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To Gudrun

Life-Giver





Author’s Note



This book had its beginning as a magazine assignment in the fall of 1973—to cover a Graham crusade in North Carolina at a time when Watergate was still fitfully unfolding forth. Very soon, though, I began to suspect that the story of Billy Graham and what had become his peculiar meaning in the life of this country might be a matter somewhat larger than a magazine exercise. It seemed to me that Graham presented one of those figures in whom something elemental in the character of a people and an age—in this case, Mid-America since World War Two—comes into a singular focus. It wasn’t only that he had served for over two decades as high pastor to the proud and mighty and prosperous of the land. More than that, he himself constituted something like the very embodiment of the common American righteousness—what has lasted, really since Plymouth, as the particular American sense of the upright, the American godliness and goodness.

How I wanted to tell this story, though, was through frequencies of feeling, mood, characterization—of realization—fuller to the reality than simple blank reportage or essay-like critiquing: that is, while carefully answering to the journalistic integrities of accuracy and equitableness, to write about the entire man and the entire matter with the deepest possible registers and sensings. Through all the years that Graham has abided as a familiar presence in the nation’s popular life, it seems the actuality of the man himself—his personal heft and textures and humors—has continued to be rather vaguely, flatly apprehended. He has existed in the general perception largely as a cliché, a kind of animated manikin. One reason for this, I think, is that all wider-range book takes of him have been more or less the handiwork of specially interested parties—whether diligently admiring or indicting, all principally arguments with their homiletic points to make. But the interests of neither commendation nor censure ever serve the fullest understandings, because life and human character are finally larger than all polemics, all forensics.

What I began to find was that there had accreted over the years a virtual Comstock Lode of unmined lore on Graham and his career, along with a multitudinous cast of attendant players throughout his past who had never really been engaged for a truly deep-dimensioned biography of him. At the same time, having grown up myself as the son of a Southern Baptist preacher in much the same religious barometrics that made up Graham’s world, I felt in a way that I already knew him, in a sense that I’d known him all my life. One must still remain always wary of such presumptions, of course. But after tracking through all the ponderous archive of commentary that has accumulated after Graham through the years, and then passing a long time among all that material out in the field, I wanted to commence the writing as if no one had ever tried to tell it before—so that, when it was finished, both Graham’s faithful and his critics, as well as those simply curious about him, would at the least know the man as they’d never known him before.

 

Perhaps I should indicate at the outset that the research—a more detailed record of which can be found at the close of this story—over thirty volumes alone on Graham and his career, extensive newspaper files, along with some 280 magazine pieces from 1949 to the present, but most of all a long succession of interviews ranging from Charlotte to Los Angeles to Toronto to Tampa, which included Graham and members of his family, his associates and old acquaintances, a number of whom I returned to for second and third sessions, continuing on in this live research until I reached a point where I found material beginning to repeat to a substantial degree. In some cases, I have elected to leave a source unnamed, even though it was not requested, when it seemed that specific identification might afford that party unnecessary discomfiture. In every instance possible, though, for what I considered especially pertinent or novel details, I tried to plot a coordinate of at least two sources, and often wound up with more. Certain remarks or circumstances or situations that I may have encountered first in reading I posed again to Graham and his people or other parties, not only for confirmation but for a fuller illumination and amplification. In particular, aspects and descriptive specifics of scenes in the past, if not actually mentioned in reference sources, came from direct queries—down to such details as “What do you remember the weather being like that afternoon?…In what tone of voice do you remember hearing him say that?” I also visited as many as possible of this story’s settings that have remained virtually the same—for instance, the grounds of that moss-muffled Bible academy outside Tampa with its golf course where, one anguished late night almost forty years ago, Graham more or less relinquished the earth and gave himself up to heaven. In addition, for other particulars of description, I consulted slide collections, old photographs, private film reels dating back to around 1938, and, at Graham’s World Wide Studios in Burbank, unedited footages and film documentaries going back to 1949.

The interviews with Graham himself included a first talk of perhaps two hours at his home above Montreat, North Carolina; scattered periods with him through a crusade in San Diego; but most of all, two marathon sessions over two separate days in Montreat, both of which lasted almost literally from breakfast straight through on past dusk.

 

It may be that, for this sort of biography, one just naturally, unconsciously, enters into a self-identification with one’s subject that would be something like an experiential, Stanislavski method of biography—in a way, one becomes for a while who and what one will be writing about; one comes to exist inside of it all in a kind of suspension of one’s own sensibilities and persuasions. In this instance, at least, very soon on moving into the live research out in the field, I was taken not only with a huge liking for and empathy with Graham, but with the greatest enthusiasms about everything around him. But the difficulty is that, when one arrives at the point where one has to begin the actual writing of it, one necessarily must withdraw into a detachment, a remove almost of impersonality—the only way, interposing that distance, to recognize the largest, last realities of the matter. And in this last stage of the work, one is totally alone, one belongs to no loyalties whatsoever other than the important meanings of the man and the story.

Whatever may be their differences now with the imports of this personal history of Graham and his ministry, to Graham himself and his people I would like to say that, among those final detached perspectives out of which it was written, was assuredly to measure and play everything against the nature and implications of Jesus’ own ministry and message—against the original. So in that sense, it can be considered also a religious account—in fact, for it to have any real authenticity, no way it could have escaped that.

 

Last, I must express my great appreciation to the following: to Billy’s family and his community of friends, but especially to Billy himself for his time and his openness; to Roger Donald, senior editor at Little, Brown, for both his logistical and editorial ministrations that carried this book on through to delivery, and to his wife, Diana, for her own gallant courtesies and graciousness; for a varied range of other assistances, to James T. Roe III, Sterling Lord, Robert Silvers, Berry Stainback, Steve Gelman, Jonathan Larsen, Franklin Ashley, Ed Kopeschka, Robert She-heen, Timothy Skidmore; in a more personal way, to Anne and Jack Williamson, and Emily and Joe Cumming, simply for splendid times of congregating and talk that enspirited more than they could have supposed; a particular gratitude and appreciation, for their long and patient cheerfulness (and no slight secretarial assistances), to Eva Reuter, and Nona Reuter, and Thomas too—and to my mother and father, for their many vital solicitudes through the course of this work. A very special debt I owe to my children—Katrina, Carson, and Shannon—for all the time over the past two years they have not had with their father.

But finally, I owe more than I could ever recount here to Gudrun, my wife.









MARSHALL FRADY: A SON OF THE SOUTH

David Halberstam




Marshall Frady was young and singularly gifted when we first met, almost, I sometimes thought, as if he had been touched, because it all seemed to come so easily to him. We were all young writers back then, caught at the same place at the same moment in our careers, all of us a little overheated, thrilled with what we had already accomplished, but desperately wanting more. That is, we had advanced from newspapers to magazines, were making a living with words, and were being handsomely rewarded by the compliments of our peers (and mistakenly thinking that that was what mattered). We all, of course, longed for more, we all wanted to take our careers to the next level and become writers of books rather than of magazine pieces. My own sights—for we all had our literary heroes—were on men like Theodore White and Murray Kempton, and Marshall, I suspect, hungered to write novels eventually, great gothic literary masterpieces, with a fine Faulknerian undertow, for Faulkner always lived in the deepest part of Marshall’s literary subconscious.

Marshall loved words. Writers are men and women of ideas and events and words, and Marshall appreciated all of those, but he was more than anything else a man of words. He used them extraordinarily well and took uncommon pleasure in putting them in play. He was, in terms of style, the ultimate antiminimalist. His phrasing was always ornate, rich, but not, I think, florid—the words, and I think this is important, always had a purpose. He did not say simple things simply; he endowed words richly with a kind of special Fradyian touch—that is, he did not use them as an end in themselves. Quite the opposite. He had a wonderfully original literary and political sensibility, and there were always images that he was trying to create, places he wanted to take the reader. His was in no way a neutral presence. If you were reading one of his pieces, in effect visiting George Corley Wallace in Alabama or Lester Maddox in Georgia, you were always aware that Marshall was traveling with you, and that you were seeing these men through the brilliant, almost biblical prism that he supplied. He was a man of the South and a writer of the South, and because he had such a fine instinct for rogues, he could, if need be, go high South or low South. He did not, so to speak, travel on the interstate; he much preferred the old side roads, and as such most of his journeys were low South, because that was where all the rascals—he was part rascal himself—lived and played. He was, said Anne Rivers Siddons, the novelist who knew him when they were both young, half Southern aristocrat, and half Southern undertaker.

He did not just write that way, with the shadow of Faulkner over him, but he spoke that way as well. That too was completely natural, as though it were in his DNA. His father was a Baptist preacher, a man who had had to make his living by his beliefs, wits, and, lest we ever forget, his voice, in a difficult time in a poor part of the country as yet unblessed by affluence; thus the richer and more spellbinding your voice, the bigger your audience, and the fuller your collection box. Marshall always spoke reverently of his father, of the kind of man he was, with a genuine respect for what he did and the kind of life he lived; that Baptist experience was, I suspect, more a part of him than he had originally thought. He was shaped by it, by his father’s voice, blended as it was with his own formidable literary sensibility. Marshall was a Southern preacher manqué who did not want to be thought of as a preacher—though preach he did from the pages of America’s best magazines—just as he was a man of exquisite literary sensibility who did not want to be thought of as a literary swell, but whose last published work was in the pages of The New York Review of Books, which is the hometown journal of the swellest of the swells.

When you talked to Marshall, the conversation was never flat and never ordinary. I sometimes thought I could almost see the process take place—Marshall deciding what it was he wanted to say and routing it through that part of his brain where his father, Faulkner, and his other literary heroes lurked, and then in time it came out, exceptionally full, as if scripted in the nineteenth century rather than the twentieth, ready, I sometimes thought, to be set in type and printed as spoken. What you got from him, thought his friend Bill Hedgepeth, who knew him over some forty years, “was a kind of perpetual performance art.” With almost anyone else the verbal byplay might have seemed pretentious, but not with Marshall; it was simply Marshall being Marshall. Faulkner was, I thought, always with him, “an experience that a lot of Southern boys spend the rest of their lives trying to recover from,” he once wrote in a reflective, highly personal introduction to a collection of pieces called Southerners. But Frady, noted the shrewd and very admiring essayist Hal Crowther in The Oxford American, “didn’t try as hard as some.” Crowther once discovered a 255-word sentence, without a single semicolon, in that introduction to Southerners. I’m sure Willie Morris and Bob Kotlowitz, who edited him when we were at Harper’s, caught comparable manifestations of the same virus, smiled, and let them pass through into the magazine.

He was, I should add, always a wunderkind, even before he had written and published anything, always a writer, because that’s what he saw himself as being. The epiphany—that he was a writer, or at least wanted to be—had come to him while still in high school because he had been reading Shakespeare and had loved not merely the prose, but the fact that Shakespeare, on the Richter scale of durability, had lasted a long time, over four hundred years. That signified an admirable kind of immortality, unmatched by that of anyone else he knew of in Augusta. He started out as a journalist in the midsixties working for the far-from-liberal Augusta newspapers. (When his pal Will Campbell introduced him to a friend as a reporter, Marshall was irate. “I’m a journalist,” he said proudly, as if declaring a certain class distinction.) His timing in entering the profession could not have been better. It was a good time for a young Southern boy to be starting out—the entire region was caught in incipient revolution, the old order was being challenged and at least part of it was collapsing, and the darker side of its soul, which had lurked for so long just beneath the surface, had reluctantly come into the light in order to fight off the challenge. In 1966, looking for a second man in the Newsweek Southern bureau because business on the race beat was booming, Joe Cumming, the bureau chief, was told of a young man working for the Augusta newspaper in Atlanta, named Marshall Frady, all of twenty-five. That boy, he was told, surely can talk and he surely can write.

He was in effect already a star, young and strikingly good looking. Cumming interviewed him, was absolutely charmed, loved the sound of his voice and the way he thought. Still, he might have talked like a reporter, but whether he could write like one was another thing, and so Cumming asked him to write something. “He stayed up all night writing. The next morning he turned in a seventeen-page piece—I think on himself, I’m not even sure I remember what it was about. All I remember was how good it was. We hired him of course, but I knew that he was not long for Newsweek, that he was going on to other things…. He was,” Cumming added, “a warlock,” that is, an enchanter or a seducer in the way he used words. The other thing that Cumming understood, startling of itself, was that the gift had always been there, “that he had been writing that way since high school.” He worked for Newsweek for about two years, but there was always another project in the background. Two years later, in 1968, the book on George Wallace was published—and it was nothing less than an American classic. What Robert Penn Warren had done in fiction with Huey Long, Marshall Frady did in nonfiction with Long’s lineal descendant, one more in the long line of American Populist demagogues, this one with almost no redeeming side. In a way he gave Wallace more immortality than he properly deserves—if anyone remembers George Corley Wallace one hundred years from now, it may be because Marshall Frady took the time to see him and understand him and present him to us in all his true meanness and cruelty, the damage he did to so many people unsoftened by the passage of time. The book catapulted Frady to fame and great collegial admiration, if not to personal wealth. “I read it when I was a young reporter for the Huntsville Times,” said Jim Wooten, who thereupon went on to a distinguished career with The New York Times and a twenty-five-year career as one of television’s best foreign correspondents, “and I decided that if I could write something like that my life on earth would be worth it.”

