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For my father









INTRODUCTION

by Sue Grafton

The contrast between Ken Millar the man, Ross Macdonald the novelist, and Lew Archer the fictional private detective is one that will doubtless fascinate scholars and psychologists for years to come. What Tom Nolan accomplishes in this meticulous biography is to detail the connections between Ken Millar’s personal odyssey and his professional pursuits. Fair-minded, evenhanded, Tom Nolan’s account of the life of Ken Millar gives depth and dimension to a man who tended to say little about himself. This biography provides the basis for a renewed appreciation of the man and his achievement. Ken Millar’s struggle for success, the pleasure he took in the trajectory of his career, and the complexities of his marriage to mystery writer Margaret Millar are related with a balance and a grace of which Millar himself would have approved.

Nolan has the confidence to let Millar’s life stand without speculation, though the darker aspects of the writer’s history must have provided a powerful temptation. From Millar’s troubled adolescence to his only daughter’s clashes with the law, Nolan locates Millar’s work within the context of his life and allows these events to speak for themselves.

I was privileged to meet Kenneth Millar twice here in Santa Barbara. This was sometime in the late sixties, long before my career as a mystery writer was launched. Introduced by mutual acquaintances, we did no more than shake hands in passing. I was, at that point, a lowly creative-writing student in an adult-education class, and he had already achieved near legendary status. Even as an avid reader of his work, I knew little of the man. I would love to report that he made some cogent comment that shaped my aspirations and gave impetus to my ambition. Alas, he did not, though his unwitting influence on my career was profound. One gathers that Ken Millar wasn’t often given to casual or hasty comment, though he afforded other writers his unfailing support. He was, by all reports, a man of intelligence and reserve, whose observations about writing were neither haplessly assembled nor carelessly disseminated. Quiet, courtly, and unprepossessing, Millar was the quintessential intellectual in a genre formerly reserved for men of more flamboyant style and more inflammatory imagination.

Ken Millar was intrigued by the hard-boiled detective genre. Taking the reins from Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler, he handled the form with mounting confidence. Where Hammett and Chandler wrote only a scant few novels each (five in Hammett’s case, seven in Chandler’s), Ross Macdonald’s eighteen Lew Archer novels were written over a span of some twenty-five years, allowing the writer a narrative range and breadth in which to hone his skills. Millar incorporated into the Lew Archer novels his own maturing worldview and thus imbued the series with a melancholy, hard-won wisdom.

More poetic than Hammett, less cynical than Chandler, what Ross Macdonald demonstrated many times over was that the hard-boiled detective novel was no longer the exclusive domain of the whiskey-drinking gumshoe, fists flying, guns blazing, blonde bombshell perched on the edge of his desk. Like his creator, Lew Archer was a man with a finely honed sensibility, whose passion for fairness permeated everything he did.

From Ross Macdonald, we learned to see southern California as we’d never seen it before. From him, we finally understood that the crime novel could be as challenging, as astute, and as rarefied as the sonnet . . . precise, perceptive, and passionate . . . even while its fundamental subject matter remained rooted in crime and violent death. If Dashiell Hammett can be said to have injected the hard-boiled detective novel with its primitive force, and Raymond Chandler gave shape to its prevailing tone, it was Ken Millar, writing as Ross Macdonald, who gave the genre its current respectability, generating a worldwide readership that has paved the way for those of us following in his footsteps.

Sue Grafton

Santa Barbara, California

July 28, 1998








Ten years ago, while nobody was watching—or, rather, while everyone was looking in the wrong direction—a writer of detective stories turned into a major American novelist.

—John Leonard, The New York Times Book Review

. . . the Archer books, the finest series of detective novels ever written by an American.

—William Goldman, The New York Times Book Review

In 1969, when most literate readers thought detective stories beneath consideration and mystery fiction rarely appeared on best-seller lists, a handful of New York journalists conspired to push a California writer of private-eye novels to the front rank of American letters.

The writer was Ross Macdonald, a mystery novelist who didn’t so much transcend the genre as elevate it, showing again (like Hammett, Faulkner, Collins, Dickens, Greene, and many others since Poe) how the crime story can at any time become art.

The conspiracy worked.

Front-page celebrations in the New York Times Book Review and a cover story in Newsweek turned Ross Macdonald’s books about detective Lew Archer into national best-sellers. Movies and a television series were made. Millions of Macdonald’s books were sold. After twenty years in the mystery field, Ross Macdonald was an overnight success.

The world at large discovered a writer already well known to mystery fans. Crime-fiction reviewers had long hailed Macdonald as the hard-boiled successor to Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler. His influence on a generation of mystery writers was profound. In such classic works as The Doomsters, The Galton Case, The Chill, Black Money, The Goodbye Look, The Underground Man, and Sleeping Beauty, Macdonald opened fresh thematic territory and set a new literary standard for his genre. Vital trends in modern crime fiction drew impetus from Macdonald’s work. Writers as diverse as Sara Paretsky, Jonathan Kellerman, Jerome Charyn, and James Ellroy have called Macdonald an influence. Simply as a bestselling mystery author he broke ground; his success, before a time when genre authors routinely became household names, showed the way for the future Parkers, Graftons, Hillermans, Cornwells, and Mosleys.

Ross Macdonald’s appeal and importance extended beyond the mystery field. He was seen as an important California author, a novelist who evoked his region as tellingly as such mainstream writers as Nathanael West and Joan Didion. Before he died, Macdonald was given the Los Angeles Times’s Robert Kirsch Award for a distinguished body of work about the West. Some critics ranked him among the best American novelists of his generation.

By any standard he was remarkable. His first books, patterned on Hammett and Chandler, were at once vivid chronicles of a postwar California and elaborate retellings of Greek and other classic myths. Gradually he swapped the hard-boiled trappings for more subjective themes: personal identity, the family secret, the family scapegoat, the childhood trauma; how men and women need and battle each other, how the buried past rises like a skeleton to confront the present. He brought the tragic drama of Freud and the psychology of Sophocles to detective stories, and his prose flashed with poetic imagery. By the time of his commercial breakthrough, some of Macdonald’s concerns (the breakdown between generations, the fragility of moral and global ecologies) held special resonance for a country divided by an unpopular war and alarmed for the environment. His vision was strong enough to spill into real life, where a news story or a friend’s revelation could prompt the comment “Just like a Ross Macdonald novel.”

It was a vision with meaning for all sorts of readers. Macdonald got fan mail from soldiers, professors, teenagers, movie directors, ministers, housewives, poets. He was claimed as a colleague by good writers around the world, including Eudora Welty, Andrey Voznesensky, Elizabeth Bowen, Thomas Berger, Marshall McLuhan, Margaret Laurence, Osvaldo Soriano, Hugh Kenner, Nelson Algren, Donald Davie, and Reynolds Price.

When he died in 1983, Ross Macdonald was the best-known and most highly regarded crime-fiction writer in America. But (despite dozens of articles, two documentary films, and two critical studies) not much was known about the author of “the finest series of detective novels ever written by an American.”

It was no secret Ross Macdonald was the pseudonym of Kenneth Millar, a Santa Barbara man married to another good mystery writer, Margaret Millar. But his official biography was spare: born in northern California of Canadian parents, raised in Ontario and other provinces, he earned a doctorate at Michigan, served in the U.S. Navy, and moved with wife and daughter to California in 1946. In a handful of autobiographical essays, Millar seemed to conceal as much as he told.

Hiding things came second nature, to protect himself and spare his family. Like the people in his fiction, Millar had secrets, and he persuaded sympathetic journalists to collaborate in keeping them.

Yet he believed in the writing of candid biography and expected to be its subject. He valued works that made connections between a novelist’s life and his fiction. Millar preserved much material that proved helpful in explicating the books of Ross Macdonald, who admitted he was one of those authors who strew their novels with personal clues, “like burglars who secretly wish to be caught.” Among the revealing documents Millar left future literary detectives were a candid notebook memoir, an unpublished autobiographical novel, and thirty years’ correspondence.

Now—after the deaths of his widow, their only child, and their only grandchild; after unrestricted examination of the Kenneth and Margaret Millar Papers at the University of California, Irvine, as well as other archives’ material; and after hundreds of interviews with those who knew Millar—a fuller picture emerges of this admired American writer.

*  *  *

Ross Macdonald came to crime writing honestly. Virtually fatherless and growing up poor, Kenneth Millar broke social and moral laws: having sex from the age of eight, getting drunk at twelve, fighting violently, stealing. “I’m amazed at some of the chances I took as a boy,” he admitted. Worse than the things he did were those he imagined. Mad at the world and at his lot in life, he sometimes felt angry enough to kill. As a youngster he read Poe and Hawthorne and Dostoyevsky: writers who wrestled with the good and the bad angels he too was assaulted by. When he wrote his own mystery stories, Millar saw himself in his tales’ wrongdoers. “I don’t have to be violent,” he said, “my books are.”

By his own reckoning, he barely escaped being a criminal. When he stopped breaking laws before starting college, he fashioned a code of conduct for himself (and others) as unyielding as the formal religious creeds he had rejected. Millar put himself in a behavioral box as if his life or mental health depended on it, though his psyche often strained against the box’s walls. He stayed over forty years in an often rancorous marriage, putting its tensions to use as he turned his wife and himself into published authors. He stayed in the box of detective fiction, determined to provide for his family and avoid the failures of his irresponsible father.

“The Split Man” was a title Macdonald often played with. Millar himself was a man split along national, cultural, intellectual, professional, and even sexual fault lines. Born in California, raised in Canada, as a young man he thought of moving to England. All his life he felt on the wrong side of whatever border he’d most recently crossed. The roots of Macdonald’s tales of troubled families in a corrupted California lay in Millar’s bleak Ontario childhood with its “long conspiracies of silent pain.”

The man who created the hard-boiled Lew Archer was one of the most brilliant graduate students in the history of the University of Michigan. While Macdonald’s private-eye stories were being published in Manhunt magazine next to Mickey Spillane’s (which he detested), Millar was writing a Ph.D. dissertation on the psychological criticism of Samuel Taylor Coleridge. His academic colleagues disparaged or despaired of his detective fiction; his fellow crime writers were puzzled or intimidated by his university work.

In the sunshine of Santa Barbara, California, Kenneth Millar dressed like a Midwesterner and spoke with a Scots-Canadian accent. In the wealthy heart of Nixon and Reagan country, he was a Stevensonian Democrat; even as a beach-club member, he still felt like an underdog.

He was a gentle man with a frightening temper, an intellectual who went to murder trials, a person of great pride and startling humility. Once or twice he nearly broke under his complexities. Like Oedipus (a recurring archetype in Macdonald’s fiction and Millar’s psyche), he seemed to bring about the tragedies he tried to avoid. Determined to be the good parent his own were not, Millar fathered an only child whose life was scarred by emotional and legal trauma. Obsessed with not causing fatal harm, he saw his daughter become entangled in the sort of headline-making events he’d always dreaded, incidents his own stories seemed to eerily foretell. At his daughter’s darkest hours, Millar acted like his books’ hero Lew Archer; then turned her crises into the fiction from which they might have sprung.

In his novels, Millar resolved his contradictions: there he hid and revealed an aching loneliness, a melancholy humor, and a lifetime of anger, fear, and regret. These singular works changed their genre and changed the way readers saw the world. In these stories, ordinary families became the stuff of mystery; and there was always guilt enough to go around. We recognized ourselves as characters in Ross Macdonald’s novels. And the most interesting Macdonald character of all was Kenneth Millar.








The Mariner tells how the ship sailed southward with a good wind and fair weather, till it reached the line.

The ship was cheered, the harbour cleared,

Merrily did we drop

Below the kirk, below the hill,

Below the lighthouse top.

The Sun came up upon the left,

Out of the sea came he!

And he shone bright, and on the right

Went down into the sea.

—S. T. Coleridge, “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”

Before Alzheimer’s disease put an end to his writing, Millar recorded his earliest memories: recollections formed in the final months of World War One, in Vancouver, British Columbia. His father was a harbor-boat pilot there, and Millar recalled the “unforgettable” occasion when his dad took him to sea: “I stood beside him in the offshore light, with his hands and my hand on the wheel.” At the age of sixty-three, he judged this “the happiest day of my childhood if not my life.”

Millar’s parents separated when he was four, and his mother took him to a harsher province. As a troubled child and an uneasy adult, Ken Millar mourned the loss of that moment of bliss and belonging, of being loved and protected. The fiction he wrote was informed by the painful knowledge of the difference between the way life was supposed to be and the way it was. In his books, people looked obsessively for lost parents and vanished birthrights; children took dangerous paths; a detective tried to discover when and where and why it all went wrong.

Vancouver wasn’t the first paradise he lost. Millar’s birthplace was California, something his parents never let him forget. In his youth that state took on a golden aura: the Great Right Place where he should be but wasn’t. He was born in Los Gatos, near San Francisco, during a heavy rainstorm at three in the morning of Monday, December 13, 1915.

The Bay Area was celebrating that year, with a Panama-Pacific Exposition in San Francisco to mark completion of the Panama Canal and the city’s recovery from the 1906 earthquake and fire. This Millar baby also became news of a sort: his father wrote a poem about him that was printed in the Los Gatos Mail. The poet-father was John Macdonald “Jack” Millar, a forty-two-year-old Canadian who’d edited newspapers in British Columbia and Alberta settlements for the past several years. Defying its spelling, the family name was pronounced “Miller,” an ambiguous touchstone for a son who’d spend a lifetime pondering questions of identity.

The dad had his own obsession with such matters, having lived with Indians in the Northwest Territories, befriended Japanese fishing families in Vancouver, and for years written poems in the dialect of a Scotland he’d never seen.

John Macdonald Millar’s Scottish connection came through his father, another John Millar, who had emigrated from Galashiels (near Edinburgh) to southern Ontario, Canada, in 1856. The senior John Millar was a solid citizen, serving at different times as reeve (mayor), township clerk, postmaster, police magistrate, and justice of the peace. He and his Scots-Canadian wife had nine children, seven of whom survived; the sixth was Jack Millar, born in 1873. After teaching school and keeping a general store, the senior Millar started the Walkerton Herald, a newspaper that stayed in business for at least a century. Printer’s ink was in the Millar blood, some said: the first successful Scottish printer, around 1506, was a Millar. This “fatal predisposition to words” was passed on to Jack—along with a youthful rebellion. Jack Millar adopted his father’s Liberal politics but rejected his Presbyterian faith, becoming an admirer of Robert Green Ingersoll, “the Great Agnostic.” Like John Millar, who’d sailed from Scotland as a teenager, the teenaged Jack Millar left the family home early to strike out on his own.

Jack Millar was medium sized but powerfully built, a good wrestler and strong swimmer. He made his way to the western Canadian provinces, then south into the United States, where he mined for silver in Colorado. Back in Canada, he lived for close to a year with Indians around Great Slave Lake. In 1899, the territory-wise Jack Millar joined two Toronto newspapermen, John Innes and J. P. McConnell, on a six-week pack-train journey across Alberta and British Columbia.

