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  Introduction
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  “You are in my thoughts every day and dear to my heart.”

  —Eudora Welty to Kenneth Millar, October 30, 1981

  “Pathos, gentleness, courage, feminine fluorescence and iron discipline, the blessed light at the windows.”

  —Kenneth Millar, describing Eudora Welty, June 11, 19741

  ON the afternoon of Monday, May 17, 1971, mystery writer Ross Macdonald—alias Kenneth Millar, of Santa Barbara, California—was engaged in a bit of real-life detection in the lobby of New York City’s legendary Algonquin Hotel. Alerted by savvy Manhattan colleagues, he was on a stakeout, hoping to encounter Eudora Welty, the world-famous, award-winning, bestselling author from Jackson, Mississippi, with whom he had been corresponding for a year and who had recently given his novel The Underground Man a rave on the front page of the New York Times Book Review. His stakeout paid off. As Welty approached the hotel elevator, Millar/Macdonald went up to her and introduced himself. Abandoning whatever plans she had had, Welty was thrilled to sit and talk with the man whose written words meant so much to her.

  Millar had begun their correspondence with a 1970 letter praising Welty’s novel Losing Battles, and they had in the past year exchanged messages ranging from the very personal—Millar’s grief at the death of his daughter—to the literary—Welty’s review of Ford Madox Ford’s biography. They had come to believe that, through their separate links to Ford, their lives were powerfully connected. “When I got your letter today,” Millar had written to Welty on April 20, “something went through me like a vibration of light, as if I had had a responsive echo from a distant star.” And she had responded, “Thank you for telling me this, which has made me a part of some perfect occurrence. Nothing ever gave me that feeling before, and I doubt if anything ever will again.”2 Then the “Algonquin magic” of meeting face to face convinced both Eudora and Ken that the perfect occurrence had not ended.

  When Ken set out two days later for his native Canada, he sent a note to Eudora: “I never thought I’d hate to leave New York, but I do. I feel an unaccustomed sorrow not to be able to continue our friendship viva voce, and in the flesh, but these are the chances of life. But there is a deeper and happier chance which will keep us friends till death, don’t you believe? And we’ll walk and talk again. Till then, Ken.” A postscript immediately followed: “Meanwhile there are letters.”

  Indeed there were—enough to prompt an extravagant rhetorical question: Was there an epistolary romance of literary masters in the twentieth century more discreet, intense, heartfelt, and moving than the one between Eudora Welty and Kenneth Millar, who exchanged hundreds of letters between 1970 and 1982? Though a small fraction of their correspondence seems to have been lost, there remain some 345 pieces—more of them by Welty than by Macdonald, whose Alzheimer’s disease stopped him from writing after May 1980, while Welty continued to send him messages until she was convinced, eight months or so before his death in 1983, that he could no longer comprehend them.3 Those letters reveal the loving friendship of two writers, a single woman in Mississippi and a married man in California, whose unique bond at once observed the proprieties and expanded the boundaries of how close two kindred, creative people might become through thought, will, and the written word.

  These two authors command devoted followings both in halls of academe and the territory beyond. Welty, called the “finest fiction writer of our time” by critic Cleanth Brooks and the “greatest short story writer of our time” by novelist Ann Patchett, received awards ranging from the Presidential Medal of Freedom to the French Legion of Honor and continues to inspire much scholarly inquiry.4 Many a critic has attempted to explain the mysteries in her stories while others have recognized that unresolved mystery is the essence of both their genius and their widespread appeal. Macdonald has received more popular but less scholarly attention. Nevertheless, John Leonard, writing in the New York Times Book Review, called Macdonald a “major American novelist,” and Michael Kreyling more recently asserted that Macdonald grafted “the detective novel successfully to the main branches of the American novel.” Welty, the serious writer who deals in mystery and who became a cultural icon, and Macdonald, the detective novelist whose impact transcends generic limitations, made quite a pair—both aesthetically and personally.5

  Early experiences did little to portend the confluences that would envelop the lives of Eudora Welty and Ross Macdonald.

  Born in 1909 in Jackson, Mississippi, Eudora grew up in a sheltered and stable environment. She and her two younger brothers were cherished by doting parents. Christian Welty provided well for his family as he moved up through the ranks of the Lamar Life Insurance Company in Jackson, and Chestina Welty, a former teacher, managed the household. The family was a close-knit one, and rectitude was a given for each family member. The children obtained a good education at the grade school across the street from their home and at the high school a half mile away. Eudora, after graduating from Central High at age sixteen, attended the Mississippi State College for Women for two years, because her parents felt she was too young to venture further afield. Only then did she continue her education at the University of Wisconsin and later at Columbia University’s Graduate School of Business, compiling as stellar a record at these institutions as she had at ones closer to home.

  For Ken Millar there was no shelter. Born in 1915 in Los Gatos, California, he would not know a stable home life for many years. His Canadian parents almost immediately moved their family to Vancouver, where his father, John Macdonald Millar, became the pilot of a harbor boat and where his parents quarreled often with each other. Then in 1920 Annie Millar, left by her husband, took her son back to Kitchener, Ontario, where she had grown up. For the next nine years, Kennie would be shuffled from one relative to another, from one rooming house to another, from Kitchener to Wiarton to Winnipeg to Medicine Hat, and back to Kitchener. His sexual initiations, both heterosexual and homosexual, came early, as did his forays into theft and his acquaintance with pimps, prostitutes, and con artists. He was a bright student who did well in class until the fall semester of his senior year in high school, when he lost the will to excel and saw his scholastic standing plummet. Ultimately, he resolved to stop this downward slide and with the help of teachers managed to right his life and his grades. Henceforth, he would adhere to rigid standards of morality and an almost Puritan work ethic. His hopes for a college education were thwarted, though, until his father died, leaving a sum that paid for four years of study at University of Western Ontario. Ultimately, Kenneth would enter the University of Michigan and earn a PhD with a dissertation on Coleridge.

  Though shelter marked Eudora’s early life and its absence marked Ken’s, such divergence did not last nor negate the powerful forces that would unite them. Their careers began within three years of each other—Eudora published her first story in 1936, Ken in 1939; both had their writing delayed by World War II, Ken more than Eudora because he served in the US Navy during these years. Each moved soon afterward into an established career and eventual critical acclaim, Eudora first and more fully. Her many awards, besides the Presidential Medal of Freedom and French Legion of Honor, would include the Gold Medal for Fiction from the National Institute of Arts and Letters, a National Book Award, a Pulitzer Prize, and thirty-eight honorary degrees; her fiction would be taught at colleges and universities around the globe; and she’d be the first living writer published by the Library of America. Ken’s writing career developed more slowly—he received Gold and Silver Dagger Awards from the British Crime Writers Association, a Grand Master Award from the Mystery Writers of America, the first Award of Merit bestowed by the Popular Culture Association, and the Los Angeles Times’s Robert Kirsch Award for his distinguished body of work about the West. Thirty-two years after his death, and seventeen years after publishing Welty, the Library of America at last brought out Macdonald’s work, including him in the grand pantheon of American writers.

  Eudora and Ken were both true to their talents, committed to the writing life—Eudora to serious fiction, though she saw such fiction as having mystery at its core; Ken to the writing of mysteries, though he defined complex possibilities for the genre. Each saw writing not as a way of focusing upon self but as a way of expanding experience and understanding of the world beyond. Each loved language, the rhythms, the images, the idioms that constitute an individual sentence. Each saw reading, reading widely, as complementing and enriching the writing life. And each longed to share life with a partner who felt the same way.

  Eudora had thought fellow Mississippian John Robinson might be that partner. She had known him from their high school days together and had traveled with him, his brother, and his sister to Mexico in 1937. When he returned from service in World War II, she helped him type and revise stories, sent his stories to magazines, asked her agent to represent him, and praised his work. In 1947, she made extended stays in San Francisco, where he had moved. Then, in 1950, he followed her to Europe, where she was enjoying a Guggenheim Fellowship. But John ultimately lacked the drive, the commitment to writing that was Eudora’s. And John eventually realized that his strongest commitment would be to a man, not to any woman, not even to Eudora, whom he loved as a friend.

  Ken had met his future wife, Margaret Sturm, while they were both high school students in Kitchener, Ontario, had begun a relationship with her late in his college career, and had married her the day after graduating. A year later their daughter, Linda, was born. Like Ken, Maggie wanted to be a writer, and she became a published mystery author before her husband did. But sharing the writing life did not make for happy family relationships. The Millars early on fought with each other and subjected their child to the conflict. Their marriage, though much more companionable in time, came to be one of almost separate lives beneath one roof. Still, Ken honored the vow “till death do us part” and expected others to do likewise.

  But by 1977 Ken knew Eudora well and surely sensed that they could have managed a truer union of writing lives than he and Margaret had achieved. When a Santa Barbara couple he counted as friends decided to separate, Ken told Eudora that this decision “convinced me of what I didn’t use to believe, that divorce could be a suitable end to a marriage.”6 Yet a divorce of his own was not forthcoming. Margaret was in poor health and needed him, and Ken was already caught in the early stages of Alzheimer’s disease. He had relished Eudora’s living presence for a few days in New York in 1971 and in Jackson in 1973; the two had shared weeklong summer visits at the Santa Barbara Writers Conference in 1975, 1976, and 1977, with Margaret also in attendance. But they would not meet again until 1982. If Ken briefly nursed a change of heart, it had come too late.

