinger’s fellow World War II counterintelligence agents with whom he maintained lifelong bonds, lovers, friends, caretakers, classmates, editors, publishers, New Yorker colleagues, admirers, detractors, and many prominent figures who discuss his influence on their lives, their work, and the broader culture.


By reproducing material that has never been published before—more than one hundred photographs and excerpts from journals, diaries, letters, memoirs, court transcripts, depositions, and recently declassified military records—we hope to deliver many factual clarifications and significant revelations. We particularly illuminate the last fifty-five years of his life: a period that, until now, had remained largely dark to biographers.


Still, we faced two major obstacles: The first was that key people had died before we began this project, and the second was that while certain members of the Salinger family initially cooperated, the Salinger family ultimately did not participate in formal interviews. Although they didn’t speak directly to us, they had spoken, and through a careful dissection of their public statements and our obtaining of private letters and never-before-published documents, their voices appear throughout this book. In addition, many people unwilling to talk on the record directed us to crucial information and passed on photographs, letters, and diaries they had kept secret their entire lives; half a dozen of our most important interviewees spoke to us only after Salinger’s death.


We also provide twelve “conversations with Salinger”: revealing encounters over half a century between journalists, photographers, seekers, fans, family members, and the man who never stopped living his life like a counterintelligence agent. These episodes place the reader on increasingly intimate terms with an author who had been adamantly inaccessible for more than half a century.


—


There were two emphatic demarcation points in Salinger’s life: World War II and his immersion in the Vedanta religion. World War II destroyed the man but made him a great artist. Religion provided the comfort he needed as a man but killed his art.


This is the story of a soldier and writer who escaped death during World War II but never wholly embraced survival, a half-Jew from Park Avenue who discovered at war’s end what it meant to be Jewish. This is an investigation into the process by which a broken soldier and a wounded soul transformed himself, through his art, into an icon of the twentieth century and then, through his religion, destroyed that art.


Salinger was born with an embarrassing congenital deformity that shadowed his entire life. A college dropout, mercurial talent, wise-guy dandy out of an F. Scott Fitzgerald novel, he was ferociously determined to become a great writer. He dated Oona O’Neill—the gorgeous daughter of arguably America’s greatest playwright, Eugene O’Neill—and published short stories in the Saturday Evening Post and other “slicks.” After the war, Salinger refused to allow any of these stories to be republished. The war had killed that author.


A staff sergeant in the 12th Infantry, Salinger served through five bloody campaigns of the European Theater of 1944–45. His job, as a counterintelligence agent, involved interrogating prisoners of war; working the shadow war, the no-man’s-land between Allies and Germans; gathering information from civilians, the wounded, traitors, and black marketers. He saw firsthand the war’s destruction and devastation. When the end was near, he and other soldiers entered Kaufering IV, an auxiliary of the Dachau concentration camp. Soon after witnessing Kaufering, Salinger checked himself into a Nuremberg civilian hospital, a psychic casualty of the war’s final revelation.


Throughout the war and during his postwar hospitalization, Salinger had carried a personal talisman for survival inside the war’s corpse machine: the first six chapters of a novel about Holden Caulfield. Those chapters would become The Catcher in the Rye, which redefined postwar America and can best be understood as a disguised war novel. Salinger emerged from the war incapable of believing in the heroic, noble ideals we like to think our cultural institutions uphold. Instead of producing a combat novel, as Norman Mailer, James Jones, and Joseph Heller did, Salinger took the trauma of war and embedded it within what looked to the naked eye like a coming-of-age novel. So, too, in Nine Stories, the ghost in the machine is postwar trauma: a suicide begins the book, is barely averted in the middle of the book, and ends the book.


Profoundly damaged (not only by the war), he became numb; numb, he yearned to see and feel the unity of all things but settled for detachment toward everyone’s pain except his own, which first overwhelmed and then overtook him. During his second marriage, he steadily distanced himself from his family, spending weeks at a time in his detached bunker, telling his wife, Claire, and children, Matthew and Margaret, “Do not disturb me unless the house is burning down.” Toward Margaret, who dared to embody the rebellious traits his fiction canonizes, he was startlingly remote. His characters Franny, Zooey, and Seymour Glass, despite or because of their many suicidal madnesses, had immeasurably more claim on his heart than his flesh-and-blood family.


A drowning man, grasping desperately for life rafts, drifting farther away from the taint of the everyday, occupying increasingly abstract realms, he disappeared into the solace of Vedantic philosophy: you are not your body, you are not your mind, renounce name and fame. “Detachment, buddy, and only detachment,” he wrote in Zooey. “Desirelessness. ‘Cessation from all hankerings.’ ” His work tracks exactly along this physical-metaphysical axis; book by book, he came to see his task as the dissemination of doctrine.


Salinger’s vault, which we open in the final chapter, contains character- and career-defining revelations, but there is no “ultimate secret” whose unveiling explains the man. Instead, his life contained a series of interlocking events—ranging from anatomy to romance to war to fame to religion—that we disclose, track, and connect.


Creating a private world in which he could control everything, Salinger wrenched immaculate, immortal art from the anguish of World War II. And then, when he couldn’t control everything—when the accumulation of all the suffering was too much for a human as delicately constructed as he to withstand—he gave himself over wholly to Vedanta, turning the last half of his life into a dance with ghosts. He had nothing anymore to say to anyone else.





PART I


BRAHMACHARYA


APPRENTICESHIP
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Landing at Utah Beach on D-Day,  June 6, 1944.










1



WE’RE GOING TO START THE WAR FROM RIGHT HERE


UTAH BEACH, NORMANDY, JUNE 6, 1944; SAINT-LÔ, MORTAIN, CHERBOURG, FRANCE, JUNE–AUGUST 1944


Salinger’s 12th Infantry Regiment lands on Utah Beach on D-Day, June 6, 1944, with not quite 3,100 soldiers; by the end of June it will have lost about 2,500. Salinger comes face-to-face with oblivion in the massive aggregate and at the intimate level of his unit.


J. D. SALINGER: I landed on Utah Beach on D-Day with the Fourth Division.


MARGARET SALINGER: “I landed on D-Day, you know,” he’d say to me darkly, soldier to soldier, as it were, as if I understood the implications.


EDWARD G. MILLER: Of all the days for someone to be initiated in combat, Jerome David Salinger’s was D-Day.


ABLE SEAMAN KEN OAKLEY: On the evening prior to the D-Day landings, the senior arms officer gave us a briefing, and I will always remember his final words. “Don’t worry if all the first wave of you are killed,” he said. “We shall simply pass over your bodies with more and more men.” What a confident thought to go to bed on.


SHANE SALERNO: Salinger was a privileged, sheltered twenty-five-year-old from Park Avenue who thought war would be an adventure—glamorous, romantic. He imagined himself the protagonist of a Jack London novel and hoped military service would explode the bubble in which he was raised. Salinger wrote, “My mind is stocked with some black neckties, and though I’m throwing them out as fast as I find them, there will always be a few left over.” He wondered whether he lacked the requisite pain to become a writer. He wanted the war to toughen him, deepen him as a person and a writer. The next year would change him forever.


DAVID SHIELDS: Salinger told Whit Burnett, his writing teacher at Columbia University and the editor of Story magazine, that on D-Day he was carrying six chapters of The Catcher in the Rye, that he needed those pages with him not only as an amulet to help him survive but as a reason to survive.


WERNER KLEEMAN: Jerry was just a nice little boy then. He was kind of quiet. I could see he was a little bit of an eight ball. He was different. He didn’t close the straps of his helmet. He did what he wanted to do.


ALEX KERSHAW: Salinger’s serial number was 32325200, the same number he gave many years later to his fictional character Babe Gladwaller in “Last Day of the Last Furlough.”


SHANE SALERNO: John Keenan served with Salinger in the Counter Intelligence Corps [CIC]. Salinger, Keenan, Jack Altaras, and Paul Fitzgerald were together throughout the war, calling themselves the “Four Musketeers”; they remained close friends all their lives. Altaras and Fitzgerald have never been identified before.
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“The Four Musketeers”: (L–R) J. D. Salinger, Jack Altaras, John Keenan, Paul Fitzgerald.




JOHN KEENAN: I guess about 3 a.m. the frogmen [naval combat demolition units] left. None of us could sleep, so we knew what was going on. There was a lot of small talk and a lot of fake bravado, too. I don’t think anybody thought this was going to be the great adventure of our lives. Thank God they all got back. Five-ish the infantrymen left. They were the first wave.


EBERHARD ALSEN: Salinger was assigned to the 12th Infantry Regiment. I thought he landed with the regiment at 1030, almost four hours after H-Hour. But the U.S. Army’s official History of the Counter Intelligence Corps states that the “4th CIC Detachment went in with the 4th Infantry Division when it stormed Utah Beach at 0645.” This means that Salinger’s CIC detachment went ashore at that time with the 8th Regiment, which spearheaded the landing of the 4th Division.


DAVID SHIELDS: An eyewitness, Werner Kleeman, who was serving as an interpreter for the 12th Infantry and who was friends with Salinger, reported that Salinger landed in the second wave of the D-Day assault.


ALEX KERSHAW: On D-Day, Salinger was in a landing craft, coming in toward Utah Beach, crammed in tight with his friends and fellow soldiers, some of whom would be dead shortly.


WERNER KLEEMAN: Shells were flying over our head. The small arms were still coming in. The artillery shells were coming in.


EDWARD G. MILLER: Most of these guys were nineteen, twenty, twenty-one years old. Salinger was twenty-five, an old man.


PAUL FITZGERALD (excerpt from an unpublished poem): Glamor and bravado were not a part of this. The beach was just ahead of us. Floating in the tide I saw my first casualty.


JOHN KEENAN: The battleships were firing at the coast, aiming at the pillboxes [fortified concrete structures from which German soldiers operated machine guns].


STEPHEN E. AMBROSE: The waves were pitching the landing craft around, coming over the gunwales to hit the troops smack in the face, making many of the men so miserable they could not wait to get off.


PRIVATE RALPH DELLA-VOLPE: The boats were going around like little bugs jockeying for position. I had had an extra, extra big breakfast, thinking it would help, but I lost it.


STEPHEN E. AMBROSE: So did many others. Seaman Marvin Perrett, an 18-year-old Coast Guardsman from New Orleans, was coxswain on a New Orleans–built Higgins boat. The 30 members of the Twelfth Regiment of the Fourth Division he was carrying ashore had turned their heads toward him to avoid the spray. He could see concern and fear on their faces. Just in front of him stood a chaplain. Perrett was concentrating on keeping his place in the advancing line. The chaplain upchucked his breakfast, the wind caught it, and Perrett’s face was covered with undigested eggs, coffee, and bits of bacon.


STAFF SERGEANT DAVID RODERICK: The beach at Utah Beach had a long and gentle upward slope. We surprised the Germans by assaulting Utah at low tide when the obstacles would be exposed. However, that gave our troops over one hundred yards of exposure in addition to approximately 100 yards of water. Our 4th Infantry Division troops were debarked in 3 feet to 6 feet of water and struggled the approximate 200 yards to the seawall. The seawall was 3 feet to 8 feet high with sand dunes behind them as high as 10 feet. Fortifications along the beach could sweep it with small arms fire, machine guns, and artillery.


My opinion is that the only question Salinger had—the only question any of us had—was “Am I gonna make it? Am I gonna make it to the beach?” I was particularly anxious about that because I wasn’t a good swimmer. The life preservers that they gave you were a single wide strip that went around your waist, and you had all this heavy equipment on your back. If you weren’t careful, if you fell in the water and inflated that thing, it might just turn you upside down and you’d drown.


PRIVATE ALBERT SOHL: “Get ready!” the coxswain shouted above the laboring engine. He skillfully swerved our craft inland between the milling maritime traffic. Sporadic explosions from inland artillery marched along the water’s edge on invisible seven-league boots. My heart was pounding faster, but I still could not see anyone on shore resembling our foe. Approximately fifty yards from the beach, our pilot shoved the screws into reverse. As the boat hove to, he abruptly released the forward ramp. Guns blasted from afar. Planes zoomed overhead. Ragged shards of black smoke from swift-moving destroyers drifted across the chaotic scene. “This is the end of the line!” the coxswain shouted above the din. “Move your asses, I gotta go back for more passengers.”


COLONEL GERDEN F. JOHNSON: The men felt their muscles tighten as the word was whispered back that the coast was just ahead. As they raced toward the shore, the skipper yelled for more blankets. That meant there were wounded on the beach, which scared the hell out of everyone. The immediate problem of every man came sharply into focus. Everyone knew that if they were going to get through that day alive, they would first have to survive the run into the beach. Nothing else mattered now. It was the all-important thing. If they made it, somehow they would have to live through what would seem an eternity of wading through water from the ramp to the landing craft to the beach—wading while held back by the burden of heavy equipment—an eternity when they would feel nakedly exposed to the murderous fire of someone behind the beach.