Jack was in Vancouver, British Columbia, in 1907, when young William Mackenzie King, federal deputy minister of labor, came to investigate anti-Japanese riots there. Millar, friendly with the port’s Japanese fishermen, informally helped the future prime minister in his inquiries.

A year later, in Red Deer, Alberta, the thirty-four-year-old Millar met a tall, attractive, thirty-three-year-old former nurse named Anna Moyer. Jack courted Annie on horseback and read her his Robbie Burns-like poems. Born in Walkerton, the town whose newspaper Jack’s dad had started, Annie had turned down several youthful suitors in order to study and work in Canada and the States. Typhoid fever caught from a hospital patient had ended her nursing. She was ready to accept Jack’s proposal. Before they married, John Macdonald Millar, like his father before him, became a newspaper editor-manager, taking over a monthly in the copper-mining town of Greenwood, British Columbia; then starting his own paper in Granum, Alberta. Jack and Annie were married in Calgary, Alberta, in September 1909.

Millar put out three other papers in his first four years of marriage, trekking with Annie to frontier mining, logging, and shipping towns in British Columbia and Alberta. It was a rough haul. Annie had two stillbirths before she and Jack moved to San Diego, California, in 1913. They hoped the California climate would give them a healthy baby. But in San Diego, in 1913, they buried another infant.

Annie had family living in Escondido, near San Diego, including her married sister Adeline, a Christian Science convert. Adeline told Annie, raised Methodist like her, that if she joined Mary Baker Eddy’s church, she’d have a healthy baby. Annie converted. From San Diego, the Millars went north to Los Gatos, where Annie Millar gave birth to Kenneth. This baby was healthy—twelve and a half pounds—with eyes that were an almost violet blue: his mother’s eyes.

The Millars returned to Canada. After a mild stroke, Jack Millar gave up newspaper work. In Vancouver, he earned sea captain’s papers and, with the First World War on, became pilot of a harbor boat. The family lived in upper-floor rooms of a downtown waterfront hotel, and here Kennie first became aware of the world around him. His mother read him fairy tales and other stories. She took him bathing at English Bay, a busy beach where a huge black lifeguard kept watch like Neptune over hundreds of youngsters.

Jack took his boy to the studio of painter John Innes, one of the Toronto newspapermen he’d helped guide from Alberta to Vancouver in 1899. Innes was now a dramatically whiskered artist, capturing on canvas the already vanishing frontier of his and Jack’s journey. His studio, full of pack saddles, riding boots, and other Western gear, was a haven for old cronies like Millar. Innes at work in his lair made a big impression on Jack’s wide-eyed son.

Kennie showed some artistic ability of his own. Given a slate, he drew chalk pictures, including a pretty good one of Charlie Chaplin, whom he’d seen at the silent pictures. On his slate, Kennie learned numbers and letters. He seemed a bright boy, full of curiosity. At rest, the boy looked serene, with big, wise-seeming eyes and the half-smile of an oriental prince.

But his parents quarreled. After nine years, their differences now eclipsed what they’d had in common. Annie gave thanks to God and to Christian Science for the good things in life; Jack, the freethinking atheist, put his faith in the social theorist Henry George. In love with the West he’d known when young, Jack was glad to spend the day explaining Indian signs or listening to tall tales told by the snow-blind prospector who lived in the hotel basement; Annie was sick of their unsettled life and of her husband’s fruitless “hobbies.”

In November 1918, the Great War ended. Mobs of celebrants jammed Vancouver’s streets. Returning troops marched in dress uniform on the avenue near the Hudson’s Bay store. The world had made peace—but not Jack and Annie.

Around this time Jack took his boy for that boat ride along the Vancouver coast.

The boy later remembered a less happy incident: when he looked through a hotel balcony grating and saw a body spread-eagled in the alley below. The man wasn’t dead, only dead drunk; but the frightening image stayed in his mind. For the four-year-old, his parents’ separation was as sudden and awful as the sight of that body. Like a child in a fairy tale, he blamed himself. His father’s absence marked him forever. The world, it seemed, was a place that took full payment for an hour of perfect bliss.








I must be the only American crime novelist who got his early ethical training in a Canadian Mennonite Sunday School.

—Ross Macdonald

When the Son of man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on his glorious throne. Before him will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate them one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.

—Matthew 25:31-32.

Kitchener, Ontario, half a continent away from any ocean, was where Kenneth and Annie Millar went in 1920. Unlike Vancouver, haven of freethinkers, Kitchener was a practical place, founded by Mennonite farmers and settled by German merchants. Instead of sea salt in the air, here there were fumes from three rubber factories. The city had been called Berlin until the recent war, and over half its twenty-two thousand people still spoke German. Black-clad Mennonites came to town in horse-drawn buggies. Annie Millar grew up a few miles from here with eight sisters and brothers, all living above father Aaron Moyer’s Mildmay general store. The Presbyterian Moyer, married to the Mennonite Veronica Bowman, raised his children Methodist. An ex-schoolteacher, Aaron Moyer encouraged his seven daughters and two sons to sing harmony, play instruments, write letters, and draw pictures.

But Aaron Moyer was dead, buried on the Saskatchewan prairie where he’d gone with his family to homestead at seventy-three. When his widow came back to Ontario, she joined the reformed branch of the Mennonite Church of her youth. No cardplaying or other sinful pursuits were allowed in the two-story, brick bungalow at 32 Brubacher Street where Grandma Moyer lived with Annie’s sister Adeline (who’d wired the money for Annie’s and Ken’s train fares). This was the forbidding house Ken Millar and his mother moved into.

Grandmother Moyer at seventy-four was a strong-willed woman who demanded obedience. She insisted that five-year-old Kennie attend Sunday school at her New Mennonite church. There he learned about Judgment Day, when the sheep would be separated from the goats. The boy sensed his grandmother and her Bowman kin already placed him with the latter. It was as if his brow bore some mark of Jack Millar’s curse. “My original sin, so to speak,” he later judged, “was to be left by my father.” There was fear and pain now in his blue eyes. His mother changed too. At forty-five, she looked like an old woman. Her and his presence at 32 Brubacher caused problems, and in 1921, Anna and Kennie moved out of Grandma Moyer’s house and into furnished rooms. The boy blamed himself for this, as he’d blamed himself for his father’s having gone away.

Too weak to work, Annie ran out of funds. Sometimes she took Ken into the street and begged for food. Finally she brought the six-year-old to an orphanage and filled out papers to have him admitted. The iron gates of the orphanage were branded in his memory like the gates to the Mennonites’ hell. At the last minute, as in one of the fairy tales his mother read him, he was rescued. Rob Millar, a cousin of Jack’s who lived ninety miles north of Kitchener, said he and his wife, Elizabeth, would take Ken into their home. Life was full of surprises and sudden reversals. Instead of an orphanage, Ken Millar was sent to live in the town of Wiarton, on the idyllic banks of Georgian Bay.








Most of the detective work that accomplishes anything is due to the use of good common sense, and much of the remainder is just luck.

—William A. Pinkerton, quoted in the Canadian Echo, Wiarton, 1922

“The Mystery of the Silver Dagger,” by Randall Parrish . . . Here is a double-riveted mystery story as thrilling as anything this great master of mystery, adventure and romantic tales, ever has produced. It is compounded of love, intrigue, a million dollars and mysterious criminals in a most unusual combination . . . Soon to Appear in These Columns. READ IT!

—The Canadian Echo, Wiarton, 1922

Millar was a common name in Wiarton, where Jack Millar once won a two-mile swimming race across Colpoys Bay. Nearby was a bump in the road called Millarton, where many of Jack’s Scots-Canadian cousins had settled. A local legend involved the Jane Millar, a passenger steamer that vanished with nary a trace in 1881.

Kenneth’s “uncle” Rob (actually his second cousin) was the town’s electrical engineer. Having lost two daughters to fatal illness, he and his wife, Elizabeth, welcomed six-year-old Kennie like a son into their George Street house. Elizabeth gave Kenneth an uncomplicated love much easier to accept than his own troubled mother’s. Rob became the first of several father substitutes Kennie found throughout and beyond his childhood.

Rob Millar’s skills exposed Kennie to new excitements. Over the radio Rob built, Ken heard songs from the States such as “Yes! We Have No Bananas” and “There’ll Be Some Changes Made.” On Saturdays, Rob ran the Wonderland moving picture theater, where Ken watched the silent adventures of Robinson Crusoe and the athletic doings of Pearl White, an androgynous heroine young Ken half fell in love with.

In Wiarton he started the lifelong habit of reading the newspaper. Rob and Elizabeth Millar were mentioned often in the weekly Canadian Echo’s local columns. Kenneth’s own name began appearing regularly on the Echo’s front page, in monthly school standings that showed him rising to near the top of his elementary school class.

Through the Echo’s syndicated features and serialized novels, Ken Millar got his first tastes of crime fact and fiction. During 1922 and ’23, the Echo carried interviews with William A. Pinkerton (“head of the greatest detective agency in the world”) and detective-story writers Arthur B. Reeve and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Adventure stories printed in the Echo included Randall Parrish’s “The Mystery of the Silver Dagger,” Conan Doyle’s “The Great Shadow,” and Canadian writer Hesketh Prichard’s “November Joe: The Detective of the Woods.”

Loved and protected by Rob and Elizabeth, Kenneth Millar found safe haven. But it was tainted by his fear and anger at being parted from his father and mother, and he showed some disturbing behavior. In the schoolyard, Kenneth bullied younger classmates. At his guardians’ home, he initiated frequent sexual play with a mentally retarded teenaged maid. And for the first time, he stole: taking a shiny dime from an Indian basket filled with mementos of Rob and Elizabeth’s dead daughters. With the dime the future crime writer bought a pencil—then deliberately broke the pencil in two.

Despite these acts, he was happier in Wiarton than he’d been since Vancouver. And as in Vancouver, life took payment in full. In October 1923, fifty-one-year-old Elizabeth Millar went to nearby Owen Sound for a gallbladder operation. She died on the surgeon’s table. A grieving Rob Millar said he could no longer look after his “nephew.” Like a character in one of the Wonderland Theater’s serials, Kenneth Millar was catapulted again into an uncertain future.








The heart felt sympathy of the community goes out to Mr. Millar . . . and to little Kenneth, in the great loss they have sustained.

—The Canadian Echo, October 31, 1923

Anna Moyer had moved back to her mother’s house at 32 Brubacher. That’s where Kenneth joined her in late 1923, a month before his eighth birthday. Also living in the two-story brick bungalow were his thirty-seven-year-old bachelor uncle Edwin, who worked in a commercial laundry; and his recently widowed aunt Adeline, head of filing at the Mutual Life Assurance in neighboring Waterloo.

Jack Millar too was in Kitchener in 1923, clerking a while for Mutual Life (probably thanks to Adeline), then employed at the Kitchener Gas Works. He and Annie, never divorced, tried twice to reconcile—living together briefly and arguing sometimes violently about money and sex. The reconciliations didn’t take.

Jack lingered in Ontario for a few years, in rented Kitchener rooms or at an uncle’s Caledon East farm. Kennie spent bits of summer with his dad but for the most part was in his mother’s company. Annie and her boy, poor to the bone, moved from one rooming-house address to another: 124 Krug Street, 43 Ellen Street East, 52 Francis Street North. One place they stayed was run by a Mrs. Funk. Sometimes they stopped with relatives, such as Sylvia Vollick, one of Annie’s married sisters, in Mildmay. All the Moyers felt sorry for them, but no one had room or money to spare.

Kenneth went away from both parents some summers, to the farm of another married aunt. When he was eight, two young male cousins there introduced him to “homo-sex,” which excited and shamed him. At this same farm, he speared his groin walking a picket fence and had to be taken to the hospital.

Without a father around, he was vulnerable to temptations and dangers. His overemotional mother couldn’t protect him. In cramped rooms in Kitchener, Annie and her son slept in the same bed, long after he felt right about it. He sensed he’d taken his father’s place in his fractured family. The woman once ready to give him to an orphanage was devoted to him in ways that seemed unhealthy. She expected him to do what Jack Millar couldn’t: rescue them from their wretched state. Sometimes Annie was sentimentally loving, other times violently critical. Her son learned to gauge her moods and manipulate them.

She came up with pathetic schemes to earn money—such as going door-to-door selling homemade dusting cloths—that he was afraid his Suddaby classmates would learn of. Ken didn’t speak of his mother unless he had to. Nor did he mention his dad. Few Kitchener people even knew of Jack’s existence. Many took it for granted Annie was a widow. Ken Millar learned early to keep family secrets.

He escaped by reading and could often start a book at dawn and finish it by breakfast. He devoured the adventure serials (Edgar Wallace’s Sanders of the River and The Green Archer) in British boys’ magazines such as Chums. He loved the Tarzan stories. And at ten, he was bowled over by Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist, a tale of a workhouse boy fallen among thieves. He read it for so many hours at a time that his mother worried he’d damage his eyes. Ken Millar identified with Oliver, his grinding poverty, the dangers that menaced him. Oliver’s workhouse reminded Kenneth of the orphanage he’d escaped. Dickens wrote of a world the Kitchener boy recognized: violent and frightening, full of rescues and snares, of instant enemies and unknown relatives. Oliver Twist, like the scary Pearl White serial in Wiarton, was something you could put your fears into and feel better for.

In 1927, Kenneth’s life took another Dickensian turn. His father’s sister Margaret, an aunt he’d never met, invited her eleven-year-old nephew to come live with her in Winnipeg, Manitoba, and attend a private school at her expense.

No doubt Jack Millar was behind this (as he’d probably been behind cousin Rob’s bringing Kennie to Wiarton). Annie Millar could hardly refuse this generous offer. Again Kenneth was sent off by himself, this time by train, to another province and a world different from any he’d known.








An education that aims not merely at instruction in sound knowledge, but at the building up of a manly Christian character under religious influence—that is the ideal of St. John’s.

—St. John’s College School, Winnipeg, Class and Honor List, 1928

K. Millar: Who’s the best business man in the world?

Byng: John D. Rockefeller.

Millar: No. A man who can buy from a Jew and sell to a Scotchman at a profit.

—The Black and Gold, St. John’s College School, 1929

St. John’s was an Anglican school, a college prep academy founded in 1820 and modeled on English lines; most of the masters were English. There were playing fields, a skating rink, and a gymnasium. The curriculum here was rigorous: Latin, French, English, geography, math, algebra, geometry, physics; British, Canadian, and general history; religion. Daily chapel and military drill were compulsory. Ken Millar sang in the St. John’s church choir and competed in gym, hockey, and team equestrian events.

The other St. John’s boys were sons of well-to-do merchants and ministers from several provinces and even U.S. cities like Chicago—a much different bunch from the ragtag “Five Points gang” Millar played street hockey and “run sheep run” with in Kitchener.