  It was not, however, and had never been, too late for a different order of intimacy to prosper between them. In letters Welty and Macdonald brought their stylistic powers to bear on a wide range of topics. They expressed their admiration for and reliance on each other. They discussed the writing process, the translation of life into fiction, and the nature of the writer’s block each encountered. They looked back at literary history: Eudora reported on reading Middlemarch for the first time while she was in New York, of rushing back to the Algonquin at day’s end with the “delicious” prospect of reading more; Ken praised Henry James’s The Wings of the Dove as “marvellously wrought” but “overcharged with electricity.” And they commented on many other writers that they loved: Ford Madox Ford, Anton Chekhov, Virginia Woolf, Jane Austen, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Flannery O’Connor, Henry Green, Katherine Anne Porter, Elizabeth Bowen, Wilkie Collins, John Buchan, Ring Lardner, Dashiell Hammett, and Margaret Millar among them.

  Their shared interests, of course, extended beyond the world of fiction. They often discussed political leaders and public issues. Eudora described a National Council on the Arts meeting with President Nixon in the Oval Office: “I felt a bad hypocrite to touch him. (I who had never missed a session of Watergate.)”; she and Ken both deplored the Christmas 1972 bombing of Hanoi; and he passionately declared “the really great threat of the future” to be “the mishandling of oil tankers in the world ocean.”7

  Letters about their separate and common friends further marked the confluence of their lives. Ken told Eudora about Herb Harker: his attempts to become a writer, the death of his wife, his devotion to his young sons, and the eventual publication of his novel Goldenrod. He told her about Fred Zackel, a young cab driver and aspiring novelist whom they both had met in Santa Barbara, whom Ken had encouraged to pursue a writing career, and who finally became both a published writer and a professor of writing. Eudora told Ken about the disappearance of Duncan Aswell, the son of her friend Mary Lou, about Duncan’s decision to reestablish contact with his mother, and about the understanding she felt Ken had extended in his novels to unhappy and unsettled young people like Duncan. She told him about Diarmuid Russell, who was her devoted agent and friend, and about Russell’s father Æ, whom Ken and Eudora each acknowledged as an inspiration. And she told him about Reynolds Price, the younger writer she had encouraged. Reynolds and Diarmuid, she reported, were fans of Ross Macdonald.

  Eudora and Ken also shared a love of travel and of visiting new and old places. Though his wife wanted only to remain at home, Ken managed to take trips both with her and alone, and he told Eudora of them: of revisiting the Ontario of his youth, of walking the streets of London, of venturing solo to Venice. And Eudora reported on her travels to New York City, to London to meet V. S. Pritchett, to France on a driving tour with old friends, and across Canada by rail.

  Above all, each valued the unique friendship, consciousness, talent, and existence of the other. They discussed the wonder of the Apollo 14 moon landing, sent each other limericks, cheered the arrival of the two-volume, reduced-type edition of the complete Oxford English Dictionary, and reported on movies like Chinatown, Young Frankenstein, and Woody Allen’s Manhattan. They worried over, celebrated, and consoled one another—dreamt about each other, dreamt of dreaming about each other, sent one another messages in their dreams.

  Of particular significance is the impact each writer had on the other’s work. Eudora credits Ken with suggesting the key scene in her Pulitzer Prize–winning novel, The Optimist’s Daughter (1972), and with encouraging her to publish The Eye of the Story (1978), a collection of critical essays. In fact, she dedicated The Eye of the Story to Kenneth Millar. For his part, Ken felt that his friendship with Eudora had been a key to the development of his novel Sleeping Beauty (1973). As he told her, “Being in touch with you this past year or so has been an inspiration to me. I hope you will take the risk of letting me put your name on the dedication page.”8 She was delighted.

  As Ken encouraged Eudora’s autobiographical impulse, which would come to a full flowering in her memoir One Writer’s Beginnings (1984), so she urged him to commit childhood memories to paper, which he did—in several essays and prefaces written in the 1970s, and in his last chapters of attempted fiction.

  The letters concerning Ken’s battle with Alzheimer’s disease are perhaps the most emotionally charged in this collection, and Eudora’s fragmentary manuscript “Henry” addresses this ordeal. We are honored to include excerpts from “Henry” at the close of this book.

  In 1952, long before she met Kenneth Millar, Eudora Welty had written a story that in some ways seems to prefigure their relationship. In “No Place for You, My Love,” she describes a married man from New York and a single woman from Toledo who meet by chance in Galatoire’s Restaurant in New Orleans. They then spend the day together, traveling south of South, all the way to the Gulf of Mexico. Alone together, far from home, they are nevertheless reticent. The suffering that love has brought to both these individuals leaves them in quest of “imperviousness”; they want to avoid exposing their situations to each other. The man will not discuss his wife with the woman from Toledo, and the woman resents his intuitive recognition of her plight: “How did it leave us—the old, safe, slow way people used to know of learning how one another feels,” she wonders. But as much as they may desire to shield themselves, a relationship springs up between them. When they finally reach land’s end, they go into a local bar and dance to music from a jukebox. At that moment, they know that “even those immune from the world, for the time being, need the touch of one another, or all is lost.”9

  Both Eudora and Ken did need the touch of one another; Margaret Millar was essentially a loner; she often seemed to value separateness over connection except when her own health failed and she depended on her husband’s reassurance and assistance. That was not true for Ken and Eudora; they cherished relationships, shared acts of imagination, whether they engaged others in the pages of books, in their hometowns, in far-flung locales, or in intimate personal encounters. Barred from fulfillment in marriage, they found connections of the imagination and spirit by sending letters to each other, with Eudora continuing to write even when Ken was no longer able to put pen to paper. “Your spirit lives in my mind, and watches my life,” Ken told Eudora in 1978, and later that same year, she assured him that, despite the distance between Mississippi and California, “our spirits have traveled very near to each other and I believe sustained each other—This will go on, dear Ken.”10

  The letters Eudora and Ken exchanged might well have been lost. Ken hid Eudora’s to him, perhaps fearful that his wife would resent his treasuring of them. Happily, his friend Ralph Sipper, a rare-book dealer, who purchased Ken’s library and papers from his widow, found the letters in the pool house of the Millar home and returned them to a grateful Eudora. Now in possession of both sides of this extensive correspondence, Eudora considered destroying it. She consulted Reynolds Price, who helped convince her to save the letters and leave them in her will to the Mississippi Department of Archives and History.11 That decision has made this book possible.

  Meanwhile There Are Letters is organized chronologically and can be read as a narrative, with each chapter receiving a brief introduction and with commentary appearing as needed for context and clarity. The headings for each letter identify the letter writer, the recipient, and the date of composition, but typically do not identify the location from which the letter was sent. Both Eudora Welty and Kenneth Millar wrote most of their letters at home (1119 Pinehurst Street, Jackson, Mississippi, for Eudora and 4420 Via Esperanza, Santa Barbara, California, for Ken). When either wrote from different locales, those places are identified in the letter heading. Endnotes provide information about the people, places, books, and historical events mentioned in the letters.

  Neither Eudora nor Ken gave letters the meticulous revising and proofing that their writing for publication entailed and that computers now facilitate. Instead, they wrote by hand, or in Eudora’s case, often at the typewriter, with a sense of urgency, of eagerness to put letters in the post, to be in touch. We have transcribed the letters as written, complete with inconsistencies and oddities of punctuation and spelling, though we have silently corrected obviously unintentional typographical errors and have replaced underlining with italics for the sake of readability. We have not supplied italics when underlining was omitted—in Eudora’s typed letters (nearly a fourth of those she sent), underlining would have been a laborious process, one she frequently chose not to undertake. When Eudora and Ken added marginal comments to their letters, we have inserted them into the text as postscripts or at indicated points. Ellipses, clarifying information, or dates we have supplied are in square brackets. We hope our editorial decisions help to create a reading experience akin to the one Eudora and Ken found so crucial to their lives.

  Our separate biographies of Eudora Welty and Kenneth Millar led us to work together editing their letters, and doing so has been an enriching and rewarding experience. We (Suzanne in Jackson, Mississippi, and Tom, in Glendale, California) have discovered the many virtues of editing correspondence via correspondence, even if our own letters were sent electronically as emails. We have also come to appreciate how much more intensely Eudora and Ken responded to the very personal, eloquent, and often ardent letters sent to each other via the sometimes frustratingly slow and sometimes incredibly prompt US Mail. Their letters, it seems to us, constitute a triumph over time and distance. “Meanwhile there are letters,” as Ken wrote when he and Eudora parted after their first meeting, is not only a statement regretting separation; it is also one celebrating the written word and the enduring connection it would provide.


  CHAPTER ONE

  “I love and need and learn from my friends, they are the continuity of my life.”

  [image: image]

  1970–1971

  IN 1970 Eudora Welty finally published a long novel she had been working on since 1955. The story of a family reunion in 1930s hill country Mississippi, Losing Battles was a cause for celebration at home—Welty’s friends threw a party featuring all the food mentioned in the novel, including fried chicken necks—and a cause for celebration nationally. The New York Times Book Review dispatched Walter Clemons to interview Welty, and the two got on famously, talking not only about her new novel but also about her love of mysteries, especially those by Ross Macdonald: “Oh yes! I’ve read all his books, I think. I once wrote Ross Macdonald a fan letter, but I never mailed it. I was afraid he’d think it—icky.”1 The newspaper account of that never-mailed fan letter called forth one from Kenneth Millar, a.k.a. Ross Macdonald, one that would be both mailed and received.

  Kenneth Millar to Eudora Welty, May 3, 1970

  Dear Miss Welty:

  This is my first fan letter. If you write another book like Losing Battles, it will not be my last. I read that wonderful secular comedy with enjoyment and delight, and in the course of reading it discovered a fact about language that had never been quite clear to me before: There is a recognizable North American language which speaks to all of us in the accents of home; and you have invested and preserved it at its truest. (My uncles and aunts in Canada used essentially the same language—words, imagery, jokes—as your Banner people.) This will of course come as no surprise to you.