GENERAL MATTHEW RIDGWAY: For the first time I saw the loneliest and most ominous of all landscapes, a battlefield. And I knew for the first time that strange exhilaration that grips a man when he knows that somewhere out there in the distance, hostile eyes are watching him and that at any moment a bullet he may never hear, fired by an enemy he cannot see, may strike him.


CAPTAIN GEORGE MAYBERRY: Never before in my life had I wanted so badly to run, but I could only wade slowly forward. It was approximately a hundred yards to the edge of the shore and it took me two minutes to reach the shallow water. Those two minutes were extremely long. Even on the beach I couldn’t run, as my uniform was sodden and heavy and my legs were numb and cramped.


Heavy shells commenced exploding on the beach, as well as sporadic mortar fire from a short distance inland. A soldier just ahead of me was blown to pieces by a direct hit. The instant it happened, something small hit me in the stomach—it was the man’s thumb.


STAFF SERGEANT DAVID RODERICK: I noticed equipment, life preservers, lumber from a boat that hit a mine, floating in the water. Two hundred yards away I heard a loud explosion; B Battery, artillery, hit a mine and its landing craft blew up, a tremendous explosion. There were four artillery pieces and 60 men in the landing craft. We all watched in horror as bodies and metal flew into the air: 39 of the 60 men were killed.


—


STAFF SERGEANT DAVID RODERICK: We moved fast. Everyone’s goal was the same: Get off and get to the seawall as quickly as possible. We were directly exposed to enemy fire. I remember one guy who went in with the first wave, struggling to stay afloat once he got off the landing craft. Some big guy grabbed him by the seat of the pants, lifted him up, and said, “Hey, Shorty, you better get your feet on the ground.” Before Shorty could thank the guy, his rescuer took a bullet through the head.


Artillery poured down on us and snipers picked off my friends. In fact, the first man killed under my command was shot between the eyes on the beach by a German sniper. I could hear machine guns further down the beach where one battalion was attacking an enemy fortification.
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U.S. soldiers behind a seawall at Utah Beach.




JOHN McMANUS: There was a photo of an American soldier killed by a sniper on Utah, right before he got to the seawall. His body looked pristine, killed by a single shot to the head. It was one of the long-term images of Utah Beach.


WERNER KLEEMAN: Once we were on the beach we saw hundreds of little flags bearing the warning “Achtung, Minen!” (Attention! Mines!), but the mines turned out to be dummies. We saw that some soldiers had already been killed and were lying in a ditch before the seawall.


JOSEPH BALKOSKI: The 4th Division’s entire first wave, consisting of more than 600 infantrymen in 20 landing craft, had come ashore considerably south of its intended landing point.


[Brigadier-General Theodore Roosevelt Jr.] was one of the first soldiers to discern this disturbing mistake. His command—“We’re going to start the war from right here!”—would become the defining moment of the Utah Beach invasion.


EDWARD G. MILLER: The landmarks that Salinger had trained to spot, to orient himself once ashore, weren’t there. The only fortunate thing was that the German defenses were a bit weaker there than they might’ve been had Salinger and his unit landed farther to the north on the Cherbourg Peninsula, but nonetheless the bullets were the same. The explosions, the artillery, the churning sand, the surf, the confusion, the rain, the smoke, the seasickness.
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Advancing on Utah Beach, D-Day.




Salinger saw an introduction to combat that I don’t think he or, for that matter, anyone in the army was prepared for. Day One ashore for Salinger would’ve been sheer terror. The urgency of getting himself ashore, getting set up ashore, protecting himself, the soldiers around him. Fire. Smoke. Yelling. No amount of training could’ve prepared him for that. The experience was brutal and sudden and shocking. It was simply burned into his soul.
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Wounded soldier on Utah Beach.




DAVID SHIELDS: Salinger’s only story that directly evokes war, “The Magic Foxhole,” was written shortly after D-Day and is clearly based on that experience. It was never published. Cynical toward even the idea of war, the story relates the battle fatigue suffered by two soldiers, one of whom, Garrity, tells the story in rapid-fire monologue. In the opening scene, a chaplain who is trying to find his glasses beneath dead bodies on Normandy beach gets killed. God is now not only sightless but dead. Salinger will spend the rest of his life trying to find a replacement vision, a replacement for God.


J. D. SALINGER (“The Magic Foxhole,” unpublished):


We come in twenty minutes before H-Hour on D-Day. There wasn’t nothing on the beach but the dead boys of “A” and “B” Company, and some dead sailor boys, and a Chaplain that was crawling around looking for his glasses in the sand. He was the only thing that was moving, and eighty-eight shells were breaking all around him, and there he was crawling around on his hands and knees, looking for his glasses. He got knocked off. . . . That’s what the Beach was like when I come in.


EBERHARD ALSEN: Many of the passages in “The Magic Foxhole” are autobiographical and exactly what Salinger witnessed. A similar account comes from Private Ray A. Mann, who landed on Utah Beach with the 8th Regiment.


PRIVATE RAY A. MANN: Our team rushed out of the craft and headed across the beach in small groups[. Just like that,] about 15 to 20 feet across the beach, shells started to fall. The first few landed in a group just ahead of me. Up to that point, I felt like this was almost like previous manoeuvres in Florida, even Slapton Sands. But when I saw our wounded men agonizing in pain and heard them scream, I knew that we were playing for keeps. A second group of shells landed near my group and hit apparently our First Sergeant. Never saw him again. The company clerk was also hit. . . . I finally reached the seawall and the German pillbox and paused to get my bearings. Even in the short time between my landing and the time we got to the seawall, I was shocked by the number of men who were landing and the number of wounded that I saw spread out over the beach. I saw a chaplain here and there praying over dead men.


ALEX KERSHAW: Only combat can teach you what fear does to the human body and the mind. All Salinger wanted to do is stay alive.


JOHN McMANUS: The D-Day veterans that I have interviewed told me they were thinking, “I can’t wait to shoot somebody,” and just a second later, “I don’t want to shoot somebody.”


—


STAFF SERGEANT DAVID RODERICK: One of the things Salinger would have learned very quickly was what was incoming mail [German artillery] and what was outgoing mail [American artillery]. Our artillery made a swishing sound going out. Incoming mail—he would have tensed up and taken cover. He would have learned very quickly the difference in sounds, especially the German .88, which was the best artillery piece in the war, and it shot like a rifle. There wasn’t much time between when you heard it and when it landed. It was just bang and on top of you. It was a great weapon for the Germans. They also had what we called Screaming Meemies, which was mortar rocket fire that went up real high before coming down. You could hear them screech, and that brought a chill to your bones. It didn’t have an artillery shell, so it didn’t spin like one in the air, which made the noise a little different, more eerie than normal artillery. I lost eight men on the second day from Screaming Meemies.


ALEX KERSHAW: Salinger knew that what was going to kill him was shrapnel, machine-gun fire, and artillery pieces. And the best way for him to stay alive was to get down, preferably with his head below ground; if not below ground, then as close to the ground as possible at all times.


JOHN CLARK: I had seen many terrible sights: pieces of bodies lying on the beach, guys blown all to hell. I think the thing that bothered me most was seeing a tank with a blade moving up the road and shoving the bodies into the ditch so they wouldn’t be run over by the advancing tanks and trucks.
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A wounded soldier receiving first aid at Les Dunes de Madeleine.




EDWARD G. MILLER: Once ashore, the first object for Salinger and the rest of his regiment was to organize and secure the beachhead. Some of the worst of the fighting wasn’t at the beaches. That was over and done with in the first few hours, but the utter grind, the sheer hell of grueling infantry combat, came once they cleared the beach.


ALEX KERSHAW: Utah Beach was not the bloodiest beach on D-Day. There were two-hundred-odd casualties suffered by the 4th Infantry Division on Utah, and these were men Salinger knew and had trained with. The issue about Utah and D-Day is not one of casualties sustained on D-Day but the casualties sustained in the days immediately after. Because Utah was not the bloodiest beach on D-Day, there was a false sense of security among the 4th Division, certainly among Salinger and his comrades, as to what was to come next.
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Soldiers on Utah Beach after initial assault.




—


COLONEL GERDEN F. JOHNSON: Following the breakout from the beachhead, the American Third Army . . . sent six divisions racing toward Brittany in order to surround the Germans and open a route to Paris. These divisions had to be funneled through a narrow corridor east of Avranches, formed when the Germans flooded an area as large as Rhode Island.


STEPHEN E. AMBROSE: Colonel Russell “Red” Reeder was CO [Commanding Officer] of the 12th Infantry. . . . Reeder led his men through a hole in the seawall to the top of the dune, where he saw [Theodore] Roosevelt. “Red, the causeways leading inland are all clogged up,” Roosevelt yelled. “Look at it! A procession of jeeps and not a wheel turning.” To Reeder, “Roosevelt looked tired and the cane he leaned on heightened the impression.” . . . Reeder made his decision. “We are going through the flooded area,” he yelled.


COLONEL RUSSELL REEDER: The Germans had flooded the surrounding lowlands and meadows by damming streams, making a lake a mile wide. We had to cross the lake. We knew from spies and loyal Frenchmen that before the Germans made the lake, they had bulldozed furrows so that every now and then the water, instead of being chest high, was about ten feet deep. Back in England our general had told us we might have to ford it. He equipped us with inflatable life preservers, and we had paired men who could not swim with swimmers. I gave an arm signal and 3,000 heavily burdened infantrymen walked into the man-made lake. . . . When I saw non-swimmers near me in the lake struggling to go forward, hanging on to their weapons and equipment, I knew that we would win the war.


DAVID SHIELDS: Colonel Reeder’s men struggled to cross the inundated fields. Later, Reeder recalled that moment: “Just before we departed England, the division commander said to me, ‘Spies have informed us that the Germans have a way to put flammable material on the flooded areas. Tell the men what to do if this happens.’ ” In a 1958 letter to Cornelius Ryan, Reeder remarked, “I’m still searching for an answer.”


STAFF SERGEANT DAVID RODERICK: There were only four causeways—we called them “causeways” or “exits”—that ran through those flooded areas toward Sainte-Mère-Église. Salinger would have had to get across the beach, over the seawall and the sand dune, onto the exits, and across the exits, where he would have begun to make his struggle inland. The 82nd Airborne and the 101st Airborne were responsible for being sure that we were able to cross the causeways. The 101st was to drop inland and attack and control the inward entrances. The 82nd was to protect the whole landing on the other side of Sainte-Mère-Église.


At this time, my hope, Salinger’s hope—all of our hopes—was that rather than our just being shot or killed on the beach, Airborne would be able to control those exits so we wouldn’t get caught out in the open, because if we got caught in the causeways or the flooded area, we were gonna be slaughtered.


We went six miles inland the first day, didn’t stop until about midnight. We’d had to walk across the flooded area, and when we came onto a dry road, there were a couple villages where they gave us some wine.


ALEX KERSHAW: Salinger probably thought landing on D-Day was going to be the hardest thing, but in the days after he landed, when he went into a series of fields and hedgerows, he would have learned that everything he’d been taught in basic training didn’t apply. Every field was going to cost twenty, thirty guys. One field of one hundred yards would sometimes cost a whole platoon. They had to advance day after day. Sometimes a whole company, two hundred guys, would spend a day taking one field of a hundred yards.
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The infamous hedgerows.




COLONEL GERDEN F. JOHNSON: In choosing their defensive positions, the Germans had wisely taken advantage of an area soon to become famous as the hedgerow country. The hedgerows of Normandy, according to local legend, were planted by the Romans to protect their small fields from half-civilized local tribes. Hedgerows are mounds of earth with stone and twisted roots imbedded in them, packed tight by the centuries into tough, steep-sided walls. They surround small, irregular fields called “bocages” by the Norman peasants, the earth and stone ramparts themselves being from three to seven feet high, often in double rows with a ditch between them. . . . The hedgerows made excellent fortifications. A handful of Germans with a few machine-guns hiding behind the hedges could hold off a regiment of infantry. The summer foliage concealed them from the air. A few tanks, strategically placed in the corners of fields under overhanging branches, gave terrific firepower to the enemy infantry.


CLYDE STODGHILL: Bodies were lying in a field, and there were cries for help. Some who had fallen were moving a little and some lay still. Several of those who moved would jerk as aimed shots from German riflemen found their mark. Some men had taken shelter behind dead cows, but none dared rise up to fire. No one was still running toward the German hedgerow. The frontal attack had been doomed from the start, of course. Our ranks were considerably thinner, and one German was dead; that was all that had been accomplished.


COLONEL GERDEN F. JOHNSON: We ran into elements of the 82nd Airborne Division, bloody but tough. They told us how the Nazis had slit the throats of their paratroopers as they dangled helplessly from the shrouds of their parachutes caught in trees, of deliberate murder on the ground before the men could get clear of their chutes. Our men listened with rising anger—mingled with admiration for these comrades of the 82nd who had paved the way for us. Fear and doubt melted into one unanimous passion of hate.


STAFF SERGEANT DAVID RODERICK: Happy Birthday to me, 22 today. How nice it would be to be at home instead of here on the coast of France.