The timing of that book, and of the rest of his work, is important. A profound change was taking place in nonfiction letters, driven as it was by a kind of tectonic change in the technology of communications. Television was at once destroying certain newspapers and magazines, taking their advertising away, and in their death throes a good number of them opened up their pages to a freer, more personal kind of journalism as they never had before, when they were wealthier and surer of themselves, and had insisted on a more formulaic kind of reporting. At the same time, print editors, finding that television was by far the faster carrier, were looking for something that print could offer that television could not match, places where a lone journalist armed with only a pencil could go but where a large team with a camera and sound equipment could not. The result of this, first in magazines and then later coming more slowly in newspapers, was a flowering of nonfiction writing and the coming of a more personal, more literary journalism. It was known in the beginning as the New Journalism (a title, I always thought, that was absolutely wrong—it was classic journalism that had been practiced throughout history but had been pushed aside in recent years for a rather modern, odorless version, which attempted to create a kind of bloodless objectivity). The leader of the new breed, its most expert practitioner, writing primarily for Esquire, was Gay Talese, and Marshall Frady was soon one of its leading stars. It is interesting to note that Talese, of Italian-American ancestry, in two of his most famous pieces, on Joe DiMaggio and Frank Sinatra, was exploring his own roots and ethnic subculture, and thus in some way himself, while Frady, in most of his great pieces—which constituted an epic journey in search of Southern reprobates—was also discovering his.

It was a perfect time for him to come of age as a nonfiction writer. Print was momentarily in a kind of standoff with television (though television was sure to win, and it was a standoff that would last no more than ten or fifteen years, just long enough for a writer to show his or her stuff). The libel laws were more liberal and flexible—if you were writing about a public figure, you had a lot more freedom than you would have had ten years earlier, and you could say harder, truer things without being hauled into court. At the same time a new generation of editors had effectively suspended all the old rules of what you could and could not do in a book or a magazine piece. It was an era tailor-made for Marshall; he had, I think, always been the Great Marshall Frady, even before he had written a single word, and now he was a genuine star, one of the beau ideals of a new generation, and he bore the special reputation that everyone in the business quietly seeks but is bestowed on very few indeed: he was known as a writer’s writer. It was as if somehow the gods of journalism, knowing that he was coming along, had prepared things so he could flower in his chosen profession in this wonderful, ever freer era where there were fewer rules and restraints.

Marshall and I met in 1970. The Saturday Evening Post was closing down, one more victim of the profound changes taking place in the world of journalism, marking the migration of advertising money from print to television. I had helped hire him before I met him. When the Post went down, Willie Morris, who was the editor of Harper’s and who used me as something of a literary scout, asked for a list of names from the Post that he should go after as contributing editors, and I suggested three on my first list—Joan Did-ion and John Gregory Dunne, who were married, and Marshall. Joan had already signed a contract to write a column for Life, and John Dunne wanted to write books, but Marshall quickly accepted the offer. It was the perfect mooring for him, under the aegis of Willie, who was almost preternaturally talented himself, the son then and forever of Yazoo City, Mississippi, almost professionally Southern and a great admirer of good writing (and something of a closet Faulknerite). Willie was surely the editor that Marshall had always wanted to work for, and Marshall was the writer that Willie had always wanted to publish.

Marshall was twenty-eight at the time, and Willie probably all of thirty-five. We were, I suppose, in the eyes of older colleagues, a bunch of children. Willie wanted to make Harper’s a home for writers, and he knew how to do it: he got the best writers of an era to write for him, knowing that if he published them, then the others would want to publish there as well. It was not by chance that he published a huge chunk of Bill Styron’s The Confessions of Nat Turner, nor by chance that Norman Mailer’s brilliant piece on the march on the Pentagon—arguably his best work ever—a mere one hundred thousand words or so, was published in its entirety for, as I recall, about $10,000. Willie’s way with writers was simple—he would try to find out what it was that they wanted to cover, give them their head, and trust that writers directed by both their heart and their intellect would do their best work. He was almost always right.

Harper’s was the perfect place to showcase Marshall’s great ability. It did not bother Marshall that he was in some way out of step with the times, when less was becoming more, and if you were as he was, a maximalist rather than a minimalist, the critics might on occasion come down on you. He had his voice, it was very much his own, and he was like Ted Williams and his swing—he had it, it worked, and he was not about to let anyone tinker with it. I think Marshall was the most talented of our group, the one whose work the rest of us most wanted to read when it came in. Bob Kotlowitz, who was our managing editor, once told me that of our group, Marshall was the one he most liked to edit, because there was no ceiling to his work—there was simply no telling how good he was going to be one day.

Our group did not last long. The same pressures that were destroying Collier’s, The Saturday Evening Post, Life, and Look, and eventually squeezed even Esquire, soon got to us. We had thought we were immune to those pressures because of benign ownership in Minneapolis, the fact that our editorial budget was so small—for we made about half of what our colleagues at The Saturday Evening Post had been making—and, we also thought, because the magazine was so good, but we were soon to be disillusioned. We lost money, and there was no chance that we were ever going to make any. We were—and none of us wanted to admit it, for we thought of ourselves, with the cockiness of self-employed writers, as the ultimate in professional independence—a charity case, and we were going to be treated as such by the ownership. Willie turned out to be an infinitely more talented arbiter of literary matters than of fiduciary ones. By 1971 it was over. I think it was hardest on Marshall. He was already an established star and there were offers from other magazines, but the magazine dollar, under the best of circumstances, when you had a semigenerous contract from the magazine, was even then a hard one and getting harder—it was a little like finishing up a five-thousand-meter race, stumbling over the finish line, and, as you are being revived by friends, water still being poured over your forehead, being asked by your editor what your next piece was and when he might have it. You were always behind, in terms of work promised, work delivered, bills arrived, and dollars owed to creditors.

Marshall was probably a little worse in that regard than the rest of us. He was not just a very good writer, but a surprisingly, if idiosyncratically, disciplined professional, and deadlines were always met, but he did not have a great commercial touch. Why that is, I am not sure. It was quite possible that members of the great American reading public, noting in some book review section that Frady’s book on Wallace was the definitive one, decided they already knew more about George Corley Wallace than they wanted. His books did not easily buy him the time that writers needed, and he was a world-class romantic, a little too charming on occasion for his own good, as I have suggested, much given to falling in love with love and marrying a bit too often, and he had little sense about (or for that matter interest in) how to prorate the money he got for advances over the period required to do the book in question. When he got a wonderful (for the time and for him) $100,000 advance for his book on Billy Graham, his first instinct was to throw an immense party.

It was not surprising that in time, constantly pressed by financial responsibilities, he joined the migration from print to television. He was hardly alone. The magazine world was in decline: some magazines were dying; some were merely pathologically sick; some, though successful, had become too specialized. The book world was changing too—as television became more powerful, it changed the value system of the country and the value system of print, the subject matter becoming less serious each year, more about entertainment, celebrities, and other deservedly transitory figures of the popular culture. Of all my colleagues who went over to television, I worried most about Marshall. In television, pictures or images were of the essence; words were not secondary, they were, at best, tertiary. The best television news writers I knew, Charles Kuralt and Jim Wooten, learned how to be minimalists with words—poetic men still, but their writing was the equivalent of cut-lines to the photographs, and by the nature of the medium was doomed to be understated and ancillary. Marshall was, whatever else, not a minimalist, nor much given to understatement. He went there, did well at it, but I doubt the psychic rewards were those he had sought when he started tracking Shakespeare back in high school.

Mercifully, even as he worked in television he kept writing. The subjects he took on during that career are revealing: Billy Graham, Jesse Jackson, George Wallace, and Martin Luther King and the rogues of the Southerners. “It was as if,” said Will Campbell, a great figure of the civil rights movement, a minister himself, and a kind of wannabee rogue, “he was always in search of himself—that this was all part of a lifelong journey of discovery.” Billy Graham’s people were not happy with the book when it came out, for while it was in no way harsh or unsympathetic, to no small degree it demythologized and made human the Reverend Graham. In it he sometimes seems smaller than the forces gathered around him—perhaps a bit innocent, and perhaps not worldly enough to understand the various manipulations that others, less innocent, might have in mind for him—but an immensely decent and sincere man whatever else. Writing about Graham, Marshall later said, had been unusually difficult to do. “He was more about a kind of denatured, cool, sterilized albeit Wagnerian niceness of righteousness, himself being as clean and shadowless and simple and sunny as an April morning.” When the Graham book came out there were rumbles of unhappiness from some of Graham’s people because of that, with fingers from various underlings pointed at each other as if to find out who had let this man Frady inside the tent to discover not so much the reverend’s warts as his humanity and, perhaps more than anything else, how ordinary he was. It is in that book, as Hal Crowther has acutely pointed out, that perhaps the most telling exchange of all in terms of Marshall’s own autobiography can be found. At one point Graham asks Frady, “What is your own spiritual standing?” “I would have stammered and stared,” Crowther notes, but Frady answers quite promptly. “Well, I don’t know that I have accepted Jesus exactly in the sense you would mean, but I believe in him, I love him, he’s a living reality to me.”

Marshall was drawn in a different way to Jesse Jackson, a Baptist preacher too, but very different from Graham, a black son of South Carolina, an illegitimate child, as talented a man as he is a wounded one. By the nineties, as Frady began to pursue Jackson, the Reverend Jackson had generally lost much of his standing with the senior American media people—there was a sense, for lack of a better summation, of Jackson turning into too much of a media figure, and thus something of a cartoon of himself, more oriented, and even addicted, to the presence of television cameras than perhaps to the gospel, his very cadence from the pulpit, once enthralling, now increasingly too easy to imitate and mock, regrettably more and more a caricature of what he and the movement had been. But Marshall looked a little longer, deeper, and I suspect more generously, and saw all the wounds and all the talent, bound up as they were in a tragic kind of insecurity. He was, Marshall once said in an interview about Jackson, in words at least as revealing about Frady as about his subject, “prodigious, prodigally gifted, but with chasmic insecurities despite all he’s done. That aggrieved and brooding little boy growing up solitary and outcast in Greenville is very much in him—the bottomless hungers of old hurts…I could never have guessed all this about him when I started out. But Jackson’s story is one you don’t come across every day. He’s way beyond just a journalistic or political figure. He’s fully got the magnitude of some character in say, Ibsen, Dostoyevsky, Richard Wright, Graham Greene, [or] Dreiser. Even close to the Euripidean, if I may so venture.”

I mourned slightly when Marshall went over to television. I thought that the people who ran it would never entirely respect what he was and what he did, and that turned out to be both true and untrue; to their credit they knew that they had an original, and they cut him more slack than they did most people who had comparable ambitions—if not comparable talent—and had made comparable journeys. But it was not where he should have been. Fortunately, he kept writing books even as television seduced him and he in turn seduced television. He never lost his marvelous literary skill—he retained the touch of the warlock, as Joe Cumming had put it. What is remarkable about his body of work is how well it stands up, that it is curiously timeless—as so much of the journalism of that era is not—that it comes together finally not as fragments but as a whole, a universe of George Wallace, Billy Graham, Jesse Jackson, Martin Luther King, and all the contemporary Snopeses and other tricksters and dime-store rascals who populate his book Southerners, as if all of it put together forms a kind of autobiography, a kind of chorus for what is finally a portrait of self, albeit seen through the reflections of others. But the work stands, wonderfully original, ever rich and ever fresh—“Prose too exuberant to die,” in Hal Crowther’s lovely epitaph.








Billy Graham



But the form of Billy Budd was heroic…the moral nature seldom out of keeping with the physical make…. A virtue went out of him, sugaring the sour…. Much of a child-man…he possessed that kind and degree of intelligence going along with the unconventional rectitude of a sound human nature, one to whom not yet has been proffered the questionable apple of knowledge…. Nor unaware was he of the peculiar favorable effect his person and demeanor had upon the more intelligent gentlemen of the quarterdeck….

HERMAN MELVILLE,

Billy Budd, Foretopman








PROLOGUE



—Then, from about two in the afternoon, I’m in the room. I go over the sermon. I have to be alone. Even my wife doesn’t disturb me; I like to go to the service physically refreshed. Toward the late afternoon, I lie down to about five-thirty…. I dream sometimes, in a very light sleep.