  I have other reasons to be grateful to you. You spoke of me most generously to the NY Times reviewer. No compliment has ever pleased me more. You may live to regret it, for I’m getting off to you a large heavy collection of my novels called “Archer at Large,” just out.

  Yours faithfully,

  Kenneth Millar

  (Ross Macdonald)

  Eudora Welty to Kenneth Millar, May 10, 19702

  Dear Mr. Millar,

  That was a fine surprise you gave me, and what pleasure—Thank you for your letter. It was bread coming back before it had been cast upon the waters, after I hadn’t sent you mine.

  I’m so pleased you liked my book! What you say about a recognizable North American language that speaks to us all is a new thought to me—I had no way of learning about it, and if you think I’ve got at some of that essence, I’m more pleased than I can tell you. It also takes some of the load off my mind about the impertinence of thrusting so much Southern dialogue at readers from far away—But I believe in the risk too, because it seems to me only the local and only the particular do speak, that only what is true at home makes the sticks to build the fire with whatever imagination. It is lovely to know that an unknown Canada and an always known Mississippi have no trouble talking to each other.

  Your book hasn’t come yet so I am still looking forward. Thank you for such generosity. I’ve been reading your books as they came out since away back when you were John Ross Macdonald, and it’s not only the first reading but returning to them that gives me a great deal of pleasure. Isn’t The Chill in the new collection? I love that one in particular. What fascinates me is reading with the sense of the one who has invented the characters and the one, himself a character, who is in progress of finding out their secrets down to the last, identifying them for good, moving them one by one into their right places & locking them into the whole to make the pattern—these two making one, the same “I” telling the story. It’s so right. It must be what happens with all fiction writers in their own ways. It’s in the writing that I learn what is the real case with my characters—People come first, then knowing about them, listening back. But in the form you use, the method is pure, the scrupulous search or strategy is the same thing as the truth it’s uncovering—And this is not only compelling but moving. It’s the real beauty of the novels’ construction, to me. But all the details as you go are so fine too—I really enjoy your work sentence by sentence, so it’s a treat to be getting Archer at Large—Thank you again. And please give my regards to your wife, who also has my admiration.

  Yours sincerely,

  Eudora Welty

  Millar was as familiar with Welty’s work as she was with his, having followed it since her stories had appeared in the 1930s in the Southern Review. He told his publisher, Alfred Knopf, that receiving this letter from Welty seemed the nicest thing that had happened to him since Knopf had taken him on as an author in 1947.3 Other happy letters would follow in 1970, but the next extant one reported a tragedy.

  Kenneth Millar to Eudora Welty, December 14, 1970

  Dear Miss Welty:

  I haven’t been able to answer your beautiful letter, which filled me with joy and made me cry, but will let the quotation opposite allude to it. I must also thank you for the gift of your book, mutatis mutandis. I’ll reciprocate soon. You didn’t know my daughter Linda but you have suffered grievous losses in recent years and would perhaps wish to be told that Linda died last month, very suddenly, aged 31, of a stroke in her sleep. She left her husband Joe and their son, who have become central in our lives. But I am willing now to grow old and die, after a while. Our very best wishes, seasonal and personal,

  Kenneth Millar

  [Millar’s moving letter is written on a card reprinting the Navajo “Prayer, Mountaintop Way”:

  Restore all for me in beauty,

  Make beautiful all that is before me,

  Make beautiful all that is behind me,

  Make beautiful my words.

  It is done in beauty.

  It is done in beauty.

  It is done in beauty.

  It is done in beauty.]

  The brief life of Linda Jane Millar had been marked by emotional pain, mental illness, and public trauma. A bright teen but a social misfit in her Santa Barbara high school, Linda drank alcohol in secret and was involved in a 1956 hit-and-run accident in which a thirteen-year-old boy was killed. Three years later, still on probation from that disastrous event, while at college in Davis, California, Linda disappeared for eight days, during which Ken Millar took part in a much-publicized, three-city search for “the mystery writer’s missing daughter”—who was found, with the help of private detectives, in Reno, Nevada. Linda married a computer engineer in 1961 and had a son in 1963. The three were living in Inglewood, California, in November 1970, and had just spent a fine afternoon with Linda’s parents in Santa Barbara. “Life is so very good on certain days,” Millar wrote his Knopf editor in its immediate afterglow, “that one almost lives in fear of having to pay for it in full.”4 Four nights later, Linda died in her sleep.

  Welty too had, as Millar noted in his letter, “suffered grievous losses in recent years.” In 1959, her brother Walter had died as the result of complications from a crippling form of arthritis, and then in 1966, her mother and her brother Edward died within days of each other, her mother from a stroke, Edward from a brain infection that struck while he was hospitalized for a broken neck. Twenty-five years earlier, Welty had witnessed her father’s death during a blood transfusion. She well understood the pain Ken Millar and his wife were enduring.

  Eudora Welty to Kenneth Millar, December 19, 1970

  Dear Mr. Millar,

  Thank you for writing to me—I’ve only just got home after two weeks away and found your card—the grief of what has happened to you, its beautiful prayer. I am sorry—I believe you feel as I do. I don’t think myself that numbness is really merciful—not for long. Do you remember what Forster said in The Longest Journey—“They’ll come saying, ‘Bear up—trust to time. No, no, they’re wrong. Mind it. In God’s name, mind such a thing.’” It’s good that the little boy is seven—that gives him a good strong memory, and the memory will be the right one, unharmed—It will be like the Prayer, Mountaintop Way somehow, maybe. You saw this—I hope it will be for you.

  There was also a telegram under my door from the NY Times asking if I could review your new book—which I’d so much like the chance to do—but the telegram was days old, & I’m afraid they couldn’t have waited on my late reply. I’m glad to know about the book.

  This is a frivolous little Christmas card, but I’m sending it anyway because it’s about a bit of wildlife—The man who wanted to do it, a young NYC book dealer, had never seen a guinea and neither had his artist—I guess they don’t streak across 5th Avenue very often—So these were copied out of the dictionary—Anyway, it might amuse you.5 Many wishes to you both,

  Eudora Welty

  Eudora Welty to Kenneth Millar, January 15, 197[1]

  Dear Mr. Millar,

  The Underground Man is extraordinary, and I did get to review it after all for the Times. If you’d feel like looking it over, I made you a carbon, and if I did you wrong somewhere there’d be time to cut, at least—they’ll be cutting, themselves, most likely, because although I know better than send more than they ask for, that’s just what I did. It’s a beautiful book. You can see I thought so.

  Many good wishes to you and I hope things go a little easier these days.

  Sincerely yours,

  Eudora Welty

  It had seemed before to Ken Millar that he often experienced the extremes of bad and good fortune at the same time. Now, in the wake of Linda’s death, came the remarkable news that his latest novel would be reviewed—celebrated—by perhaps the most admired writer in America, in the country’s most influential book-paper.

  Kenneth Millar to Eudora Welty, January 19, 1971. Telegram.

  MY DEEPEST THANKS FOR YOUR MAGNIFICENT REVIEW BLUSHING I FIND NOTHING I WISH CHANGED REGARDS KENNETH MILLAR.

  Kenneth Millar to Eudora Welty, January 19, 1971

  Dear Miss Welty:

  How generous you are, and how fortunate I am that the Times sent you my book after all, and that you were willing to review it. As you know a writer and his work don’t really exist until they’ve been read. You have given me the fullest and most explicit reading I’ve ever had, or that I ever expected. I exist as a writer more completely thanks to you.

  It’s particularly gratifying that you should like my boy. Ronny is a fairly exact portrait of my dear grandson Jimmie, now seven going on eight (and the line about “Calling Space Control” is Jimmie’s own). By the kind of irony and recompense that Archer and you are familiar with, Jimmie has come more into our care in recent months. He and his daddy spend their weekends with us, which is a lucky thing for Margaret and me. We’re doing all right, except sometimes when one wakes up at three o’clock in the morning when, to revise Fitzgerald’s line, it’s always the dark night of the soul. But that overstates the case and may give you the impression that we are in trouble. Perhaps we are but not greatly more so than most people manage to endure and survive.

  Your review filled me with joy, as your earlier letter did. I have been able to encourage other writers, but never until now have the tables been turned so blessedly on me. To you I can confess that I left the academic world to write popular fiction in the hope of coming back by underground tunnels and devious ways into the light again, dripping with darkness. You encourage me to think that there was some strange merit in this romantic plan.

  Margaret sends her love with mine. If you haven’t seen her excellent last year’s book, Beyond This Point Are Monsters, we’d like to send you a copy.

  Sincerely yours,

  Kenneth Millar

  P.S.—It was particularly thoughtful of you to send me a carbon of your review. I assume you received the wire I sent you last night but, service being what it is, perhaps I should reiterate, blushingly, that there is nothing in it I’d like to cut. I did make one change in the proofs of the book which should probably be put into your quote on the last line of the final page, 11: “and jailbirded him” becomes “jailbirding him,” preceded by a comma.

  K.M.

  Eudora Welty to Kenneth Millar, January 24, 1971

  Dear Mr. Millar,

  Your telegram came early next morning, while I was having my coffee, and made me feel happy all day. Then your letter—relief in full, and I am so pleased you found the review did convey what I meant it to and didn’t wrong the book along the way. The easy part was saying what I thought, but you know it was that part about the fairy and romance where you might have wished I hadn’t felt called on to say so much. And the hard part was trying to give a good notion of the nature and power of that plot without doing any harm to its secrets. It was a great pleasure to write it but I had to watch out the whole way not to indulge in the piece I would really like to do, where it would be all right to follow all those things through and say what you’d really done in the light of the whole. You could tell how I’d had to cut at it with the scissors, and where, in what I did get down. So thank you for your understanding. I counted on it, on its being all right to ask you (though in general I suppose it would be a nutty thing—a fairly good thing, too—for reviewers to consult the authors), feeling we would have wanted the same kind of rightness in the review. What you said made me proud.