BILL GARVIN: During the days that followed, we became hardened to the realities of war. [The Germans] had the advantage of concealment, position selection, and withdrawal routes. We, the aggressors, had no choice but to advance into their gun sights if we were to take ground. We began losing heavily from snipers, constant artillery, and high concussion Nebelwerfers or Screaming Meemies fired in salvoes with grinding and wailing sound. The concussion from the close explosion of these rockets was so great that with helmet chinstraps fastened, one’s neck could easily break.


DEBORAH DASH MOORE: Salinger had to keep going through the hedgerow fighting, which was very difficult fighting. He would have barely moved a couple of feet, and he would have seen a lot of guys go down. He would have seen men he cared about wounded, killed.


ALEX KERSHAW: Salinger would have experienced hedgerow fighting at its worst. A hundred yard gain on a three hundred yard front took an entire day for a battalion. German gunners were dug in every few yards. Forward movement brought certain fire. The Germans used this terrain to their great advantage. The fields were incredibly well mined by the Germans. One was called the “S” Mine, otherwise known as the “Bouncing Betty,” which filled every single soldier, including Salinger, with immense fear. When a GI hit the trigger device on [a Bouncing Betty], a small charge would shoot up a canister. A Bouncing Betty had 360 ball bearings in it and was timed to explode just as it reached your genitals. The effect was devastating.
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American troops fighting in the hedgerows.




PRIVATE ALBERT SOHL: It was at the hedgerows, in some deep grass alongside a cow path, that we came upon our first casualty. A dead American soldier was lying grotesquely on his side. His helmet was askew, and he was still clutching his M-1 rifle. A thick, hardened crust of dried blood formed a dark red mask where his face had once been. His trousers and underwear were down below his knees. Obviously he had been in the process of relieving himself when a stray fragment of shrapnel brought a profane ending to his last living act.


CORPORAL ALTON PEARSON: While we were in our position behind hedgerows, I could hear the roars of bombers. They came in one squadron at a time, each one dropping bombs where the other ended and so on. The ground was shaking . . . so bad that it would knock out your breath if you lay on the ground.


PAUL FUSSELL: During the bombing, some German troops, literally driven insane, blew out their brains rather than remain in the noise, the flame, the smoke, the screams, the shaking earth, the flying bodies, and parts of bodies. Ordered from on high to “hold in position,” General Fritz Bayerlein [commander of the Panzer Lehr Division] replied, “My grenadiers and the pioneers, my anti-tank gunners, they’re holding. None of them have left their positions, none. They’re lying in the holes still and mute, because they are dead. Dead. Do you understand?” A bit later, he reported, “After an hour I had no communication with anybody, even by radio. By noon nothing was visible but dust and smoke. My front lines looked like the face of the moon and at least 70 percent of my troops were out of action—dead, wounded, crazed, or numb.”


LIEUTENANT ELLIOT JOHNSON: We were surrounded by hedgerow fences. One corner would be cut down so cattle could go and drink. In one such corner, there was a sniper. He was shooting at us. Every time, I’d stick my head out of the foxhole, I’d get shot at. I called two very dear friends on the [field] telephone. We fanned out, each of us with a grenade. At a given point, we pitched our grenades and accomplished what we had to do. I avoid using words like “kill a man” because I like to divorce myself from that.


CAPTAIN JOHN SIM: While we were being mortared, this lone German soldier had come down toward us, from the castle fence carrying a rifle. I quietly said to my batman, “Harris, you see that soldier coming down? Shoot him.” And he did. Much later I thought, “How could I have given such an order?”


—


EDWARD G. MILLER: The drive to Cherbourg—what the 12th Infantry Regiment went through and what Salinger saw—can be summed up in casualty figures. The 12th Infantry landed on D-Day with not quite 3,100 soldiers. By the end of June, it had lost more than two thousand. The army hadn’t anticipated infantry losses like this. Soldiers were being wounded and killed by the truckload.


JOHN McMANUS: The 12th Infantry, wedged in between the 8th on the left and the 22nd on the right, was making equally slow progress. The regiment’s objective was the high ground northeast of Montebourg, but first it needed to capture Edmondeville.


To get even near Edmondeville, the 12th had to fight its way through these honeycomb-like, tree-rooted berms that were five, six feet high. It was small-unit fighting, nasty, intimate, and up close. There was one group of Americans on this side of the hedgerow and a group of Germans on the other side, and only one of them was going to be alive to keep going the next day. The entrenched German machine guns were slaughtering Americans in droves. The fighting around Edmondeville was some of the bitterest combat of the Normandy campaign. Colonel Reeder’s command post was almost overrun several times, which tells you the German and American front and rear lines were all mixed up: deadly chaos reigned.
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DAVID SHIELDS: Three days after D-Day, Salinger’s regiment was wedged between an enemy strongpoint at the village of Edmondeville and the guns of the fortress of Azeville. Here the Germans bombarded them on two sides. Salinger found himself on his belly, his regiment pinned down before Edmondeville. Under unrelenting machine-gun and mortar fire, desperate to withdraw, the soldiers were forced to rush the German defenses, regardless of the odds. They were cut down each time. After scrambling to collect the dead and wounded, they would storm the position yet again, only to gain a few feet at tremendous cost. For over two days and nights, Salinger’s company repeatedly attacked until the Germans silently withdrew. This is one of the battles that Salinger details in “The Magic Foxhole.”
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J. D. SALINGER (“The Magic Foxhole,” unpublished):


The Air Corps finally smartened up and come around with some dive bombers to give us a hand, but we was—I mean our Company—was pinned down on this side of the swamp nearly two days. Out of around two hundred and eight of us only about thirty-five of us come through. The Swamp was a widow maker, all right.


It was only about a few thousand yards across it, but the Front itself was real narrow—only about five hundred yards wide. Water on both flanks—grassy rivers, like. So you had to cross the damn thing, and they give the job to “C” company because we was the hottest outfit in the battalion, and because the C.O. asked for it, the bastard; he was bucking for his Captaincy.


On the other side of the Swamp the Krauts had two goddamn companies, damn near full strength, and four twelve-centimeter mortars—four that we could count, anyways. Them mortars sure gave us hell.
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SHANE SALERNO: In order to take a village whose population numbered fewer than a hundred, the 12th regiment had lost three hundred men. Outnumbered two to one, the Germans finally came out with a white flag to surrender.


LIEUTENANT JOE MOSES: After much discussion, Lt. Everett decided to go forward with a few men to take . . . prisoners. All prisoners in sight were moving toward us with arms raised overhead. While we were moving to receive these men a German machine gun crew whom we had not spotted, but was a part of the unit, opened fire when Lt. Everett and guards were within 20 yards of his enemies. Lt. Everett was riddled through the head and down the right cheek across the chest. One enlisted man was also killed and two wounded.


JOHN McMANUS: The Americans who witnessed the false surrender became what I call “kill-crazy.” Salinger’s 12th determined that no Germans, even those who tried to surrender, would survive. They killed any and all. They hunted down and killed all the Germans they could find. We honestly don’t know what happened from a German perspective because they were wiped out.


CAPTAIN FRANK P. BURK: [They] made the enemy pay dearly for their treachery.


SHANE SALERNO: Edmondeville scorched itself into the memories of Salinger and his fellow soldiers.


PAUL ALEXANDER: On June 12, not a week after D-Day, Salinger revealed his general feeling about what he was doing when he wrote [Whit] Burnett a brief postcard in which he mentioned conducting interrogation work. Most citizens, he said, were anxious about the shelling but thrilled the Allied troops had come to defeat the Germans.
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Paul Fitzgerald and J. D. Salinger with their beloved dogs.




COLONEL GERDEN F. JOHNSON: As we went into our eighth day, it was clear that the enemy, despite vicious counterattacks again and again, had been unable to drive us back even so much as a foot, and that the beachhead was thus fairly secure for the moment. Troops and supplies were pouring in over Utah Beach and spreading over the hard-gained ground that [the 12th Infantry] had fought so valiantly for. This underscored the necessity for pushing the attack even harder to secure the vital port of Cherbourg in the minimum possible time.


ALEX KERSHAW: Salinger witnessed brutal street fighting in the Cotentin Peninsula as the 12th headed toward Cherbourg. The German failure to separate the American forces at Mortain was a turning point in this battle on the Western Front. On August 23, the 12th Regimental Combat Team started the 165-mile march toward Paris.


SHANE SALERNO: There has been a lot of misinformation about what J. D. Salinger actually did in the war. These inaccurate stories have been repeated for decades in numerous books and articles. The most recent offender is Kenneth Slawenski’s J. D. Salinger: A Life (2010), which has dozens of errors about Salinger’s war record. Slawenski claims that “once on the field of battle, he [Salinger] was forced to become a leader of men, responsible for squadrons and platoons.” For starters, squadrons are only in the Air Force. Furthermore, members of the Counter Intelligence Corps didn’t lead men; they weren’t combat soldiers. Salinger’s close friend John Keenan, who served with him in the CIC, explains their actual duties.
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An American soldier looking upon a dead German soldier in Cherbourg.




JOHN KEENAN: Our job was support for assault troops, working in German command posts and communication posts and communications terminals, telephone exchanges, also telegraph. We also had lists of people identified as German collaborators. We were to seize records, interrogate. A lot of it was aborted because a lot of the targets had been blown apart. For instance, the telephone exchange in Ste.-Marie-Eglise [had been destroyed]. We did get some prisoners, but we didn’t have time to interrogate them; we had to send them back to England.


ALEX KERSHAW: As a member of counterintelligence, Salinger had a lot of freedom, a lot of latitude. In some ways, it was a more intellectual, probing war for him than the average grunt. He, for example, would not have to reply to an officer with his rank because he was in counterintelligence. He could actually order a major or a colonel to do something, and yet he was a sergeant. He had a lot of latitude to move behind and near the enemy lines, to understand the culture, to understand the people, to understand what war did to the local people, how it strained the relationships between soldiers and locals, how it had corrupted and infected and damaged these great European cultures and traditions and peoples.


He would have understood what it was like to be a civilian and be bombed, what it was like to be a collaborator, to be a young, attractive female whose only opportunity for bread and to feed her family was to have a relationship with a German soldier.


He would have understood that level of complexity, not only of combat, but more importantly of the relationships that are strained and come into connection with combat and how war poisons everything. It spreads from the battlefield and poisons everything. He would have had a very complete picture of what war did to ordinary people in the Second World War.


JOHN McMANUS: The fighting the 4th Division did in Cherbourg was building by building, block by block. They advanced through building basements if they could, because being out in the street was too dangerous. Basements are very valuable in that environment. But once you encounter Germans, it’s very close fighting, just like in the hedgerows. The killing with automatic weapons would be so close—Browning automatics, Thompson machine guns—ammo would literally tear a jagged hole in a person. Shots to the head would tear off pieces of skull. The 4th and two other divisions were fighting their way through the town to get to the German harbor defenses. The Allies needed to control the harbor to land supplies for the drive across Europe.


PAUL FUSSELL: The point of the whole operation was to obliterate that part of the German army holding up the Allied advance, and that advance had to proceed, regardless of any humane complications.
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Company Morning Reports.







DAVID SHIELDS: The countless losses of U.S. staff officers as the 12th pushed from the beaches toward and into Cherbourg forced individual units to improvise with personnel. Salinger’s role may have mutated from noncommissioned staff sergeant intelligence to unofficial combat officer status to infantryman to a combination of all these during reconnaissance operations. He is mute on the subject, but there are other accounts that give us a very good idea of the deadly, fluid situation that he and the 12th found themselves in.


CLYDE STODGHILL: Following the bombing and breakthrough at Saint-Lô, our battalion, perhaps the entire 12th Infantry Regiment, was assigned the job of cleaning out pockets of Germans left behind during the rapid advance. We hiked from place to place, frequently covering the same ground two or more times. Sometimes there were Germans waiting and a firefight ensued. . . . It was a grueling assignment that allowed little time for rest or sleep and left us in a state of weariness beyond mere exhaustion.


LEILA HADLEY LUCE: In the beginning Jerry felt very patriotic, that they were doing good in the world. I remember he said it was extraordinary to feel that he was part of something good. But when he saw people who were wounded or killed, when he saw death and mutilated people, this distressed him terribly. And then he didn’t want anything to do with the war at all.


DEBORAH DASH MOORE: There isn’t much time to reclaim who you were before the battle. You’ve been changed in ways that you can’t quite fathom.


EDWARD G. MILLER: It was a long way from a Park Avenue apartment to Normandy and to war.
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SLIGHT REBELLION OFF PARK AVENUE


NEW YORK CITY, 1919–1936; VIENNA, AUSTRIA, 1937–1938; COLLEGEVILLE, PENNSYLVANIA, 1938; VARIOUS ARMY BASES, 1941–1943


Born into Park Avenue affluence, the young Salinger is a contrarian, a loner, an actor, a poor student, a military academy cadet, and a college dropout artist, anything but his parents’ son. Or so he needs to believe in order to become the writer he wants to be.