—What do you dream?

—I dream…well, I dreamed I was in another country, and they held the presidential election here, and I didn’t know who had won. I went all around asking people, but nobody would tell me who had won….


He awakes, opens his eyes into the vacant and spacious hush of his dim motel suite, the drapes drawn. For an instant, it could be a room anywhere in the world—Miami, Hong Kong, Seattle, Jerusalem—the span of carmine carpet with a pair of vaguely Mediterranean lounging chairs sitting over by the veiled window, the shadowy glaze of the television screen, glasses wrapped in cellophane resting on the tiny plastic wafer of a tray atop a frail desk, on the walls the few pale indefinite scenes of wraithy gondeliers, anonymous piazzas. There is no sound, no sign of what actually lies outside beyond the muffling fabrics of the closed drapes, only a dull lurk of light around their edges. He swings up and hangs at the edge of the bed for a moment, and then snaps on the small glow of the lamp over the telephone—this is North Carolina, of course, this is Raleigh now.

He will be leaving for the service in an hour. In the bitter white glare of the bathroom, he briefly showers, moves about with small clinks and rustlings. Before finally setting out for the stadium, standing before his own towering solitary image in the dresser mirror, he sips lightly from a cup of thin tea.

 

Already they have begun hauling in out of the wide darkening spaces of the countryside—from all directions, an endless converging of cavalcades over the dust-hazed parking field, old school buses enameled now in candy-bright tints, heaving and wheezing in one after another, strung with banners, CALVARY METHODIST CHURCH—HONK IF YOU LOVE JESUS, IMMANUEL BAPTIST CHURCH—GOD’S IN-CROWD, steadily spilling forth a scrubbed and cheerful multitude, neatly combed and barbered, matrons in spun-glass bouffants and rhinestone butterfly spectacles nestling Bibles in their arms, their men in pastel leisure suits with binocular cases slung over their shoulders, all moving in little murmurous rills and shoals everywhere over the grass with a sedate briskness—a continuous unloading under the high white flare of the stadium lights like some systematic unpacking of population out of the far comfortable deeps, the Swiss-cupboard kitchens and pine-paneled dens, the dishwasher hums and color-TV luminescences, of Inner America. They are still filling the stands, brimming on up to the last top tiers, on up to the very edge of the empty dimming sky, with faint scattered waftings of sweet perfume, soap, Aqua-Velva, pizza and fried chicken from the supper tables they have just left, toothpaste, Juicy Fruit gum, like a mingling pleasant incense tinging the chill blue evening—as the service commences with a vast organ-billowing surf of singing over the high parapets and chasms of the stadium: “O Lord, my God, when I in awesome wonder consider all the worlds Thy hands hath made; I see the stars, I hear the rolling thunder, Thy power throughout the universe displayed”—mighty Christ-anthems, exultant with virtue, surging and pealing against the pale twilight sky slowly extinguishing into night, “Then sings my soul, my Savior, God, to Thee! How great Thou art! How great Thou art!…” There is about it an authentically skin-prickling pageantry, a certain fugitive Nuremberg grandeur, its effect being to somehow translate the snug tidy modest respectability of this host of ordinary citizens suddenly into a dimension of galactic splendor; it is niceness cast on a scale of Wagnerian majesty. And as the mammoth choir behind the field platform is swelling into the last celestial cascadings of “The Lord’s Prayer,” and everyone’s head is bowed, abruptly and almost stealthily he comes striding, swiftly, over the grass along the sidelines.

Tall and preened in a shimmerous dark suit, even now at middle age he still has that look of some blond, gallant, crystal-eyed prince out of a Nordic fairy tale—young Hansel grown to a stalwart golden manhood, unaging, changeless. His Bible snuggled in one hand to his chest and his chin sturdily clamped in a resolute little smile, he moves with long rapid swipes of his legs in a small immediate space of aloneness, among an encircling bevy of security guards in sober suits, walkie-talkies cupped discreetly in their palms—an entrance curiously like a small idle reflection of the comings and goings also, in this late September of 1973, of his auspicious friend, President Nixon.

When everyone then lifts his head at the end of the choir’s chorale, he is discovered suddenly and simply delivered onto the stage down there before them. All over the stadium, there is a myriad glimmering of binoculars. Among this evening’s platform gallery of miscellaneous notables—a lieutenant governor, a football coach, a vaguely famed television songstress—he sits composed and motionless, his hands folded formally over the Bible in his lap, his long thin legs elegantly crossed and his theatrical, luxuriously maned Viking’s countenance lifted just a little in musing abstraction into the middle air, as the current Miss North Carolina swims up to the pulpit mike in a scintillant gown to trill, “I’m so excited to be here with all these people. Listen—are yawl depressed or lonely? If you are, I’ve got a little song for you,” and in a breathless little-girl’s voice, proceeds to lilt thinly, “It’s a wonderful, wonderful day….”

At last, he arises, swoops to the pulpit. “I’m going to ask now that there be no walking around, no moving of any kind, no talking.” His voice comes like an abrupt, startling clash and boom of bronze. “Only one person moving around in a great stadium like this can distract many people, and there are those here tonight who have great burdens that need to be lifted, sins that need to be forgiven—” He takes a step back from the pulpit and cocks one hand, palm downward, against his hip, his other arm swinging high like a windmill’s blade in the air over the host banked around him. “Battles will be going on all over this stadium tonight, greater battles than are ever fought on this athletic field—battles of the soul, with all eternity hanging in the balance. And while I am talking to you, there will be another voice deep down inside speaking to you. That voice will be the voice of the Spirit of God….”

From the far altitudes of the stadium, his figure is tiny and miniaturized, like a dwindled and hectically gesturing form viewed through the wrong end of a telescope, but as he circles and paces the pulpit, actually seeming to stalk it with a rapt swarming urgency, all of his movements, his long arms looping and lashing and whisking downward like a flourishing of scimitars in the air, are all minutely and precisely distinct, absolutely discernible. It’s as if he had been singularly constructed, with his El Grecan attenuation of limb, to be perceived across great distances, among huge spaces. But down at the field platform itself, there is an odd intimate calm of detachment from the throng ranged panoramically around him, as if the area here were contained within some glass bell of solitude—some secret hush of remoteness and privacy, with the magnolia leaves arrayed around the edges of the platform quietly clacking in a black night wind, the pages of his Bible ruffling and slapping in stray small whispers, his vented coattails flipping and muttering as he strides and wheels about the pulpit.

—Yes, it’s a strange thing, but when I begin to preach, I feel almost totally alone. It’s almost as if I’m not even aware of the thousands and thousands of people out there. I’m preaching just to the first six inches in front of my face….

His voice clangors beyond him in surreal amplification like the shout of a titan over the expanse of the stands. “We have seen during the past few weeks how morally weak we really are in this country. It seems almost that some sinister force has taken hold of our country and is ripping it apart….” In fact, it is a period, with the Senate Watergate Hearings still in progress, when magnesium flares seem to be dropping everywhere over dark unsuspected landscapes of evil in Washington, but this is his only allusion, random and fleeting, to those successive lurid illuminations that have begun now inexorably approaching the person of the President himself, his old confidant. “Listen—” and he pulls far back from the pulpit, flinging high one arm with his Bible sagging from his hand, his other hand outstretched and tautly slicing, fanning back and forth “—if I didn’t know my name was written in the book of life, you couldn’t drag me out of this stadium tonight, I would stay in this stadium until I knew!” His voice, with its haughty and faintly autocratic East Shore society intonations, is like a ringing of cymbals in a canyon. “You can say of Jesus Christ what you will, you can say he was a great revolutionary, you can say he was mad, you can say he was the son of the living God—” and he lunges back into the pulpit again, smacking down his Bible, and leans urgently forward, his eagle’s profile edged with a bright dazzle against the high batteries of field lights, his eyes crackling with an arctic brilliance of some icy fierceness, as he unleashes his long arms straight out in front of him with both fists desperately clenched “—but he loves you, loves you, loves you! loves you!”

Finally, as the choir behind him begins massively hymning “Just as I Am,” he calls, “I’m going to ask you now to come. Up here—down here—” One lifted arm planes and arcs about him in the air, palm extended, as if stroking the vast spaces around him. “You, way up there in those last rows, you might say, ‘But it’s a long way from up here.’ It ought to be a hundred times as far; Christ carried a cross all the way up to Calvary to die for you—” Already they are beginning to ripple down the aisles, to sift heavily down out of the stands, flowing on out across the floodlit Easter-green field. “That’s it, that’s it. A little voice down inside is speaking to you, telling you that you need to come. That voice is the voice of the Holy Spirit, wooing you, asking you to come and give your life over to Christ, who died for your sins. I want you to come. You can find a new life here tonight by a complete surrender to Jesus Christ. You may be a church member, you may not be, but you’ve never had that living encounter with God, something’s missing in your life. Father, mother, young person—you need to come. You may never have another moment like this one. If you don’t come tonight, you may never come, you could go out of this stadium tonight and have your life taken from you before the sun rises tomorrow. That’s it, come on. You stand at the crossroads of life. There’s still time. I want you to come….”

By now, there has collected around the platform a wide lake of uplifted faces, vague of expression, as if mildly dazed. Others are still filtering across the field. The choir sings on, like the soft persistent slow concussions of tide on distant reefs, “…to rid my soul of one dark blot, to Thee whose blood can cleanse each spot, O Lamb of God, I come….” His arms crossed over his Bible and his head slightly bowed with one forefinger curled over his chin, he stands finally silent, still, looming tall above the starburst sprays of gladioluses and lilies around the pulpit, alone against the blind inky sky, draped now in a pale luminous raincoat against the mist that has begun ghosting down.

 

Some two and a half years later, one spring morning over a year after Nixon’s fall, up in the high hushed air of North Carolina’s mountains, on up a narrow looping drive twining along a deep plunge of woods down through far spills of space, on beyond the fortress-like stone ramparts of his gate, at his tidy gray log-and-shingle home curled and scrolled in primroses and morning glories, he comes around the side of the house—emerging suddenly out of a glimmer of leaves with a curiously lurching and off-tilt lope, a precipitous and galumphing eagerness. He greets his visitor, a stranger who has flown up that morning, with a huge glad grin flaring lavishly under his dark sunglasses, yet there seems in his manner some vague momentary falter of abashment, distraction—his commodious hand-shake loose and tentative, in the cordial blare of his voice some vapor gap of light uncertainty—a furtive shyness that is faintly startling after all the awesome theatre of those stadiums over the years.

They amble on back through the archway of leaves to his sideyard, a flat glittering expanse of lawn as immaculately mown as a golf green, immediately giving off, beyond a split-rail fence, to emptiness—a giddying measureless swoop of mountain ridges heaving off into lost blue distances. Here, on the brick-floored veranda running along the side of the house, he settles into one of the rocking chairs distributed along its length that were shipped up to him by Lyndon Johnson from Johnson’s own porch gallery along the Pedernales—his rambling storklike frame, garbed now in an old golf sweater limply buttoned once over his checkered slacks, arranged in the rocker in a loose lounging slouch. On a small table beside him, a Bible lies plopped open among a disarray of papers with notes, notions, phrases dappled over them in scrawls of red ink.

“Of course,” he grins, the sunglasses still over his eyes, “you know we bought all the land for this place way back when we were able to get it for only about twelve dollars an acre. We’d never have been able to afford what it’s probably worth now.” After a few more moments, he blurts, “By all means, call me Billy, please; I’d certainly be uncomfortable if you didn’t. Why goodness, man, I’m just like any other fella you’d meet along the side of the road out there,” and he tosses his long arm widely out at the airy mountainscapes around him, and with that, removes his glasses at last—his eyes are strangely clear and transparent like light held in quartz, like the translucent eyes of a leopard.

A housekeeper presently materializes from the mirror-windowed silences of the house, bringing out a simple lunch of fruit salad and mint tea. He hunches over his spindly tray-table, his elbows propped on the sides of the rocker, and delivers a short casual prayer, mentioning the stranger sitting across from him—“And Lord, we’d ask you to bless him and bless his family, and be with us in our talk here this morning.” It has the peculiar effect of producing in the stranger, as he hears this with bowed head, an unexpected little interior bloom of gratitude. They chat then idly over lunch in the chapel-like quiet of the late morning, a washed glistening morning in early April, with no other sound than the scattered ring of birds in the steep woods around. Hanging over his tray with his plank-end knees splayed wide underneath, he snatches another gulp of tea, swipes at his mouth with his paper napkin, and then inquires amiably, almost incidentally, “And you, what is your own spiritual standing?”