  As you know, they think the world of you at The Times, and it was such a plum for them to give me this—the galleys were just about worn out before they ever quit passing them around among the staff. Walter Clemons said they’d try not to cut much of the too-long review (he says they like it), he would be the one and he loves the book—when he sends a proof I’ll fix it about the jailbirding. Those Snows!—One of the things I hated most to leave out in my piece was that interview—chillier than The Chill, the end of The Chill, that last line—but sustained the whole way, absolutely hair-raising and at the same time so hair-raisingly funny, with the mother following every line of the son’s “confession” with a correction of his grammar.

  I’m glad that’s your little boy. I sort of felt the “Calling Space Control” line was real—nobody could have made up that seat-belt buckle. He was lovely all the way.

  Yes indeed I’ve read Beyond This Point Are Monsters and like it enormously. It’s so nice of her and you to offer to send me a copy—I did own one, but someone I lent it to has run off with it and I would delight in having it back on my shelves. I’ve read you both since the beginning, which means I read Margaret Millar first, the books as they came out—so that goes back a good long time. So many years of pleasure to thank you for—and being able to say it to two writers in the same house—it’s fine, I can say it twice—thank you. I wish I had something new to send—I haven’t, but I might send something old—it’s in the same spirit.

  The clipping’s from the local paper the other day—how these little tatters and remnants of those things go drifting about the world. And I doubt if the man has any idea of who he’s named after—his mother just thought the sound was right, somehow. I must stop. I can’t tell you how pleased I was to hear from you, so quickly. As for coming up into the light, I see you do it in every book, and “dripping with darkness” you make it a pretty splendid way to show something forth. Whatever it is you may ever wish to do, my best wishes to it—as we all must wish for one another.

  Yours sincerely,

  Eudora Welty

  Welty’s review of The Underground Man, which would appear in the February 14, 1971, New York Times Book Review, treated Millar’s novel as a work of serious fiction deserving the close attention of Times readers: “The Underground Man is written so close to the nerve of today as to expose most of the apprehensions we live with,” Welty declared, as she expressed admiration for Macdonald’s craftsmanship. “It is the character of Archer,” she noted, “whose first-person narrative forms all Mr. Macdonald’s novels that makes it matter to us. [. . .] As a detective and as a man he takes the human situation with full seriousness. He cares. And good and evil both are real to him.” This character, she further contended, comes to us in a prose style of “delicacy and tension, very tightly made, with a spring in it. It doesn’t allow a static sentence or one without pertinence.”6

  Before this review appeared, Welty wrote to Ken’s wife. Margaret Millar had sent her most recent book to Eudora, and now Eudora responded, sending thanks along with a copy of an out-of-print Welty story collection. Then worry about the Millars’ safety displaced Welty’s focus on fiction: an earthquake had rocked southern California. Ken immediately sent reassurance and told her that, in the midst of the earthquake turmoil, he’d been interviewed by Newsweek for a cover story. By separate mail, he sent an inscribed copy of his new book: “For Eudora Welty, whose sympathetic imagination has enhanced the life of this book and the life of its author.” Welty told him she had “never read an inscription as beautiful as this.”7

  The Underground Man would not be the first Ross Macdonald title to enter the New York Times Book Review’s bestseller list; it was preceded onto that chart, in 1969, by The Goodbye Look—which had also been reviewed on the Book Review’s front page by William Goldman. But Welty’s memorable appreciation of The Underground Man, so well-expressed and by such a significant author, helped Lew Archer’s sixteenth novel become an enormous national hit: “the first runaway mystery in many years,” according to the New York Post.8

  Eudora Welty to Kenneth Millar, April 3, 1971

  Dear Mr. Millar,

  The Underground Man’s up where he belongs, riding high, and it does make me rejoice to see him go and watch the excitement your book is causing—and just now in the library I saw they’d snatched it for a movie. The Newsweek piece [March 22, 1971] seemed careful and serious and good—did you think—?—and it was nice to see the magazine reward itself with a salute like that for seeing the light. I wish your issue of Newsweek were still in effect so that in the post office and the library and the supermarket and everywhere there’s a newsstand from here to yonder, everybody would still be walking around with the gaze of Archer’s eye on them. That was enjoyable. I mean, for all your readers. It was good to see the Saturday Review’s comment and especially Walter Clemons’s review in the Daily Times—as I know, he longed to say much more, and next time will get to, I hope.9—Anyway, what this book is bringing about must give a lot of people high spirits—I just wanted to add my note of joy.

  Love and wishes to you both,

  Eudora Welty

  I am trying to review Arthur Mizener’s biography of Ford Madox Ford—I’m not sure I can stand Arthur Mizener on Ford, anyway. (I found you like Fitzgerald (so do I), and wonder if M. really could have done well by him.) I’ve been reading all the Ford I can, to get a little balance.10

  Kenneth Millar to Eudora Welty, April 6, 1971

  Dear Miss Welty:

  Your letters always bring a note of joy. I must admit that I got an enormous kick out of the Newsweek cover, particularly since it came three weeks delayed, and never guaranteed. When I walked into the Thrifty drug store and saw my own face peering at me a la Holmes, it was a strange moment but one I’m glad I lived to experience. Don Freeman saw the Face on a Paris newsstand and sketched the scene for me, with only the Newsweek cover in color.11 And I had a card from a friend in Capetown, S.A. At the moment I’m working my way back into my private self. I think for once that having a pseudonym can be an advantage: let him (or Archer) stand out there in the unaccustomed glare while I get on with the always fragile privacies.

  I’ve been doing a couple of unaccustomed reviews, too. You make it look so easy; but it isn’t. It’s interesting to me that you should be reviewing Mizener on Ford, and you are right in supposing that Fitzgerald, whom I have venerated since my college days, was not done right Arthur, in my opinion. Mizener’s book on Fitz was the first of that sort, which accounts for its success, as well as its failure. Mizener is not a very good writer, and would naturally have little real feeling for either Fitz or Ford.

  I’ve seen a part of Mizener’s Ford biography and was struck by what seemed to me its rather dull antipathy toward its subject. It’s not as dead and ugly as Mark Schorer’s life of Lewis, but it veers in that direction. Biographers should write about figures they love, or at least warmly hate. Perhaps I’m saying too much on the basis of what I’ve seen of Mizener’s Ford, and I have to admit that Ford is another writer to whose defense I automatically spring. One would have thought that his services to literature, not to mention his direct contributions, would have earned the tolerance of other writers for his foibles. But he’s the most maligned good writer I can think of, and I’m afraid that Mizener has gone pussy-footing along with it.

  Another friend of mine, Richard W. Lid, has been reviewing this same book, which is how I happen to have seen a part of it. (Through Dick, I also met Ford’s daughter Julie, a good and nice person somewhat lost in the world, in Pasadena). Dick wrote his own book on Ford—an analysis of the major novels which I think is the best thing done on him so far. Could be I’m prejudiced: I worked on it with Dick—this in confidence—and in fact he dedicated it to me. So when you told me you were involved with Ford, it closed another circle, dear Miss Welty, with a tinkle. But it’s no coincidence, is it? All writers admire Parade’s End and love The Good Soldier, and hate to see them fall into fumbling hands, unimaginative hands.

  Would you like me to try and get hold of a copy of Dick’s book (R.W. Lid, Ford Madox Ford: The Essence of His Art, U. of Calif. Press, 1964) and/or his review of Mizener, and send it on? Neither would tell you anything you don’t know, but they might please you.

  It was delightful to get your note, and Margaret concurs, with love,

  As always,

  Kenneth Millar

  Eudora Welty to Kenneth Millar, April 10, 1971

  Dear Mr. Millar,

  That you helped work on a book on Ford was a glad surprise that at the same time seems only the most natural thing in the world. I can see how congenial that would be—and your copy of Mr. Lid’s book came safely in the same mail with your letter. It was so wholly generous of you to let me read your own copy, and dedicated to you as it is, and at this very point, when Mizener in his jovial disparagement was about to get me down. It’s what I needed. I’m glad you found him lacking too. (I’d started off with something like your remark about who should write a biography.) That’s restoring.

  It seems to me I can see your mark on the chapters I read at the first moment—having turned at once to “The Good Soldier”—in the awareness of what Ford is doing in that marvelous book plus the (your) working writer’s special knowledge of pure technique and the deep-lying reasons for all its steps. It’s completely absorbing and I want to go right on, but I wanted to thank you for such thoughtfulness and to let you know the book’s safe and a real help and certain standby. I don’t need to tell you I undertook the review not for love of Mizener but for love of Ford.

  I wouldn’t wish this Mizener on you for review—at the same time I’d like to read what you’d say. Are the reviews you’re doing for the Times where I can look for them?

  More later. I heard the tinkle all right, and how could it be coincidence?

  A nice Easter to you both, and love,

  Eudora Welty

  Kenneth Millar to Eudora Welty, April 12, 1971

  Dear Miss Welty:

  I now have a copy of Dick Lid’s review of Arthur Mizener’s book, and send it herewith. You needn’t return it. I think it’s quite good, don’t you, though Dick himself feels that he was (for professional reasons no doubt, Dick being chairman of the English Dept. at San Fernando Valley State College in Northridge) over-kind.

  In haste, as always,

  Ken Millar

  P.S.—I still don’t know who he wrote this review for—one of the academic journals, though.

  K.