DAVID SHIELDS: Salinger grew up in a bubble. He loved his mother, who loved him. He adored his sister, Doris, who adored him. His father was conventional, stern, and, despite being a Jew whose business was importing hams, religious. Jerome David Salinger didn’t want to be any of those things. Growing up the coddled son of a wealthy family, he was against whatever they were for—the values of upper-middle-class Manhattan; or rather, he was deeply conflicted about these values. His initial woe was, in a way, absence of woe.


IAN HAMILTON: His father, Sol Salinger, was born [March 16, 1887] in Cleveland, Ohio.


DAVID SHIELDS: Solomon Salinger, twenty-two, a Jew from Chicago, met Marie Jillich, seventeen, a Catholic born on August 26, 1893, in Atlantic, Iowa. When they married, she changed her name to the more Jewish-sounding “Miriam.” It’s in the very contradictions and confusions between his father’s Judaism and his mother’s Catholicism that Salinger will wind up finding himself; that’s the gap he’ll shoot.


SHANE SALERNO: Salinger’s sister, Doris, told his daughter, Margaret, that in Chicago Sol and Miriam ran a movie theater, but it was unsuccessful. Sol found his niche with a meat-and-cheese importing business, J. S. Hoffman. The owner was so impressed by Sol he asked him to relocate to New York and manage the East Coast office.


EBERHARD ALSEN: After Salinger’s sister, Doris, was born on December 17, 1912, his mother, Miriam, suffered two miscarriages.


SHANE SALERNO: Miriam’s doctors didn’t expect her next pregnancy to come to fruition, because during the second month she was ill with pneumonia. However, on January 1, 1919, at the New York Nursery and Child’s Hospital on West 61st Street in Manhattan, Jerome David Salinger was born. He was nicknamed “Sonny” at birth.


WILLIAM MAXWELL: So far as the present population is concerned, there is a cleavage between those who have come to the city as adults and those who were born and raised there, for a New York childhood is a special experience. For one thing, the landmarks have a very different connotation. As a boy Jerry Salinger played on the steps of public buildings that a non-native would recognize immediately and that he never knew the names of. He rode his bicycle in Central Park. He fell into the Lagoon. Those almost apotheosized department stores, Macy’s and Gimbel’s, still mean to him the toy department at Christmas. Park Avenue means taking a cab to Grand Central at the beginning of vacation.


EBERHARD ALSEN: When Salinger was born, his family lived at 500 West 113th Street, then in North Harlem at 3681 Broadway, moved back to Morningside Heights—511 West 113th Street—down to the Upper West Side at 215 West 82nd, and finally—from the fall of 1932 onward—on the Upper East Side: Park Avenue and East 91st Street, 1133 Park Avenue, in the same general neighborhood where Holden Caulfield’s affluent parents live.


MICHAEL CLARKSON: An introverted, polite child, Salinger liked to act and write and go for long walks by himself.


SHANE SALERNO: Doris Salinger told her niece, Margaret Salinger, “Your father and I were the best of friends growing up.”


DORIS SALINGER: Did Mother ever tell you the Little Indian story about Sonny? One afternoon I was supposed to be taking care of Sonny while Mother was out shopping. He couldn’t have been older than three or four at the most. I was about ten. We had a big fight about something—I forget what—but Sonny got so mad he packed his suitcase and ran away. He was always running away. When Mother came home from shopping a few hours later, she found him in the lobby. He was dressed from head to toe in his Indian costume, long feather headdress and all. He said, “Mother, I’m running away, but I stayed to say goodbye to you.” When she unpacked his suitcase, it was full of toy soldiers. . . . They were very close. It was always Sonny and Mother, Mother and Sonny. Daddy always got the short end of the stick.


DAVID SHIELDS: One of the few anecdotes we have about Salinger’s relationship with his father is echoed in the title of perhaps his most famous short story. At the beach, Sol would hold Jerry in the water and ask him to look for “bananafish.”


MARK HOWLAND: In so many of Salinger’s stories and novellas, the parents are effectively absent. We hear that there’s so much love in these [Glass] stories, but we never meet Les, and we never see Les and Bessie, the patriarch and matriarch, interacting in any way.


SHANE SALERNO: Shortly after his bar mitzvah, Jerry and Doris were informed that Miriam was not born Jewish. The Salingers celebrated both Christmas and Chanukah.


JEAN MILLER: I think he had a lot of trouble with his father. He never told me his father was in the meat business. He always told me his father was in the cheese business, and his father very much wanted him to join him in the cheese business, which he had no intention of doing, and I think that caused a lot of friction.


He wasn’t getting his father’s approval. That brings me back to Jerry saying in a letter, “Sometimes you have to rely on your own approval. Sometimes you’ll never get approval from people. It’ll either come very late or never at all.” I’m certain he was talking about his father. He told me the bare outline of how his father wanted him to go into this business. How he was not going to do that. How his father thought it was ridiculous that he was going to write. How his mother thought it was fine. That Jerry could do anything he set his mind to, according to his mother. His mother approved of everything he did. He never asked me to meet them. He never talked about defying his father as a youth. He never talked about those years.


DAVID SHIELDS: Throughout his life and writing career, Salinger and his alter egos (Holden, Buddy, et al.) rail against the hypocrisies of the bourgeoisie. A likely genesis was the criminal behavior of the J. S. Hoffman Company.


SHANE SALERNO: Sol Salinger was vice president of J. S. Hoffman when the company was indicted for violations of U.S. antitrust laws and price-fixing. In March 1940 the company was charged with conspiracy to monopolize the supply of “foreign-type cheese” made in the United States. Later that year the Federal Trade Commission issued an order to the company to “cease and desist from fixing or maintaining” prices that were offered to Wisconsin producers of Swiss and limburger cheese.


In 1941 a federal judge accused Hoffman of “knowingly and continuously” being “engaged in conspiracy to fix prices to be paid at cheese factories . . . during a period of approximately eight years [i.e., all of J. D. Salinger’s Park Avenue childhood]. As a result of this conspiracy, the defendants suppressed the competition among themselves.” In 1942 a federal grand jury charged Hoffman with “conspiracy to fix prices of American and brick cheeses.”


Sol Salinger’s and Hoffman’s legal troubles continued. In September 1944 Hoffman pleaded no contest and paid a fine of $2,000 for conspiracy to fix the price paid by dealers of “foreign-type cheeses” manufactured in Wisconsin. And later that year Hoffman agreed to stop using insignia that implied their Swiss cheese was imported from Switzerland.


To the oversensitive son of a judgmental father who presented himself as an upholder of all things conventional and respectable, such misconduct must have landed with the force of revelation. Indeed, Salinger once referred to his father as a “crook,” according to one of our interviewees.


JOHN C. UNRUE: There was an estrangement between Jerry and his father. He commented far less about his mother. He once joked, “My mother walked me to school until I was twenty-six years old. Typical of mothers.”


JOYCE MAYNARD: Jerry told me almost nothing about his family. There were no photographs of him as a boy, of his family, of his sister. There was nothing.


LEILA HADLEY LUCE: I asked him if Franny and Zooey was autobiographical, if he had brothers and sisters, and if Bessie was modeled on his mother. He was totally evasive.


DAVID SHIELDS: Salinger’s daughter, Margaret, points out that especially when growing up, Salinger was very conflicted about being half-Jewish, not because of his beliefs but because he was in a difficult social position. Many people in the 1940s held an open bias against Jews; the Ivy League, for instance, restricted the number of Jews they would accept. Being embraced by high society required not just money, education, and connections but also gentile status. As Salinger grew older, he frequently wanted what he claimed to despise: money, interest from Hollywood, the stamp of approval from the Ivy League. The wires got crossed from the very beginning.


CHILDHOOD FRIEND: He wanted to do unconventional things. For hours, no one in the family knew where he was or what he was doing. He just showed up for meals. He was a nice boy, but he was the kind of kid who, if you wanted to have a card game, wouldn’t join in.


—


ERNEST HAVEMANN: [Salinger] was anything but a prodigy; he struggled along painfully in the New York City elementary schools. He was known as Sonny . . . in those days.


MARK HOWLAND: Salinger was a terrible student. His grades were atrocious.


JOHN SKOW: Unlike Zooey and the rest, [Salinger] was anything but a Quiz Kid. His grades at public schools[, which he attended through eighth grade on Manhattan’s Upper West Side,] were mostly B’s, but arithmetic baffled him. The tall, skinny boy had a better time of it at Camp Wigwam in Harrison, Maine, where, at eleven, he played a fair game of tennis and made friends readily.


DAVID SHIELDS: The camp was attended by upper-middle-class Jewish children.


EBERHARD ALSEN: Young Jerry Salinger was a good mixer and participated fully in the camp’s activities; he even helped put on a play.


ERNEST HAVEMANN: He was interested in dramatics as a boy: the 1930 annual of Camp Wigwam . . . listed him as everybody’s “Favorite Actor.”


PAUL ALEXANDER: In 1932, Sol Salinger set up an interview for his son at McBurney Preparatory, an exclusive private school on West 63rd Street on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. Records suggest that at that interview Sonny was anything but impressive. Awkward and ambivalent, he created the impression of being what he was—a distracted, unfocused, smart-alecky kid who had no idea of what he wanted to do with his life. During the enrollment interview at the prep school, Sonny flippantly stated that he was interested in two subjects: “drama and tropical fish,” demonstrating a hint of his defensive attitude.
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Salinger at McBurney Prep School.




SHANE SALERNO: Salinger attended McBurney for his freshman and sophomore years.


ERNEST HAVEMANN: His record as a freshman shows an IQ of 111, a shade above average, and grades of 80 in English, 77 in biology, 66 in Algebra, and 66 in Latin.


PHOEBE HOBAN: Salinger was a poor student. McBurney’s files also show that Salinger shared some interests with Holden. He managed the fencing team, acted in school plays (often portraying women), and worked on the school newspaper, the McBurneian.


DAVID SHIELDS: A review in the school paper of a play called Mary’s Ankle noted, “Some think Jerome Salinger gave the best performance.”


SHANE SALERNO: Accused of being “hard-hit” by adolescence and not knowing the meaning of the word “industry,” Salinger flunked out of McBurney in spring 1934. He performed no better at a private school, Manhasset, on Long Island.


HARVEY JASON: Salinger’s father decided that his son needed structure, and he was whisked away to a military school.
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Salinger, second row, second from left, Valley Forge Military Academy.




SHANE SALERNO: Sol initiated contact with Valley Forge Military Academy in Wayne, Pennsylvania, but he didn’t accompany his son to the interview. Many people speculate that Sol didn’t attend the interview to prevent his son’s being rejected due to anti-Semitism.


DAVID SHIELDS: Salinger’s mother was extremely overprotective. When Salinger’s own daughter was being sent off to boarding school at twelve, Salinger mentioned how eager he had been to get away from his mother’s blanketing warmth when he went to boarding school. His mother took him to the Valley Forge entrance interview. He was accepted, enrolled a few days later, and spent his junior and senior years there.


WILLIAM MAXWELL: At the age of fifteen, Salinger was sent to military school, which he not very surprisingly detested.


LEILA HADLEY LUCE: He did say that he’d gone to a military school and, strangely enough, he said he liked it.


SHANE SALERNO: One can easily imagine Salinger sincerely believing both sentiments: proving his artistic bona fides to Maxwell by condemning military school and demonstrating that he was a hail-fellow-well-met by telling a date that he loved it.


DAVID SHIELDS: His sister, Doris, still called him “Sonny,” but everyone else he asked to call him “Jerry.” “J.D.” was too formal, and “David” was too Jewish.


THE NEW YORK TIMES: (May 19, 1935) Miss Doris Jane Salinger, daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Sol Salinger of 1133 Park Avenue, was married to William Seeman Samuels, son of Mrs. Maurice S. Samuels and the late Mr. Samuels, yesterday at the home of her parents. The ceremony was performed by Dr. John Lovejoy Elliott in the presence of relatives.


MARK HOWLAND: Valley Forge was a good place for Salinger because it got him out of New York and away from his father. A military school is a very structured environment. And at that time in his life, that seemed to be something that he needed and wanted.


DAVID SHIELDS: He was a man who hated ever being told what to do by anyone ever, and Valley Forge Military Academy was very strict, and yet he thrived here. He loved military school and, later, the military. He would do anything he had to do to become a writer, and he knew serving in the military would help him burn down to the ground the Park Avenue apartment in which he grew up. He wanted experience. He had no idea what it would cost him.


SHANE SALERNO: Salinger took all the required courses and participated in many extracurricular activities, such as ROTC and Glee Club, but his major love on campus was Mask and Spur, the drama club. He acted in every play in his two years there, most of the time playing the role of women, which by then was nothing new to him. He had played women in many, many plays.