“Well, I don’t know that I have accepted Jesus exactly in the sense you would mean, but I believe in him, I love him, he’s a living reality to me. I’m a Christian, yes, though a terribly imperfect and faltering one.”

He grins generously. “Well, I would say that’s the case with all of us—we all are.”

He leans back in his rocker, slinging one leg sideways over his knee, his spacious winglike hands folded now over his shallow waist, and continues his leisurely, random reflections over what has happened to him through the past thirty years: “I heard just the other day, you might be interested, there’s somebody doing a study now of the effects of all our crusades in Europe. They say they’ve found over twenty-five different religious groups and movements all over Europe that have come directly out of our work over there. I was amazed, I had no idea there was anything like that, but that’s what they tell me they’ve found….”

Eventually he mentions Johnson. “You know, he made me stay at the White House every time I was in Washington, he just wouldn’t let me stay anywhere else. He’d call me up and say, ‘What are you doing over there, you know your room’s waiting over here, get on over here now.’ The White House became almost my hotel whenever I was up there. But that was back then before—”

And for an instant, his expansive grin goes flat: he announces then with a slightly louder and toneless clang of resolute blitheness in his voice, “But, uh, of course, never again. I mean—” and he gives a quick little cough of a laugh “—I’ve had my turn getting mixed up in politics, you can be sure of that. Oh, no, never again.” It is no more than a momentary passing rumor of unease, a shadow’s flicker glimpsed and gone in the morning’s calm sunniness. “We’ll be going back over to Europe next month,” he cheerfully continues. “I’ll be holding several meetings in Germany. Wonderful things are beginning to happen among the young generation in Germany, I think, and among the young people all over Europe, for that matter….”

The aide who drove the visitor up from the airport now appears from the house to report that he has managed to arrange for a seat on a flight that afternoon back out of Asheville, a flight that the visitor had been told only a few hours earlier was fully booked. Billy tilts forward in his rocker. “I’m sorry you have to go. I wish we had more time, I really do; I’ve enjoyed talking with you. But I look forward to getting together with you more later on.” Conducting the visitor on back around to the front driveway where the aide’s station wagon is parked, he declares, “We’ll be praying for you,” and gives him two pats on the back. “All right now, have a good trip back. Good-bye now.” He pauses a few seconds longer in the drive, wearing his gracious splendid grin as he loftily hangs there with that vague dangling awkwardness again, giving his arm one last loose wave as the station wagon pulls on away. Then he turns and disappears with his lunging lope back through the leaves.

But some touching sensation of benediction lingers on the way back down the mountain. It’s as if his simple presence has the effect of a kind of blessing—leaves a mellowness afterward of a spontaneous, guileless, eager, fond absorption and regard. But more than that, one is left with a surprising sense in him of an ineffable utter innocence, as clear and blameless as that crystalline mountain morning. It prompts the stranger to turn and declare to the aide behind the wheel, “I have to tell you, I’ve never gotten off of anyone I’ve ever met such a feeling of natural goodness—sheer elemental goodness. What a wickedness it would be to ever visit mischief on a soul like that.” And then one realizes—he’s Billy Budd. Melville’s welkin-eyed Billy. He has exactly that quality of raw childlike unblinking goodness. He could be Adam just stepped forth out of the soft flare of his own creation, strolling bright and silvery-eyed in the Garden….

 

He has endured. Since his first exuberant emergence back in those brave sunny simplicities of America right after victory in World War Two, he has somehow kept imperviously preserved through all the attritions and abrasions of the years—the duresses of the Cold War, racial convulsions, assassinations, Vietnam, the street melees of the Sixties, finally Watergate—that chaste glamour of Sunday-morning sanctity. It has been a phenomenon not without its mysteries. An affable and vibrantly ordinary farm boy out of the bland midlands of North Carolina, suddenly glaring it seemed out of nowhere, Billy Graham has abided ever since as a folk totem-figure, virtually a mythic eminence, in the popular life of the nation: the icon, the breathing, bodied image of the native American rectitude.

The magnitude of his meaning to his vast constituency has reached registers of the uncanny. Through the little mountainside community just below his high-fenced home, there browses a ceaseless traffic of cars, station wagons, campers, church buses, passing endlessly through the seasons in private pilgrimages from all over the continent. At word some years ago that he was suffering from a small blood clot behind his retina, telegrams immediately came milling in from devotees offering to furnish him one of their own eyes, and after he underwent an operation following a kidney attack, his doctors received a blizzard of letters pleading for at least one of his kidney stones. From the multitudes that surround him in his stadium services, scrawled notes to him are slipped into the collection plates, making up a kind of unspoken collective psalming of communion between him and his masses—“Thank you Jesus! for Dr. Graham!…Rev. Dr. Billy Graham, I am a Christian, baptized twice. This year I’ve developed a problem only God can cure and I’m waiting and praying for his help. What I have is Amyothropic Lakral Sclerosis. Please pray for my cure…. Please do not permit the unjust criticisms of pseudo prophets to undermine your strength…. We love you We hope you will honor our humble request to just meet you. God bless you…. God bless a very beautiful godly like person.” The reflexes of these faithful to any intimations of impoliteness toward him are instantaneous, massive, and tend toward the sulfurous: when the Charlotte Observer once carried a less than enchanted commentary on him by columnist Bob Lancaster, one of the letters that batted in advised briskly, “Bob Lancaster would be better off playing with lightning than someone of the spirit of God…. Bob Lancaster, and you people, too, had better ask God to have mercy on your souls. The Lord said, ‘Touch not my anointed.’…There’s going to be people praying—you watch.”

To the conventional sophistication over the years, he has always seemed somehow unaccountable—never much more than a kind of marceled Tupperware Isaiah. But he has simply, obliviously outlasted all the cynicisms of those particular Philistines, as if he has all along inhabited some medium, some physics of reality, finally beyond their ken. He has seemed as undamageable, unshatterable as chromium. To his own enormous congregation over the obscure expanses of the American interior, he has remained the imperishable demi-angel of the common righteousness. At the same time, not incidentally, he has acted as standing high chaplain, a kind of staunch-jawed American Jaycee Wolsey, to successive generations of the proud and powerful of the land. Whatever else, he has transmuted into a peculiar sort of megacelebrity, megastar of his age: his rangy wheat-haired form has been personally beheld, the reverberant bay of his voice immediately heard, by more people over the face of the earth than any other single human being in the history of the race.

The truth is, growing up a genial and lambently handsome but sturdily uncomplicated country youth, he simply happened to be somehow, somewhere stricken by a staggering passion for the pure, the sanitary, the wholesome, the upright—a transport has since proven, by almost any measure, epic. It has been suggested more than once that behind his highly varnished dramatic handsomeness and lordly bearing of Elijah-like authority, there dwells only a bright emptiness. But as one old acquaintance notes, “He can walk into a room full of people, there can be Senators and Cabinet officers and even a king or two in there, but immediately they’re all silent for just an instant, just a little hold of breath—and then they’re all humming and swatting around him like they were just popped with about ten thousand watts of electricity.” If nothing else, his presence holds the mystic voltages of a certain order of greatness—a monumental certitude that, in its own way, approaches the heroic.

“The simple secret of Graham’s genius,” one religious commentator suggests, “is his own feeling of just a natural closeness with the reality of Jesus. He lives totally in that. That’s what his prodigious certainty, his absolute unflappability owe to. It’s as if nothing whatsoever—criticism, calamities, any adversities on this earth—can ever intrude between him and that feeling of a personal intimacy with Jesus.” Graham has explained on occasions his own sense of Jesus: “He was no sissy. I have seen so many pictures of Jesus as a frail, sad-faced weakling with a soft, almost feminine figure, that I am sick of it. You can be sure he was straight, strong, big, handsome, gracious, courteous,” he would boom—as in Berlin’s Olympic stadium once, standing tall and sun-gilded against a bare enameled blue sky with his golden hair whipping in a chill breeze—“All over the world, young people are searching for something to believe in. They want security. They want to be controlled. I believe Jesus Christ can become that controller! I’m not believing in some effeminate character. I’m believing in a real he-man, a real man who had a strong jaw and strong shoulders. I believe that Jesus Christ was the most perfectly developed physical specimen in the history of the world. He never had sin to deform his body. His nervous system was perfectly coordinated with the rest of his body. He would have been one of the great athletes of all times. Every inch a man! I can believe in that Christ! I can follow that Christ!” As he further defined him once, “One of Jesus’ most appealing traits was his wide-ranging sociability. He was gregarious and companionable…. Among the patricians of Jerusalem he was a sought-after guest. Yet ‘the common people heard him gladly.’ He spoke their language—simple, forthright, familiar—not the lofty rhetoric of the rabbis and intelligentsia.”

On the whole, Jesus emerges in Graham’s perception of him as a figure remarkably not unlike Graham himself. And in fact, as one Baptist cleric privately muttered while a Graham crusade was underway in his town, “To most churchgoing folks in this country, Billy Graham has become nothing less than the nearest thing to Jesus on this earth. He’s sort of like Christ’s American son.” Indeed, the singular significance of Billy Graham through the deepening disquiets of the American experience since its last great triumphant war is that he has endured as the incarnation, the very articulation into flesh of the native American ethic: he has derived directly, acted directly out of the very quick of Inner America’s sense of virtue and guilt, decency and dishonor, goodness and evil. One close associate over two decades, John Connally, has pronounced him “the conscience of America.” An old friend allows, “In a way—never having really been sullied himself by defeat, or poverty, or tragedy, eternally optimistic and enthusiastic—Billy Graham is America….”

But for all the executive suites and chandeliered chambers of power through which he moves now so easily and familiarly, he carries with him a sense that, behind his finely tended tan and ambassadorial coiffure and sleek excellent suits, there still lurks just a long and gangly country-grown Candide, plain as a cornstalk. One morning in the midst of his crusade in Raleigh, as he stood on the sidewalk outside a downtown church chatting convivially with a huddle of local ministers, he had about him the air of merely a lank and amicable hill boy arrived now at a well-cured middle age, gone only a bit gauntish, casually hugging his Bible to his chest in his folded arms with his beltless slacks gently bagging from the slightest loose sag of a paunch below his middle coat-button. From his boyhood on his father’s dairy farm, there still seems a quality about him, like a lingering ambiance from all those years of milking twenty cows every day, of fresh cream and butter and custard, a certain pasteurized dairy-like mildness.

But it is no accident that he has wound up now with his image translated into a stained-glass window in Washington’s National Presbyterian Cathedral. He constitutes finally the apotheosis of the American Innocence itself—that plain, cheerful, rigorous, ferociously wholesome earnestness which, to some, as one Egyptian editor put it during the days of Vietnam, “has made you nice Americans the most dangerous people on the face of the earth.”

 

Perhaps part of it is that we are a nation that began stray-born as an urchin and foundling of history, pastless, abruptly blurting forth out of nothing but a proposition, a doctrine, and even yet have never really concluded exactly who we are. Instead, it’s as if some fitful unspoken duality and ambivalence has run through our experience from our very inception: that original didactic from Plymouth’s starch-collared theocracy of probity and diligence and order and conscientiousness that has ever since made up the commonplace beatitudes of our daylit world—the world of Eisenhower and Norman Rockwell and The Reader’s Digest—all the while in dim struggle with the other half of our nature, more obscure and submerged, our night-being: a dreaming of larger and more prodigal mysteries about us, a reckless fever for adventure which is not unacquainted with the exhilarations of anarchy, that headlong yawping glee of the frontier for the far, unknown, windy margins of life, a second half of us most tellingly intimated by our lyricists and mystics like Whitman, Twain, Woody Guthrie, Kerouac, Thomas Wolfe, Hemingway. And all of our history, all of our past—from Salem through Shays’s Rebellion to the Wobblies, from John Brown through Sacco and Vanzetti to Vietnam—could be read as the unending violent reenactments of that unresolved schizophrenia in the American psyche, our long and continuing travail with that primal mystery of who we actually are and what we are for: our meaning.

It remains, in the end, the immemorial dramatic game, as old as Othello and Don Quixote and Oedipus—the everlasting mirror-play between reality and illusion, innocence and evil, life and emptiness. And it continues to be the most desperately critical game in which we are ever engaged.

 

As he sits slumped in a wingback chair in his office, talking on in a slow muted husking voice now at the end of the day with a clock ticking discreetly somewhere, shadows of the cedars outside noiselessly stir and float in the white gauze curtains behind him, murmur in the long declining light of the late afternoon.

—I just couldn’t understand it. I still can’t. I thought he was a man of great integrity, I looked upon him as the possibility of leading this country to its greatest and best days. And all those people around him, they seemed to me so clean, family men, so clean-living. Sometimes, when I look back on it all now, it has the aspects of a nightmare….