  Eudora Welty to Kenneth Millar, [April 18, 1971]

  Dear Mr. Millar,

  With many thanks I’ll be sending your book back to you in the morning, and I hope it gets there all right. You helped me more than you knew, and I needed it more than I knew. Well, the more I read of Mizener the more insensitive and wrong-headed he appeared to me. There was never any question about what I felt about Ford—his power, and the greatness of him—but there were such big holes in my knowledge (when I read him I would always gravitate back to “The Good Soldier,” and lately I’d seen the selected autobiographies and impressions about to come out, edited by Michael Killigrew, sent along by the Times) that I needed all I could learn—I had to be as fair as I could, or what I wrote wouldn’t count. You went to so much trouble for me. The Lid book is fascinating and the writing so good—precise and meaningful and calling up so much—you must know how coming in the wake of the Mizener prose it refreshed my mind. (This isn’t to ask, but I do think you must have done more than a little for that book.) It was good to know from his review—but I confess I didn’t dare read it till after I’d written mine—that a Ford scholar spoke for the unfairness of method and inferiority of vision that I felt so strongly myself in Mizener’s book. I can’t agree, though, with that “sympathetic” in his opening sentence—which may just speak for my failing in getting too mad.

  There was a personal complication. Ford, who helped all those other young writers, helped me too—he tried to interest a publisher in my stories. He couldn’t—it must have been one of the last things he busied himself on, it was the last year of his life—but I have about four little notes he sent to me, out of the clear sky, in that handwriting Mizener found so hard to read.

  So you see—and I wish I could have done a better piece. All of a sudden I learned (they called me) the deadline was that very day (Thursday), two weeks earlier than I’d understood over the phone, so I had to write it overnight and wire it to them. They’ll have to cut it, but you can see it the way I wrote it, if you’d like to. (I’ll put it in with your book) Best wishes to you both. Gratefully, with love,

  Eudora

  Kenneth Millar to Eudora Welty, April 20, 1971

  Dear Miss Welty:

  That was no tinkle, that was a gong. You need have no concern about not having written an adequate review. Your piece recurs like the sea—that same sea which you glimpsed between the tunnels, that [Frank] and [Fordie] see12—and breaks on Mizener’s miserable head in waves of salve indignatis. If, to come back to my original image, if you had hardened your prose any longer in the smithies of your wrath, you might have destroyed him completely with its vibration. As it is I’d say that you have succeeded in destroying the effect of his lousy book, and that that is what needed doing. It may be possible now for another life of Ford to be written eventually. (It should fall into the hands of someone like Peter Green who did so well, I thought, with a much smaller subject, Kenneth Grahame.) Given Mizener’s standing in the academic world, where style and moral discernment are at best grace-notes, and where the good doctors hesitate to mention the sponges and towels that their fellow surgeons have lost, the job you have done almost had to be accomplished by an independent imaginative writer. You did it nobly, and that adverb is exactly the one I want.

  It was a privilege to give you an assist—more of a privilege than you realize unless I tell you more. Which of course I am going to do. I live in literary history, as I once told Alfred Knopf when he began to fail and I volunteered to help him with his memoirs. (He proudly refused.) I live in literary history, held close and wide in its recurring circles. For much of my youth I had nowhere else to live, and I fell into the habit, which persists, of relating my only moderately interesting self to writers everywhere. I gather that this is generally true of writers, as we make our fantasies real, build them into the sloping side of the culture, digging down through the layers of the past and up through the present into the light again.

  When I got your letter today, something went through me like a vibration of light, as if I had had a responsive echo from a distant star. As if a half-imagined relationship to the great past had come real in my life before my life ended. It came down to me through you, through your defense of the tradition of humane letters, but I think above all through the fact that Ford had done you a service, or tried to, and you had done me one—that personal connection with history is what tripped the gong—and I had done Ford a service, though not a personal one, by helping Dick with his book. I sometimes think, don’t you, that these musical and moral recurrences are almost the whole meaning of life and art, or at least the grounds of their meaning.

  Dick will be delighted when I tell him that you found his book useful, and something more than useful. There is a fact about it and Mizener’s book which explains the sullen acquiescence which spoils the beginning of Dick’s review. Mizener used Dick’s book and neglected to acknowledge his rather considerable debt, even to name Dick’s book. But Dick is not in a position professionally to challenge Mizener openly, or thought he wasn’t. Let me explain further that Dick was let go by the University of California on the stated grounds that his Ford book was not acceptable as proof of critical or scholastic competence. I know that sounds incredible, but it is literally true. The book was being published by the press of that same university, and was formally reviewed by TLS. Wrenched loose and “demoted” to the state college system, Dick rose in seven years to the headship of his department. I suppose my point is that there is a human story behind every book, or even every review. I wonder what Mizener’s is.

  But your review is more than a placing of Mizener. It’s a praise of Ford—your turning prism is perfect—and a statement of gratitude and fealty to the great past. I’m so glad that someone, and particularly you, had the heart and eloquence to write it. Margaret was crazy about it, too.

  I’m sending on your generous gift of the picture, to Julie via Dick, who keeps in touch with her and her husband and their son, who is in his early twenties.13

  As always,

  Ken

  Eudora Welty to Kenneth Millar, April 23, 1971

  Dear Mr. Millar,

  With it all told it is a perfect thing. When your earlier letter came, and I saw the pattern begin to come out, I knew it would matter to you, as it did to me, but when your letter this morning told me in what way—all I can say after reading it is that I took it to my heart and that I feel glad that I ever happened along when I did, and the way I did, to be part of it—glad for my own sake, my own beliefs too—I believe it was bound to happen for you somehow. But thank you for telling me this, which has made me a part of some perfect occurrence. Nothing ever gave me that feeling before, and I doubt if anything ever will again. And it takes recognizing, all around. The perfection of such a thing itself, I believe in, just as if it were familiar, not rare, and the extraordinary is really the least surprising by the nature of it—I believe in it, and I trust it too and treasure it above everything, the personal, the personal, the personal! I put my faith in it not only as the source, the grounds of meaning in art, in life, but as the meaning itself.

  It is good to know you found the review to do what I hoped it might do. I see better why John Leonard asked me to do it, with my scholarly lacks—I had to do it anyway, for the reason of my own. That’s an appalling story about Mr. Lid’s career and the book—I don’t comprehend anything very much about the academic world, I guess—the only way I’ve ever seen it (since I got out of college) was from the outside, as a visiting writer or something. What villains it must have. I think Mizener is even dangerous to have around. He’s evil, to me.

  Yours ever,

  Eudora

  Kenneth Millar to Eudora Welty, April 27, 1971

  Dear Miss Welty:

  I’m so grateful that we understand each other and feel alike. General truths aren’t worth much until they’re applied, and ill-intentioned intelligence is worth less. University people sometimes forget that, and judge themselves not by what they do but by what they say, or what they think about what other people do.

  It was thoughtful of you to send on that good picture of Ford and it has gone to the right place now, to Julie, who has only a few sparse mementoes of her father. But she is a cheerful woman, decently married (to a man who is writing a novel about FMF!) and working in the office at Claremont College, I believe. She will value that picture, and even more your Defense of Ford.

  A footnote to the progression in which we were carried forward into clearer understanding: the day after your last letter came, a young man who was in my house for the first time, a hopeful writer, out of a blue sky said: “Did you ever hear of Professor Lid? He was the best teacher I ever had!” So the succession goes on, not apostolic but real and breathtaking, and breath-giving.

  Love,

  Ken

  Though still addressing her as “Miss Welty,” Millar—acknowledging the closeness and deep emotion he felt—for the first time signed off with love. Welty, in response, also sent tactful love to “Dear Ken”—after which she to him would be “Dear Eudora.”

  Eudora Welty to Kenneth Millar, May 3, 1971

  Dear Ken,

  Your letters are like tokens of goodness and kindness coming to me out of a terrible world. Not “like”—they are. Thank you for the book too—I got it from Dr. Lid, with his inscription, and I’ll be thanking him. It will be good to read it straight through now out from under pressure, and I am so glad to have it.

  Do you know about the thesis being written on you at the University of Chicago—I can tell you because I heard it in Jackson from the Chairman of the English Department there, Gwin Kolb, who was here on a visit—this is [his] home town. (I went to a little party for him and he told me because he’d read the review in the Times.) So there you are.

  I looked up this off-print (Texas Quarterly, of about ten years back) hoping you might like it—and to read it for a part of my letter—of my thanks.

  Love to you both. Take care.

  Eudora

  A week after sending Ken an offprint of her essay about English novelist Henry Green (1905–1973),14 Eudora sent him a pamphlet Doubleday, Doran had used in 1941 to publicize her first book, A Curtain of Green. It featured a cover picture of the author in the dappled light of a camellia shed made of lath and included her story “The Key” and the introduction Katherine Anne Porter had written for the new book. On the pamphlet, Eudora wrote: “A very early example of jailbirding/For Kenneth Millar (and Archer)/from Eudora Welty/Found April 12, 1971.” (“Jailbirding” referred to a visual image from The Underground Man with which Eudora had ended her discussion of that book in the New York Times Book Review.)

  Eudora Welty to Kenneth Millar, May 11, 197115

  Dear Ken,

  This goes back to when I was working on the Ford review—and then it goes back 30 years beyond that. I was trying to find something in my mother’s desk and found this, which I hadn’t seen since its own day and I’d forgotten it existed. It came together with other things—I wrote on it to send you, and then our letters outdated it. I’d felt a little reluctant before—the gushy way I wrote to K.A.P. about Ford, and one or two things K.A.P. sort of made up about my life, out of benevolence and out of having too little to go on, and you wouldn’t know this. But the thing is it’s one more little piece, it belongs nevertheless.

  My mother took the snapshot, in a local camellia shed.