One of his classmates owns a Crossed Sabres yearbook in which, instead of signing his name, Salinger signed the names of the characters he had played that year. He wasn’t Jerome Salinger; he wasn’t Sonny Salinger; he was a series of characters in a variety of plays, and that’s how he wanted to be known to his classmates.
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Salinger signed this Valley Forge yearbook with the names of the characters he portrayed in various plays.




PAUL ALEXANDER: As a devoted member of the Mask and Spur Dramatic Club, Jerry appeared in R. C. Sherriff’s Journey’s End, playing the part of Young Raleigh.


SHANE SALERNO: His first year, he was a member of the staff of Crossed Sabres, the school yearbook; the second year, when he edited Crossed Sabres, it had photographs of Salinger in theatrical costume and in military uniform, including one of him on the opening pages. On one page, he tries to predict what all of his classmates will be doing in several years; he predicts that he’ll be a great playwright and that one of his classmates will be playing strip poker with Mahatma Gandhi. Typical Salinger, mixing up sex, games, and celebrity.


PAUL ALEXANDER: Things began to go well for Jerry at Valley Forge, where besides being a member of Mask and Spur, the Glee Club, and the Noncommissioned Officers Club, he joined the Aviation Club and the French Club.


HARVEY JASON: Valley Forge Military Academy is important for two reasons: number one, that’s where Salinger really got his act together; and number two, that’s where Salinger began to write.


EBERHARD ALSEN: Classmates remember that after lights out he would always be writing by the light of a flashlight under his bed covers.



[image: images]


Salinger at Valley Forge Military Academy.




SHANE SALERNO: From Valley Forge he gained a lot of discipline, and he learned French and German, which would help him tremendously during his service in the Army and the CIC. He also came away from Valley Forge with a passion for both acting and writing.


BEN YAGODA: In high school Salinger announced that his ambition was to succeed Robert Benchley as the theater critic for the New Yorker. Once he decided he wanted to be a writer, it wasn’t much of a leap for him to covet publication in [his favorite magazine]. In the early ’40s it had a cult following; it was read by literary insiders and sophisticates. You acquired a WASP badge of honor by being a New Yorker reader.


DAVID SHIELDS: His goal in life at fifteen was to write for the New Yorker. The searing ambition for the boy in full flight from Park Avenue was to be published in the house organ of Park Avenue.


SHANE SALERNO: Salinger became close friends with his Valley Forge roommates—William Dix, whom Salinger called “the best and the kindest,” and Richard Gonder, who remembered Salinger as being “condescending but loving.”


DAVID SHIELDS: Salinger’s humor already had an edge. The cadets received red merits on their caps; when Jerry’s mother visited, he told her the badges were a punishment for swearing.


RICHARD GONDER: Jerry’s conversation was frequently laced with sarcasm about others and the silly routines we had to obey and follow at school. The school in those days was on a strictly military basis: up at six, endless formations, marching from one activity to another, meals and classes at set hours, taps at ten. Jerry did everything he could do not to earn a cadet promotion, which he considered childish and absurd. His favorite expression for someone he didn’t care for was “John, you really are a prince of a guy.” What he meant by this, of course, was “John, you really are an SOB.” Jerry and I hated the military aspects of the school. Everything was done in a row, and at fifteen you don’t want to do things in a row.


Jerry was the delight of the English teachers, but he got only passing marks in his other subjects. He had a great sense of humor and was more sophisticated than the rest of us. He would read [us] the letters he sent home to his mother, whom he was very close to, and we were all astonished. He was very slight in build because he hadn’t shot up yet, and he was worldly as far as his mind was concerned. He was a rather nice-looking guy. I liked him immensely. I enjoyed his wit and humor. He was so sure of himself as far as his writing went. He knew he was good.


JAMES LUNDQUIST: One of his classmates at Valley Forge, Alton McCloskey . . . did remember going along with Salinger to hit the local beer taps after lights out at the academy.


SHANE SALERNO: Other modest examples of Salinger’s prep school rebellion included stealing off campus now and then for a swim on private property or breakfast in town.


JAMES LUNDQUIST: As literary editor of Crossed Sabres, the school yearbook, he wrote a poetic tribute to the school that is still sung at Last Parade.


J. D. SALINGER (Valley Forge Class Song, 1936):


The last parade, our hearts sink low:


Before us we survey—


Cadets to be, where we are now


And soon will come their day.


Though distant now, yet not so far,


Their years are but a few.


Aye, soon they’ll know why misty are


Our eyes at last review.


The lights are dimmed, the bugle sounds


The notes we’ll ne’er forget.


And now a group of smiling lads:


We part with much regret.


Goodbyes are said, we march ahead


Success we go to find.


Our forms are gone from Valley Forge


Our hearts are left behind.


SUBHASH CHANDRA: Salinger spent two years at Valley Forge and graduated in 1936, securing his only diploma. His final grades there . . . were: English: 88; French: 88; German: 76; History: 79; and Drama: 88.
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Salinger’s graduation from Valley Forge; he is second from left.




DAVID SHIELDS: Colonel Milton G. Baker—Valley Forge’s superintendent, an aggressive fund-raiser and promoter—would become the model for the headmaster of Pencey in The Catcher in the Rye.


EBERHARD ALSEN: There are many parallels between Salinger’s experiences at Valley Forge and Holden Caulfied’s experiences at Pencey Prep: Being managers of the fencing team and losing the team’s equipment on the subway. In The Catcher in the Rye, James Castle, harassed by bullies, jumps to his death.


SHANE SALERNO: At Valley Forge, the student who fell off the roof above Salinger’s dorm was named William Walters.


EBERHARD ALSEN: Also, both Salinger and Holden are six feet two and a half and both are loners.


—


SHANE SALERNO: Salinger enrolled as a freshman at New York University, Washington Square College, for the 1936–37 academic year.


PAUL ALEXANDER: Complicating Salinger’s return to New York was his dismay at having to live at home again. Herbert Kauffman, a friend from military school, stayed in the Salinger home for a time and remembered heated arguments between Jerry and his father. However, Sol was not the belligerent one; Kauffman said that it was Jerry who was sarcastic and unfair to his father. Sol wasn’t insensitive to Jerry; he just didn’t want him to become a writer. In the midst of the Great Depression, Solomon felt that the profession of neither writer nor actor would do his son any good. Nonetheless, Jerry and his friend Herb made a stab at being actors, going from theater to theater hoping for a big break.


MARK HOWLAND: The professions that Jerry was interested in were acting and writing, neither of which were legitimate fields, according to his father.


SHANE SALERNO: Salinger didn’t “apply himself” and dropped out in the spring. His father couldn’t have been too happy, especially when Salinger then took a job that summer aboard a Caribbean cruise ship while America was muddling through the Depression.


PAUL ALEXANDER: When nothing panned out, Jerry either agreed to or was pressured to accompany his father to Europe to learn the family business.


SHANE SALERNO: Salinger spent eight months in Europe in ’37 and ’38, mainly in Vienna, learning his father’s meat-and-cheese business and writing advertising copy. Sol also thought his son’s rudimentary high school knowledge of German and French might make him useful as a translator for the company.


DAVID SHIELDS: In a contributor’s note to “The Heart of a Broken Story,” published in Esquire in September 1941, Salinger mentions that when he was in Vienna he won “high honors in beer hoisting.”


J. D. SALINGER (contributor’s note for “Once a Week Won’t Kill You,” Story, November–December 1944):


Spent a year in Europe when I was eighteen and nineteen, most of the time in Vienna. . . . I was supposed to apprentice myself to the Polish ham business. . . . They finally dragged me off to Bydgoszcz for a couple of months, where I slaughtered pigs, wagoned through the snow with the big slaughter-master, who was determined to entertain me by firing his shotgun at sparrows, light bulbs, fellow employees.


PAUL ALEXANDER: The apprenticeship was so disturbing to Salinger that as late as 1951 he still complained about it to friends like William Maxwell, who was his first editor at the New Yorker.


WILLIAM MAXWELL: He lived in Vienna, with an Austrian family, and learned some German and a good deal about people, if not about the exporting business. Eventually he got to Poland and for a brief while went out with a man at four o’clock in the morning and bought and sold pigs. He wrote and sent what he wrote to magazines in America—and learned, as well as this ever can be learned, how not to mind when the manuscripts came back to him.


EBERHARD ALSEN: One of the most autobiographical stories in all of Salinger’s fiction is “A Girl I Knew” (1948). The story lightly fictionalizes Salinger’s experiences in Europe before and right after the war, in 1937 and 1945. Like Salinger, the narrator of the story, John, has flunked out of college and his father has decided to apprentice him to his business. He sends him first to Vienna and then to Paris to study German and French. Like young Jerry Salinger, John is very tall—six foot two and a half—chain-smokes, and dabbles at writing stage plays. Also like Jerry Salinger, John falls in love with a Jewish girl in Vienna. Moreover, like Salinger, John returns to Europe during the war as a sergeant in the Counter Intelligence Corps and decides that he would like to go to Vienna after the war. We know about Salinger’s crush on a Viennese girl from a letter to Ernest Hemingway that he wrote in 1945. In that letter he says he hopes to get a chance to return to Vienna because he wants to “put some ice skates on some Viennese girl’s feet again.”


RICHARD STAYTON: That moment when he tied that young lady’s ice skates was one of the most beautiful experiences of his life. Then he experienced horrific warfare, and at the end of the war he discovered that the young lady whose ice skates he put on had been taken to a concentration camp and killed.


J. D. SALINGER (“A Girl I Knew,” Good Housekeeping, February 1948):


Leah was the daughter in the Viennese-Jewish family who lived in the apartment below mine—that is, below the family I was boarding with. She was sixteen, and beautiful in an immediate yet perfectly slow way. She had very dark hair that fell away from the most exquisite pair of ears I have ever seen. She had immense eyes that always seemed in danger of capsizing in their own innocence. Her hands were very pale brown, with slender, actionless fingers. When she sat down, she did the only sensible thing with her beautiful hands there was to be done: she placed them on her lap and left them there. In brief, she was probably the first appreciable thing of beauty I had seen that struck me as being wholly legitimate.


EBERHARD ALSEN: Like the narrator of “A Girl I Knew,” Salinger went back to college after he returned from Europe.


DAVID SHIELDS: In September 1938, Salinger enrolled at Ursinus College in Collegeville, Pennsylvania, only fifteen miles from Valley Forge. This became a lifelong pattern: instant nostalgia, the attempt to replicate childhood experience. Salinger also said that he liked Ursinus and its obscurity; he claimed to appreciate that it wasn’t in the Ivy League, the repository of overt snobbery and anti-Semitism. Which is a fascinating reason to like a school: because it’s not like another kind of school. It suggests that you’re more interested in this other kind of school.


FRANCES THIEROLF: When this handsome, suave, and sophisticated New Yorker in the black Chesterfield coat (complete with velvet collar) hit the campus in 1938, we had never seen anything quite like it. . . . Most of the girls were mad about him at once—including me—and the boys held him slightly in awe with a trace of envy thrown in. He declared openly that he would one day produce the Great American Novel. Jerry and I became special friends, mostly, I am sure, because I was the only one who believed he would do it.


DAVID SHIELDS: When Frances Thierolf got married, her name became “Frances Glassmoyer,” the inspiration for the name of one of Salinger’s most memorable fictional characters, Franny Glass.


SHANE SALERNO: Another Ursinus classmate said that Salinger looked on the college and students with “disdain,” that he “seemed dissatisfied” and “never smiled, gave a friendly greeting, or responded to overtures of acceptance.”


ANABEL HEYEN: He felt he had come down from New York and didn’t really fit in. When I saw him around campus, he was very standoffish. It was hard to have a conversation with him. He was almost a recluse.


IAN HAMILTON: Salinger found an outlet for his true interest by writing a column, “The Skipped Diploma: Musings of a Social Soph,” for the Ursinus College newspaper. He reviewed plays, movies, and books and took opportunities to function as a wit at large, often mocking Hollywood stars and lampooning theater productions and radio shows. Salinger’s column of October 10, 1938, includes an especially telling statement concerning his frustrations and deep conflict with his father: “Once there was a young man who was trying to grow a mustache. This same young man did not want to work for his Daddykins—or any other unreasonable man. So the young man went back to College.”


J. D. SALINGER (contributor’s note for “Heart of a Broken Story,” Esquire, September 1941):


On returning to America he went to a small college in Pennsylvania where, he says, he wrote a smug little column for the weekly paper.


DAVID SHIELDS: For his column “The Skipped Diploma,” he used the byline JDS. The column was a vehicle to talk about whatever came to mind: movies, books, train rides, glib satires. His writing already displays talent, rancor, and wit, and he introduces a character named Phoebe.


J. D. SALINGER, (“The Skipped Diploma,” October 10, 1938):


Letter: Dear Mother—You and your husband have failed to raise me properly. I can neither Begin the Beguin nor identify Joe Oglemurphey’s torrid trumpet. In short, college life for me is not too peachy—Dolefully yours, Phoebe Phrosh.