 


OVER THE HORIZONS of Charlotte now, blank geometries of concrete and glass and asphalt have long effaced the old wilderness of the Cherokees into which the first of his people filtered—somewhere among those anonymous drifts of dour cadaverous Celts and Gaels who sifted like wind-strewn thistle down into the middle Carolinas before the Revolutionary War, themselves stragglings from those gaunt apparitions at Culloden who had come running and wailing out of the fog at the King’s cannoneers and musketmen with nothing but rakes and scythes. They had brought over with them from the chill sleets of Skye and the Hebrides a wintry and implacable Calvinism as harsh and bitten as the wastes out of which they had wandered. But the countryside around Charlotte into which they grafted that fierce righteousness—a damp green midlands of mild hills and soft blowing light and fine indefinite rains—has long since vanished into a shadeless mica-glitter of shopping centers and office parks and car lots strung in a thin flickering of plastic pennants, scattered far with the white spires of colonial red-brick sanctuaries where, each Sunday, in place of that old baleful theology of their progenitors, manicured and carnationed young pastors in horn-rimmed glasses, resembling bank managers or suburban florists, deliver brief inspirational devotionals and bulletin recitals of upcoming church-league bowling matches. All that is left now of the tangled woods once of pine and hickory and red oak are scrappy shreds engulfed in kudzu at the back of the Village Hermosa Apartments, behind the rear lot of the Giant Genie Supermarket, from which possums scuffle forth at night to rummage in the dump bins. Out at the Charlotte airport, a ceaseless whine and shrill of jets passes rushing low over the power lines and Majik Marts, where, back in a time that seems as remote now as some preglacial age, there once nestled the cornfield and orchard of one of his grandfathers.
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That was his mother’s father, Ben Coffey, a tall and pallid man with brown calflike eyes, subdued and scant of word, who in 1861, a youth of nineteen, had dutifully enlisted himself off his father’s modest homestead into the Eleventh North Carolina Regiment of Pettigrew’s Brigade—leaving behind his sweetheart, a stout and equally placid-humored girl named Lucinda Robinson. By the summer of 1863, he was writing home in a ragged penciled scrawl, “Dear farther…I feel very well only my feet is rightly smartly blistered we commenced our martch on the 11 and have been martching ever since…. we have passed where there has been some large battles fought there is grave yards every where along the road and agreat many horses some places the men feet or hand you can see not buried more than 3 or 4 inches deep the weather is very warm and dry an the roads are very dusty I never saw the like of waggons you can see waggon for miles….” Thirteen days later, under a hot sun around three o’clock in the afternoon, trampling up a tawny slope at Gettysburg in the midst of a stampeding charge among wild yelps and a clapping of rifles, he suddenly toppled. A week later, from somewhere in Maryland, he wrote with a cramped and agonized laboring of a pencil-stub across lined paper, “Dear farther I seat my self this morning to let you no how I am getting along. I am very severely wounded in the left leg it doant look like it will ever get well any more an have avery severe wound above my right eye caused by a shell I think it will cause my eye to go out an cant see any at this time…. I was thinking if I was over about Richmond or somewhere probably you could send after me but I am so far from home it is no use to talk about getting home…. it may be it will have to cut of if you never get to see me it may be you will see some one who cand give you some satisfaction about me…” his blurred scrawl now failing, falling down through the lines of the paper as if from the mere effort and breathless pain of writing itself, “I will rite again if I am able you truly B M Coffey give my love to all.” Then, in the beginning of autumn, he wrote, “My leg is doing very well at this time it is taken of just below the knee…. my eye is entirely well an is closed I miss it very mutch but nothing like I do my leg.” He was in a hospital in Virginia now, where he remained until the next winter—a former female college converted into a casualty ward where, it was noted over half a century later in his newspaper obituary, “he was kindly treated…especially by a young widow, Mrs. Mary Lee.”

When he finally returned home, stump-legged, one eye blotted out, he passed the rest of his years, after that one awesome blazing instant on the slopes of Gettysburg, in an unalleviated and methodical sedateness, sedulously tending to his meager forty-five acres of vegetables and fruit trees with a single mule and one black hired man, never uttering anything afterward of the terror and ferocity through which he had passed other than an occasional dry complaint about having had to eat raw fatback once. One of his daughters would insist years later, “He had more ambition in him than a totally whole man would have.” Yet it was not until 1880, when he was almost forty and Lucinda now well into her thirties—as if, after coming back marred and incomplete, it took the progression of fifteen more years before he could finally bring himself to again trust her affection and value of him enough—that he at last entered into marriage with her: her granddaughters still have the nightdress that, after all those patient static years of waiting, she wore on her wedding night, a plain, almost austere white cotton gown primly stitched with a long series of buttons up to the neck. She was installed with him then for the rest of their lives on his farm, in a small white frame house perched on brick pillars with sawed plank steps up to a bare wooden porch, its few rooms with unplastered thin-slatted walls and ceilings painted a robin’s egg blue.

There followed in time a succession of daughters, among them Graham’s mother, whom Ben Coffey had intended to be a son and, confounded in that, doggedly and obliviously gave her the name he had selected anyway: Morrow…. Finally on a warm May evening in 1915, “after two years of failing health borne with patience,” as the local newspaper recorded, he died. No photographs of him have lasted—only a few dimly recollected glimpses, among his surviving kin, of him sitting with his long cloudy beard under one of his pear trees in the middle of the afternoon, his wooden leg stretched out rigidly in front of him, his one eye contemplating with a remote bland calflike calmness the play of his grandchildren in the yard.

It was Graham’s other grandfather, Crook Graham—named for some passing fine-frenzied tabernacle preacher in the scruffy little town where he was born—who constitutes the sole imposing presence to appear over the generations of the family’s past: a tumultuous colossus of a man with a great bristling dark thicket of a beard and bleak blue-gray eyes like sleet, who was long fabled as the county’s most spectacular unregenerate. He looms alone and unrepeated in Graham’s lineage like some primeval pagan Goliath—profane and uproarious and uncontainable. Raised in a shacky little raffish junction just below the state line in South Carolina, he too had fought for the Confederacy, all the way from Fort Sumter to Appomattox, losing himself in it, one senses now, not without exultation—those same high wild mad yelps of Bonnie Prince Charlie’s bedraggled savages that had been heard by the Duke of Cumberland’s men at Culloden two hundred years earlier, heard again by Ohio and Michigan farmboys crouched behind rail fences as ramshackle specters the color of earth came flailing toward them with not much more than rakes and scythes, spent squirrel rifles and wired-on bayonets. When it was finished, he trudged all the way back home barefoot, living on stolen chickens and scavenged field greens, a bullet in his shank which he would carry to the end of his days.

Then, shortly after his return home, during that haggard time over the gullied land of the South, he abruptly removed himself several miles over the state line into North Carolina, a migration made in somewhat hasty circumstances which were murkily involved with his membership in the Klan. There, in an empty countryside of brush and pine and bright red dirt and honey-suckled creek bottoms near the village of Charlotte, he staked himself out a spacious farm of cornfields and livestock and orchards, lumbering together a four-room house of log walls, caulked and whitewashed inside. He was married by now, and proceeded to sire a weltering haphazard spill of children, eleven of them, Graham’s father, Franklin, the eighth among them. But as they grew up around him, about his only regard seemed to consist of such fitful agitated notices as, when he spied young country gallants hovering at the edges of his yard as his daughters began to ripen, snatching his rifle from over the hearth and stomping out to the front porch to let loose great thunderclaps into the air. He attended to his farm with the same hectic and manic distraction. “He worked it—rather, worked at working it—for years and years,” says one kinsman, “and never got anything out of it.”

Instead, he lived in a private bedlam. It was as if he had simply been too long lost in roar and bugles and smoke to ever subside back again into the quiet orderly monotonies of peace. He was compulsively pitching himself into spurious and petty fracases around the community—someone finally burned his barn for him, over which he long abysmally brooded. Most of all, he engaged in monumental bouts of swigging raw savage whiskey, “the pure stuff, white corn,” recollects a family member who lived with him as a child—a lady with a manner still, over sixty-five years later, of dull pained embarrassment at the recall of him, as if the outrage and mortification of him is something they still bear. “He was really a kindhearted man deep down,” she says. “Nobody realized that. But he would endorse a lot of notes for people, and then lose them, just forget about them. Now and then he would put us all in a fringe-top surrey and take us to the Methodist church—except for those Sundays when he was drunk.”

He would leave in his rig on a Friday afternoon for a drugstore in town, picking up there the large jars of colorless whiskey glistening clear as water, and then would reappear at his place in the sundown’s last copper lurkings of light, “already drunk. The horse’d just bring him on back home with the lines laying loose over the dashboard, him just sitting there and already beginning to sing—gone.” Lurching on into his enormous log-wall bedroom, he would then proceed to whomp and wheeze away at the pump-organ, bawling out “not really songs, nothing with any melody,” but, to the organ’s wild and inchoate bleating, “just singing out his worry, worries about his farm, his crops, where the money’d come from, sometimes about the war”—a blank formless caterwauling to himself, out of some inarticulate unknowable woe and blind grieving, that bellowed on through the night in the grimed yellow murk of oil lanterns. His wife would gather together the children and take them all to sleep with her in another room while it lasted, on through the weekend—sometimes, in the middle of those nights, he would blunder up with one of the oil lamps and go clumping, baying on through the other rooms of house, “and we would lie there listening to him, afraid he would stumble and drop the lantern and start a fire, burn the whole house up.”

His wife is now little more than a faint and faceless memory as brief and tenuous as a light breath on a windowpane. One relative recalls, “She was always afraid he wouldn’t ever get saved. She was praying for him all the time. She was a praying woman.” When she passed away at last, her last words to her middle son, Franklin, were, “Frank, be a good boy….” After her death, Crook Graham fulsomely vowed never to drink again. “But of course,” says the lady who grew up in his house, “that didn’t last long.” He heaved on through a number of more years before finally, in 1910, collapsing—even his dying a long and turbulent relinquishment as pandemonious as his life, at one point as he lay floundering in his bed the chimney suddenly catching on fire.

In one photograph that still lasts out of that distant time, his clan is collected, fuzzily squinting, in some wintry afternoon under bare spidery elms in front of the paintless and weathered patriarchal house, with Crook Graham himself hulking high over them on a mule, wearing a black frock coat with a tieless white shirtfront, his face sunk in his fuming white Abraham-like beard, and his eyes—in this yellowed ghost-glance of that lost winter day—shadowed under his black top hat, hidden, unseeable. He still remains the solitary being of any larger and lustier mystery in the generations before Billy, the only instance in his blood-past of someone given to the old, darker, reckless furies of life.

Of his three sons, his eldest, Tom, was the closest take of him, oversized and blusterous and impatient. Perhaps for that reason, as if quickly sensing insupportable pressures in occupying the same county or even the same state as his father, he removed himself out to Oklahoma, married a part-Cherokee woman there, and promptly became rich in ranching and oil. Billy himself still remembers his returning to their place once: only a small boy then, he gazed at him enthralled—“He was big as a giant. He spoke with authority. He had gone out there and married this Cherokee Indian and made a fortune in cattle and cotton and oil, and he came back home in the biggest automobile any of us had ever seen.”

But Franklin, the middle son, Billy’s own father, was a surpassingly muted and unassertive soul. Says one family member, “What Frank did most while his daddy was still alive was just sort of generally stay out of his way.” In fact, he could not have seemed more alien to the bombasts of his father. A long, lean-strapped youth with a bony, mildly musing face and a loose abashed grin in the few smoggy snapshots of him from that time, he was scrupulously measured and unassuming of temper—seemingly spare of any passions other than a kind of general abiding politeness. As he once pleasantly allowed, “I never hated anyone.” Whatever aspirations he himself entertained were somewhat sere and minimal. Having passed perfunctorily through only three grades at the local Lizard Hill school, just enough to come by a bare initial inkling of reading and writing, he then quit forever.

Even so, when the farm devolved to him and his younger brother, Clyde, “it was Frank,” says one of his kinfolk, “who immediately seemed to take over and manage things. It just sort of turned out after a while that Clyde was working under Frank.” And before long, Crook Graham’s shabby and neglected four hundred acres were transformed, under Franklin’s hand, into sleek plump tidy pastures, neatly combed stands of corn, all snugly stenciled in fences and tree-breaks. He prospered spankingly—a diligent and self-contained young country bachelor, careful and sober, the sole indulgences he allowed himself being an occasional small wad of chewing tobacco, a cigar now and then at certain headier moments, and in time, a snappy buggy in which he clopped and glittered about the countryside: a spiffy affair, with a sleek black leather canopy stretched taut as a kite, trace poles varnished a brilliant Christmas red. It was the single considered extravagance, the one calculated flair and vanity that he allotted himself—hitching it to one of his two horses, a chestnut and a mottled gray, both of them, a friend attests, “very high-steppin’ numbers.” And it was in this dapper rig that, when he was twenty-two years old, around the time of his father’s demise, he came flickering out of a calm lilac summer twilight at a Charlotte lakeside park where Morrow Coffey, visiting at a friend’s house in town, had come after supper to see the lake grounds with the lights on.