During the week, he boarded at school. After dorm bedtime, he’d rig a mirror to reflect hall light on his pillow so he could read into the night. Ken Millar liked stories of heroes who worked outside the law, righting wrongs and making the rich pay: gentleman-thief Jimmie Dale, written by Canadian-American Frank L. Packard; O. Henry’s safecracker Jimmy Valentine; best of all Falcon Swift, “the Monocled Manhunter,” who starred in an English boys’ magazine Millar bought on Saturdays at a store on North Main.

Weekends he stayed at his aunt Margaret’s apartment at 109 Devon Court, on Broadway, across from the provincial capitol. His father’s sister was a “sophisticated” woman who smoked cigarettes and drove an automobile. Aunt Margaret had worked as a Detroit bookkeeper, then married a Chicago florist who died and left her well-off. In Winnipeg, she apparently supervised a string of beauty parlors and played the stock market. She was married to a Winnipeg man named Ed, with an adopted son (younger than Millar) whose middle name was Ross; this boy too went to St. John’s.

Aunt Margaret gave weekend parties at her apartment, where paintings of nudes hung on the walls and a Pianola cranked out hits of the day like “In a Little Spanish Town.” Her party guests were active on the stock and grain exchanges and in Winnipeg politics. Millar, used to damp Kitchener rooming houses where rats sometimes scurried in the walls, got a taste of how the other half lived.

There were odd things about his aunt’s household, though. Uncle Ed kept a heavy handgun in his Packard glove box: an odd accessory for someone listed in the Winnipeg directory sometimes as a dentist and sometimes as a chiropractor. Millar in time concluded that his uncle managed a Winnipeg slot machine racket, one with ties to a Detroit crime syndicate.

Kenneth kept out of Uncle Ed’s way. Aunt Margaret, who “smiled like a lioness,” bought Millar school clothes and took him to see touring English plays (The Pirates of Penzance) and his first “talking pictures.”

One day his father, shy and uncertain, showed up at Devon Court and proposed that his boy come with him out West, where Jack was bound for one last journey. His son didn’t want to leave school and go West. Jack departed Winnipeg alone.

The visit was a painful reminder of Kenneth’s father’s failures, and it made the twelve-year-old ashamed and angry. He got into fistfights with some of his classmates, and homosexual episodes with other boys. He stole. He filched drinks from his aunt’s parties and got drunk.

But he worked hard at St. John’s. He spent his evenings in the gym, practicing on the uneven and horizontal bars and the sawhorse, and earned a drill medal in mid-1928. He also won honors in English, mathematics, and Bible study. “An excellent scholar,” his headmaster wrote on his midsummer report. Millar placed second in his class and was given a scholarship.

In Kitchener for the summer, Kenneth saw his father again, returned from the West where Jack had shipped out as a common seaman. Jack Millar had done a brave thing: jumped into icy waters to rescue a comrade fallen overboard. But the act broke what was left of his health. Jack had come back to Ontario to die.

On July 1, 1928, a few weeks shy ofhis fifty-fifth birthday, John Millar of 72 Ontario Street West wrote a two-page letter of advice to his twelve-year-old son: “Be kind, industrious and independent. Keep up physical exercises. Practice writing and public speaking. Don’t quarrel with anyone. It is futile. Don’t fight unless you have to—then fight like hell.” Jack appended a reading list: Robert Burns, Luther Burbank, Thomas Paine, Clemenceau, Jefferson, Ingersoll, Henry George, Adam Smith, Karl Marx. “Without humanity,” he wrote, “all religion is as ‘sounding brass.’ It is the ‘tinkling cymbal’ of the glad-handers and that’s what most religionists and politicians are. (Propagandists.)” Jack told his boy to be considerate of other people’s rights and opinions, and to make the most of his life. “ ‘Knowledge has power,’ and both money and the pen are mightier than the sword.” He signed himself, “Daddy.”

“Throughout my life,” Millar wrote in late middle age, “I remained my father’s son.”

*  *  *

Jack Millar’s testament sent his boy back to St. John’s with new purpose. He applied himself aggressively to his studies, and by Christmas he was at the head of his class.

Millar had decided he wanted to be a writer. For years reading had been his best escape from unpleasant reality, his chief entertainment and source of information. Books were the most important thing to him, except people; writing seemed almost sacred. In stories (as in movies, which he also loved) you could shape things in ways that let you make sense of them, get them under control.

Kenneth wanted to be a writer like Dickens, whose Oliver Twist set his heart and mind racing. Dickens was a writer anyone could appreciate; he wrote classics for common people.

There were writing models on both sides of Millar’s family. His mother’s people expressed themselves well in letters; and his mother’s brother Stanley Moyer, the artist, wrote poems and articles for magazines. Ken’s grandfather had started the Walkerton newspaper. And there was his father, who worked all his life with words, for profit and for pleasure.

During his hours alone at St. John’s, Kenneth labored on poems and stories. One was a ballad of Bonnie Prince Charlie, the Scottish Pretender, who fled to France with the help of a woman named Macdonald.

Millar didn’t neglect his studies, though, and was first in his form again at midsummer 1929. “A most promising young Scholar,” his headmaster wrote. “He will go far if he gets the chance.”

But he wouldn’t. When the term ended, he learned he’d be leaving St. John’s. His aunt had lost money in the stock market and couldn’t afford his fees: that’s what he was told. But for all Kenneth knew, he was getting the boot because of something wrong done at school or in the apartment. His life was starting to seem like some mean game of snakes and ladders.

He spent the summer in Kitchener, until another aunt volunteered to take him: his mother’s sister Laura in Medicine Hat, Alberta. Now thirteen, Kenneth again boarded the transcontinental train.

In Alberta, the coldest and most cheerless place he’d seen, he went through tenth grade at Medicine Hat’s Alexandra High School. Ken Millar liked Aunt Laura but never warmed to Uncle Fred, a school inspector and amateur naturalist with a collection of tens of thousands of dead beetles. Millar kept up his grades in Medicine Hat and didn’t steal, but there were homosexual incidents with other boys, and he thought his aunt and uncle learned of one, though they didn’t say so. When spring term ended, though, he was told he’d be leaving Medicine Hat.

Back he went to Kitchener, to his grandmother’s red-brick bungalow. Uncle Edwin with the cleft palate was still there, and hardworking Aunt Adeline, and disapproving Grandma Moyer. Hardest of all for Millar to deal with was his pitiable mother, who was coming apart emotionally, either raging at him or expecting him to restore the family fortunes. He took to hitchhiking, to get away from the house. In Wiarton he looked up Rob Millar, half-hoping for an invitation to come live here again. But Rob Millar was remarried and had a real son. Ken stayed the night and left the next day, rejected again.

He hitched to the Bruce Peninsula to see his father on a run-down farm where Jack was staying with a sick male cousin. “Old Jack” was unable to speak after his most recent stroke, but the poet kept writing and still had a spark in his eye.

With no place else to go, Millar enrolled for eleventh grade at the Kitchener-Waterloo Collegiate Institute: KCI. To ease the sting of being a poor relation, he got an after-school job as stockboy and handyman in a “groceteria.” Working two hours each schoolday and all day Saturday, he earned two and a quarter dollars a week: pretty good wages considering Canada, like the States, was now in the grip of a great financial depression that looked as if it could last forever.








DASHIELL HAMMETT writes a superior mystery novel because for many years he was a Pinkerton detective. He is probably the only “bull” who has ever turned his experience into the writing of crime stories. To Hammett, plot is not the main thing in the story. It is the behavior of the detective attacking a problem which intrigues him.

—Dust jacket, The Maltese Falcon, 1930

The ambitious young investigator, Herlock Sholmes, yawned behind his false moustache and poured for himself a cocaine-and-soda.

—Kenneth Millar, “The South Sea Soup Co.,” The Grumbler, 1931

In Kitchener, Millar continued to steal and to have sex with other boys, though guilt over both things made him miserable. He also kept making poems and stories, training to be a writer. Wanting encouragement but not trusting the KCI teachers, he showed his poetry to his mother’s cousin Sheldon Brubacher, a Toronto high school instructor with a university degree. Brubacher said Kenneth’s poems reminded him of early work by Byron and Shelley (a flattering exaggeration, Millar much later realized). This praise gave him the confidence to continue.

At KCI, he made friends with half a dozen male students who also wrote. The boys showed their pages to one another and discussed books. Wanting to learn more than what was taught at school, they read and analyzed works by Aristotle and the pre-Socratic philosophers. Millar spent a lot of time at the Kitchener Public Library, where the woman in charge was B. Mabel Dunham, a published author of local-historical novels.

Miss Dunham (a practicing spiritualist who claimed she communed with the deceased she wrote about) had reason to take note of Millar. She knew his artist uncle Stan Moyer, whom Millar sometimes hitchhiked to visit in Toronto. Moyer’s articles were printed in magazines that the library stocked; eventually Stan Moyer painted Mabel Dunham’s portrait.

Millar’s uncle was a gentle-looking man with dry Canadian wit. Uncle Stan stirred memories of Ken Millar’s visits to John Innes’s Vancouver studio, and his work showed Ken how to see with a painter’s eye: a crucial thing for the writer he hoped to become. Stan Moyer was an essential emblem: a member of Millar’s own family who was a real artist. Stan’s sister (Ken’s Aunt Louisa) had married an American architect named Albert Wood; their household, full of artistically gifted kids, was another hopeful beacon to Millar. The novelist-librarian Mabel Dunham was important in a similar way. The achievements of these people Millar knew personally encouraged him to think he too might accomplish such things.

Miss Dunham’s library became Ken Millar’s second home. He checked its “recent arrivals” section often, alert for books from New York publisher Alfred A. Knopf, whose well-printed volumes Kenneth thought were always the best. Millar read every Knopf “Borzoi Book” he could find. Each Saturday, he also read the new issues of all the English and American magazines. When he discovered the American Mercury, an outstanding U.S. journal edited by H. L. Mencken and with strong ties to Knopf, Kenneth hunted in secondhand-book stores for back issues.

All this was to prepare himself for a writing career. But Millar read for pleasure too: lots of science fiction and (his special favorite) detective stories. Vowing to read every mystery in the library, he went through hundreds of British and American books by such writers as Allingham, Bentley, Chesterton, Christie, Conan Doyle, and S. S. Van Dine. Mabel Dunham saw what he was up to and stocked the mystery section creatively. “I had read all of Crime and Punishment,” he later wrote, “before I realized I’d been conned by an expert.”

Another KCI student often at the library was Margaret Sturm, the brightest girl at school. Witty, popular, and a good pianist, she was the daughter of alderman Henry Sturm, manager of the Conger-Lehigh Coal Company. Like Ken Millar, Margaret Sturm liked to read mysteries and liked to write stories and poems. She submitted a Maugham-like tale to KCI’s 1931 student annual, the Grumbler, where Millar was literary editor. He accepted it for the issue’s lineup, along with a sketch of his own: a Sherlock Holmes parody in the style of Canadian humorist Stephen Leacock. It was Millar’s first printed story, a small step toward his goal of becoming a professional.

He kept that dream to himself. It wasn’t smart to speak openly at the Brubacher house, in the face of his grandmother’s Pennsylvania Dutch mutterings that he was bound to come to a bad end. His mother on the other hand was sure he was destined for greatness, and her pipe dreams were just as difficult to bear. Anna tried to inspire her boy with stories of their distant Bowman cousin who’d helped found Johns Hopkins, and of Kenneth’s great-grandfather who walked to Canada from Pennsylvania with only a quarter and died a rich man, and of his grandfather the newspaper publisher who’d also been justice of the peace. Often Anna reminded her son he’d been born in California, a golden land she hoped he’d return to.

Millar spent as little time as possible in the Brubacher Street house, whose every inch—the leaded-glass fanlight above the front door, the faded wallpaper, the stains in the sink—seemed depressing. Using his gymnast skills, he shinnied up and down the drainpipe to come and go as he pleased. He’d sneak into movie theaters without paying to see pictures like The Return of Dr. Fu Manchu. Downtown he discovered McCallum’s Cigar Store, a billiard parlor on King Street West.

McCallum’s had a barbershop and a rental library. There were slot machines of the sort found in stores and restaurants all over town. A constant poker game went on upstairs. But the big lure were the smooth green pool tables, lit by overhead lamps and hazed in blue tobacco smoke. The teenaged Millar was accepted in McCallum’s, no questions asked. Playing pool and smoking cigarettes under the pressed-iron ceiling, he felt like a man. The pool hall became as much a haven as the public library.

He was being pulled in two directions. The split within him had grown since he was a kid, when he’d learned to keep facts and feelings to himself. Now he had vices to hide: smoking, drinking, stealing, sex. He was leading a double life: in public he was a well-mannered, soft-spoken, bookish young person; roaming the town on his own, he was a fellow full of shame and envy.

He wanted to make something of himself but wasn’t certain he could. He lived in poverty, went to school in a tattered windbreaker, wore the same sweater all year. He knew he was smart, but he sensed his potential for evil. When he saw a well-fed, well-loved boy somewhere—at the train station, say, fussed over by loving parents—part of him wanted to be that youngster, part of him wanted to smash the kid.

He was always aware of the gulf between haves and have-nots. His father was in a charity ward (“the poorhouse”), where Anna went and nursed him at his worst: another painful family secret.

All over Canada, young people were angry about the financial depression that saw families living on pennies. Millar was angrier than most. He was mad at his mother for being ignorant of life, mad at his father for causing their situation, mad at a town that looked down on a fatherless boy, mad at a world that allowed such things. He was angry at himself and his own self-pity. If he’d still believed in God, he’d have been angry with Him.

The teenager turned his discontented attention on the hidden life of the city. What secret deals allowed some people to pay for nice houses and clothing and cars? The slot machines all over town drew his special scrutiny. “Mint machines,” they were called, but they paid off in twenty-dollar jackpots. There was a machine in the lunchroom across from school; lots of boys lost money in it, but school authorities never acknowledged its presence. These slots probably took in thousands of dollars, but city fathers ignored this thriving racket in a kind of conspiracy of silence. Maybe police were paid to look the other way. Maybe gangsters from the States were involved.

Other betting went on in Kitchener. The poker room was easy to find, as was the floating dice game. Horse bets were taken in cigar stores and pool halls. Bookmakers did business out of private houses. All these things were open secrets, and it irked Millar that you never encountered this sort of real life in fiction.

But that changed. Browsing the rental library at McCallum’s, he found a novel by a man called Dashiell Hammett. It was fitting he see it here, where money was gambled and deals were made. (Alderman Henry Sturm, Marg Sturm’s father and soon to be the mayor of Kitchener, was a former McCallum’s manager.) This Hammett novel was just the sort of book Millar sought: one that told the truth about how the world worked. It was a mystery novel, supposedly, but unlike any mystery Millar had ever read: set in a tough town, with real-seeming crooks, cops, politicians, and other types tangled together. Hard-boiled was the word for this new kind of crime story. “As I stood there absorbing Hammett’s novel,” he later wrote, “the slot machines at the back of the shop were clanking and whirring, and in the billiard room upstairs the perpetual poker game was being played. Like iron filings magnetized by the book in my hands, the secret meanings of the city began to organize themselves around me.”