Men bore me; / Women abhor me; / Children floor me; / Society stinks. . . . Book Dept.: For Hollywood’s sake, it would be well for the authoress of Gone with the Wind to rewrite same, giving Miss Scarlett O’Hara either one slightly crossed eye, one bucked tooth, or one size-nine shoe.


J. D. SALINGER (“The Skipped Diploma,” October 17, 1938):


Act One: Franklin:—I hate war. Eleanor hates war. James, Franklin, Elliot, and John hate war. War is hell! . . . Lovelorn Dept.: Question—I go with a boy who is so very confusing. Last Wednesday night I refused to kiss him good-night, and he became very angry. For nearly ten minutes he screamed at the top of his voice. Then suddenly he hit me full in the mouth with his fist. Yet, he says he loves me. What am I to think?? Answer—Remember, dearie. No one is perfect. Love is strange and beautiful. Ardor is to be admired.


J. D. SALINGER (“The Skipped Diploma,” December 12, 1938):


Mr. X: College feller? Us: (cautiously) Yes. Mr. X: Thought so. Heh! heh! Larry—that’s my oldest boy—he goes to college, too. Plays football. You play? Us: N-no. Mr. X: Well, I guess ya need a little weight. Heh! heh! Us: Heh! heh! . . . Mr. X: (after a bit, but with the same determination) Ya really wanna gain some weight, though. Us: (between gritted young, strong teeth) Can you suggest a plan? I refuse to eat breakfast foods. Mr. X: (happily) Well, why don’t ya drop my oldest boy, Larry, a line? He’ll be able to tell ya. Us: (momentarily struck with brilliance) You have been so kind that you don’t deserve to be kept in the dark. The truth is, unfortunately, that for generations our family has suffered from beriberi. Mr. X: (retreating slightly) Oh.


DAVID SHIELDS: Salinger’s voice is already in, if not full cry, beginning cry: his adroit mixture of high and low diction, his eye for satiric detail, his ear for revealing speech. What was still missing, of course, was what became the signature of his work: a heart in free fall.


—


PAUL ALEXANDER: Early one evening, not too deep into the fall semester, Jerry sat on the bed in the third-floor dormitory room to which he had been assigned without a roommate and spoke, in animated, energetic language, to the group of half a dozen fellow students who had gathered in his room. Tonight Jerry was telling the boys, as he had done on previous occasions, stories about his experiences in Europe. In the claustrophobic dorm room, with its impersonal, industrial feel, Jerry crafted his stories about his voyage to Europe, his adventures in Paris, and the disturbing events he witnessed on his predawn pig-slaughtering expeditions in Poland.


RICHARD DEITZLER: He wasn’t what I’d call social, but he was an interesting person. He was a perfectly normal, attractive young man—an ordinary student. The thing that surprised us, of course, was the way he could tell stories.


DAVID SHIELDS: Salinger told tales and joked about other people, amusing classmates, but when they headed out drinking, he typically stayed in his dorm.


CHARLES STEINMETZ: I was in the same English class with him. We had to write different things—a piece of a description, a scene from a play, a narration. He wrote very well, so well the professor would read his compositions to the class. You could tell even then that he had a talent for writing. But Jerry didn’t enjoy the course, because it wasn’t what he wanted. He told me once, “I’m not satisfied. This is not what I want. . . . Charlie, I have to be a writer. I have to. Going here is not going to help me.” He wanted a course that would teach him to write better and he felt he wasn’t getting it out of this course. He was looking for more of an instructional approach to writing—an analytical approach. This professor just wanted us to write for effect. He didn’t want to break down the process of writing.


SHANE SALERNO: When Salinger heard about a course in Columbia University’s Extension Division that offered just such an approach, he quickly left Ursinus.


RICHARD DEITZLER: He didn’t say goodbye to anyone. He just left [before the start of the second semester of his freshman year]. One day he was there, going to classes, writing for the school newspaper, telling stories to his dorm mates. The next day he was gone.


SHANE SALERNO: Ursinus registrar Barbara Boris later wrote, “Salinger had an average record; he did not ‘flunk out.’ I have no information on why he left the college.”


—


DAVID SHIELDS: In January 1939 Salinger enrolled in two Columbia extension courses: short-story writing and poetry writing. The poetry class was taught by Charles Hanson Towne, whose 1919 poem “Of One Self-Slain” eerily foreshadows many of the key aspects (despair, alienation, suicidal ideation, religion, unfinished work) of Salinger’s life and work to come:


When he went blundering back to God,


His songs half written, his work half done,


Who knows what paths his bruised feet trod,


What hills of peace or pain he won?


I hope God smiled and took his hand,


And said, “Poor truant, passionate fool!


Life’s book is hard to understand:


Why couldst thou not remain at school?”


Salinger’s poem “Early Fall in Central Park,” written for the course, begins, “Slobber and swarm, you condemned brown leaves.” The elegiac note, struck early.


JOHN C. UNRUE: Salinger enrolled in Whit Burnett’s short story class at Columbia University [in spring 1939]. It was a very important move for Salinger. Burnett was a professor at Columbia, but he was also editor of Story magazine.
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Whit Burnett, Salinger’s writing teacher at Columbia University.




JAY NEUGEBOREN: Story was started in Vienna in 1931, by Martha Foley, who was then a foreign correspondent, and her husband, Whit Burnett. During their first ten years, they published the very first work of a remarkable coterie of writers: John Cheever, William Saroyan, Erskine Caldwell, Carson McCullers, Jean Stafford.


Burnett and Foley read every submitted story. As Martha always said, “I publish the best stories I can find,” which was tremendously enticing and encouraging for young writers sending their work. Their office also became a writers’ hangout. It was just a little Manhattan storefront, but people like Malcolm Lowry and Nelson Algren would chat with the Burnetts and whoever else crossed the threshold. What seems to me extraordinary is that Martha Foley and Whit could pick out of thousands of stories by these writers and see something that nobody else had seen. These writers were submitting to a variety of magazines, and mostly they were rejected. Story gave many of them their first published start. How do you account for Martha and Whit’s high rate of success? I think you account for it by the fact they truly loved short stories. They had a very simple aim: to publish the best short stories they could find. And that’s what they did.


In that course at Columbia, there would have been a wide range of students: eighteen-year-olds, twenty-one-year-olds, but also thirty-, forty-, fifty-year-old people—businesspeople who wanted to learn how to write. The first semester he was in Whit Burnett’s class, Salinger sat in the back of the room and did nothing.


WHIT BURNETT: There was one dark-eyed, thoughtful young man who sat through one semester of a class in writing without taking notes, seemingly not listening, looking out the window.


J. D. SALINGER (“A Salute to Whit Burnett”):


Mr. Burnett simply and very knowledgeably conducted a short-story course, never mugwumped over one. Whatever personal reasons he may have had for being there, at all, he plainly had no intentions of using fiction, short or long, as a leg up for himself in the academic or quarterly-magazine hierarchies. He usually showed up for class late, praises on him, and contrived to slip out early—I often have my doubts whether any good and conscientious short-story-course conductor can humanly do more. Except that Mr. Burnett did. I have several notions how or why he did, but it seems essential only to say that he had a passion for good short fiction, strong short fiction, that very easily and properly dominated the room. It was clear to us that he loved getting his hands on anybody’s excellent story . . . no particular pets, no fashionable prejudices. He was there, unmistakably, and however reechy it is almost sure to sound, in the service of the Short Story.


JOHN C. UNRUE: Initially, Salinger did not seem special as a writing student, showing little interest or enthusiasm while Burnett spoke.


WHIT BURNETT: He was a silent fellow. Almost never a question. Never a comment. I thought he was nothing.


DAVID SHIELDS: Burnett’s marriage to Martha Foley would end in 1941 and she would leave the magazine. A student in Burnett’s class, Hallie Abbett, whom he would marry and who would work with him on the magazine and various anthologies, described Salinger as a “grave, charming young man with an almost Egyptian quality of reserve.”


JAY NEUGEBOREN: Salinger even apologized to Burnett for being lazy and shut off emotionally during the first semester of the class; he was blocked, he said, because of psychological problems.


JOHN C. UNRUE: Salinger returned the next fall to take the course a second time.


JAY NEUGEBOREN: The second semester, pretty much the same thing.


PAUL ALEXANDER: On September 6, 1940, Salinger told Whit Burnett that he had decided to use the initials “J. D.” instead of “Jerome,” because he was afraid readers would confuse him with the writer Jerome Faith Baldwin. In mid-September Salinger submitted a story called “The Survivors” to Story and Burnett turned it down.


SHANE SALERNO: Burnett read William Faulkner’s “That Evening Sun Go Down” to the class.


J. D. SALINGER (“A Salute to Whit Burnett”):


In class, one evening, Mr. Burnett felt himself in the mood to read Faulkner’s “That Evening Sun Go Down” out loud, and he went right ahead and did it. . . . Almost anybody picked at random from a crowded subway car would have given a more dramatic or “better” performance. But that was just the point. Mr. Burnett very deliberately forbore to perform. He abstained from reading beautifully. It was as if he had turned himself into a reading lamp, and his voice into paper and print. By and large, he left you on your own to know how the characters were saying what they were saying. You got your Faulkner story straight, without any middlemen between.


JAY NEUGEBOREN: Toward the end of the second semester, Burnett noticed that his silent student was interested. He was engaged. He was animated.


WHIT BURNETT: He suddenly came to life. He began to write. Several stories seemed to come from his typewriter at once, and most of these were published.


PAUL ALEXANDER: Salinger turned in three stories, and Burnett was impressed; they were polished, sophisticated. They were the kind of stories that he didn’t often get from students at that level. Now remember, Salinger was only twenty years old, but even at that point Burnett realized that if Salinger was willing to make the kind of commitment that he would have to make to the craft of writing, his future was limitless. Based on Burnett’s encouragement, Salinger went home and wrote a story called “The Young Folks,” which he submitted to Burnett, and much to Salinger’s surprise, Burnett accepted it for his magazine and paid him twenty-five dollars. It was the first money J. D. Salinger ever made as a writer.
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Whit Burnett and his wife, Martha Foley, who together edited Story magazine.




SHANE SALERNO: When, on January 15, 1940, “The Young Folks” was accepted, Salinger wrote gratefully to Burnett, “I’m two cold sweaty hands. . . . I can draw a rejection slip with both hands tied behind me. Writing has been important to me since I was seventeen. I could show you a lot of nice faces I have stepped on to illustrate the point.”


PAUL ALEXANDER: “The Young Folks” has two hallmarks for which Salinger would become famous: an absolute dead-on accurate use of dialogue and a fascination, some might even say obsession, with the thinking and actions of young people.


J. D. SALINGER (“The Young Folks,” Story, March–April 1940):


“What do you do most of the time when you’re home week ends, anyway?” Edna asked.


“Me? I don’t know.”


“Sow the old wild oats, I guess, huh?”


“I don’t getcha,” Jameson said.


“You know. Chase around. Joe College stuff.”


“Naa. I don’t know. Not much.”


DAVID SHIELDS: Salinger told Burnett that if “The Young Folks” became a play, he wanted to portray the character William Jameson, since he was good at underacting.


JAY NEUGEBOREN: For a writer to be published in Story at that time, especially for a young writer who’d never been published before, gave the writer a self-confidence that we (and I think of myself as one of them) need to keep going. It validated them. It said, “You are a writer. You will be published. Keep going.”


J. D. SALINGER (“The Young Folks,” Story, March–April 1940):


Edna shifted her position at the railing. She lighted the remaining cigarette in her case. Inside, somebody had turned on the radio, or the volume suddenly had increased. A girl vocalist was huskying through the refrain from that new show, which even the delivery boys were beginning to whistle. No door slams like a screen door.


DAVID SHIELDS: When the story appeared, Salinger’s contributor’s note read, “J. D. Salinger, who is twenty-one years old, was born in New York. He attended public grammar schools, one military academy, and three colleges, and has spent one year in Europe. He is particularly interested in playwriting.”


SHANE SALERNO: In spring 1940, Salinger said that he “tried acting for a while . . . but I stopped because my writing is more important.”


PAUL ALEXANDER: Salinger had found the subject matter about which he was supposed to write. He’d been searching for a special character or milieu; much of this process of discovery was unspoken, even accidental. Then he came to understand that his unique vehicle for analyzing the world and making distinctive fiction was Holden Caulfield.


Just before the summer of 1940, Salinger realized he needed to get away. In the early days of the summer of 1940, Salinger headed out of Manhattan. On August 8, he mailed a postcard to Whit Burnett from Murray Bay, a charming resort in Quebec, telling him he was working on a long short story—a departure for Salinger, since his stories tended to be relatively short. On [September] fourth, he wrote Burnett to say he had decided to try an autobiographical novel; naturally, he would show it to Burnett first.


DAVID SHIELDS: In a September 6, 1940, letter to Elizabeth Murray, from a hotel in Murray Bay, Salinger wrote, “From the people I’ve met in my petty wanderings I’ve come to the conclusion that there must be a God. So many magnificent monsters could never perform so many magnificent blunders so regularly and eternally, etc—by sheer accident.”