Morrow had grown up, on her father’s small farm, as a decorously modulated and dutiful girl, precise of manner and cultivated in devotion and the Scriptures. She had gone on briefly to a female academy in Charlotte, where she was further tutored in such nicities as “expression,” comportment, piano, and voice—a grave young lady with a certain chaste vanilla freshness about her, light and trim as a willow wand, with a fragilely handsome face. She was wearing, this summer evening, a gown of vapory lavender voile, and it was here in the park’s green dusk, dappled with globes of light, and with a merry-go-round in the small amusement arcade nearby twirling and piping, that Frank Graham appeared before her, wearing a white Panama hat—a cigar cocked in his mouth which he removed with a flourish, tapped, and introduced himself.

Recollecting that evening some sixty years later, she sits in her living room in Charlotte in a fading autumn afternoon with a constant mumble of traffic passing outside beyond her filmy panel curtains—a slight and wispy figure with cottony hair, poised with a frail and rigid erectness at one end of her settee, her gaze momentarily blurring off as she adds, “That outfit he had on, those white trousers and navy blue jacket and white hat, that’s what he loved to wear more than anything else. All his life, that’s what he loved to dress up in….” After they had chatted together for a while, he took her for a short turn over the lake in a boat, and then for a ride on the amusement arcade’s roller coaster—and at the end of the lifts and swoops of that ride he asked her if he might take her home. “That’s just what I wanted to hear,” she reminisces now; “it thrilled me to death.” She had, in fact, earlier glimpsed him several times from the front porch of her sister’s house in town as he came jauntily skimming past in his buggy on his way to the bank, and “I just longed to meet him.” As they were riding now back through the cricket-stitching summer evening, he further inquired if he might perhaps call on her the next weekend. And from then on, once every week, he was transporting himself in his buggy the eight miles over to her house to sit with her, patiently clopping through summer dusks and autumn frosts and ice-rimed winter nights, on through the next six years.

“The Grahams were always a dogmatic clan,” says an old neighbor, “and Frank courting Morrow like that steadily through six years proves just what a dogmatic people they could be.” It would usually be on a Saturday evening, he dependably appearing in his natty white Panama and a dark blue business suit, however forbidding the weather through which he had come, and then, promptly at eleven, would take his leave. It was a courtship as deliberate and ceremonious as a Japanese masque, no more than a brief clinging of hands now and then, once in a while a kiss fleeting as a brush of moth wings. “It was all so wholesome then,” she recalls. “That was back before the days of parking—we wouldn’t have known what that sort of thing was back then. We didn’t even know there was such a thing as sin in those days.”

Some two years after they met, one evening in 1912, as they were riding back from town after listening to a soprano’s spiraling arpeggios at the Charlotte Opera House, he had slipped his arm around her shoulder and produced his proposal of marriage. But it was not until four years later, in the autumn of 1916, that they were formally accomplished at last as man and wife. Before setting out for their five-day honeymoon in the mountains, she carefully tucked her Bible into her suitcase—“I just wouldn’t have felt like a clean person without my Bible with me.” On their wedding night, at last standing alone together in a bleak and sallow-lit hotel room, Franklin immediately had his bride kneel beside him on the worn linoleum and proceeded to conduct the two of them in an extended and slightly wavery prayer there by the side of the bed, “dedicating our marriage and our family to the Lord.”

Two years later, on a bright windy November day, she trudged, heavily pregnant, a quarter of a mile with a bushel basket to gather some butterbeans. That evening, almost precisely as the high clock in the hall began chinging midnight, her labor started. It lasted on through the morning, slow and anguishing, on past noon, the wind outside sinking away, a fire in the room quietly rustling on through the long wasting of the soft blue fall afternoon. At last, around 5:30, just at sundown, she gave birth to a son. In the early evening, Franklin Graham was brought in, and he lifted him up and contemplated him for a long moment in the firelight, and finally mumbled in a dull and idle amazement, “He sure does work his feet already. Look how he works those feet….”

Since that dusk of November 7, 1918, the house has long disappeared. Morrow Graham, sitting in the azure-carpeted living room of the brick home they later built—this dwelling now all that is left in an encompassing proliferation of apartment warrens and branch banks and office complexes—explains, “He was born right over there where the IBM building is now.”

 

Franklin Graham’s conversion had taken place ten years before his marriage. He may have been the most circumspect of creatures, but disembodied charges of sheer guilt still hung so muggily in the general religious weathers over those communities then that, by the time he was eighteen, he had somehow contracted the sensation, sourceless and indefinite but unbearable, that he’d “committed the unpardonable sin,” as he later described it. It was an oppressiveness occasioned, as much as anything else, by his simple failure to connect in the altar calls to penitence at a local revival, conducted by three grizzled Confederate veterans in a raw-carpentered tabernacle near the fringes of Charlotte. An old acquaintance of his recounts, “The first meeting he attended, he got under conviction and went down front. They prayed with him, but he just couldn’t get the message clear—couldn’t feel himself forgiven by the saving grace of the Lord. He prayed and prayed, but he just couldn’t pray through. He kept that up for nine straight nights.” Frank Graham himself later admitted, “I didn’t want to eat or drink…. I don’t think I’d have even picked up a five-dollar bill if I’d saw it laying on the sidewalk.” Finally on the tenth night, as he was riding in his buggy to the tabernacle again through a moon-mazed Friday evening, like a small soft combustion of release, it happened—as simply and suddenly, as he recalled it later, as a sneeze: “Just as I turned off Park Road onto Selwyn, God saved me. When I turned that corner, the light from heaven broke over my soul, and a great burden just rolled off my heart.”

Whatever, the rest of Frank Graham’s life, after that one quiet puff of exaltation, was conducted in a relentlessly orderly respectability. His older son, Billy, would later reflect, “I never once heard him use even a slang word, much less a profane one”—an abstemiousness whose formidable constrictions would, in themselves, have imparted to Billy a monumental sense of the seemly, the nice. Even while working in his fields, plowing behind his mules and later manning his tractor in dust and sun-glower, he would always wear a tie and a felt hat tugged down firmly and perfectly level over his eyes. Once, recalls one of his old tenants, “he decided he didn’t want any smoking on his place. We all had to quit smoking there for a while—even his brother Clyde, he made him stop too. Clyde would have to slip around all over the place, sneaking himself smokes behind sheds and trees and little bushes all day long.”

He presided as austerely over his household, abjuring any trivial embellishments in their lives of luxuries or mere whimsical diversion, abstaining even from letting them know the extent of his steadily accumulating prosperity. In 1933, he lost all his savings in a bank’s collapse—some $4,000, “quite a sum in those days,” says Billy, “and it caused him to live in discouragement for months.” Before that ambush, as one friend puts it, “he and Morrow were just nominal churchgoers, but after that bank thing, they began holding Bible meetings in their house, that’s when they really began to lay hold of deeper spiritual truths.” At the least, it served to introduce even more of an asperity into the household. The black cook, Suzie, kept a glass jar of penny candy tucked away out on the back porch in a paper sack because, says a neighbor, “she didn’t feel those children got enough sweets.”

As his circumstances eventually became more substantial again, he indulged himself now and then in certain snipped little witticisms, but for the most part, testifies an old acquaintance, “there just wasn’t a whole lot of levity in him. He was a right tight old Scotsman, actually, dry and proper as a persimmon.” Most of his tenants were white, living in a few slatternly frame houses out beyond the barn, and one of them remembers, “I only had me thirty minutes in the middle of the day for dinner. But during tractor time, planting time, if I went back to the house to eat dinner, Mr. Graham wouldn’t say anything, he’d just climb up there on the tractor and drive it himself until I was through. It kinda made it hard to really enjoy your food, I mean, having to sit there hearing him out there gunning that tractor back and forth waiting for you to finish.” He was “absolutely straightbacked,” declares a family friend. When he was cutting lumber once with a circular saw, “a knot of green gum hung and flew out and hit him in the mouth,” relates his younger son, Melvin, “knocked his whole lower face apart, knocked out all but his eyeteeth, broke both jaws, the roof of his mouth fell down on his tongue. The surgeon who operated on him said he’d never seen a man hurt that bad; it ought to have killed him. But he just got back up and walked across the road to his brother’s place and got him matter-of-factly to drive him to the hospital.”

But as one former farmhand reports, with an admiring cackle, “Man wanna cheat Frank Graham, he’d have to get up mighty early in the morning, yessir. Man’d have to go some, be busy twenty-six hours a day to get any edge on Mr. Frank. He didn’t miss many licks, nosir. Back during the war, we worked a bunch of Germans out there on the place—he’d heard there was a P, O, W camp full of ’em down in Monroe, so he went down there one morning and worked out some kinda deal, and we started bringing a load of ’em up every morning and taking ’em back every night, working ’em hauling hay and gathering corn and picking beans. They was crazy, they didn’t have enough sense to stop work every once and a while and get out of the sun, so he had to take ’em off of it and put ’em over in the shade for a while so they could cool. He used ’em on must of been several months. Nosiree, he didn’t let much get by him.” Grady Wilson, a friend of Billy’s then who would eventually become one of his closest associates, acknowledges, “Mr. Graham’s word was his bond, but he was awfully astute too. He was right astute, for instance, on that water-line business—he somehow managed to persuade the city to run a water line out to his place, and then he turned around and charged everybody along it about a hundred dollars to tap in. He’d go down there to those car auctions, bid on cars, and he wouldn’t even move ’em off the lot after he bought ’em; he’d turn right around and sell ’em to somebody else for twenty percent profit.” His younger brother, Clyde, was still living across the road from the main house occupied by Frank Graham and his family, “and it wasn’t long,” says one resident of the community then, “before Clyde’s wife saw the hand-writing on the wall. She knew if she didn’t do something, Frank was going to wind up with the whole thing, the whole farm. So she insisted that papers be drawn up and the property clearly divided between them.”

Despite Frank Graham’s unremitting piety ever since his buggy-conversion at eighteen, Billy recollects now that “there never seemed a real joy of salvation in him. Instead, my father just always seemed weighed down with worry. I can still remember his worry. As I look back, I remember my father would stare a lot—stand in front of a window just staring into space.” As a matter of fact, declares a former neighbor, “he had reasons to worry. There were things in Frank’s life that weren’t exactly right. Those poor tenants who worked on his place, he hardly paid them anything at all, it was really shameful.” One of them, a slow heavy man now living in a small house in a cluttered neighborhood, submits, “We stayed out there twenty-one years. Twenty-one years—” He sits heaped on his narrow couch, his bulky ankles bagged in white socks over his clumpish black shoes, the room slightly sour and overheated from a large oil burner in the corner. “I done my work while I was there, I didn’t try to beat. And they was good to me, they was good to my family. But finally, I went on to the pipe company—I had to. I still wasn’t making but sixteen dollars a week. But with the pipe company, I could make in about a day what I’d made in a week with Mr. Graham.” Beyond that, his former neighbor maintains, “Frank Graham was always just a little too sharp in his business dealings. Like when he heard that Esso was thinking about putting up an office building on that property he co-owned with Guy Carswell. What he did was quickly buy out Carswell, without ever mentioning that particular little bit of information he had happened on.”

But at the same time, he continued through the years to anguish quietly and dully about the state of his soul, his exact spiritual standing. “I can remember many times at church or Christian businessmen’s meetings,” says Billy, “when he was called on to lead in prayer, he would stand up there praying and the tears would start coming down his cheeks.” But whatever dim dread lurked in his bones, whatever intimations of some final emptiness he would gaze into those times he stood staring out of a window, it was a woe he never once mentioned to his wife. Instead, he would sit for long hours in a car with his brother-in-law, a bespectacled and feverishly pentecostal bookkeeper named Simon Barker, and, with Billy lying in the back seat listening to them, Frank Graham would exhaustively fret about his actual state of redemption as Barker labored to reassure him. But it was an unease in him that could not seem to be assuaged. “He was always bothered, always jumping around from one church to another,” an acquaintance says.