This novel confirmed his sense of how things worked, not only in Kitchener but in other cities such as Winnipeg, scene of a violent general strike and home of his scary uncle. He read most of the Hammett book in one standing. It was printed by Alfred A. Knopf, his favorite publisher. But Millar hadn’t seen this important work at the public library, where Knopf books were stocked as a matter of course. Why wasn’t it there?

It was there, he discovered—but along with other new and old titles, it was hidden. Library staff kept certain books out of sight of the public in whose name they’d been purchased. Exploring the library, Millar came upon these restricted books and was outraged at being denied things he thought vital to his education. At night, when the library was closed, Millar climbed its fire escape and entered the building through an unlocked window. He went to the room with the uncirculated books and read his fill of Dashiell Hammett, Ernest Hemingway, Rabelais, Flaubert, and William Faulkner. When he left, he took revenge, like a literary Falcon Swift, on those who would rob him of such essential writing. He stole an armful of best-selling fiction from the open shelves: the sort of false-to-life stuff he considered trash. On the way back to his bed at 32 Brubacher, Millar dropped this junk down a manhole and into the Kitchener sewer.








It is generally agreed by doctors that a school pupil should sleep at least 10 hours a day. Harvey Bacher is “sleeping” up to this fact in 102.

Mr. Archer on the other hand, prefers the policy of Lafontaine’s “to let the sleeping dog lie.”

—“Form News,” The Grumbler, 1931

Visitor: “Doctor can you help me? My name is Archer.”

Doctor: “No, I’m sorry I can’t do a thing for you.”

—The Grumbler, 1931

Shoplifting, stealing money from school cloakrooms and YMCA lockers, boosting cars for joyrides, rolling drunks: these were crimes a grown-up Millar ascribed to teen males in autobiographical fiction he drafted. In real life, the teenaged Millar certainly stole. He knew pimps, prostitutes, and other low types from his pool-hall rambles. A scheme for the blue-eyed Millar to work a homosexual badger game, luring adult males into compromising situations, may well have been proposed to him; such a hustle also turned up in later fiction notes. At fifteen, Millar looked handsome but haunted, a boy hovering between sexual orientations, chased by furies of good and evil.

He nursed a crush on Margaret Sturm and secretly followed her home after classes. He loved her sharp humor, her self-assurance (she was nearly a year older), her intelligence, her coltish legs. “Someday I’m going to marry that girl,” he told a buddy (echoing a man in Hammett’s The Glass Key who’s smitten with a politician’s daughter). But to Margaret, Kenneth said not a word.

Millar felt insecure in nearly every way and craved knowledge of how to live in the world. He felt himself pulled along dangerous paths. It was as if two sides of his nature were in a race: sometimes the sensitive, studious boy was leading; sometimes the angry, destructive boy dashed ahead. For the first time in his life, Millar did poorly in school. Then he was caught in a crime, something serious enough to warrant calling the police. But police were not called. Whoever nabbed Millar (perhaps a KCI teacher, a store employee, or a YMCA worker) meted out their own punishment—possibly forcing Kenneth to run behind a moving automobile he was tied to, a penalty mentioned in later Millar notebooks. Whatever happened had the desired effect: Ken Millar resolved to stop his downward slide.

Some teachers helped him. One was Cyril Phelp, his debate-team coach, who gave him firm guidance and good counsel. And there was a Mr. Archer, who taught at KCI in 1931. With good father figures encouraging him, Millar did well in his senior year’s finals—but not well enough to cancel a poor early-semester showing. Ken Millar graduated in the middle ranks of a class he’d headed the previous term. There’d be no university scholarship. His change of heart had come too late.

Canada was still frozen in a bad financial depression. Millar couldn’t afford college, and without a degree he’d be scuffling for work with the rest of the unemployed. His aunt Adeline, who’d already done a great deal for the family, got him an interview for an office job at Mutual Life in Waterloo, a position that paid ten dollars a week and that once secured could be his for life. But Ken Millar didn’t want to work in an office forever, or even a year. He wanted to be a writer, and he knew this job would prevent it. He purposely botched the interview. Not long after, Aunt Adeline died.

Millar’s future was as uncertain as his past was unsettled. At sixteen, he counted the number of rooms he’d lived in and got fifty. He’d been frightened, bored, or intellectually insulted by Mennonites, Christian Scientists, Methodists, Episcopalians, and Presbyterians (the Anglicans were okay, he thought), and he turned his back on all of them. But he believed in his potential, and he refused to be a criminal.

He bought himself time by working for room and board on the Snyder family’s Oxbow farm, six miles outside Kitchener. Here he continued his self-education, reading Schopenhauer and Kierkegaard into the night. The Snyders liked Millar and tolerated his late risings. Farm life agreed with him; he put on fifty pounds, bringing his weight to 180. He enjoyed being away from his mother and other relatives. Alone, he could set his own rules and goals. He gave up stealing. An affair with an older girl confirmed his heterosexuality and helped him renounce the homosexual acts that had shamed him since he was eight. He drew a moral code for himself to follow, using Western thought from the Greeks to Freud. Philosophical ideas weren’t mere abstractions to Ken Millar but words to live by. Though he rejected formal religion, the standards he set for himself were as strict as the Mennonites’. “Hell lies at the bottom of the human heart,” he later wrote, “and you find it by expressing your personality.” Millar dealt with the worst impulses of his own personality—rage, self-pity, the urge to do harm—by suppressing them. He’d keep himself under rigid control. This was as serious to him as life or death, for he knew he had the strength and the anger to kill. Thoughts of succumbing to evil terrified him.

While Ken Millar wrestled with such matters, his father Jack (thanks to Annie Millar’s efforts) was admitted in September 1932 to Toronto’s Queen Elizabeth Hospital for Incurables, a good facility where he’d get decent care. Millar went to see him there. Jack Millar was unable to speak, barely able to move, but he still scrawled lines on paper. “His writing was so shaky that I couldn’t make out the words,” Millar wrote later. “But I could see that it was written in rhymed couplets.”

Ken Millar had been at the Snyder farm for fourteen months when his father died in Toronto. John Macdonald Millar, fifty-nine, was buried in Kitchener on May 24, 1933. A quarter century later, his son penned this tough appraisal: “The best of his talents were wasted on bad verse à la Burns, Ingersoll atheism, the company of masculine friends who loved him truly but stupidly. ‘Poor Jack’ was a futile Ulysses, a Jack London with more heart and less brains. His son has spent his life trying to forgive him his bad luck.”

Some good luck now came Millar’s way. Unbeknownst to his wife and son, Jack Millar had a life insurance policy, no doubt thanks to Aunt Adeline, who apparently arranged for its premiums to be paid even after her death. Anna Millar received $2,212 and used it to buy an annuity for her son. Two thousand dollars would pay for four years of college. Millar would get his degree.

A parent’s death, a sudden windfall: linkages of bad and good fortune would plague and bless Millar’s life and occur often in his fiction. In the fall of 1933, seventeen-year-old Kenneth Millar entered Waterloo College, a Lutheran seminary with a liberal arts section. Primed by self-imposed study and the fear of failure, he was ready to excel.








Thou sad-voiced sky-born Fury, thou storm-child of the North;

Swift arrow of His vengeance, what Bowman launched thee forth?

—Kenneth Millar, “Wild Goose,” The College Cord, 1934

Ken Millar has a reflection on ice-breaking:

Candy is dandy. But liquor is quicker.

—The College Cord, 1934

In his first Waterloo semester, Millar earned ten A’s and moved to the head of the thirty-six-member class. Second semester he went out for sports and won seven track events. He became a reporter for the College Cord and published fiction and poetry in that school paper. All the energy that had once gone into furtive rebellion was now channeled into achievement and study.

Socially he was less adept and used alcohol to fight his shyness. He kept company with a blue-eyed brunette named Gretchen Kalbfleisch, a smart scholarship student who found him intense but withdrawn. He talked easily about literature though and was excited by Esquire, an American magazine publishing stories by Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Hammett, and Canada’s Morley Callaghan. Millar submitted some things of his own to this New York monthly; when they were rejected, he wrote and informed the magazines editors that someday Esquire would publish his work.

Ken Millar was alive to all great writing, new or old. He loved the modern verse of T. S. Eliot, but when he found Coleridge’s unfinished 1800 poem “Christabel,” he so fell under its spell that he tried to complete it. What he wanted most was to be a writer, but he also wanted to do the right things: to be responsible, and not to be selfish or destructive. He wanted for instance to repay his mother for his college education. The best way to do that, he decided, was to become a high school teacher, which would let him support her and at the same time begin a writing career. He wasn’t going to do what his father had done and walk away from family duty. In the fall of 1934, Millar transferred to the University of Western Ontario in London, Ontario, to pursue a five-year honors course with history and English majors, after which he’d get his teaching certificate.

At Western too he was an outstanding student. But his writing plans got revised after one of the school’s best instructors, Frank Stiling, introduced Millar to the work of D. H. Lawrence. He could never write fiction as good as Lawrence’s, Millar decided, so the novel as a form was closed to him—because whatever sort of writing he did, he wanted to be the best at it. He’d have to make his mark elsewhere. Since he liked modern drama (Ibsen, Strindberg, O’Neill, Pirandello), maybe he’d be a playwright. To acquire stagecraft knowledge, Millar got cast in the university production of Lady Windermere’s Fan.

He also went out for sports and made Western’s wrestling and swimming teams (his dad’s events). And he made some good friends, notably Robert Ford, son of the managing editor of the London (Ontario) Free Press. With girls, though, Millar was still ill at ease. Craving sex but unwilling or unable to seduce coeds, he went to prostitutes, assuring himself these encounters were “truly human.”

After one semester at Western, Millar asked his mother in Kitchener to come live with him. He saw it as a formal reconciliation: the two hadn’t stayed under the same roof for three years. In late 1935, mother and son moved into a small apartment on Askin Street in London. Though Ken and Anna Millar still clashed, she stopped nagging him to attend her church services; their months together were fairly peaceful. Millar felt he’d come a long way toward forgiving his mother his childhood.

One day around Christmas, Kenneth came home and found Annie Millar lying naked and helpless. At the hospital she was diagnosed with a brain tumor. She lay delirious for weeks, having conversations with the past. Millar visited his mother but didn’t keep vigil at her bedside. He wasn’t present when Anna Moyer Millar died on January 26, 1936.

Guilt and depression hit him hard. He hadn’t realized she might suddenly die, but he sensed he may have stayed away to punish her for not making a good marriage—and for those orphanage gates. In time he’d appreciate all that she’d done for him when he was young, how she’d encouraged his talents and kept his spirit alive. He’d struggle for years with her memory and the knowledge that he’d failed her.

Anna Millar was buried in Kitchener’s Woodland Cemetery, in the same plot as the husband she’d never divorced. Millar had lost both parents, as well as the aunt who’d made his education possible. He drank a lot of beer and felt miserably lost, though he soldiered through the school term, keeping his grades up and drawing “roars of laughter” as a bourgeois American businessman in Noël Coward’s The Young Idea. But in June, he arranged to drop out of Western for a semester. With a bit of money from his mother’s death (Anna’s share of Adeline’s estate), he booked steamship passage for Ireland, where one of his aunts lived.

After visiting her, he bicycled all around Ireland, Scotland, and England, ending in London, where he stayed a month in a youth hostel. Halfraised on English books and journals, Ken Millar saw London as the capital of the civilized world. In the reading room of the British Museum, he caught up on new English writers such as W. H. Auden and Christopher Isherwood. At the Duchess Theatre he saw Emlyn Williams’s Night Must Fall. The city was full of political ferment; Millar threw himself into it: marching in an antifascist demonstration, getting chased by mounted police. He met English university people, and German Jews who’d fled to London. With Hitler, Mussolini, and Franco in power or gaining it, the Continent was about to explode. Millar wanted a firsthand look at the prelude. He tried and failed to get to Spain, then went to Munich for eight weeks in Hitler’s Reich.

Thanks to his German friends in London, he made good Munich contacts: a teacher whose father was a Nazi general, the daughter of a Reichstag deputy, Jews who’d stayed in the city. He had an affair with a melancholy German girl. He had his English pipe knocked from his mouth while watching a military parade. He acquired enough anecdotes to last a decade, the sort of stories from which first novels are made (as his would be). Millar spent his twenty-first birthday in Munich, two days after Edward VIII abdicated the English throne, then went to Paris and saw in the New Year. He had what he wanted from his trip: he’d shaken the worst of his depression and gotten some kind of grip on manhood.

During these months Millar flirted with possible futures. He considered staying in England to study, but that meant “going British”—a badly regressive move for a Canadian, he felt. He thought of chucking school and going to sea, like his dad; but despite a strong romantic bent, he wasn’t really willing to give up normal life and culture—though he was pretty sure he’d never marry, so as not to pass on his mother’s emotional problems to any children. With a school term approaching, Millar took the sensible course of returning to Ontario to resume classes at Western. He’d banished the ghosts of his childhood, it seemed. But time, Millar learned, is a closed circuit. His ghosts would reappear.








MILLAR SPEAKS OF RECENT JOURNEY

Last evening the Hesperian Club met at the home of Professor and Mrs. W. F. Tamblyn, 973 Waterloo Street, and conducted one of its most successful meetings. The feature of the evening was Kenneth Millar’s sketch of his recent sojourn in Europe, with special reference to Germany. Mr. Millar’s talk, delivered in his usual droll manner, was sprinkled with lively anecdotes, and did not fail to provide humour and interest for the large number of students present.

—University of Western Ontario Gazette, March 1937

I came after Armageddon,

And it’s very heavy sleddin’

—Kenneth Millar, 1937

Most of Western’s undergrads and many teachers wouldn’t acknowledge Millar’s news of impending world war; they laughed at his picaresque vignettes but yawned at his warnings. He felt more isolated than ever in provincial Canada.

The costume he’d acquired in Europe set him farther apart. Millar strode campus in an English trench coat and a green Bavarian fedora with white cable-cord trim. He cut a romantic figure, but some peers were wary of this traveler from the newsreel continent. Donald Ross Pearce, a junior, kept his distance from Millar. “I thought he was not only sort of sinister,” remembered Pearce, “but probably a dangerous person. Someone who’d been to the Third Reich? Who knew what he’d been up to there?”

But Pearce and Millar were thrown together in rehearsals for Twelfth Night, in which the lean Pearce was cast as Feste the clown opposite Millar’s stolid Duke Orsino. The two stood side by side in the wings one day, listening to a sea captain’s first-act speech about a shipwrecked comrade. “Isn’t that magnificent!” Pearce exclaimed. “ ‘I saw him hold acquaintance with the waves, so long as I could see!’ ” Millar retorted, “ ’S’not magnificent atall, that’s just rhetoric, Elizabethan rhetoric.” Shocked, Pearce took issue. A friendship began.