SHANE SALERNO: “Slight Rebellion Off Madison” was Salinger’s first story focused on Holden Caulfield. Holden has not been expelled; he has just come home from Christmas vacation. He has a middle name, Morrisey, that never surfaces again.


IAN HAMILTON: In a letter to a friend, he admits without equivocation that the boy-hero Holden Caulfield is a portrait of himself when young.


PAUL ALEXANDER: As he had with “The Young Folks,” he wanted to write about rich, jaded teenagers from Manhattan. This time Salinger had come up with a new character around whom to focus the story, an animated yet neurotic teenage boy from the Upper East Side with the unusual name Holden Caulfield.


J. D. SALINGER (“Slight Rebellion Off Madison,” The New Yorker, December 21, 1946):


“Hey, Carl,” Holden said, “you’re one of these intellectual guys. Tell me something. Supposing you were fed up. Supposing you were going stark, staring mad. Supposing you wanted to quit school and everything and get the hell out of New York. What would you do?” . . .


“I’m in bad shape. I’m in lousy shape. Look, Sally. How would you like to just beat it? Here’s my idea. I’ll borrow Fred Halsey’s car and tomorrow morning we’ll drive up to Massachusetts and Vermont and around there, see? It’s beautiful. I mean it’s wonderful up there, honest to God. We’ll stay in these cabin camps and stuff like that till my money runs out. I have a hundred and twelve dollars with me. Then, when the money runs out, I’ll get a job and we’ll live somewhere with a brook and stuff.”


SHANE SALERNO: A little more than ten years later, Salinger had his New Hampshire cabin and brook and stuff.


—


DAVID SHIELDS: In the summer of 1941, Salinger was living with his parents in their Park Avenue apartment. His friend from prep school William Faison took him to Brielle, New Jersey, to visit his older sister, Elizabeth Murray, who introduced Salinger to Oona O’Neill. Salinger was floored by her beauty. He soon told Elizabeth that he was “crazy about Oona.”
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Oona O’Neill, age sixteen, New York City.




OONA O’NEILL: I knew he’d be a writer. I could smell it.


JANE SCOVELL: When she walked into a room, she just took people’s breath away.


Salinger had a lot of things going for himself, too. He was handsome. He was well-spoken. He was intelligent. He was published. He was everything. One thing’s for sure: they would have been damned attractive as a couple.


DAVID SHIELDS: Oona was impressed that Salinger was an up-and-coming writer who had published in Story, Esquire, and Collier’s.


SHANE SALERNO: Oona O’Neill was the daughter of playwright Eugene O’Neill, who had won the Nobel Prize in Literature five years earlier.


DAVID SHIELDS: She had grown up with a writer who was a friend of Whit Burnett—Salinger’s teacher at Columbia and the editor of Story.


LEILA HADLEY LUCE: She was original. She wasn’t like everyone else. I think this is why Salinger liked her so much, because the one thing she was never guilty of was any clichés or any banalities. She was totally original.


A. SCOTT BERG: It must have been a living hell to be a child or spouse of Eugene O’Neill. I can hardly imagine what that would have been like—to have lived with what was clearly an extremely dark soul.
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Oona O’Neill’s father, the Nobel Prize–winning playwright Eugene O’Neill, and family.




JANE SCOVELL: Eugene O’Neill was a genius—completely dedicated to his work—and a really rotten father. He wasn’t interested in children and he always said his real children were the characters in his plays.


ARAM SAROYAN: When Oona was very young, Eugene O’Neill, who had been drinking heavily, went off with a woman named Carlotta Monterey, who would become his lifelong amanuensis and manager. O’Neill essentially left Oona, along with Shane, her older brother.


JANE SCOVELL: Oona’s father walked out on her when she was three. She was crazy about him, and when she saw his picture in newspapers, she’d start crying. Her mother would try to console her, but the child was almost inconsolable. Being the daughter of a celebrated person, especially someone celebrated for his art like O’Neill, is pretty burdensome. For Oona, it wasn’t, “Oh, Daddy’s home, I can run and hug him and kiss him.” It was, “Daddy’s locked up in his room. He’s working. Keep quiet.” It was a rather tortured and not very happy childhood, I’m afraid.


SHANE SALERNO: Jerry Salinger and Oona agreed to see each other when they returned to Manhattan. They went to museums, movies, and plays; they met for dinner at cafés and restaurants and took long walks through Central Park, past the ducks that Salinger would immortalize a decade later in The Catcher in the Rye. That summer Salinger fell deeply in love with Oona.
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Oona O’Neill.




JOYCE MAYNARD: Jerry talked a lot about New York, the New York of his youth and his time with Oona O’Neill. He had quite a time in New York for a person who ultimately disavowed it.


LEILA HADLEY LUCE: Salinger and O’Neill made a gorgeous couple. He cut a dashing figure, with his dark good looks, his perfect posture, his thin athletic build. She was a radiant, classic beauty with extraordinary grace.


JANE SCOVELL: One of the things that attracted Oona to Salinger was the fact that he was a deep thinker and was interested in the problems adolescents have. Her adolescence, unlike his, was truly miserable. She came from a level of sorrow that breeds empathy. She was particularly empathetic toward men—older men—which really came out of her desire to have her father with her. Indeed she craved his company.


DAVID SHIELDS: Eugene O’Neill’s absence was the formative event of Oona O’Neill’s life.


A. SCOTT BERG: Oona O’Neill was someone who was clearly attracted to genius, and she knew it when she saw it.


JANE SCOVELL: Between the ages of sixteen and eighteen Oona O’Neill dated [New Yorker cartoonist] Peter Arno, Orson Welles, and then J. D. Salinger. It’s interesting to think of a sixteen-year-old girl holding such fascination for such an illustrious group of men. But remember, we’re talking about a young woman who was intellectually astute, beautiful, shy, loving. Quite an extraordinary young woman with a lot of things to offer these particular men.


GERALDINE McGOWAN: Salinger seems to be attracted to damaged women. He had a sixth sense for them. Oona O’Neill was damaged. I believe he loved her, as much as he could love any woman, but his image of what women are impedes him from truly knowing them. He so strongly has this sense that women don’t break. I think that’s why he chooses damaged women, even if he doesn’t recognize it.


JANE SCOVELL: After school Oona would do her homework and then she’d go to the Stork Club. The Stork Club was very clever to use this beautiful, intelligent, and well-known young woman as a symbol of their club. It was a very good advertising ploy to show everybody that this is where the daughter of our only Nobel Prize–winning playwright was hanging out. So much so that the headmistress of the Brearley School wrote a note to one of her teachers, saying, “Why is Miss O’Neill in the Stork Club? She’s sixteen!” They always photographed her with a glass of milk because, of course, she was underage. Still, “teenager” is a funny word to use for somebody like Oona, because she’s one of those people who was an old soul. She was very voluptuous as a young girl; I think she began to develop at around thirteen.
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The Stork Club, New York City.




LEILA HADLEY LUCE: The Stork Club was the place to be seen in New York City. You couldn’t walk in that club without seeing movie stars, politicians, even royals from Europe. It was at the Stork Club that Prince Rainier courted Grace Kelly. You always got to see who was there each night because their pictures were in the papers the next day.


You had people like Oona, Gloria [Vanderbilt], and Carol Marcus. They were wealthy. You have to give them a little credit, though. A lot of them had brains. These girls’ escapades were in the headlines: “Just look what Gloria Vanderbilt’s doing today! And, oh my! Look at Oona O’Neill!” We like to put them down and say, “Ah, dopey!” but they had brains.


STORK CLUB REGULAR: The show consists of common people looking at the celebrities and the celebrities looking in the mirrors, and they all sit popeyed in admiration.


JOHN LEGGETT: The three of them—Carol Marcus, Gloria Vanderbilt, and Oona O’Neill—were highly sophisticated girls about town. Although they were teenagers, they really knew how to deal with men, and all of them were focused on meeting and marrying someone rich and famous.


ARAM SAROYAN: Carol, Gloria, and Oona were the prettiest, most dazzling girls of their generation in the New York debutante scene. In their various ways, all three were orphans. They huddled together and became co-conspirators in making their lives together. That’s the nice thing about it: each of these young women was looking for a father or guardian to usher them into their adult lives. They weren’t necessarily looking for contemporaries, for life partners, as other young women might have been. It was a crazy generation of these injured, beautiful, and not quite actualized ladies—kind of a sad story underneath all the glitz.
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Oona O’Neill at a nightclub in New York.




Here she was, the famous Oona O’Neill of the Stork Club. Jerry Salinger, this young writer she knew, would give her a big song-and-dance about how tacky and insincere the Stork Club was, how they were only trying to boost their attendance at her expense. This only confirmed his worst fears of her superficiality. She wasn’t ready to cherish his sacred love. Well, she knew what he was interested in, and it was pretty much the same thing every other boy and man she knew was interested in. That being the case, she might as well marry someone rich and famous. She could see Jerry getting upset by such thoughts. His idea was she was supposed to be madly in love with the fact that he was a writer. Well, her daddy was a writer, too. And most writers made terrible husbands as well as terrible fathers, according to her most intimately detailed information.


JANE SCOVELL: Sometimes Salinger would get a little irritated with Oona, probably because she wasn’t giving him as much attention as he wanted.


J. D. SALINGER (The Catcher in the Rye):


Last year I made a rule that I was going to quit horsing around with girls that, deep down, gave me a pain in the ass. I broke it, though, the same week I made it—the same night, as a matter of fact.


SHANE SALERNO: In the fall of 1941, writing to Elizabeth Murray, Salinger called Oona “Bright, pretty and spoiled”; one month later, she is “cute as hell.” Then “Little Oona’s hopelessly in love with little Oona and as we all know and shout from convenient housetops, I’ve been carrying a torch for myself these twenty-odd years—Ah, two beautiful romances.”


ARAM SAROYAN: She was beautiful and Salinger loved her, adored her. Thought she was terrific and superficial. And was very annoyed at her superficiality! Typical writer, I guess.


J. D. SALINGER (The Catcher in the Rye):


Girls. Jesus Christ. They can drive you crazy. They really can.


—


SHANE SALERNO: Salinger had the agent Jacques Chambrun submit one story before he switched to F. Scott Fitzgerald’s agency, Harold Ober, where Salinger became a client of Dorothy Olding; they would work together for the next fifty years. Esquire turned down “Go See Eddie,” praising its “competent handling”; to Burnett, Salinger wrote that this “was like saying, ‘She’s a beautiful girl, except for her face.’ ”


PAUL ALEXANDER: Through his agent, Salinger had been submitting stories to the New Yorker for some time, all to no avail. On March 17, 1941, he submitted his story “The Fishermen” to John Mosher at the magazine. On Salinger’s cover letter, someone at the magazine had written in large block letters the word “NO,” then circled it.
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The New Yorker’s rejection of Salinger’s story “The Fisherman.”




PAUL ALEXANDER: The New Yorker rejected the next several stories: “Lunch for Three” (Mosher: “There is certainly something quite brisk and bright about this piece”), “Monologue for a Watery Highball,” “I Went to School with Adolph Hitler,” “Paula,” and “The Lovely Dead Girl at Table Six.”


DAVID SHIELDS: Salinger asked Dorothy Olding to send “Slight Rebellion Off Madison” to the New Yorker, which accepted it in November 1941 and probably planned to run it very soon, as it was a Christmas story. Salinger had fulfilled a dream, breaking into the New Yorker at just twenty-two. He wrote to William Maxwell, who would be editing the story, and told him he’d written another story about Holden but wasn’t going to send it in just yet.


PAUL ALEXANDER: For Salinger, to be in the New Yorker was to be accepted by the part of the literary community he cared about: people who worried about good writing, who wanted to make the writing as good as it could be. For Salinger, it meant that as a writer he had arrived.


SHANE SALERNO: On November 18, 1941, Salinger wrote to a young woman in Toronto, Marjorie Sheard, to inform her that he had a new piece coming soon in the New Yorker. He described the story as being about “a prep school kid on his Christmas vacation.” He indicated that his editor wanted an entire series on the character but that he wasn’t sure whether he wanted to go in this direction.


J. D. SALINGER, excerpt from letter to Marjorie Sheard, November 18, 1941:


I’ll try a couple more, anyway . . . and if I begin to miss my mark I’ll quit.


SHANE SALERNO: Salinger concluded the letter by asking for Marjorie’s reaction to “the first Holden story.”


—


FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT: The United States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the empire of Japan.
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Pearl Harbor, December 7, 1941, “a date that will live in infamy.”
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New Yorkers responding to the news of the attack on Pearl Harbor.




THOMAS KUNKEL: When World War II broke out, the editors at the New Yorker felt that “Slight Rebellion Off Madison,” this story about a young man and his personal rebellion, seemed trivial and beside the point. It didn’t seem appropriate to publish it in the magazine, so the editors put it on the shelf.