The truth is, for many years he had nurtured a vague private fancy that he himself had actually been meant to preach, to serve some call from the Lord. The night of his conversion, as he later told it, “the preacher saw me down there at the front, and he got up on the platform and said to everybody, ‘This man is going to preach someday.’” From that instant on, he was afflicted with a secret suspicion of a brave possibility for himself in the future. Then, when his first son began to gain his own celebrity as an evangelist, Frank Graham’s old lingering failed expectation mutated into something like a Joseph fixation: he began to consider that he was being realized, fulfilled at last, in his son. Sometime around 1951 he proposed, “My mind has been made clear on a matter which has bothered me for forty-five years. Now I feel I have the answer. The Lord had other plans for me—he put me out to plowing corn and milking cows, because my part was to raise a son who in due time would preach the gospel all over the world.” This enlightenment, he said, “dawned on me when a letter came to me from the editor of the Boston, Massachusetts, Post—saying that no one had ever drawn as many people in that city as Billy. After I finished reading that letter, I felt that the Lord was with my boy. My burden to preach was lifted, and I now felt God had used me to give him a son.”

 

Despite that, through all his life it was as if he and that son inhabited two separate dimensions, were caught on opposite sides of some invisible barrier like figures sealed behind plate glass, through which they only beheld each other soundlessly moving and gesturing. In the end, whatever larger gratifications Billy’s work afforded him, “Daddy still never could really understand,” says one of his daughters, “anyone who wanted to do anything other than physical labor.” Instead, he always seemed comfortably closer to his second son, Melvin, born five years after Billy. “Now you take Melvin,” he would insist on through the years of Billy’s fame, “he’s a powerful good dairy farmer. He’s also doing what the Lord intended him to do. He’s just the same kind of Christian boy as his brother.”

Over the long course of Billy’s prominence in the popular eye, Melvin Graham has remained a rather solitary and inconspicious soul, a bit halting and ungainly whenever negotiating one of his infrequent appearances in public: “Whenever we’d be somewhere together,” he once confided, “Billy would have to introduce me so people’d realize I was there.” A chunkier, thicker figure given to the plodding deliberation of his father, with blunt hands and a hominy-plain face and, at middle age, just beginning to bald with a fringe of tan hair rippling down to his stout sun-chapped neck, they could in fact be members of two different species, have derived out of totally alien elements, ground and light. Indeed, the difference between them in a way evokes that between Esau, thick and swart, belonging to the simple bluff earth, and his brother Jacob, pale and fair and quick, his mother’s cherished. Melvin comments, “Yeah, Billy was always the sweet one with Mother, but she used to whip me about every time she was awake. She’d want me to go out and water her flowers. Daddy never did whip me much, but Mother whipped me about every day.” Melvin sportingly allows now, “I’m five years younger, but to look at me, most folks would think I was older. I been pretty much weatherbeaten. But Billy,” he adds with a hesitant smile, “he’s got that thick wavy hair and that smooth skin.”

One of Frank Graham’s hired men reports, “Billy, he was around ’bout half the time. Billy didn’t believe in work. Soon as he got old enough, he’d be in there in his room gettin’ his sermon up. In one sense of the word, I’d have to say that I sorta liked Melvin more than Billy. I mean, we’d work together all day long in the field—Melvin was a man, know what I mean.” His sole enthusiasm beyond work was to close himself alone in his room and, for hours, wordlessly heft and grunt away at weights with the steady dogged application of a steam piston. “You could hear him bumping and carrying on with them upstairs,” says a friend.

“Yeah, I was quiet and liked to be alone,” Melvin himself admits now. “But Billy never could stand to be alone. He thrives on being among people. We could be milking or plowing or helping pick spinach or turnip greens—Billy was looking for a call somewhere else. He was quick at that milking, all right—he could milk a cow in about four minutes, where it takes most people usually about ten minutes. That was just how much he didn’t like doing it. But me, I knew way back that I wanted to be just a farmer like our daddy was. I loved to watch what my daddy did while he was working.”

During the war, just when Melvin was scheduled to follow Billy on up to a religious school in Illinois, he overheard his father telling a handyman—it not unsuspected by some later, by design—“Well, Melvin’s going away to that school this fall, and I think I’m just gonna have to close down the dairy. There’s no way I can handle it all with him gone.” Mrs. Graham says, “Melvin had already been accepted. He already had several drawers of his undies and things packed in the suitcases”—but with that, Melvin calmly and methodically unpacked everything again, and informed his mother, “I wouldn’t go up there for anything now, and cause Daddy to have to close down the dairy.” It was yet another despair and exasperation he afforded her, perhaps the terminal disappointment. “It was a real heartbreak,” she says; “I wasn’t over that one for months and months.”

So he persevered on among the cornfields and barns and feed lots with his father—every now and then in the evenings, sitting in his den with his crusted brogans on the floor beside him, holding a kitchen glass of iced tea or buttermilk as he watched on television a phantom image of his brother behind pulpit microphones somewhere in India or Australia. With the dissolution of his father’s diary operation in 1959, he moved with his wife out to open countryside south of Charlotte to raise cattle on a spread there. Sturdily prosperous, he has now a handsome and spacious home, where they occasionally receive company over fruit punch and cinnamon cookies.

He will agreeably confess, “In one way, it was difficult for me for a long time to be Billy Graham’s brother. I wasn’t jealous of ’im. I just didn’t particularly want to be involved with anything he had anything to do with. I never could get it out of my mind that people would automatically be making comparisons. It sort of caused me to withdraw into a shell. Truth is, I suppose I felt far beneath him—” again a little smile “—maybe in a sense I still do. But little by little, I came out of it. I began to accept a few little Sunday-school classes, became a deacon in the church.” He also undertook brief sallies now and then into the public notice in antiliquor campaigns, local Republican politics.

Then around 1975, he sustained three brain operations. Before he was rolled into the operating room the first time, Billy leaned over him, and said, his eyes dampening, “Melvin—I just want you to know. I love you.” And for Melvin’s part, whatever intermittent dull resentments he may have been visited with in the past, he seems to have succeeded in wholly extinguishing. “I think he’s just the finest man I’ve ever known of,” he submits. “He’s always been almost perfect to me. In fact, I think he’s bent over backward to make sure I didn’t feel left aside—like whenever I go somewhere where he is, he’ll introduce me to everybody, and make sure I have the best place to sit.” His wife will proudly bring out for guests two photograph portraits of Billy that he inscribed and presented to Melvin, one of them a theatrically illuminated profile, which he autographed, “To the greatest ‘guy’ I know my brother Melvin With affection Billy.”

Still, as Melvin offered once with a faintly poignant amicableness, “I never realized how far apart we’d grown until the other day when I heard him on a radio preaching up in Chicago, and I was down here spreading manure on a flower bed.”

 

That same final distance also endured to the last between Billy and his father. A businessman who passed the Graham place every afternoon on his way home from his office would tarry sometimes to chat with Frank Graham while Billy could be seen working in a far field, and he once suggested, “You know, Frank, I sure hope you’re planning to send that boy off to college. He really ought to go to a good college”—to which Graham replied with only a short snuffle, a scowl. In fact, for all of his son’s eventual feats as an evangelist, it was as if a rigorous ordinariness always remained, for Frank Graham, the truest righteousness.

Vigilantly unpresuming about himself and his own, he once snapped, “Billy’s just doing what he’s supposed to be doing. If he weren’t, the Lord would soon clip his wings.” As for himself, “there was nothing else in life to him,” reports Billy, “but church and working.” During the summers, he never returned to the house from his fields until after sunset. “He never played a game in his life,” Billy recites now in a peculiarly flat voice. “He never cared about fishing or hunting or baseball, anything like that. Never went swimming in his life. He would just go out a little bit and wade. He was always afraid of water.” On those two or three days each year when he would take his family to the beach, he would merely roll up his trouser legs a few careful turns above his thin tallowy shins and then step out just into the shallow skimming of foam around his ankles, standing there for several minutes straight and rigid, his hands pinned to his waist with his elbows winged out, abruptly turning then and striding out again back up to the hard packings of sand.

Indeed, throughout Billy’s amplifying notability, his father always remained somewhat choleric about journeying anywhere very far beyond his own premises. Once, while Billy was conducting a crusade in New York, Mrs. Graham, sitting with her husband in their front parlor in Charlotte, mentioned to a reporter who had dropped by for an interview, “I went to London to hear Billy Frank, but I’ve said I wouldn’t go to New York if he didn’t go—” pointing then, with a quick little wordless stab of her finger, in the direction of her husband, who, from the chair across the room where he had been sitting with the upright stiffness of someone posing in a daguerreotype, promptly crackled, “It’s all right with me if she wants to go. But I don’t like to travel.” As Billy was about to embark once for a crusade in Korea, Frank Graham inquired of him, with a small clearing of his throat, “Now exactly where is this Korea?”

Rather, during his latter years, he absorbed himself primarily in industriously haggling off to real estate developers swatches of the ancestral acreage left him by his roisterous rogue-centaur of a father—the landscape of wide pastures and brambled pine woods around their house gradually dissolving, in smokes of hot tar and a fuming dust of steam shovels, into apartments and parking lots and convenience curb-stores. In 1958, when he found one prospective transaction unexpectedly sabotaged by a technicality in a city zoning regulation, “he came to my office,” a city councilman related, “with tears in his eyes.” As Graham’s attorney entreated council members in a private gathering in the mayor’s office, “He either has to give up about thirty thousand dollars’ worth of land, or get you folks to approve a variance”—which the council, at their subsequent formal session, obligingly did.

So he abided on through the years of his son’s magnifying renown with a kind of peaceable and oblivious remoteness—a figure as lean and plain as a yard rake, with a long flattish face and narrow age-freckled forehead under a dim patina of zinc hair, a pale cresent above his brow from the hat kept clamped there all those summers, standing for occasional photographs with his flat slabbed hands clasped clumsily together below his waist with the formality of a church usher waiting to take up the collection. With most of his farm at last transmogrified into filling stations and office parks—he keeping only one mule in his side yard, explains an old associate, “because he just wanted to be able to look out there now and then and see it”—his chief occupation during his last years seemed to be passing his day ambling amiably among the tables at the S & W Cafeteria in the nearby Park Road Shopping Center. Having remained thin and hard up to that point, he began to acquire a bit of padding now: “He’d eat his piece of apple pie over there at the S & W twice a day, every day,” says Melvin.

It was, in fact, the first shopping center to appear in Charlotte, and the cafeteria there became for him—after all the years of blank exertion in sweat-reek and grime—something like a suburban Shalimar of surcease and peace at last, a sanctorum with Muzak pleasantly lilting over the monotone sibilations of the diners among potted plastic greenery and walls of pumpkin orange. “He ate two meals out every day over there at the S & W from the time they built it,” says Melvin. “He would have eaten breakfast over there too if they’d been open.” After disposing of his own serving, he would then mosey about shaking hands and cozily chatting with the people at the other tables. “He’d be over there most the whole day,” says Melvin. “In fact, he didn’t come home any more than when he used to farm.”

Melvin continued to take him there even after, in his seventies, he suffered a series of small strokes, successive little gentle dimming obliterations. After his third one, recalls Grady Wilson, “he still loved to tell those few little favorite jokes of his, over and over again. I can see him now, sitting there at the dinner table saying, ‘He fought a good fight, but his razor was dull,’ holding his fork with his hand just shaking, food spilling off the fork down over his tie.” Finally, in 1962, in a hospital room early one hot August morning just after sunrise, he quietly expired. Only his doctor was with him—“I was over in Monroe,” says Melvin, “getting parts for a hay baler.” The doctor, turning him over to his other side, had asked, “Now, how is that, how’s everything?” and in that instant, even before the doctor had finished turning him, Frank Graham was already dead—even as the doctor heard him softly sighing, “Fine,” the answer released simply in a last toneless expelling of breath.

Whatever may have been his own distances from Billy, though, during his perambulations about the tables at the S & W, he had taken to introducing himself, “How are you, I’m Frank Graham, I’m Billy’s daddy.” And curiously enough, Melvin recalls, several weeks before he died, “when he was home he always thought he was at Billy’s. He’d suddenly look around and say, ‘Well, well, Billy’s got a house just like ours. How about that. How did he get a house just like ours?’ He seemed real pleased. He couldn’t stop wondering over it. After sitting there awhile and looking around and marveling over this, he’d say, ‘Well, now, it’s getting too late to stay here any longer, I got to get on back home now.’” So Melvin would dutifully take him outside, put him in the car, drive him around a few blocks and then bring him back to the house, and he would mumble happily as they pulled back up the driveway, “Now. Now. Awful nice being over at Billy’s, but this is more like it now….”

Years later, Billy reported that one of his first memories was of his father trying to teach him to walk in a wide grassy field out beyond their house: “It was in the afternoon. I remember him clapping his hands, opening his arms, calling ‘Billy Frank, come to Daddy. C’mon to Daddy, Billy Frank….’” In a certain sense, it was as if he never really closed that space; they never finally met: they remained forever, in an elusive but elemental way, irrevocably strangers to each other. As Billy stood with his family in the funeral home, he finally turned bleakly to his sister: “I wish I could cry. I wish I could, but I can’t.”