Pearce found the physically imposing Millar was also a person of great verbal and mental strength. “There was a kind of awful force that you quickly came to recognize,” he said. “He could really and truly, without any brutality, put a sort of conversational headlock on you. At the same time there was something enormously gentle about him. He used to blink bashfully, with almost a fluttering of the eyelids, whenever he was moved to say something of a critical nature; then these great baby eyes would stare at you while he expounded. So there were two sides: a moral wrestler’s strength—he wrestled with problems—and something very vulnerable, because he was so open to people.”

Thanks to his wrestling and swimming, not to mention bicycling around Europe, Millar was a handsome human specimen: tall and powerfully built, with an unusually deliberate manner. He walked with a long, slow stride: frame erect and well positioned, never hurrying, never turning rapidly, but going ahead with force and purpose. And the way Millar moved, Donald Pearce saw, was much the same way he expressed himself in speech and on paper. Physically and mentally, Millar was of a piece; the Cartesian mind-body split didn’t seem to exist for him—in fact, Millar deplored that Cartesian idea and blamed it for most of civilization’s woes.

Pearce became a close observer of Millar. “He loved and was terribly skillful at making careful and obvious distinctions you had never noticed before,” Pearce saw. “Like a poet, like Baudelaire, he could find connections between apparently disparate things. Ken created pedagogical symposiums whenever he was present! The level of the conversation would rise after Ken was in the room. He wouldn’t be trying to do that. He somehow caused it. It always mystified me. I think there was something mystical about him, not just mysterious.

“He loved perspective. Distant connections. Loved the narrative among events that tied things historically. Loved to know what went before, so that he could understand what was coming after. He was a structuralist about life, and he used an X ray on it. It’s no surprise he should have been a history major too. And then the English poetry and so on was the love of the immediate texture of an actual work of art or piece of writing: savoring it in and of and for itself. There were two sides, and they came together.”

Complementing Millar’s intellectualism was a playful sense of humor, Pearce said: “He could make up interesting aphorisms and little witticisms. Sometimes he would really let himself go and become a sort of boisterous and cavorting comic. On the other hand, he had this need to have rational control at all times. And there was a dynamic struggle between his emotional, passionate self and the intellectual, rational self. They really were in primal contradiction, keeping that volcano capped. Yet that force underneath the rational Ken was what gave his reason such passion and feeling. He could see the truth of situations or people or fictions better than anyone. He knew his own value, knew he had superiority; on the other hand he was dogged by humility, ill at ease and self-conscious with people—though he was marvelous at seeing through them or into them, interpreting them. God, he was good on people.”

Millar dubbed Pearce a “golden boy,” said he was “doomed to success.” It was an affectionate tag, but it carried a wisp of envy of the middle-class background that took Pearce to college as a matter of course. Millar worked hard for what he got, and success was never certain.

But he and Pearce had more in common than not. So it was with the tall, thin, patrician-seeming Robert Ford. All three loved culture and the intellect and one another’s company. They were joined in camaraderie by a fourth student, John Lee, whom Pearce thought “an unbelievably happy man, full of laughter and anecdotes.” Millar prized Lee’s “graceful warmth,” Pearce said. “What mattered to Ken was sincerity, honesty, and uncluttered warmth of person. It seems to me that’s a need that went away way back, to something he wanted and never got maybe as a child.”

With these friends Millar was at ease, in his eccentric way. “He liked silence between people,” Pearce said. “His silence was not unpleasant, because he always smiled. He was like a Buddha. Something profoundly magnetic about him. But it was unnerving too: that strong, warm, listening, scrutinizing, weighing presence. There was a saintly aspect to his nature. His personality, mind, and character were profoundly ballasted by moral concerns. Nothing offended him more than slippery or unsavory conduct. It shocked him when wrong things occurred. He was always coming into contact with life almost for the first time. In a sense he lived in the Garden of Eden—but a garden that had been visited by all the devils too.

“In a way he was maybe a very concealed kind of person, with a lot of pain and sadness and strain. He was also the most open and unprogrammed person you could imagine. And yet you felt that when Ken was being normal, he was working at it. It was conscious and deliberate normalcy—which of course makes it abnormal. He was an abnormal man who succeeded in converting his traumas and neuroses into positive forces.”

Not everyone was comfortable in the presence of such a willed personality. When Pearce praised his new friend to the dean of the university, the dean said, “Yes, yes, brilliant of course—but there’s a screw loose somewhere in that man.”

Some teachers at Western, intimidated by Millar’s knowledge, actually seemed afraid of him. For his part, Millar couldn’t take seriously any instructor who hadn’t heard of Maxwell Anderson or other figures well known to anyone who read the New Yorker. But the better Western instructors admired and even loved Millar as an outstanding student. One man spoke Millar’s name with undisguised awe, Pearce recalled: “ ‘Ken,’ he would say, and almost roll his eyes.” Millar was treated almost as an equal by some of these men. “Professors held him in great regard and predicted fine things for him,” Pearce said, “though nobody knew just what.”

Millar himself was unsure what to do with his gifts. He wanted to be a writer, but of what? His botched attempt to complete “Christabel” and his acquaintance with Bob Ford (obviously a real poet) ended his verse pursuit (though he’d write occasional poems all his life). After his exposure to theater in London and (coming back from Europe) New York, the notion of being a playwright seemed impractical: Canada had no theater scene. Becoming a novelist seemed unlikely, after the intimidating example of Lawrence, whose heavy influence he still fought to shake.

Millar’s English instructors urged that he go to graduate school and there develop his gift for literary analysis; this was what he decided to do. Creative writing could wait until he established himself at a university. He wasn’t going to follow Jack Millar’s aimless footsteps into a life of fruitless scribbling. Millar’s excellent grades almost guaranteed him a fellowship from a good American school. Bob Ford, whose grades were about as good, was applying to Cornell. A department head who was a Harvard grad talked Millar into writing to Harvard, with the implicit understanding that the professor would smooth Millar’s admission with a strong letter of recommendation.

Pearce arranged for Millar to room during his last Western semesters at Huron College, a nearby Anglican residence house where Pearce had digs. Late in 1937, Ford also moved into Huron, a two-story, English-style, small-college structure full of dim corridors and creaking stairways. Each morning, Ford, Millar, and Pearce walked the mile and a quarter to the Western campus along roads often slippery with ice. Ford, who had a degenerative muscle disease and was afraid of breaking bones, strode behind Millar and held on to the belt of his trench coat; Millar, clutching a bulging briefcase, kept up the aesthetic banter. The two made an arresting sight, thought Pearce, like something straight out of James Joyce. “Ken had a very warm and pleasant and valuable final year at Huron,” Pearce said. “He needed warmth, and he got it there. It made him believe again in the existence of a loving community, so to speak. Because he had a very clear vision too of the way things could or should or ought to be, different from what they often are. This was the happiest year of his life to that point, I’m sure.”

Not all Western students felt so warmly toward Millar. Some seemed to envy or resent his intelligence. Several considered his (or anyone’s) creative writing unscholarly, even ungentlemanly. Millar and Ford caused a stir when they coedited the university’s year-end literary supplement in December 1937. Judging most of the submissions (except those by Pearce and some others) too pedestrian to publish, the editors, with faculty approval, wrote most of the section themselves, under their own and assumed names (“Kerith Mill” and “George Beale” were Millar’s pseudonyms). When irate undergraduates complained, “Mill” and “Beale” responded jauntily in print.

Through act and attitude, Millar stood out. Western’s yearbook printed a candid photo of him in three-piece suit and tie, cigarette dangling from a half-clenched fist, glaring intelligently; the taunting caption: “ ’S matter, Ken?”

One noon two seniors, pets of the poli-sci and economics professors, publicly baited him into a lunchroom debate on the nature of certainty. Millar held the position that certainty couldn’t exist, since all things are subjective. His inquisitors said he was dead wrong: science is certain; the solar system moves in a given way whatever you think about it. Millar couldn’t quote a theory to defend his thesis, and the two pushed him into a philosophical corner. It was the one time at college he’d felt frustrated and humiliated, he confessed to Pearce. Millar went hunting for ammunition and found what he sought in Hume’s work on causality, which said perception of cause and effect is entirely subjective, a preference of our thinking apparatus imposed on the world; there’s no logical reason for previous arrangements to obtain in the present or future—all we can know is that they once did. “Ken was thrilled to find this argument,” Pearce said. “ ‘I knew I was right,’ he said, ‘but I didn’t have the terminology. Had I known this statement, I could haves slaim them.’ ” When you were an underdog like Millar, the chips were always down.








Sin is despair.

—Søren Kierkegaard

There is a force in men like him which causes them to seek out the best and the most difficult; it is the essential human force, at least in the Christian West, and it is both strength and weakness.

—Kenneth Millar

As Millar finished his studies at Western, growing “rich on the heritage of the Christian West” as he put it without irony, he began a personal relationship that would last his lifetime and be crucial in shaping him as a man and a writer.

He encountered Margaret Sturm, his high school crush, in London, Ontario, after returning from Europe in early 1937. Millar had also bumped into Margaret before he left for Europe and quite seriously (“He was always serious,” she said) invited her to go with him to Ireland. This meeting was different, though. Margaret was in a bad way, and soon Ken Millar learned all about it. She’d won a classics scholarship to the University of Toronto, but after her mother’s death had washed out of college, had a “nervous breakdown,” and moved in with a London aunt. She’d enrolled in a business course, dropped out of that, then suffered through an unhappy affair, a mild schizophrenic episode, and a suicide attempt. Now she was studying psychiatry on her own, trying to understand her problems, and writing stories and poems. Like Ken Millar, Margaret Sturm hoped to become a writer.

“He knew his fate when he saw it” was how Millar would put it. He began seeing Margaret daily. Within weeks they were lovers. Millar, sensing the relationship’s difficulties and potential, chose to let Margaret become “the greatest of his monumental images”: an inspiration, a challenge, a test of strength, and his own hope for a useful life. He believed in mind and heart that one man plus one woman equaled civilization; choosing Margaret as partner, he thought, was the best and most difficult thing he could do. They shared “a true Kierkegaardian view of a tragic world, fed by ancient tragedy and by modern sensibility”: the Greeks, and Freud. They’d be each other’s salvation, he hoped.

In the spring of ’38, as Millar’s graduation neared, his and Margaret’s future hinged on Harvard’s response to his fellowship application. Each morning Millar looked on the downstairs table at Huron for an envelope from Massachusetts. At last Harvard’s letter came: Millar had been rejected. He read the bad news without expression (Pearce was watching) and went about his business. But later (Pearce never knew how) Millar got hold of the letter written about him by the professor who’d talked him into applying to Harvard. It enraged him. The man described Millar not as a brilliant student but as a colorful eccentric: “The most impressive thing he said I think,” Pearce recalled, “was that he was a very picturesque figure with his green hat and his flowing scarf, which infuriated Ken as being certain to undo his credit as a scholar. ‘He just pictured me as a Bohemian!’ ” The unfairness shocked him (no one said such things about Ford, who got his Cornell fellowship without a hitch); and his resentment would linger for decades.

Millar determined to pursue the Ph.D. part-time and arranged to take summer classes at the University of Michigan, across the Canadian border. In a way it was just as well; he was afraid if he left Margaret Sturm on her own while he went off to school, she’d sink into despair and maybe again attempt suicide. Now they could get married right away. After his first summer in Michigan, he said (in a revamp of his plan to support his mother), he’d attend the Toronto teaching college and then get a job as a high school instructor. Margaret was against the idea—she wanted them to become writers right now—but Millar was adamant. It was a “bitter choice,” but he was determined not to fail like his father; he admitted he lacked the courage to try to make it as a writer immediately.

Practical as it was, his decision required cash. Again, as with his father’s insurance, a sudden inheritance came to his rescue. Millar was willed two thousand dollars by an uncle in Oregon he’d never met. Before receiving the money, though, he got entangled with another uncle he knew all too well: his Aunt Margaret’s husband, Ed, who wrote to say Aunt Margaret had died and he needed Millar’s power of attorney to settle her estate. After sending his power of attorney, Millar learned from other relatives that Uncle Ed claimed he hadn’t been able to contact Kenneth; he said Millar’s inheritance should be sent to him for forwarding. After consulting a Toronto lawyer, Millar wrote Ed a terse note (“Dear Mr. J ________”) rescinding the power of attorney, demanding a personal meeting, and threatening legal action: “So you better snap out of it.” His furtive uncle wrote to arrange a Toronto rendezvous (“Will meet you in the lobby of the Ford Hotel next Wednesday at 8 P.M. Be on time as I am leaving shortly after 9 o’clock”) where he blamed “business connections” in the States (“the boys in St. Louis”) for holding things up. Millar got his money, with fictional interest: twenty years later, Uncle Ed would slither chameleonlike into some of Millar’s best books.

*  *  *

When his Western friends learned of his involvement with Margaret Sturm, they were amazed. Don Pearce had met Margaret years earlier at a Kitchener party and remembered her vividly, he said: “Long hair hanging low, and a smile that completely engulfed her face: I think her eyebrows went up, I think her forehead smiled; her cheeks swelled, her eyes got big and laughing, and her teeth became prominently apparent, uppers and lowers—it was a neon experience of some sort, that smile. She played the piano, not all that well but with a certain abandon. Very slender. Handsome, you know. Big eyes, with impressively clear whites. A prominent and strong nose, which Ken told me she hated. Very social, very outgoing, very witty, very self-confident, with this strong laughter when she was pleased, affectionate laughter that was musical and rich.” After knowing Margaret better, Pearce could add, “She was unforgettably charming when she felt like being, and a totally intolerable neurotic of the worst kind when she wanted to be. Hard to handle.” Pearce said Bob Ford “deplored” the idea of two such egotistical people marrying each other and predicted nothing but strain.

But Millar’s mind was made up and his course inflexible, as Pearce found when he tried to joke about the impending wedding. “I was as usual showing off in some way or other,” he said, “quoting I think Shelley about the injustices of things like the marriage institution: that it was an intolerable abuse that laws should bind the wanderings of passion, and why should a grown man be constrained by the choices of an immature youth? And Ken said, ‘That is a foolish and confused statement. For one thing I am not an immature youth, I am a mature youth. And I am not making the kinds of mistakes you are referring to. That’s typical of Shelley, he’s not in touch with reality. Maybe he was immature; I am not.’ And stamped off.”

Only two years after his mother’s death, Millar was about to commit himself to an equally formidable and demanding relationship. How badly he must have craved structure, companionship, and the anchor of duty. When Margaret, the teetotaling sister of alcoholic brothers, insisted he give up liquor, the beer-loving Millar instantly complied.

An incident one night at Huron College showed Ken Millar’s almost childlike dependence on his fiancée’s approval. Millar, Pearce, Ford, and Lee were in Pearce’s room when the subject of Millar’s wrestling career came up. Millar said with some pride that all the time he’d been on Western’s team no one had gotten a hold on him he’d been unable to break. Lee, a good athlete, asked if he might try. As Pearce and Ford watched, Lee got Millar in a full nelson. A tremendous struggle ensued; with a violent effort, Millar broke Lee’s grip. In doing so he’d strained the capillaries above his neck; his face was bloodshot purple. “Oh my God, I’m seeing Margaret tomorrow!” Millar exclaimed when he looked in the mirror. “What will I tell her? What will she say?”