EBERHARD ALSEN: Four days after Pearl Harbor, Salinger wrote a letter to his literary mentor Whit Burnett and referred to “the sneaky bombing last Sunday.” He also mentioned that he immediately went to enlist in the army, but because of a slight heart ailment, he was “classified I-B with all the other cripples and faggets.” In the same letter, he says that “money is a far greater distraction for an artist than hunger,” and—after the New Yorker had decided, following Pearl Harbor, not to publish “Slight Rebellion”—complains that “somebody’s going around hollowing out all my little victories.”


DAVID SHIELDS: The I-B classification was given to those fit for only limited military service. “Cripples and faggets” is enormously telling of Salinger’s self-assessment, because the “slight heart condition” was almost certainly a convenient fiction to disguise the existence of a congenital deformity. While researching Salinger’s second meeting with Hemingway, which would take place in 1944 in the Hürtgen Forest, we discovered an unreported detail about Salinger’s physical condition. Werner Kleeman, who served with Salinger, told members of the Queens College WWII Alumni Veterans Project of the City University of New York that he heard Salinger tell Hemingway “that he didn’t think the army would take him . . . [because] he had only one testicle.” According to Kleeman, Hemingway told Salinger, “Those doctors were such fool[s]. With a touch of the finger, they could have put your other testicle down.” Kleeman said, “Salinger must have been all his life with one testicle.”


We were initially skeptical of this claim, but two women independently confirmed that Salinger had this physical deformity, about which, one of them said, he was “incredibly embarrassed and frustrated. [At the time] I knew nothing about men’s bodies, but it was a big deal to him. It wasn’t an injury. It was an undescended testicle.”


JOHN McMANUS: Before Pearl Harbor, and in the early stages of World War II, army doctors were quite selective with new recruits and draftees. When the doctors examined new men, they routinely rejected them for even the slightest physical or emotional problem. Many were turned away for heart murmurs, dental problems, hernias, and the like. In this kind of environment, a missing testicle would definitely have been grounds for immediate rejection. Later in the war, army standards were lowered. At that point, the service needed warm bodies and plenty of them. A missing testicle would not have mattered much anymore.


PAUL ALEXANDER: He was so upset [about his I-B classification] that he wrote a letter to Colonel Milton Baker, the headmaster of the Valley Forge Military Academy, asking his advice on what to do. Baker suggested he join up as a volunteer.


SHANE SALERNO: Earlier that same year, on February 15, 1941, Salinger and his Valley Forge friend Herbert Kauffman had sailed to the West Indies on a nineteen-day cruise as members of the social staff for the Kungsholm, organizing games and dancing with the single women.


PAUL ALEXANDER: Whether or not they were actually involved in the entertainment aspect of the cruise is not known. Even though it was a brief sojourn, the experience would stay with Salinger for years because it was the closest he ever came to the world of entertainment.


J. D. SALINGER (“A Young Girl in 1941 with No Waist at All,” Mademoiselle, May 1947):


The young man—his name was Ray Kinsella, and he was a member of the ship’s Junior Entertainment Committee—waited for Barbara at the railing on the portside of the promenade deck. Nearly all the passengers were ashore and, in the stillness and moonlight, it was a powerful place to be. The only sound in the night came from the Havana harbor water slucking gently against the sides of the ship. Through the moon mist the Kungsholm could be seen, anchored sleepy and rich, just a few hundred feet aft.


—


ARAM SAROYAN: Oona continued to date Salinger. On March 9, 1942, Eugene O’Neill wrote a postcard to his daughter, telling her he had been sick and thanking her for a picture of herself she had sent him. There were certainly plenty of pictures Oona had to pick from, since she was frequently in the papers. More than likely, this was not a press shot, as O’Neill hated what he regarded as the shallow, society-driven publicity his daughter was getting—a sentiment Salinger shared. These men in her life must have really become upset when, as had been expected, in the spring of 1942, on April 13, Oona was named Debutante of the Year. It would have been impossible for Salinger and O’Neill to miss the news. Stories of her selection, as well as photographs, were splashed across papers nationwide.


BETTMAN ARCHIVES, photograph caption, 1942: Oona O’Neill, No. 1 deb of the year, wears luminous silver jewelry on this black-and-crêpe and velvet dress—a striking contrast for blackout purposes. The heart-shaped pins are handwrought sterling silver by Mary Gage and Marjorie Ralston.


ASSOCIATED PRESS, photograph caption, 1942: Not “Glamour Girl No. 1,” but—in deference to the serious times hurting the Stork Club and other hideouts of the elite and near-elite—just plain “Debutante No. 1” is brunette Oona O’Neill, 17, daughter of playwright Eugene O’Neill, elected as the 1942 successor to Brenda Frazier and Betty Cordon in the Stork Club’s annual ceremony. Five feet four and 125 pounds, Miss O’Neill is a student at the Brearley School, hoping to study drama.


DAVID YAFFE: J. D. Salinger would have been more comfortable listening to old records than interacting with people. He didn’t want to be part of a scene.
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Oona O’Neill, Debutante of the Year, 1942.




J. D. SALINGER (The Catcher in the Rye):


There isn’t any night club in the world you can sit in for a long time unless you can at least buy some liquor and get drunk. Or unless you’re with some girl that really knocks you out.


DAVID SHIELDS: While Salinger was spending nights at the Stork Club with Oona, he was continuing to develop The Catcher in the Rye, in which his alter ego, Holden Caulfield, wearing his “people shooting hat,” would take dead aim at WASP society.


LEILA HADLEY LUCE: Salinger was a loner. He was not gregarious, but he wanted to be with Oona and he made concessions. It was a remarkable union, really, this classically beautiful young debutante dating this wisecracking, intellectual young man who was so above it all he had not even bothered to take college seriously.
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Oona O’Neill in her dressing room.




J. D. SALINGER (“The Long Debut of Lois Taggett,” Story, September–October 1942):


That winter Lois did her best to swish around Manhattan with the most photogenic of the young men who drank scotch-and-sodas in the God-and-Walter Winchell section of the Stork Club. She didn’t do badly. She had a good figure, dressed expensively and in good taste, and was considered Intelligent. That was the first season when Intelligent was the thing to be.


—


DAVID SHIELDS: By the spring of 1942, World War II had overwhelmed most other societal concerns, and Jerry Salinger was reassessed by the military. He was inducted—permanently, it seems.


SHANE SALERNO: The Oona O’Neill–J. D. Salinger love affair was interrupted by his going into the army.


DAVID SHIELDS: Salinger and Oona sent letters back and forth while he was in basic training, and his love for her deepened. Letters have a way of doing this to letter writers, especially to writers, especially to Salinger. He bragged to his army buddies, “This is my girlfriend,” and showed them modeling pictures of her.


HARVEY JASON: Salinger wrote to Oona O’Neill on a daily basis. Ten-page letters, sometimes even longer. Now that’s pretty extreme. I can only think he must’ve been out of his mind with adoration of this woman. It speaks of such an obsessive personality.


LEILA HADLEY LUCE: Now that they were separated, Jerry realized how thoroughly in love with Oona he was.


J. D. SALINGER: I would marry Oona tomorrow if she would have me.


DEBORAH DASH MOORE: For Jews, the war was about what was going on in the European theater. It was the war against Nazi Germany. They really wanted to fight Hitler. This was the motivation for many of the Jewish soldiers who volunteered. Someone like Salinger, who might have been given an opportunity to stay stateside and train other people, for example, would have wanted to go overseas. The choice to stay stateside would have meant that he couldn’t fulfill his desire to fight Hitler.


J. D. SALINGER (“Last Day of the Last Furlough,” Saturday Evening Post, July 15, 1944):


I want to kill so badly I can’t sit still. Isn’t that funny? I’m notoriously yellow. All my life I’ve even avoided fist fights, always getting out of them by talking fast. Now I want to shoot it out with people.


ALEX KERSHAW: Reclassified and drafted, Salinger reported to Fort Dix on April 27, 1942. He was twenty-three. More than likely, his serial number bore the classification of “H.”


DEBORAH DASH MOORE: When they were inducted, American soldiers were given a choice of what religious affiliation they wanted. They could take a “P” for Protestant, which would be marked on their dog tag. Or they could take a “C” for Catholic. If you were a Jew, they didn’t give you a “J”; they offered you an “H,” which stood for “Hebrew.” Now, “Hebrew” was a classification that had been used in immigration to identify Jews from many different countries. It was used during World War II as well, even though a “J” might have made more sense. In many ways, “Hebrew” represented an older, “nicer” way of talking about Jews. To put the “H” on the dog tag was a very significant decision; some guys regularly took it off. Later, during the fighting in Europe, some never flew with their dog tags. In other cases, guys always kept it on because they wanted the Germans to know, if they were captured, that it was Jews up there dropping the bombs.


PAUL ALEXANDER: Salinger decided he wanted to go to Officer Candidate School. To make such a step, which many recruits could not do, he needed letters of reference, and solicited Colonel Baker and Whit Burnett to write these letters.


COLONEL MILTON G. BAKER:


I am of the opinion that [Salinger] possesses all of the traits and character which will qualify him as an outstanding officer in the army. Private Salinger has a very attractive personality, is mentally keen, has above-average athletic ability, is a diligent worker, and thoroughly loyal and dependable. . . . I believe he would be a genuine credit to the country.


WHIT BURNETT:


I have known Jerry Salinger, who has taken work under me at Columbia University, for three years, and he is a person of imagination, intelligence, and capable of quick and decisive action. He is a responsible individual and it seems he would be a credit to an officer’s rank if he sets his mind in that direction.


J. D. SALINGER (“The Hang of It,” Collier’s, July 12, 1941):


The sarge almost had an attack of apoplexy. “Pettit,” he said, “you got no place in this man’s army. You got six feet. You got six hands. Everybody else only got two! ”


“I’ll get the hang of it,” said Pettit.


“Don’t say that to me again. Or I’ll kill ya. I’ll akchally kill ya, Pettit. Because I hatecha, Pettit. You hear me? I hatecha!”


“Gee,” said Pettit. “No kidding?”


“No kidding, brother,” said the sarge.


“Wait’ll I get the hang of it,” said Pettit. “You’ll see. No kidding. Boy, I like the Army. Some day I’ll be a colonel or something. No kidding.”


DAVID SHIELDS: The army turned down Salinger’s application for Officer Candidate School early in the summer of 1942.


SHANE SALERNO: When “The Long Debut of Lois Taggett” is published in the September 1942 issue of Story, Salinger writes, in his author’s note, “I’m in the Officers, First Sergeants and Instructors Prep School of the Signal Corps, determined to get that ole message through. . . . The men in my tent—though a nice damn bunch—are always eating oranges or listening to quiz programs, and I haven’t written a line since my re-classification and induction.”


ALEX KERSHAW: He was instead sent to Army Air Force basic flying school in Bainbridge, Georgia, where he taught English. In 1943 he was transferred to a base near Nashville, Tennessee, and promoted to staff sergeant, but he was still rankled by his failure to become a commissioned officer. He was re-stationed to Patterson Field in Fairfield, Ohio, and then to Fort Holabird, Maryland, where he became a special agent in the Counter Intelligence Corps.
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Salinger, Air Corps photo, 1943.




EBERHARD ALSEN: Around this time, Salinger wrote to Whit Burnett, “These people don’t understand that I’m not one of them, that I’m really just a neat infestation of pus. They’ve got me tagged as a Quiet, Intelligent Guy with one of them dry sense of humors.” In a later letter to Burnett, he would say, “My mind is never really with these people. I’ve been a short story writer since I was seventeen.”


ALEX KERSHAW: Salinger’s writing during this time, now that his life was consumed by the army, was largely about his military experience, including the short stories “Both Parties Concerned,” “Soft-Boiled Sergeant,” “This Sandwich Has No Mayonnaise,” and “Last Day of the Last Furlough”—all of which would be published in the coming months in Esquire and the Saturday Evening Post.


DAVID SHIELDS: One story that wasn’t published anywhere is “The Last and Best of the Peter Pans,” which Salinger withdrew from Story magazine without explanation, was never published anywhere, and is now housed at Princeton University’s Firestone Library (where it’s one of the few items of Salingeriana that can’t even be photographed), and per his instructions it can’t be published until fifty years after his death.


Prefiguring the extended bathroom colloquy in “Zooey,” the story is built around a lengthy conversation between Vincent Caulfield and his mother, an actress named Mary Moriarty. She hides a questionnaire the draft board has sent him; he erupts when he finds it, although, as the conversation continues, it becomes increasingly apparent that she was simply trying to prevent from happening to him what has already happened to her other son, Kenneth, who was killed in action. A third brother, Holden, is alluded to but remains offstage. Vincent’s younger sister, Phoebe, wears a coat that he finds adorable. So, too, Vincent mentions his baseball mitt, which is covered in poetry, foreshadowing Allie’s glove in The Catcher in the Rye. Even more striking is the story’s ending, in which Vincent realizes how sorry he feels for academicians locked away from life, for unkempt soldiers, for everyone who falls short of excellence, for himself for excoriating his mother when all she was trying to do was lock him away from the entrance to hell.
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