Afterward, he observed with a peculiarly detached affection, almost as if he were commenting on the unhappy passing of one of his close associates, “He prayed for me faithfully. It always meant a great deal to me to know that.”

 

After “Mr. Graham went away,” as his wife politely referred to the event forever afterward, she stayed contently on alone in the house. At one point, she allowed the family to persuade her to move into a nearby apartment building, but she was immediately unsettled, after a life mostly passed among hard surfaces, by the meltingly lush carpets of her rooms there. But she muttered nothing—until, one afternoon six weeks after she had been installed there, her daughter Catherine dropped by and finally said, “Mother, do you want to just move on back to the house?” With that, she quietly began to weep. She was rapidly returned then to the home along Park Road.

It sits in the collection of offices and neon signs around it, a last quiet shaded patch of the old place remaining as if in its own private bell-jar vacuum in time—a square two-story edifice of red and purple brick with a front yard of magnolias and oaks, the backyard with an antique rusted gas pump still standing slightly atilt in the grass. Billy’s old bedroom at an upstairs back corner now has paper shades pulled down over all its windows, masked to the Steak-and-Egg and Pizza Hut and bowling lane that, just beyond the gas pump and the grassy plot where the scuppernong arbor once was, have accumulated along the rear flank of her property.

She has passed her days there since her husband’s death in a halcyon and unruffled solitude. She still receives a few visitors, ladies from her Bible circle and her DAR chapter, but they know to call on her only in the afternoon, and they are expected to take their leave by at least six. She spends much of her time in the mornings reading, principally religious and devotional fare, though she permits herself now and then, as she crisply remarks, “a secular book. I am not immune to them. For instance, I’ve read four of Catherine Marshall’s.” Lying atop a cupboard in the kitchen is a small polished pearl-handled revolver that someone in the family furnished her somewhile ago, but she has never touched it since placing it there. She still possesses—even now well into her eighties, dwindled and frail as a figure of match-sticks—a bearing of dauntless and doughty intrepidness not so much brave as simply heedless of any possible unpleasantness or embattlement or despair. She has maintained a strapping appetite: “Today for lunch,” she will cheerfully note, “I had a big helping of roast beef, rice and gravy, black-eyed peas, and two rolls.” On the whole, she declares, “I’m not at all lonely here.”

Nevertheless, she eats only a few of her meals in the tiny breakfast room off the kitchen—“I don’t much like anymore to sit down and eat by myself in a dark enclosed place,” she says; “I like to take a tray and sit in some bright lighted spot, or in front of the TV.” But most of all, she has found over her years staying on there in the house that “when you’re alone most of the time like I am, time doesn’t mean what it used to. You forget the hours, even forget the days sometimes.” Now, more than anything else, she is fond of sitting in her downstairs bedroom-den on Thursday evenings watching The Waltons. “I love that program,” she confides with a light smile. “That’s just the way we used to be….”

Actually, it has become the lore among some on her side of the family that her father, Ben Coffey, had grimly resisted her marriage to Franklin Graham, due to the scandalousness of old Crook Graham. Morrow herself, says a member of the community then, “was, oh, so fine, so delicate. She looked just like Dresden china.” She had her father’s pallor, with caramel hair and sky-blue eyes, an ethereal poise always about her, and “at the church pageants she would always take the part of the angel,” a relative reports. She will note herself now, “I may not have mentioned, but I was in a lot of plays before I was married. Five or six plays, I’d say”—adding then after a pause, “I would usually play the main character.”

But after she was settled with Frank Graham on his dairy farm, it became her daily lot, besides getting breakfast on the table at 5:30 every morning, to chop the firewood, haul water, hoe weeds: “Mr. Graham worked so hard,” she explains, “and he taught me to work hard.” Nevertheless, says one of her daughters, “she went on teaching piano and voice for a while. She was very disappointed that one of us didn’t turn out to be a musician. She was always far more sophisticated than Daddy—Daddy, he’d shave maybe once a week.” Through the winters, he took to wearing long underwear that he would peel off only at the end of every week, toiling in it through the days and then sleeping in it at night, this particular propensity of his producing one of the few instances of tautness between him and Mrs. Graham. Billy himself reminisces now, “They just lived in two different worlds. He was always sweating, always sweaty. But my mother was the type who wouldn’t even go into the sun. She thought a suntan was something awful. She was very much a lady. I don’t even think she’d ever heard the word sex….”

Fifteen years now after her husband’s passing, perched neat and spruce on the sofa in her living room in a late afternoon, she still has that blanched pallor of alum, of years spent in shade, out of sunglare, her pale circular eyes fixed like two damp nickel coins behind her glasses. She keeps the front room here dusky and shadowless and cool, the drapes drawn against the flare and fade of the days outside—a parlor of brocades and satins all in a nebulous haze of aquamarine, aqua walls, aqua carpet, aqua curtains. “I’ve kept the house pretty much as it always was,” she says. “Mr. Graham didn’t believe in changing things, and I’ve always been happy with it like it is.” For that matter, she pronounces—speaking with a precise deliberation in a small voice like a crinkling of tissue paper, her hands folded primly in her lap—“I’ve never had the feeling our life would have been different if. I’ve never had to worry about any ifs in my life. I wouldn’t have had a thing different. I loved it just the way it was, and I still do today. I would not change a thing.”

She dwells on, then, in the comfortable chrysalis of a lifetime’s pat and comfortable exclusion of all other possibilities. Sitting on her sofa in the dulling light of a late afternoon, the house around her is absolutely quiet save for the minute ticking of a clock by the stairs in the hall: suddenly, the phone in the next room rings with a startling clangor—but she remains sitting perfectly motionless and unblinking, oblivious, the phone clamoring again and again over the house, but unheard by her. Her hearing has now waned into an almost immaculate, serene silence.

She mostly occupies her days with “writing to nearly five hundred people a year who write to me—shut-ins, elderly people, just a lot of people from Billy Frank’s ministry.” And on Sunday mornings, at the Calvary Presbyterian Church, she is conducted, with her Bible and handbag bundled in one arm, down the aisle of the sanctuary to her usual seat on the end of the second pew, and she sits deposited there, composed and unstirring, through the service—a figure with the arctic whiteness of a snow queen, formed seemingly of sheer soft frost and fog, in white shoes and white dress with glassy spun-sugar hair, only a single tiny flushed pink spot on the nape of her neck under her permanent.

To Billy, at least, she has indeed long constituted a kind of winter madonna of the nice, the pure. “When Billy was growing up, he would always be bringing Mother flowers,” says Melvin. “He would cross the creek and go back there to the deepest part of the woods to get flowers for her, even up to when he was fifteen, sixteen years old. He was always the sentimental type when it came to his mother.” Billy himself acknowledges, “Yes, every Sunday, after we’d been to church, I’d go out by myself and spend several hours finding wildflowers to bring back and give to my mother. My greatest joy was to please her. I always considered her a beautiful woman, refined and godly. In fact, the pictures of her at thirty-five or forty are not unlike the pictures of my wife, Ruth, at that age. To me, she was perfect.”

It may simply be the compulsion of certain men, the sons of vigorous and cherishing and finely mannered mothers matched to ruder and withdrawn fathers—as it was with Lyndon Johnson, Franklin Roosevelt—to create themselves on an extravagant scale into what they grew up sensing, in their mothers’ disappointment, their fathers failed to be. On Mrs. Graham’s part, hanging now on a wall in her azured front room is an immense gilt-frame portrait, gently illuminated, of Billy in one of his more dramatically meditative and spiritual poses, and she declares, “To me, he lives almost a divine life. My doctor said there seems like there’s a natural glow about him—which I thought was really something to come from a doctor. But you know, after he was born, I prayed that God would take him and use him. When he went off to school, I prayed that every day for seven years up there in that bedroom. I don’t think it could be said that my prayer was not answered.”

The only time, other than that moment of despair in the apartment, that her daughter Catherine can recall seeing tears in her mother’s eyes, happened one late morning in 1968 when the two of them were standing out on the side porch, waiting for the motorcade of then-presidential candidate Richard Nixon to arrive to pay a call on them. When the motorcycles and limousines finally appeared twinkling in the distance, “I looked around,” says Catherine, “and saw Mother standing there crying. She told me, ‘I never thought that a simple farm family like us would ever be waiting out here on our side porch for the Vice-President of the United States to come and visit us.’”








II



Near the site of the house where he was born that windless November afternoon in 1918, there is now a small memorial on the lawn in front of the IBM building—an inconspicuous little octagonal plaza set under pin oaks close to the traffic beating past in the street, with a granite tablet in its center inscribed, “Billy Graham is one of the giants of our time, truly a man of God. The force of his spirit has ennobled millions in this and other lands. I salute him with deep affection and profound respect.” Richard Nixon President of the United States, and under a bronze bas-relief of Billy’s visage, the graven epigraph, Birthplace of Dr. Billy Graham World-renowned evangelist, author, and educator and preacher of the gospel of Christ to more people than any other man in history….

But it was still then a paveless countryside of sloping woods-skirted meadows, orange dirt roads curling under heavy trees glinting an almost molten green in summertime, with the Grahams’ plank farmhouse sitting in a grassless dirt yard kept brushed ruthlessly clean with brooms of dogwood switches. In the distances around, Frank Graham’s herd of some hundred Jerseys and Holsteins grazed in a shifting patternry of russet and black-and-white over the glossy grasses of his ample pastures. It was never quite a matter for them, as Billy would advertise in later years, of “acres of hard red clay where my father eked out a bare subsistence.” By the time Billy was ten, the family had moved on into their more commodious red-brick country-squire dwelling, with its white-pillared front stoop and indoor plumbing.

But “as soon as I could walk,” as it seems to Billy now, he began a daily laboring, from 3:30 in the black starless mornings on through to dusk again, among cows and pails and stalls, in a kind of primal steaming mire of fodder, mud, straw, milk-reek, muck, cleaning latrines and forking manure. And during those first years, he would be bathed by his mother in a galvanized tin washtub filled with pump water that had become a milky blue—“We would all have to take baths in that same water,” he remembers still with a faint wince—and as she rigorously soaped and scrubbed him clean again, she recited to him a Scripture verse for him to repeat, phrase by phrase as she scoured behind his ears, his thin bent neck, “For God so loved the world…that He gave His only begotten Son,…that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish…,” rinsing him now, scrubbing him dry and slick and fresh again with a coarse harsh towel, “…but have everlasting life.”

He had then rather the pale, blond look of his mother, the same porcelain-blue eyes and sharply crafted face. They called him Billy Frank. In those years, he seemed merely a gleeful and thoughtless youngling of nature, full of a careless eagerness, who would romp barefoot among the cool dirt aisles of his grandfather Coffey’s orchard rummaging himself pears, figs, apples, plums from the laden sagging boughs—all the ripe earth’s easy prodigal bounty his to snatch and enjoy without question. He also moved everywhere accompanied by a ganging of dogs, goats, cats—“One point, I had twenty cats,” he reports. As a cousin of his puts it, “Billy Frank always seemed to have an unusually easy way with animals.” More, it was as if some vital part of him were detached into a special secret mute communion with them. “He was always kissing dogs,” the cousin says, “putting his mouth on their nose. I even saw him a lot of times, he’d actually put their noses in his mouth. It used to make me shudder, but he didn’t think anything about it.” Once, says a childhood friend, an immense white wild cat appeared on the Graham place out of the woods, “white as snow, an albino cat it might have been, and it wouldn’t let any human being approach it, wouldn’t let any human hand get near to touching it—except for Billy. And it would sleep with him. While Billy was reading or doing his homework, that wild white woods-cat would curl up in Billy’s lap and just lie there, purring. Beat all I ever saw.”

But he had “an unusual fondness for those goats of his,” Melvin recollects. “He fed ’em, played with ’em all the time, almost more’n he would other children. They’d all go trotting off after him in a bunch wherever he went, jiggling along behind him even when he was riding his bicycle.” Billy admits, “I always loved goats. I don’t know why, but I just loved goats.” He would sometimes take them to a nearby quarry and lead them back and forth over the rocks throughout the length of a whole afternoon, watching them with unwearying captivation as they rippled after him light and deft as shadows over the white-glared spill of crags. Now and then, when his parents were gone, he would even bring them on into the house, happily ushering them in to flow and shuffle at loose random among the lamps and clocks and organdy curtains, as if he were simply unrecognizing yet of the delineations, demarcations, between society’s orderly forms and the free rowdy play of nature.
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