If light were dark

And dark were light,

Moon a black hole

In the blaze of night,

A raven’s wing

As bright as tin

Then you, my love,

Would be darker than sin.

—Kenneth Millar, Toronto Saturday Night

Millar barked: “Hey, you! Are you the house dick here or the house cat?”

—Raymond Chandler, “The King in Yellow,” 1938

They were too young; he saw that later. But at twenty-two, Millar was eager to embrace his fate. On June 2, 1938, the day after graduating with first-class honors from the University of Western Ontario, Kenneth Millar married Margaret Sturm in London, Ontario, with a Church of England minister from Huron College presiding.

Things were bumpy from the start. The two honeymooned for eight days at Millar’s dentist’s cabin on a Georgian Bay island filled with bugs and poison ivy. “When the boat came back for us,” Margaret said, “I decided I intended to get a divorce as soon as I hit land.” Divorce was an option Millar’s bride didn’t rule out for years, if ever. “A woman feels funny when she’s married,” she explained later, “especially a very independent type like me. You feel trapped. ‘What have I done with my life?’ ” Early on, offering Millar a second helping of food and meaning to say “Would you like a little more?” Margaret asked, “Would you like a little divorce?”

Millar was as determined to make a success of his marriage as he was to pursue his studies. Two weeks after their honeymoon, the Millars went to Ann Arbor, Michigan, where Kenneth enrolled for three summer classes in the University of Michigan graduate school. They rented rooms in a house near campus. Margaret hated her husband’s student routine and suffered migraines. The newlyweds slept in separate rooms whenever possible, ostensibly because he snored and she was nervous. The Millars slept apart their entire marriage.

After his summer courses (he earned two A’s and an A-plus), they moved to Toronto (first to Hepbourne Street, then to Spadina Avenue), and in the fall of’38, Millar started a year’s study at the Ontario College of Education. The course was tough, with a lot of drillwork he found distasteful; but Millar stuck with it. His goal was to head his class and obtain one of the few available teaching jobs. He and Maggie lived cheaply, paring his inheritance into a ninety-dollar monthly budget (twenty-five for rent). They couldn’t afford movies. Instead, they listened to the radio and read secondhand books he brought home by the two-dollar armful. In the evening they bought day-old éclairs, three for a nickel. Margaret handrolled their cigarettes.

The Millars were affectionate between clashes and worked well as a team, pulling together at a moment’s notice. In bed late one Saturday morning, they saw the dean of Millar’s college approaching their door on a social call; by the time he knocked, they’d put up the folding bed, thrown on robes, straightened the room, and were ready to greet him: Why, Dean, come in, would you care for coffee?

Moments of pressure were more common, though. The pressure increased when Margaret got pregnant. She blamed her poor knowledge of birth control. The Millars hadn’t planned on a child (Margaret wanted a career; Kenneth was afraid of passing on his mother’s emotional problems), and they considered abortion. But a doctor talked them out of that, and the Millars accepted their baby-to-be—Millar more happily than his wife.

Nearly all their cash was gone. Millar topped his class as planned and lined up a teaching job for the fall: at his and Margaret’s old Kitchener high school. But the Millars needed money immediately.

This June, Millar went to hear a high school commencement address by the governor general of Canada, better known as John Buchan, Scottish author of several thrillers including The Thirty-Nine Steps. Buchan told the familiar fable of the race between tortoise and hare—but in Buchan’s version, the hare won. The race didn’t always go to the slow, Buchan said. Millar took this to heart. He had said he’d make money someday by writing; with a baby due, now it was time to get off the starting block.

A radio quiz announced it would award an Underwood typewriter to the listener answering the most questions about books and publishing. Millar declared that he’d win that typewriter—and he did.

In the past his critical faculty had made him self-conscious of his creative writing and impeded his output, but now the need for funds freed him from being hypercritical. Scribbling longhand in pen or pencil on pulp tablets, school notebooks, and any other available scraps of paper, he wrote dozens of stories, sketches, and poems in the next weeks: mock memoir in the Leacock mode, parodies of Ogden Nash and Edgar Lee Masters, a six-thousand-word horror tale, versions of “Little Miss Muffet” in the styles of moderns T. S. Eliot, W. H. Auden, and Gertrude Stein. The shortest thing was a four-line poem; the most ambitious was a short story, “The Yellow Dusters,” done under the influence of Toronto author Morley Callaghan, a worthy model to replace D. H. Lawrence. Callaghan’s stories of ordinary Canadians were a bit in the “hard-boiled” Hemingway manner but also akin to Chekhov. “Morley Callaghan was the one that we all most admired and wanted to emulate,” Millar said later of his generation of aspiring Canadian writers. In the powerful “The Yellow Dusters,” an autobiographical vignette of a boy and his mother, Millar showed himself an able Callaghan disciple.

On June 18, 1939, Margaret gave birth at Toronto’s Women’s College Hospital to a daughter the Millars named Linda Jane. The baby had Millar’s violet-blue eyes: his mother’s eyes. Millar was thrilled by the infant. Margaret, though, was upset. “That’s when you really feel the entrapment,” she said later. “ ‘Here I am—stuck.’ ” She had her worst migraine ever, with nausea. Home from the hospital, she was happy to let her sister or an aunt tend the baby while she went to the Underwood. Millar couldn’t type; Margaret could. In the first six weeks of Linda Jane’s life, Margaret prepared thirty-five Millar manuscripts for submission on spec to American magazines, from the New Yorker and Esquire to Strange Stories.

No U.S. publication wanted Ken’s stuff, but the half dozen stories he wrote for “the Sunday School papers”—five youth magazines (The Canadian Boy, The Canadian Girl, Onward, Explorer, Jewels) printed in Toronto by the United Church of Canada—were bought by an editor named Archer Wallace. Millar earned over a hundred dollars: enough to pay Margaret’s hospital bill.

The first piece of his that saw print, though, was a comic verse taken by Saturday Night, a slick Toronto weekly where his uncle Stan Moyer published. Saturday Night took several other things, including “The Yellow Dusters.” Soon Kenneth Millar was a familiar byline on Saturday Night’s popular “Back Page.” He was a pro. “Saturday Night came out on Saturday morning,” he recalled, “and we used to walk up Bloor Street to see if anything of mine had been printed that week. Payment was just a cent a word, but the early joys of authorship were almost as sweet as sex.”

A buoyant Millar moved with wife and daughter in mid-1939 from the big and impersonal city of Toronto to the small and all-too-familiar town of Kitchener, first to Frederick Street and then to a building on Louisa. In September, his husky bulk buttoned into a three-piece suit and his blue eyes blurred behind clear-glass spectacles from Woolworth’s, Millar became a colleague of the men who’d taught him at KCI not many years before. Heraclitus, a pre-Socratic philosopher Millar was fond of, said you couldn’t step into the same river twice. Millar, though, seemed to have waded upstream into the river of his adolescence. Not for the last time, he felt the odd sensation of the present pulling him into the past.

He began the job with enthusiasm, loving the tough English and history courses he was given to teach and looking forward to helping teenagers clear some of life’s hurdles, as he had been helped. “He was a born teacher,” Margaret said. “He never really got over it. And he took no nonsense. Because he was big and strong, you know, people didn’t misbehave. Boys didn’t cut up the way they did for some other teachers, because he’d just take and carry them into the hall.”

But if Millar could make his pupils pay attention, he couldn’t force them to learn. The average student didn’t share Mr. Millar’s keen interest in history; the ordinary boy’s mind was on hockey or girls or what job he’d get after graduation. The prospect of facing 350 bored students each year ate at Millar’s resolve. And he wasn’t popular with the other instructors, who found him aloof and thought he spoke above most students’ level. By rights Millar should have been in graduate school with the brightest minds of his generation; instead he was teaching high school in Kitchener—for the excellent reason it paid $1,450 a year, in a lingering Depression when many workingmen were grateful for five bucks a week.

Millar didn’t intend to spend the rest of his life as a high school instructor. In the summer of 1940 he was back at Michigan’s grad school (having missed the summer Linda was born). He made one A and two A-pluses this time, while continuing his freelance Saturday Night work. With teaching, studying, and writing, Millar hadn’t much time for his wife and daughter. Margaret, still his typist, accused him of ducking family duties. Part of him thought she might be right. Like his wife, he felt trapped. Both of them were unhappy, and he sensed the baby suffered for it.

The Millars argued over how to treat Linda. Margaret the self-taught psychologist wanted to raise her daughter “scientifically.” The scientist whose rules she followed (seven years before Dr. Benjamin Spock’s commonsense child-care manual) was behaviorist John Broadus Watson, who said not to kiss or hold children and to ignore their crying. Millar thought these notions were nuts, but Margaret insisted, “Mother knows best.”

They fought about other things. Margaret wanted him to stop studying and get on with his writing. Millar, haunted by memories of his father in the charity ward, was bound to get that Ph.D. He wanted sex more often. She was cold and remote for long periods. He shouted, pounded walls, broke things. With their child as witness, the Millars formed a twisted hybrid of the fractured families that had produced the two of them.

His happy college days now seemed far in the past. Proof they were gone forever came late in 1939, when Royal Air Force pilot John Lee, Millar’s friend from Western, died in a training accident, one of the first Canadian casualties of the world war Millar had warned was coming. Ken Millar went to Highgate, Ontario, for John Lee’s funeral: a somber event to begin the new decade.

Margaret also faced a depressing 1940. Her life as wife and mother felt empty, and she hated being in Kitchener. She wanted to be a writer, but her bid to review movies for a Toronto newspaper was turned down. She found more neurotic means of expression. Don Pearce called on the Millars one night and found them engaged in a weird contest: “Ken was home sick with a flu, and Margaret was developing a serious headache. Each seemed to be struggling to outdo the other. Ken said very wryly and disgruntedly to me, in her presence, ‘We are having a little competitive illness, tonight.’ ”

Margaret’s ailments escalated. A doctor diagnosed toxic myocarditis—inflammation of the heart muscle (“Probably just nerves,” she conceded later)—and confined her to bed. Millar saw his wife slipping into the role of part-time semi-invalid. To distract her, he brought home library books, thirty or forty at a time, most of them mystery novels.

He chose wisely. Margaret had loved detective stories since childhood. “I was brought up with mysteries,” she said. “That was because of my two brothers, six and eight years older. I’d see them bringing home these magazines: Black Mask, Detective Fiction Weekly, Argosy. They used to hide them underneath the mattress. Now for a girl like me, that is a temptation. I never missed a copy.”

Mystery stories surged in popularity in 1940, a century after Edgar Allan Poe had invented the form. Newspaper and magazine articles scrutinized the craze: Were mysteries a mental challenge or a mindless escape? Did mystery addicts seek sanctuary from harsh reality or moral affirmation in a time of growing evil? Whatever the answers, publishers couldn’t print detective stories fast enough to meet demand. Nearly three hundred mystery novels came out in the United States in 1940. Many major presses had separate detective lines: Simon & Schuster’s Inner Sanctum Mysteries, Dodd, Mead’s Red Badge books, Doubleday Doran’s Crime Club. Ellery Queen, Rex Stout, and Erie Stanley Gardner were among the field’s star writers, but a raft of newcomers made waves in 1940.

One was Raymond Chandler, whose 1939 book The Big Sleep was followed in 1940 by Farewell, My Lovely. Both featured private detective-narrator Philip Marlowe, a romanticized Los Angeles version of Dashiell Hammett’s San Francisco op Sam Spade; like Hammett, Chandler was published by Alfred A. Knopf. Chandler’s style was vivid and highly entertaining. Margaret urged that Millar read him.

Few detective novels were as good as Chandler’s, though. There was more dross than gold in the dozens of mysteries Margaret scanned in early 1940. One book was so bad she threw it across the room, shouting: “I could do better than that!”

Go ahead, her husband urged.

She’d need a plot, she said.

He said he’d give her one, and he quickly came up with two. One was a murder mystery with a high school setting. Margaret liked the second one better: a story with a bunch of suspects cooped up in an old house waiting to see who gets knocked off. As her sleuth, Margaret dreamed up a six-foot-five movie-star-handsome psychiatrist, Dr. Paul Prye. She could do this, Margaret thought. Unlike the poems and short stories she’d strained to create, mysteries were something she knew. Once she had her plot and setting, the sentences flowed.

Working in bed, she wrote sixty thousand words in fifteen days, then rewrote the whole manuscript two or three times. “I had to do something to get out of that bed,” she said later. “To get out of that town.” Millar was essential to her enterprise. In addition to plotting and editing (and perhaps giving Paul Prye his bad habit of quoting William Blake), he looked after Linda and did household chores. If KCI colleagues or students smirked at the sight of Mr. Millar hanging out the laundry, let them. He did everything he could to help his wife reach her goal—their goal.

The Invisible Worm (a Blake quote) was the title they gave Margaret’s mystery. The book wasn’t half-bad: a fast-moving mix of harum-scarum, psychology, wisecracks, and the screwball humor of the Thin Man movies. They had The Invisible Worm professionally typed and mailed unsolicited copies to two of the top U.S. mystery lines. Margaret’s “heart ailment” vanished.

Months later Millar was called out of his KCI classroom to take a telephone call. Ajubilant Margaret read him a wire from Isabelle Taylor, mystery editor at Doubleday Doran: MANUSCRIPT ACCEPTED, PUBLICATION CRIME CLUB, CONGRATULATIONS, LETTER FOLLOWS. He was as thrilled as she was, she said: “We both almost had a conniption fit.”

Doubleday’s letter said they’d pay $250 for this book and an option on another. Margaret immediately began writing a second mystery. She’d have liked to publish the first under her maiden name, but “The Invisible Worm by Margaret Sturm” simply would not do. Reluctantly she accepted “Margaret Millar” as her byline. Though her name alone would be on the book, Doubleday’s contract listed Margaret and Kenneth Millar as coauthors, with royalties to be divided equally.

She wanted her freedom to be his freedom too; he could stop teaching now and be a full-time writer, she said. Millar was ready to leave KCI, all right, but for a different reason: the English professors at the University of Michigan, dazzled by his A-plus average, had offered him a teaching fellowship for 1941. Here in effect was the opportunity Harvard had denied him. Michigan’s six-hundred-dollar fellowship was a thousand dollars less than KCI was paying him, but with the Doubleday money and his freelance work, Millar thought they could make it. Margaret was against the idea but gave in. They would each get something they wanted, and both would leave Kitchener: scene of too much past and not enough future. As a girl, Margaret’s ideal had been Houdini, who got out of tight places. Millar’s boyhood idol was Pearl White, who leapt clear of disasters. Now, daughter in tow, the Millars imitated their childhood heroes: they escaped.








Auden . . . is the peculiarly modern man, finding images and implications in the detective story, exploring Dante’s territory in a New York bar.

—Chad Walsh, Today’s Poets

I was leaning against the bar in a speakeasy on Fifty-second Street . . .