  That was the day (finding this) that the memory of Cairo came back to me—Cairo, Illinois. It was once when I was going north on the train and it was running away off schedule so that we went through Cairo by daylight, the one time for me, and I could see from the bridge. It’s the high railroad bridge and long trestle over a wide reach where the Ohio and the Mississippi and (I believe) a little local river too all come together. It took a long time to cross it and the train went slowly, and while we were still on it I saw high up in the light a long ragged V of birds flying south with the river. I kept hearing in my head all the way that beautiful word “confluence”—“the confluence of the waters”—everything the eyes could see was like the word happening. I don’t remember that there were any houses or roads or people anywhere, just treetops and water and distance and sky and birds and confluence. It may not be so rare but I thought so then and I do now—it’s all so rarely the blessing falls.

  Love,

  Eudora

  Kenneth Millar to Eudora Welty, May 12, 1971

  Dear Eudora:

  I greatly enjoyed your essay on Henry Green, don’t know the passage about Mr. Rock and the starlings, and would like very much to be introduced to it at your hands. It’s many years since I’ve read any Henry Green at all, and then only two or three (Blindness, Living, I remember.) You make him sound like just the novelist I need for my mature years.

  I don’t think I ever told you, my writing friend from Alberta, Herb Harker, and I performed an experiment with some pages of Losing Battles, our purpose being to test the hypothesis that there is a continental popular language. The experiment consisted of his listening to me read dialogue aloud and stopping me when I came to a word that wouldn’t have been used in Cardston, Alberta. The only word he stopped me on was “choicy”: he would say choosy. Herb’s own novel, by the way, about a broken-down rodeo rider and his two boys, has been going the rounds and looks as if it has found a home, with Putnam. If so, it will be his first published fiction, after 25 years of writing, at age 45.

  I’m off to New York this Sunday to receive an award! The award is of no great moment—a “Lively Arts” award from the Advertising Women of New York—but the occasion is lent a special glow by the fact that Will Durant will present it, and he was a great figure in my young life. In fact, his book “The Story of Philosophy” introduced me to the subject and made a great difference: Berkeley! Hume! Schopenhauer! Perhaps I’ll have a chance to tell him about it.

  You mentioned the four letters, or notes, you had from FMF. Did you ever see the para he wrote in 1938 to Stanley Unwin about you? (Letters of FMF, ed. Richard M. Ludwig, Princeton, 1965): [In the paragraph that Ken inserted into his letter at this point, Ford recommended Eudora’s stories for English book publication, asserting that short stories of “such beauty and so beautifully written” might overcome the “usual objection” to this genre.]

  Congratulations again, now that I’ve seen it in print (with only one word changed?) on your Ford defense. It badly needed doing, since the disrespectful book has spawned a batch of disrespectful reviews from writers who have no independent sources of information.

  The Gatsby galleys are being auctioned next Tuesday in New York. I’m going to try to get to the sale, just for fun—I’m not a collector.—I plan to stay at the Algonquin and permit myself to feel like a writer.

  Love,

  Ken

  Before Eudora received Ken’s letter about his upcoming trip to New York City and the Algonquin Hotel, she left Jackson headed for that very location herself. She arrived on Saturday, May 15, for a two-week sojourn. By Monday, Newsweek writer Ray Sokolov (who had done that magazine’s cover story about Ken), along with Walter Clemons and John Leonard of the New York Times Book Review, tracked Ken down and told him Eudora was at the Algonquin. There on Monday afternoon he waited until she returned to the hotel, introduced himself, and a long, animated conversation ensued. As they parted, Ken invited Eudora to dinner the following night. She had a previously arranged engagement with her Random House editor, Albert Erskine, but promised that she would try to reschedule it.16

  Eudora Welty, Algonquin Hotel, New York City, to Kenneth Millar, Algonquin Hotel, New York City, Monday [May 17, 1971]

  Dear Ken,

  Albert said coming out Wednesday would be just as good, so we could have dinner tomorrow night if that’s still easy for you—Someone at Knopf just invited me to a party for you beforehand, and I’ll be so pleased to come to that too—

  I hope your award and all will be fine this evening. I’m still finding this so amazing and still trying to take it in—

  See you tomorrow—

  Eudora

  Kenneth Millar, Algonquin Hotel, New York City, to Eudora Welty, Algonquin Hotel, New York City, [May 18, 1971]

  Dear Eudora:

  I’m so delighted you can come to dinner and to Alfred’s party beforehand. I’ll see you there, or perhaps you would like to go over to his apartment in a cab with me, leaving the hotel lobby about 4:45.

  I think one of us must be fey, and possibly both.

  May Sarton, who read a poem tonight, sends her best to you.17

  Ken

  On the evening of May 18, Ken escorted Eudora to an elegant cocktail party at the home of Alfred and Helen Knopf on 55th Street just off of Fifth Avenue. There Ray Sokolov and Walter Clemons were also present and could see that their efforts to bring the two writers together had been a success. Later Ken wrote to Alfred Knopf, saying, “Your party was and will remain one of the high points of my life” and calling Eudora “my good angel.” After the party, Ken and Eudora went out for dinner and then walked around Manhattan, not getting back to the Algonquin, where their rooms were now side by side, till after midnight. “I took him down Broadway,” she remembered, “and he just came to life. He said, ‘Now this is where it is.’ The side streets had been sort of genteel, but here everything was going on. There was a cop chasing a man, shooting; the fire department was whizzing by. In fact I was kind of scared, with people running through the streets. But Ken just said, ‘Oh, my.’ He knew what all that was about. I said, ‘I’ve never seen a man chase another man in public with a gun before.’ He said that was an old story to him. And all this time he was so calm, and rather formal and everything; but he was all eyes and ears. He had a great inner calm, supposedly, but I think actually he was pretty emotional. But he had such control: the most controlled person I ever saw. [. . .] He respected other people, in a very grave way, and he would wait for them to speak.”18 Millar’s eyes were an amazing color, she thought: an almost violet-blue; and, when expressing enjoyment, he had a full and wonderful laugh. The two of them had spoken about books and authors, about their own family histories, about themselves and each other. They had had a magical evening, but that evening would be their last time together for two years. The next day, Ken would travel on to Kitchener, Ontario.

  Kenneth Millar, Algonquin Hotel, New York City, to Eudora Welty, Algonquin Hotel, New York City, [May 1971]

  Dear Eudora:

  I never thought I’d hate to leave New York, but I do. I feel an unaccustomed sorrow not to be able to continue our friendship viva voce, and in the flesh, but these are the chances of life. But there is a deeper and happier chance which will keep us friends till death, don’t you believe? And we’ll walk and talk again.

  Till then, Ken

  Meanwhile there are letters.

  From Kitchener, Ontario, where Margaret met Ken and both attended a celebration of their careers at the dedication of their old hometown’s new library, Ken sent Eudora an evocative scenic postcard.

  Kenneth Millar to Eudora Welty, May 23, 1971. Postcard of “THE KISSING BRIDGE West Montrose, Ontario—Near Kitchener—The only remaining covered bridge in Ontario, built in 1881.”

  Dear Eudora:

  This bridge was built to last. Much of the country around here is essentially untouched, and riotously beautiful at this spring season. The people—German and Pennsylvania Dutch—are very much themselves, like a little nation. Altogether most pleasant to this quasi native son—I’m even talking the language. And treasuring fond memories of New York and you.

  Love, Ken

  Eudora Welty, Lexington, Kentucky, to Kenneth Millar, June 3, 1971

  Dear Ken,

  It was such happiness to spend that time together. I feel that there wouldn’t ever have been a time when we wouldn’t have been friends, not when sympathy can work both backwards and forwards, and go anywhere—it would have made itself known at some point, as it did. But the way it happened that we came to meet was wonderful and right and exactly timed.

  I was so glad that the occasion that brought you was a celebration, and that I could be a part—Thank you for seeing to it that I was there at the gathering at Alfred Knopf’s—John Leonard and Raymond Sokolov and Walter Clemons and the movie man and all, together in one room, and Mr. Knopf rendered so benign and so gratified and filled with pleasure, he could hardly let the party end. Then we had that lovely evening, which is now part of my life.

  I hope Canada was all you hoped and all good, and that now you’re both safe back in the cool clean quiet of Santa Barbara and at work again—I won’t be home myself till next week, and this is coming to you from Lexington, Kentucky. My task has been to get from New York to Granville, Ohio, to Sewanee, Tennessee slowly. (I think I told you I was being given two honorary degrees—too close together to go home in between.) But it’s very hard to get anywhere slowly. I took a bus from NY to Columbus, Ohio, called a Luxury Special—reserved seats. But I could hardly believe my eyes when they spread a red carpet over the asphalt at the Port Authority Bus Terminal on 8th Avenue for us to walk over, and when we were welcomed aboard by a hostess wearing a red cape and a little red pillbox hat with a crown insignia—she looked like some little Roxy usherette summoned back from movieland—“Folks, we want you all to be comfor’ble.” She served us every mile, it seemed, with food on little trays—ham sandwiches, peppermints, pea soup, apples, coke, cookies, in no particular order, just constantly, and all free. There was inexorable Muzak. I believe this bus went all the way to Los Angeles. But looking out the window was peaceful—while it was rural Pennsylvania & Ohio, the Mennonite and Amish country. I spent the night in Columbus, Ohio, & thought of Thurber. Another bus ride, and another Holiday Inn in Lexington. But you can’t be confused which Holiday Inn is which, because there’s a picture of Man o’ War hanging over the bed here. Tomorrow I get on to Chattanooga, not too early for them to be ready for me. And after Sewanee, home—It’ll be ready for me. I need to work.

  Thank you for the note you left for me. I do feel the same. When I think of our meeting now I believe there was never the slightest danger of its not happening—everything was pointing and headed the other way.

  Love and wishes to you both,

  Eudora

  Kenneth Millar to Eudora Welty, June 8, 1971

  Dear Eudora:

  Your letter from Lexington came yesterday, with the description of your journey between doctorates. I think the bus companies must be competing with the airlines, but at least you were spared the in-flight movie: on my latest trip it was Elvis Presley’s latest. Your mention of passing through the Mennonite country of Pennsylvania touched a chord, as perhaps you knew it would. My maternal ancestors farmed there since 1700 and about the middle of the last century walked up to Canada and settled in Southern Ontario. My grandmother was a Mennonite, and her church was my first church, or rather Sunday School, rather grim and frightening, I think. The area around Kitchener, where Margaret and I visited the other week, is heavily populated with Pennsylvania Dutch and German people and while I turned my back on that place and its life long ago, I feel strangely and wonderfully at home there. Driving around Kitchener was like reading an old poem in which the words were street signs that I remembered as I read them. I hadn’t been back there in eleven years, and this was my first time as a free stranger. One of the first things that happened was a visit I made to the farm where I worked for a year and several summers in my teens. It’s called Oxbow Farm, because it’s enclosed in the deep bend of a river, the Grand River, and I found that it had been bought by the Conservation Authority and would be preserved as a public park. The man I worked for, or rather his son, Ray Snyder, has himself retired and bought a house directly across the river from which he can look out over his farm.—It was a wonderful month to get out into the Canadian country. The woods are still there, green overhead and wet underfoot, with ponds and small lakes scattered at random everywhere, and millions of trilliums. M. and I went birding with Ray Dickinson, a retired high school science teacher who taught us both in the thirties and later became the area’s leading conservationist. All three of us took great pleasure in visiting a recently designated wilderness area known as the F.W. R. Dickinson wilderness, after him. Ray must be the most rational man I ever met, gentle and calm. He wasn’t always, when he was a teacher, but he was so good at teaching you didn’t know he was good. He showed us a rose-breasted grosbeak, and fifteen buffalo in a fenced field, but no pileated woodpecker, though one has been seen in the area.—It was strange to see near-wilderness and near-metropolis cheek by jowl. Kitchener has quadrupled in my time, to a current population of 180,000, and is starting to build what I consider skyscrapers, buildings ten or twelve stories high. But it’s only now beginning to gain assurance in its own German culture—I attended a ceremony two Sundays ago which sort of signalized this. It was the reburial, in Kitchener, of all the German war dead (prisoners, internees) who had died in Canada during the last war; 119 Germans came over from Germany to attend the ceremony; and the place was thus recognized as the “capital” of German Canada. Half Deutsch and half Scots as I am, I felt very much at home in that company.

  But the best ceremony I participated in, and the one I will remember longer and in greatest detail, was our conversation as we dawdled across town the other night, and in the morning. Yesterday, an hour or two after I got your letter, I got a really good idea for a book. Hope to send it to you in a couple of years. Travel safely home. Love, Ken

  P.S.—Don’t miss last Sunday’s Times Book Review. There are complimentary words about you both in Wilfred Sheed’s opening column and Walter Clemons’ closing one. Clemons did a smashing job on the Pulitzer Prize. You’re going to have to subscribe to his weekly!

  K.

  Eudora Welty to Kenneth Millar, June 16, 1971

  Dear Ken,

  I was so glad to get your letter, which came the morning after I got back home. What you tell me about the new book delights me—I look forward to the day when I see it, and all in between is the pleasure of knowing you’re writing. When I got my mail being held at the postoffice, I found the covered bridge from Ontario, and the book had come safely too. So thank you for all. I’ve started Mr. Bruccoli—liked his approach and design immediately, and will be writing you later when I’ve finished it. So good to have the chance to read it.

  Just last night I managed to get hold of that Book Review you alerted me to, only without telling me what was on the inside pages, and there we both were, in some shadowy sort of way or other, you three times and me twice, like shadows of our visit left behind. I wonder what you thought of the parody. I didn’t think it was too worthy—it didn’t seem in very accurate tune to me, but I may not be a good parody judge.19 Parody’s the highest salute to eminence, and my feeling is it ought to be perfect or nothing. That’s hard. He did touch on some key points. I think Walter Clemons might have done a good one—he’s a student of the form, I believe. Yes, that was a grand whack he took at the Pulitzer—that line-up was really awful, wasn’t it, and followed by Walter’s nice orderly conclusions. I am subscribing—to the Book Review alone—the Sunday Times in the bulk sometimes takes 10 days to pull in to Jackson, and who wants it?

  The visit back to Kitchener sounds filled with fine things. The old friends, the country still beautiful, still wild, and the springtime. And at the other end of it, they must have felt very much rewarded too, to have you there—the teacher must have been so deeply pleased.

  The Weltys came over about the same time as your German ancestors, from the German part of Switzerland, and went to Pennsylvania and on to Southern Ohio. Farmers, teachers, and preachers—some of them were Amish (I think—anyway they were pacifists) and the tale is that my father’s ancestor decided to join up in the Revolution and jumped on his horse and rode away to fight the Red-Coats, and was thrown out of the church for it. They were turned into Methodists. In my case, it’s my mother with the Scots and Irish ancestors, by way of the Carolinas and Va.

  My trip was nice at the end too. At both places, friends I hadn’t seen in a long time. The occasions were so different—at Denison, they had graduation in the stadium, the speaker was the Commissioner of Education from HEW, making a direct and, it seemed to me, thoughtful effort to reach from one generation to the other (his daughter was a student), and a dog came along to the platform in the line when they got their diplomas—a nice dog—came more than once, I think he got four degrees, one in music. At Sewanee, we had it in the chapel—rose window, banners hanging, organ music, vivid procession, and medieval to the point where the valedictorian delivered his address in Latin. I had to kneel at the Bishop’s throne and place my folded hands in his lap, and he held them while he and the Vice-Chancellor spoke back and forth over my head, all in Latin—I don’t know what they really made me. I stayed with the Vice-Chancellor and his wife (she’s Canadian) (he’s Mississippian) and there were a lot of doings up there on the mountain, but I especially enjoyed a long morning’s talk with Allen Tate—he’s built a house up there, where he lives with his young wife and two radiant little boys, just toddlers. Allen said, “It’s foolish, I’ll never see those boys grow up.” But they will have had him for a father.20

  When I got home I sent you that book about the seals—maybe a seal is waiting to give it to you in the water. This is my convergence story—not three roads—one road, but the strands I was bringing together are not wholly unfamiliar ones to you. One of my earliest stories, and in the romantic pessimism of my youth—and, I guess, to finish the story—I thought the bird would have to be killed. But of course it doesn’t.

  Love,

  Eudora

  Kenneth Millar to Eudora Welty, June 22, 1971

  Dear Eudora:

  It was thoughtful of you to send me the seal book, and in a way peculiarly fitting. I love seals and swim with them and play tag, sometimes close enough to reach out and touch, but I don’t touch. Seals—I’m actually talking about sea lions here—have terribly powerful jaws, have to eat raw fish. But I’ve never heard of one attacking a human being in the water. In fact it appears, doesn’t it, that most of the tales we hear of ravening beasts like wolves and mountain lions have been invented by us to excuse our own bloodthirstiness.

  Your beautifully imagined story, “A Still Moment,” deserves a better response than I am able to give it. The death of the heron is superfluous, as you say, but then, given Audubon and his habits, the death would have occurred. Birds are still being killed by their closest students, and at the moment the California Condor is in danger of being studied to death, its nests invaded by the men who are paid to protect it. So there is an unexpected angry truth in your story which continues to carry a long way.

  Your name has magical effects. When I mentioned to Matt Bruccoli that I’d sent his book to you, he immediately offered to send me another, so that you can keep that one.21 I hope you like it well enough to want to keep it. He misses things but there is nothing made up in his account. Matt just phoned from Los Angeles today, announcing that he would be here later in the week for a Mexican lunch. He is in process of publishing under his own imprint (with Gale Research of Detroit) a checklist of my printed writings, including the most embarrassing of juvenilia. I feel somewhat asinine being made the subject of such a study, complete with pictures, but nevertheless I cast no insurmountable obstacles in the path of my friend who wanted to do it, indeed gave him all the help I could, and feel quite good (though asinine) about the whole thing. The truth is I’m enjoying the attention that is being given my work, while secretly doubting that it’s worth that much attention. But I’m impressed by some of the people who find it interesting.—I thought the parody in the Times was funny but not entirely accurate. Prose parody requires at least as much skill as its subject.

  I’m glad you came through your doctorates unscathed, though it was a near thing at Sewanee where you might have been beatified, in Latin, unbeknownst; but fittingly. A tendency to saintliness is your only fault. Your story “A Still Moment” is so beautiful and wise that it utterly baffles me.