—Dashiell Hammett, The Thin Man

If Ross Macdonald was the only American crime writer to receive early ethical training in a Canadian Mennonite Sunday school (as Ken Millar later proposed), he was also the first private-eye novelist to get a friendly shove toward the genre from the greatest English poet of his generation.

The poet was Auden; the shove began in a class Millar took at Michigan in 1941: Fate and the Individual in European Literature, a daunting course surveying Western writing from Shakespeare to Kafka. Its forty-five-book reading list chased many registrants from the class—but not Millar, of course, and not Donald Pearce, who had also opted to do his graduate studies at Michigan.

W. H. Auden, internationally famous at thirty-four, cut a strikingly odd figure. Fair-skinned, long-faced, and with unkempt reddish hair, he moved sideways like a skittish colt; his laugh was a whinny. He made no eye contact with students in class, staring out the window while lecturing as if in contact with the dead writers of whom he spoke. Auden played opera records to make literary points, analyzed Shakespeare’s characters from a Jungian point of view, and spoke about people (Rimbaud, Freud, Valéry) largely unknown to American grad students. Millar, Pearce, and others were electrified by his brilliance. Millar dubbed Auden “a young Socrates and an old Ariel rolled into one.” Auden was impressed with Millar too and graded his essays (and Pearce’s) A-plus.

One paper Millar wrote compared Dante’s The Divine Comedy to Kafka’s The Castle. In lieu of a final, Auden had students memorize any six Dante cantos. Millar’s close study of the Comedy for Auden’s class heightened his appreciation of Dante’s epic. Pearce recalled Millar analyzing the poet’s technique: “Ken would talk about how the imagery in the Inferno was heavy and concrete and specific and dark: ‘so like the place that’s being described.’ Then he said, ‘If you look at the imagery in the Purgatorio, what a change that is: it’s clear, rational, careful, and calculated—exactly what ought to occur in a place where you get cleansed of all your mud and error and sin and guilt. Then see what he does with the Paradiso imagery: it’s all light and high-musical and lyric.’ ”

Millar later put these stylistic lessons to good use. The Divine Comedy would be a frame of reference for Ross Macdonald’s southern California, whose many-leveled populace evaded or were exposed by or struggled toward a harshly clarifying light. Millar asked Pearce, “Did you ever notice how people in hell engage in conversation all the time?” Dante seemed to be saying hell consists largely of conversation, self-justification, accusation. Macdonald’s Lew Archer would prove an expert Dantesque interrogator, eliciting many testimonies, self-deceptions, lies, and alibis. And Archer, like Millar, would value merciful silence.

Auden clearly saw Millar’s ability and especially encouraged the twenty-five-year-old. He said Millar should be writing for the New Republic and offered to introduce the young man to the magazine’s editors. Millar attended Auden’s Friday-evening student “at-homes” on Pontiac Trail; Auden, with companion Chester Kallman, came to dinner at the Millars’ rented place at 1020 Hill Street.

“It was strange,” Margaret recalled. “My daughter took a terrible dislike to his voice, but he was very interested in the raising of children and making sure they went to Sunday school.” (Auden dumbfounded a number of contemporaries by proclaiming himself a Christian before coming to Michigan.) Maggie was put off by Auden’s appearance and manner, but she didn’t fail to hear him compliment her work, a compliment she often repeated. “He read one of my books and he thought it was terrific,” she said. (Margaret had published four books by the time Auden came to dinner.) “He laughed himself sick about this certain scene I’d written,” in which a character uses his trouser cuff as an impromptu ashtray. “I was of course flattered.”

Auden, one of the world’s great poets, was a compulsive detective-story reader and not ashamed of it, something unusual in a year when most intellectuals sneered at mysteries. (“With so many fine books to read,” Edmund Wilson would famously write, “so much to be studied and known, there is no need to bore ourselves with this rubbish.”) Auden’s first published prose had been crime-fiction reviews for London newspapers. Fellow poet Cecil Day-Lewis (under the pseudonym Nicholas Blake) used Auden as the model for his fictional detective Nigel Strangeways. Auden not only liked mystery fiction (he was a particular fan of Hammett and Chandler) but took it seriously; and while Millar didn’t buy his theories on the genre (after reading Auden’s essay on detective fiction, “The Guilty Vicarage,” Millar told Pearce that Auden simply didn’t know what he was talking about), the poet’s imprimatur on the form was as heartening to Millar as his praise of Millar’s talent. Auden thinking well of Millar allowed Millar to think well of himself; Auden approving of mystery fiction reinforced Millar’s growing belief that it might be a worthwhile thing to write.

Ken Millar would later judge meeting W. H. Auden one of the four or five crucial events in his life. Auden had been “a remarkable kind of saint,” he’d say; and Millar had “really loved him.” Perhaps Auden was one of those surrogate fathers that Millar had a knack for finding, or perhaps a surrogate older brother (one whom Millar would caricature in an early Archer book, and then feel guilt at “betraying”). But in Michigan, Millar (perhaps at his wife’s urging) kept a certain distance from Auden. He didn’t take up the poet’s offer to introduce him around Manhattan, partly because Millar didn’t care to go to New York then, but more because he didn’t think it a good idea to go there under the auspices of a well-known homosexual. No, given Ken Millar’s blue-eyed looks and the boyhood habits he’d abandoned, not a good idea at all.








The man in the black shirt and yellow scarf was sneering at me over the New Republic.

“You ought to lay off that fluff and get your teeth into something solid, like a pulp magazine,” I told him.

—Raymond Chandler, The Little Sister

Millar’s Michigan studies (including a doctoral dissertation on Samuel T. Coleridge) and teaching duties (four sections of freshman English) took up nearly all his time. He was anxious to establish himself at the university and drew quick attention by doing spectacularly well on an intelligence and aptitude test taken by all grad students. The dean of the grad school said no one else in the history of the test had scored as high as Millar: no doubt her husband was a genius, he told Margaret. The remarkable thing was that Millar did as well on the math and engineering side as on the verbal, so well that it was suggested he might wish to change his major.

Millar stayed with English, but his math and engineering aptitude would find expression in the algebraic complexity of the novels he’d write. The rigors of study made him postpone creative work, though. Grad school and creativity seemed pretty antithetical.

Not that he didn’t have writing chores. He’d assumed the task of cowriting a column of current-event quips for Toronto’s Saturday Night for two and a half dollars a week, a sum that made a difference to the cash-strapped Millars. Though he did most of “The Passing Show,” Millar’s name didn’t appear on the anonymous column; that way (Millar guessed) its coauthor, the magazine’s new literary editor, Robertson Davies, could take credit for its best lines. Millar’s copy was politically sharp and full of witty puns:

The Australian pilot who successfully landed two planes which had locked together in mid-air simply refused to admit the gravity of the situation.

Mussolini says that Italy and Germany will march on, side by side, to the end. That’s what we hope.

It has been rumored that Vichy discharged several “non-Aryan” professors of psychology on Hitler’s orders. But a vegetarian like Adolf should have no objection to French Freuds.

“The Passing Show” was popular; Millar’s unsigned quips were reprinted in newspapers throughout Canada. He wrote his weekly quota on Saturdays in Angell Hall, when the campus was all but deserted because of the varsity football game.

Millar’s other writing responsibilities involved his wife’s mystery books. Ken was an active participant in Margaret’s fiction career, so active he sometimes felt like a full collaborator. When her first book was published in June 1941, she’d already finished a second (The Weak-Eyed Bat) and part of a third, as well as a long magazine novelette. The Bat contract again named Margaret and Kenneth Millar as “authors and proprietors” of the work and stipulated all monies be divided evenly between them. A Michigan newspaper piece on Margaret described Millar’s role as “silent partner”:

He helps to devise plots, and he uses his red pencil as though she were a freshman student and he a stern professor of composition. “Omit or alter,” he scrawls on her portion of her manuscripts. “Sometimes I rebel against that red pencil,” she sighs. “But on The Weak-Eyed Bat, I disregarded two of his orders, and the publisher suggested two alterations in the manuscript. Yes, you guessed it.”

The Millars’ efforts paid off with good notices from mystery reviewers in the top U.S. journals. The Saturday Review of Literature pronounced The Invisible Worm “commendable,” the New Yorker noted its sound plot, and Will Cuppy in the New York Herald Tribune called Margaret Millar “a mystery find of considerable voltage.” When The Weak-Eyed Bat was printed, Cuppy declared, “Margaret Millar is a humdinger, right up in the top rank of bafflers, including the British.”

To their contemporaries at Michigan, the Millars seemed a pretty colorful couple: the husband-and-wife mystery writers, very wrapped up in their work. At Margaret’s insistence, Millar stopped wearing his dimestore spectacles, leaving his handsome face open to the world. “Ken was very impressive, both in size and intellect,” said Georgia Haugh, wife of a Michigan grad student. “Well built, very affable. Ken was very smooth: I mean that in a complimentary fashion.” Margaret was a presence too, her long hair parted in the middle and sometimes pulled back in a bun, her shrewd eyes sizing you up. Marianne Meisel, wife of German-born professor James “Hans” Meisel, recalled, “They both at that time spent all their main thought and all their minor thought on what would make a good detective story. He would use one of the old can openers that cut a triangular hole, thoughtfully feel the edge: ‘These things are amazingly sharp!’ And they would both give it this meaningful look: How fast could you kill somebody with that?” To Mrs. Meisel, who wrote a novel published by Scribner’s, Millar seemed quite single-minded, with a clear sense of his potential: “Margaret’s success was showing him the way. She was an impressive person, working with a certain fierceness.” Millar watched people, as if collecting them for future books, and loved when they spoke candidly. After listening to a refugee friend of the Meisels’ talk of a tempestuous love affair, Millar exclaimed, “Oh, Europeans are wonderful, they tell you things!”

He was the gregarious one, eager to have people over to Hill Street. Margaret tolerated gatherings and took part if she wasn’t writing, but she refused to do any “entertaining,” not even putting out cheese and crackers. Once a hungry grad student asked if there wasn’t something to eat around here, and Millar shushed him, “For God’s sake be quiet, or Margaret will throw you out.” She rescinded her ban on alcohol, though, one sweltering Ann Arbor night. When Maggie suggested a nice cold beer, Millar raced to a liquor store and brought back several bottles before she could change her mind. At twenty-six, Margaret Sturm Millar drank her first alcohol; from then on, beer fueled the Millars’ social life.

Housing was famously scarce in Ann Arbor. The three Millars lived in a one-floor converted garage, with two tiny bedrooms and a long, enclosed corridor that served as a walk-in closet. Set back from the street and hidden by shrubs, the mock cottage looked like something from one of Margaret’s spooky mysteries. Twenty-five dollars from the Millars’ tight budget went for an old black piano; when guests came Margaret could sometimes be coaxed to play hit-parade tunes or some of her own things such as “Mad at the Moon.” Millar loved Maggie’s playing; he’d grin hugely and twist his body into pretzel-like shapes when she got off a jazzy or bluesy lick. Frequent visitors to Hill Street included Don Pearce, with his new wife, Mary; Chad Walsh, a budding poet and dawning Christian who debated faith and morals with the “agnostic” Millars; and the young African-American poet Robert Hayden, who delighted Millar by bringing over jazz records, including 78s of Billie Holiday with the Teddy Wilson orchestra. Hayden and Walsh, like Millar, were crazy about Auden and benefited from his encouragement. Walsh and Hayden also liked detective fiction.

Millar was intrigued to learn that another professional mystery writer, H. C. Branson, lived in Ann Arbor. Branson’s first book, I’ll Eat You Last, was published the same week as Maggie’s Invisible Worm, and the two authors were favorably reviewed together in the mystery-roundup columns. Millar got Henry Clay Branson’s number from the directory and invited himself over to visit the Bransons on Catherine Street.

A round-cheeked man in rimless spectacles, Branson had studied at Princeton and gotten a B.A. at Michigan, then spent time in Paris mingling with expatriate Americans. He knew a lot about American history and classical music. Henry and his wife, Anna, a wonderfully friendly woman, both played the piano; they had two young daughters.

Millar instantly enjoyed the Bransons’ company, and he greatly admired Branson’s writing: the clarity of his prose and the adult nature of his stories. Branson’s mysteries (The Pricking Thumb came out in 1942) weren’t gimmicky whodunits but realistic tales that addressed the nature of evil, as Millar felt mysteries should. His spare style (which purposely avoided simile and metaphor) was very different from Millar’s, but other Branson characteristics—strong plots, a story that made a circle (some thing Millar knew went as far back as the Greeks), a present-day crime with roots in the past—would become typical of Millar’s books. Branson personally was an inspiration: like Auden, a man of intelligence and education who considered the writing of mystery fiction a worthwhile pursuit.

*  *  *

With the Bransons, Millar was often cheerfully physical, Anna Branson said: “If something struck him as funny, he would give a very raucous laugh, and every once in a while he’d sort of cavort about the room.” On one occasion former gymnast Millar picked up a startled Branson and spun him around in the air.

Another instance of Millar’s antic euphoria took place in Don and Mary Pearce’s third-floor apartment: holding forth on modern man’s inability to demonstrate sheer joy (“For instance, we can’t do this anymore—”), Millar opened a window and flung himself outside to hang by his fingers three stories above the street—then pulled himself back inside, laughing like mad.

Margaret’s social athleticism was limited to playing charades (“sharahds”). She and Millar were agile conversationalists, though, something that could make for a peculiarly unsettling evening, according to Don Pearce: “You never knew when an innocent remark of yours was going to set off a scoffing response. Ken would be more understanding, but Margaret was really quite like a lighted fuse. When Ken and Margaret were in the room, I’m telling you, it was like walking through a minefield. You felt you had to be careful always of what you said, especially around Margaret, unless it happened to coincide with her range of opinions. She could be a delightful laughing companion for an evening—half an evening, anyway. Other times: nerve-racking.”

The Millars seemed to Pearce in many ways opposites: “I don’t think she entertained abstractions easily, and she was living with a person who was very comfortable with abstractions. Hers was a very concrete and practical mind, full of passionate and outspoken hates. She was interested in people as a novelist, and she talked a lot along those lines: rapidly constructed theories about how they live and what they live for; a kind of expert gossip that wasn’t lowbrow. Loved to recite her latest clever opening to a chapter. Needed praise; didn’t want competition. For all her strength of mind and rhinocerine will, she had a fragile ego. Someone who was compulsively difficult and never can be cured of that. In other words she was neurotic. She was a problem, for him. And yet, who knows? They certainly hammered out between them a pretty tough and maybe dynamic polar relationship. They were a spectacular pair. Not very many friendships survived that sort of domestic intensity, though.”

The Millars played an excellent if often unpleasant game of conversational Ping-Pong, Pearce said. Anna Branson long remembered this volley: “One time we were all arguing about something and Maggie turned to Ken and said, ‘You wouldn’t know your ass from a hole in the ground!’ And very quietly he replied, ‘But I’d know your ass from a hole in the ground.’ She topped him though, she said, ‘Oh, now you’re being crude.’ We all howled at that.”

No one could be around the Millars much without being aware of the tensions built into their relationship. “There was a lot of fighting going on,” said Marianne Meisel. “Both of them were very much there and didn’t let the other one get away with anything. I think they must have had a very difficult time because she told me that she had to be top dog, the center of attention. She said, ‘If there are three people walking down the street, I have to be the one in the middle’—which stayed in my mind, because it seemed very odd to me.”

Their daughter was a frequent source of friction between the Millars. “Ken was enormously attached to Linda, really truly was, and always took her side,” said Don Pearce. “If ever I saw anybody who was wrapped up in a child, it was Ken when Linda was brand-new; he couldn’t believe this had happened to him. He was the softie in the whole thing. Margaret was always revving Linda’s engine as it were, stepping on the accelerator of her personality, making her do all sorts of things, making her a bit of a show-off. I can remember Linda sitting at the dinner table, no older than three, confronted with a dish she didn’t want, tomato soup or something, and being not exactly hysterical but getting on for it, saying, ‘I can’t eat that, it’s in-ed-ible, it’s in-ed-ible, Mother, I will not touch it!’ I’m not kidding, she was in command of that household, and sounding exactly like Margaret shrunk to about two and a half or three years old; and she would get her way.

“Another time Margaret was going to demonstrate to me how clever Linda was, how she understood long words, for instance the word nevertheless. ‘She doesn’t like nevertheless,’ Margaret said, ‘because that’s when I get my way, when I say nevertheless.’ So she said to Linda, ‘Well, it’s time for you to go to bed, Linda.’ ‘But I don’t want to go to bed now,’ Linda said. And Margaret said, ‘Nevertheless!’ ‘Oh, not nevertheless,’ Linda cried, ‘not nevertheless, Mummy!’ ‘Nevertheless!’ ‘Mummy, not nevertheless!’ And so on. And Margaret was doing this to show me, you see. I mean, those parents never gave that child a moment’s peace. Not that they tortured her, but with Linda the box was always open, as it were, with people looking in, expecting, commenting, constantly stimulating in ways that somehow or other make for a nervous youngster. I think they were both simply astonished that they had a child.”

Millar contributed to Linda’s repertoire of routines by teaching her the names of her body parts, then cuing her with finger-pointings in an innocent litany: “What’s this called, Linda?” “Foot.” “What’s this, Linda?” “Knee.” “Linda, what’s this?” “Vulva.” “And what’s this, Linda?” “Elbow.” His favorite times with Linda were on weekday mornings when he wheeled her in a “go-cart buggy” across the mile-long, tree-lined Michigan-campus diagonal to her nursery school. Focused on his daughter’s unblinking gaze, oblivious to anything else, Millar in a big, deep voice sang “King Joe,” Richard Wright’s blues to boxer Joe Louis that Paul Robeson had recorded with the Count Basie band.

For several Ann Arbor residents, including Anna Branson, the sight of a devoted Ken Millar steering Linda along as he boomed out the slow Joe Louis blues was a high point of the morning. To glimpse Millar then, all wrapped up in his daughter’s wide-eyed presence, you wouldn’t think he had a care in the world.








For what is the sensibility of our age? Is there any one sensibility? Do we respond to T. S. Eliot, Dashiell Hammett, Mary Roberts Rinehart, or Tiffany Thayer? The objective answer must be that some of us respond to one and some to another.

—Cleanth Brooks, The Well Wrought Urn

If you come from a fiery-furnace home . . . God, usually pictured as a cosmic policeman, was the invisible guest at every meal; His name was invoked to keep you from doing the things you wanted to do; He seemed the private detective employed by your parents.

—Chad Walsh, Campus Gods on Trial

Lighthearted Michigan moments were the exception for Millar, though. He was under increasing pressure on campus and at home. The winter of ’41 was especially tough. With no money for coal, the Millars kept warm by burning packing crates. Millar borrowed fifty dollars from Pearce to buy Christmas presents. When the United States entered the world war after Pearl Harbor, things became even more somber. Many colleagues left school for the armed forces or government jobs. Working on a dissertation about an eighteenth-century poet didn’t seem so important when the fate of the globe was at stake—and Margaret Millar wasn’t shy about saying so.

Margaret had hated Ann Arbor from the first day. Millar wasn’t crazy about it either, but he had a near-paranoid determination to “make something of himself” and somehow justify his parents’ marriage. His hard work was paying off: A-plus was his usual grade, and he was the rising star of the English department if not the whole humanities division. But he didn’t like what came with the territory: the brutalization of his sensibility, the academic politics, the frivolous attitudes of certain contemporaries.

The latter was crystallized in a poetry seminar taught by guest lecturer Cleanth Brooks in the summer of ’42. Brooks, coeditor of the influential “little magazine” the Southern Review, was using this seminar to refine theories of the “new criticism” he would expound in The Well Wrought Urn, a 1947 book he’d dedicate to this Michigan class. Unity in a work of art was the main idea: each element in a poem pulling equal weight in balance with the others—a Coleridgean scheme, and something Millar already knew a lot about. Also in the class, at Brooks’s suggestion, were some philosophy students, who were supposed to add an extra dimension to the discussion. Instead, Millar thought, they merely spouted precepts of this or that ism as if philosophy were a game for show-offs. “To me,” an offended Millar told Pearce, “philosophy is the hinge of the world.” It was like the occasion at Western when Millar clashed with those smart-aleck students over the nature of the universe. But this time Millar was prepared. Having read and absorbed an Aristotle work these sophists glibly misquoted, Millar publicly nailed them.

Margaret played on Millar’s discontents and urged he leave the academy, do what she’d done, be a full-time writer. Having dropped out of university herself, she seemed to see his college career as a prolonged evasion of responsibility. Maybe she was right: Millar was ashamed of his lack of courage, his failure to assume “true headship” of the family. The more he achieved at Michigan, the more Margaret hammered away. Shortly after he won a Rackham Predoctoral Fellowship (which carried a sum of $875), Margaret burst in on a conversation he and Pearce were having at the Hill Street house. “We were talking,” Pearce recalled, “a bit too loudly it seems, about some of the things he’d been reading or that had been taught by some of the teachers; it was the kind of conversation Margaret could simply not endure. She came in and shouted at him, ‘Einstein! Einstein!’ He’d just got the highest university fellowship they gave; she couldn’t forgive him for that. We left soon, and as we walked toward school together, I being a bit embarrassed, he said to me—and this was the only negative thing he ever said about her in my presence—he said, ‘You know, I don’t think Margaret respects me as much as she should.’ ”

Alone with his wife, Millar wasn’t so placid. He and Margaret shouted, broke dishes, shoved and slapped each other. Maggie blamed Ken for his rotten temper, but she had one to match. Once she threw an egg at him; when he ducked, it splattered on the wall, where she left it to dry. Another time she dropped a typewriter from a second-story window. Mornings were touchy as Millar readied Linda for school and Margaret supervised from bed, often telling him he was doing things all wrong. One such morning he threw a rubber doll at Margaret, and its detachable head came off. She accused him of breaking his daughter’s toy. He hit her and caused a cut over her eye. They called a doctor and made up something about an accident. Linda saw it all. To his lifelong shame, Millar sometimes shook or slapped Linda, in misplaced anger at her mother. Linda was the prize her parents fought for. The family was deranged somehow, and all three knew it.

Millar’s tensions sometimes came out in spooky fashion. Talking late one night to Pearce on an Ann Arbor street, Millar said calmly, “A specter has been standing beside us all during this conversation. I think it was my mother.” Another time when Pearce knocked at the Hill Street door unexpectedly one afternoon, Millar slowly opened it only an inch and peered warily with one eye through the crack. “I don’t know what he was nervous or anxious about,” Pearce said, “but it was as if he was a pursued person.”

Margaret had her own odd fears. “She was always nervous when there were other women around,” said Marianne Meisel. “She was always afraid I was going to snatch Ken. And Ken was not flirtatious.” Anna Branson agreed: “I really think he trod the straight and narrow. He liked to think of himself as a boulevardier, a philanderer, something like that—but he wasn’t!” Margaret’s anxieties weren’t restricted to women, Pearce recalled: “Margaret was talking about W. H. Auden having been over to the house. ‘Oh, I just hated his black teeth, and his self-importance,’ she said. ‘Moreover, his pant leg slid up his shin, and here was this bare stretch of absolutely hairless leg. It was terrible!’ And she said, ‘Pearce, pull your pant leg up.’ I pulled my pant leg up. She said, ‘That’s exactly what a man’s leg should look like!’ Well, a few years later I learned in a letter from Bob Ford that Margaret thought I was a latent homosexual in love with Ken, because I was so devoted to him in many ways. Apparently she had been uneasy with me for a long time, from the first time she set eyes on me I think. But when she asked me to exhibit my leg and saw that it was adequately hairy, that relieved her of any problem that she had regarding me, and I was a welcome person after that.”








And Margaret Millar has just presented to the many campus “who-done-it” bugs her fourth thriller, an ingenious mystery, full of psychological analysis and sly satire. Only the other day we caught Ken Millar in front of the Arcade newsstand anxiously scanning the New Yorker’s book review column. If we may judge by his expression, the review was favorable.

—University of Michigan English Department Newsletter, September 7, 1943

MYSTERY AND CRIME

WALL OF EYES, by Margaret Millar.

. . . Inspector Sands works out a very neat solution and, in his quiet way, turns out to be the kind of detective it would be nice to meet more often. Highly recommended.

—The New Yorker, September 4, 1943

Things had gone well for Margaret: the Toronto Star paid to serialize two of her books, and reprint editions brought the Millars a few more hundred dollars. Sales of her third title were twice those of her second, and reviewers especially liked her. Doubleday’s Isabelle Taylor told Margaret she had “a definite reputation and standing in mystery fiction.”

All that seemed in doubt, though, when she submitted Wall of Eyes to Doubleday Doran in late 1942. Margaret had dropped her psychiatristsleuth Dr. Prye for a dour Toronto police detective, Inspector Sands. Instead of a light semicomedy, Wall of Eyes was a grimly realistic and sometimes shocking tale of neurotic characters. Taylor and staff were not pleased with this radical departure. The editor’s verdict was blunt: “It doesn’t come off.” She advised Margaret Millar to chalk this one up to experience and quickly write another lighthearted tale.

But Margaret believed in Wall of Eyes, as did Millar. She’d begun corresponding with romance novelist Faith Baldwin, a mystery addict who’d written Maggie after seeing her name mentioned in The Weak-Eyed Bat. Margaret told Baldwin of her trouble with Doubleday, and the best-selling Baldwin said she should get an agent. Baldwin recommended her own: Harold Ober, a well-known New York rep whose clients included William Faulkner and the late F. Scott Fitzgerald. Ober read Margaret’s published books, signed her, and immediately sold Wall of Eyes to Bennett Cerf’s Random House for an advance of five hundred dollars—twice what Doubleday had been giving her. What was nearly a setback had become a career move. Wall of Eyes was scheduled for publication in September 1943.

Margaret complained even more now of Millar’s domestic failings. She scolded him for not spending enough time with his family, especially Linda. Margaret herself did her best for their daughter, but with her constant writing she didn’t have time for Linda either. And Linda seemed to need extra attention these days. Things weren’t good for the three-year-old in her new nursery school, with its “progressive” policy of letting kids fight out their differences. Linda became withdrawn and distrustful. A disturbing thing happened while she was home sick with a cough: she swallowed a pint of codeine syrup and had to have her stomach pumped.

Margaret also criticized Millar’s college career, an expensive endeavor that (no matter how many fellowships he won) Margaret’s mysteries were bankrolling. He was done with his courses for the doctorate by mid-1943 and would finish grad school with an A-plus average; all he needed to get his Ph.D. was to write a dissertation. But Millar was depressed by the academic game and restless and guilty on campus with so many men gone off to war. Encouraged by Margaret, he came up with a plan to postpone his dissertation: he’d try for a U.S. Navy commission, which would fulfill his urge to take part in the war effort and (not incidentally) earn an officer’s wage that could stake him later to a year’s writing.

Margaret’s Random House signing may have played a part in his decision. With her serious new book and her fine new publisher, Maggie was bounding ahead in their writerly competition. “While we were very very proud of each other,” she said, “I think there was an element of keeping up with the other guy that was very helpful.”

In spring 1943, Millar went to the Book Tower Building in Detroit to secure his commission in the Naval Reserve. He didn’t get it. A nervous stomach and an ulcer (the results, he figured, of grad school stress) caused the navy to turn Millar down. He wouldn’t be leaving Michigan after all. Reluctantly, he resumed teaching duties. In the summer of ’43 these included a section of premeteorology for air force officer candidates: the same sort of commissioned men whose ranks he’d been kept out of. The irony couldn’t have pleased Ken Millar.

Frustration inspired him to turn rejection into opportunity. After helping plot and edit Maggie’s books, Millar felt he’d gotten the hang of writing mysteries. He’d steal time this summer to write his own thriller.

Having no spare hours during the day, he took time from the evenings. Telling almost no one what he was about, he hid for two hours each night in his office in Angell Hall, which was otherwise empty. He’d be Mr. Hyde, exploring his “dark side” after the day’s Dr. Jekyll–like work. His goal was ten pages a night, for a book in a month. It was a race (within the larger one with Margaret) to the start of the new school term, and publication that month of Wall of Eyes.

John Buchan, whose Toronto talk inspired Millar to start writing for magazines (and gave him his tortoise-and-hare metaphor for his and Margaret’s careers), influenced Millar’s first book The Dark Tunnel: a spy story that bore some resemblance to Buchan’s classic The Thirty-Nine Steps. Another writer, Raymond Chandler, had an equally powerful effect on this work.

Chandler had become a favorite of Millar’s (and of any number of other smart readers, Auden included). Whenever a new Chandler book with private detective Philip Marlowe was published (for instance, The High Window, in August 1942), Millar hastened to the Ann Arbor rental library to reserve it. He loved Chandler’s colorful style and the excited revulsion with which Chandler described the sins and perils of southern California. After being drilled for years in dry scholarship, Millar found Chandler’s exuberance liberating. The effect of Chandler can be seen in The Dark Tunnel’s rough-and-ready humor, its extravagant similes, and its more lurid events and descriptions (such as the egg-cracking sound of a skull hitting pavement).

Millar’s mystery, like Chandler’s most recent one, had a victim being thrown from a high window. In Millar’s tale the window was the type in Angell Hall, and he devised an inventive murder method that took advantage of this window’s tip-up design.

Millar adapted other aspects of the Michigan campus for his story, a domestic-espionage tale set at “Midwestern University” in “Arbana,” near Detroit. A major sequence took place in a network of underground steam tunnels like the one that connected several U of M buildings. Access to these tunnels was forbidden to all but engineers; wartime sabotage was a concern. A night watchman patrolled the locked entryways. Millar made up his mind to explore these passages as research for his book. Timing the watchman’s route and using skills acquired as a Kitchener teenager, the assistant professor and would-be novelist got into the tunnels, took his notes, and escaped. The fearful thrill he must have felt found its way palpably into the scenes he immediately wrote.
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