  Love,

  Ken

  Eudora Welty to Kenneth Millar, July 1, 1971

  Dear Ken,

  What a fine thing, to have Mr. Bruccoli’s book to keep. I’d just finished it, and was about to write you how much I liked it. That was nice of him, but especially generous of you to let me keep your own copy that he’d inscribed to you and to Archer—no wonder! I value it very much. It must have been the most fascinating thing to do—even the amount of it was fascinating, I should guess, as long as it didn’t kill him. He sorted out and interpreted and tracked down and assembled into order all that mass of evidence in a very strict way and to its full conclusion, in very much the way an author works with his own novel, I think. He gives things their true weight and clear light and identity, he sets the chronology faultlessly in line, and he cares for every word, as Fitzgerald cared. Mr. B. knows the seriousness of the word. (I was sorry to read that about Malcolm Cowley—all those silent emendations.) I trust Mr. Bruccoli. He goes to the heart of the novel, in a steadfast and undeflected way. And to the man too, my feeling was. He’s so good about the magazine writing, for instance, making clear how it came out of F’s lack of knowing how to manage money and not a lack of dedication. And about the whole relation between the work and the life of the man—the strange way the novel seemed to be running ahead and life coming a stage behind, to catch up and show him [by] tragedy what it was he’d been writing about, teaching himself, and now enabling him to recognize and know. He—Mr. B—so carefully keeps in clear, in his reconstructions, what is central to the novel and was permanently so from the first—how the novel was only deepening and accumulating its strength through all the changes, and finally cohering. It’s thrilling to watch the novel move into focus through this other way too—though a different experience from reading it, following all those lists and graphs. It seems almost incredible that anyone else should ever be able to find his way in another man’s working papers—I felt strange following him, into that strange but oddly familiar country where most of us have wandered by ourselves—all those name changes, like the answering calls of birds, those transpositions and peregrinations, those recurring but indelible little pictures on the mind, those private ways to number pages and scenes. But when he’d finished, the feeling it left me with was a sense of victory more than heartbreak—it was such a beautiful novel, and it got written. And published, in spite of the poor printing it had and the bad treatment it got, in spite of everything. The fact that a scrupulously-edited edition is still needed does point a finger at Mr. Bruccoli himself, and his list of the emendations he would make is right there—but it’s true, he’s done the main thing, and what a job it must have been. I can’t think of any writer who deserved it more. It was needed, and it was a real way of paying respects. All the way through the study you couldn’t miss knowing the passionate love he has for Tender is the Night itself. Oh, and one of the best things he did, I thought, was showing over and over again what a good critic F. was of his own work, come hell or high water. I’m so glad that through you I got acquainted with this study. Thank you for it. I wish Mr. B. could have won at that auction—who did, something like the U. of Texas? Did he get to set eyes on the galley?

  I’m glad to know about the check list—a very good thing, with plenty of space left under “Forthcoming.”22 I’m glad for his sake you’re clearing his path for him this time. You could make it twice as hard for somebody, probably, in other circumstances. I do share your feeling about juvenilia. Does it have to be in? A poem I wrote to the twilight in the St. Nicholas League was published in an anthology of the magazine and I wanted to kill myself.

  I’m so glad you liked the seal book. I thought you must have been close to seals, because of a character you had with sea-lion eyes, but I didn’t know it was that close—to swim with them and play tag, but another thing, I liked all the oral tradition in it, the stories told in those little rooms, the company listening and helping, or hindering, and the sense of the life of another element so near as that, sometimes tragic, sometimes funny, sometimes comforting.

  That little story I popped in my letter you read with kindness and I feel contrite because I didn’t think to tell you what it was all to do with—you wouldn’t normally know all about the Natchez Trace in the early 1800’s and who was on it, to start with? The Trace was alive then with every kind of traveller there was—running as it did as the only path through the unrelieved wilderness, 300 miles from Natchez up to the Tennessee River. There were merchants going home with their gold (no way to get back up-river) and robbers and murderers and Indians and soul savers and fugitives and conspirators with worldwide schemes—and Audubon—all the seekers and bringers and takers and learners and believers—passionate times. I read their journals and records—everybody wrote things down, not only Audubon. So far as I know, Audubon and Lorenzo Dow and the outlaw never did meet, but they were visionaries all. I forgot to tell you that the outlaw was haunted by a vision that he saw of a white horse standing across his path that he believed to be Christ (he says in his diary). So I supposed what if they did meet, and their separate and conflicting visions of the world (and eternity) could converge in the given moment there in the heart of the wilderness, might they not all see the same thing? Just a bird coming down—it was too frail a thing, no dramatic force. But to me it had potency because of the rest of what I felt—that some kind of wonder or divinity is really there at such a moment—clear outside the figuring of our minds or the demands of our emotions or any greed to carry it off—is innocently nourishing itself, following its own course, is living and beautiful, like the heron. The story of course failed but it’s oddly close to me still. You must have sensed there was a lot of my feeling in it, which made you forbearing. I still feel it. I’ve tried to teach myself better ways to write, to guide my characters so they talk it out and act it out, but I think they may be still saying and acting out the same thing. There are revealing moments possible in any sort of circumstances—maybe fleeting, but indelible—and they have an integrity of their own, a life. Some original wonder is still there, buried however deep under whatever human destructiveness. Don’t you think?

  Well, I have to get on to my latest story now, which is supposed to come out as a book by itself next spring and I want to revise it. The title of it is (or was) “The Optimist’s Daughter.” —And I was looking in Ring Lardner, in What Of It?—the Wilmerding rooters’ song is in “Taxidea Americana,” I noted—and the wonderful Cinderella story told in the vernacular has this, which I’d forgotten if I ever caught on at all: “Her name was Zelda, but they called her Cinderella on account of how the ashes and clinkers clang to her when she got up noons,” and “‘Listen, Scott,’ they says, for that was the Prince’s name: ‘we have found the gal!’”23

  Bless all their memories.

  Love, and I hope the attention goes on and on growing and that you feel good and happy about it. This is the way it ought to be—don’t feel guilty at praise! Dear Ken, you have been good for a long time now. Let other people have the guilty feelings, for not having paid the right heed. Just you feel proud.

  Love,

  Eudora

  Kenneth Millar to Eudora Welty, July 2, 1971

  Dear Eudora:

  I had some wonderful news the other night. Herb Harker phoned from Calgary to tell me—But let me sketch out a setting for this news: Fifteen or sixteen years ago a young Canadian Mormon, about thirty, turned up in my Adult Education writing class here and wrote a series of wildly farcical stories about American hillbillies—people with whom he had nothing to do, really. Over the years Herb and I became friends and I learned that he was a high school graduate from Cardston, Alberta, who had served in the Canadian army, studied painting briefly, then got married and made a living for his wife and four sons by working as an oil-company draftsman here and in Calgary. As a former Albertan, I tried to turn him back [toward] his roots—and he went back to Canada for a while, then reappeared here. About five years ago, under the influence of a new intellectual movement in the Mormon Church, he began to write serious fiction about the life of Mormons and, writing in the morning before work, produced a longish novel about the Saints which I thought should be published, but wasn’t. Last year he finished another novel, Goldenrod, about a broken-down rodeo rider and his two sons. This is the book that’s been looking for a home, and last week as Herb phoned to tell me, it was taken by Random House, I think he said by Charlotte Meyerson. Herb has been writing unpublished for twenty years; and now he’ll be part of the Canadian Renascence.

  Not in the same category of important events, but important to me nevertheless, is the fact that I’ve sort of started a book, sooner than I expected to. It’s pure self-indulgence: I feel so much more natural when I’m working. Coincidentally I’ve decided to go to England for the publication of Underground Man in October. The publisher is urging me, and I really need no urging. I love England, and haven’t seen it since the Fall of 1936. Margaret is thinking seriously of going along. We’re not getting any younger, as they say, and M. has never been off this continent. A friend of ours at Antioch College, Nolan Miller, is opening a “European branch” in England this Fall, and he will provide another landing point. I used to thrive on loneliness but now I depend on friends.

  Matt Bruccoli was here for a couple of hours the other day, and we had lunch. He said he drank champagne with you and Robert Penn Warren on the occasion of the latter’s wedding. (I now have the other copy of Composition of Tender.)

  Your “convergence” story keeps haunting me. It baffles me, as I said, perhaps because though the three men are influenced and go their ways, essentially the death of the heron leads only out of this world, in two senses. I don’t believe the story of the Cairo convergence that you wrote to me about has been written yet. Could you write it from now about this? Or are the involutions of your thought beyond the reach of such a simple suggestion?

  I hope you weren’t offended by my joke about your beatification and your saintliness. It’s no joke, really. I adore your virtue.

  Ken

  By July Eudora had finished proofing the introduction and captions for a book of her photographs (One Time, One Place), and she was able to work on expanding her New Yorker story “The Optimist’s Daughter” for book publication. Ken’s suggestion that she write about her response to seeing the convergence of the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers at Cairo, Illinois, she would eventually take as part of this expansion. But some time would pass before she informed Ken that she had done so.

  Eudora Welty to Kenneth Millar, July 8, 1971

  Dear Ken,

  We’ll never have a chance to catch up, because our letters cross every time—but that’s all right.

  I’m excited about your book going strong—I don’t ask you about it because I don’t like to be asked about something not finished, myself—Superstitious, I guess. But I cross my fingers—(This doesn’t mean I don’t know it will be a good book.) I too feel absolutely the best when I’m working. Glad you are. And that’s wonderful about the visit to England up ahead—I hope everything works out for you both to go—Might you even be going on a boat? Let me know about it—

  No, you made me laugh, of course, at what you said about whatever it was the Bishop of Middle Tennessee did to me at Sewanee—The rest of what you said came out of a sweetness and charity that has to be yours, not mine—Ken—I thank you for it—Only I feel better to think of you seeing me as I am, no better, (and no worse, I hope!) always—As I’ll try to do by you. I think we’d agree that if both of us were fine saints, we’d reliably intercede for each other, wouldn’t we? (Is that what saints do?)

  “Zelda” came the Saturday before the 4th of July and I was so pleased to see it—24 Thanks for your thoughtfulness in lending it to me—I’ve only looked at the index & the pictures (heartbreaking) so far—and read the Santa Barbara paper, to see if maybe there was something I was supposed to catch? I missed it. It (Zelda) is waiting for the coming weekend to which I look forward greatly. I’m glad you have your own copy again of The Composition of Tender. I won’t let it shatter my faith in his work, but Mr. Bruccoli is mistaken about drinking champagne with me at Red Warren’s wedding—I wasn’t there.25 Who could it have been, I wonder? I’ll keep my eye out for your young Mormon, and what good news indeed. It must have made you feel terribly good—and rewarded. He’s had a lot of fortitude. (People who don’t really love to write don’t understand how much fortitude a writer is willing to live with, and live by.) It’s good he had the support you gave him, all through.

  I think what your instinct is about my story is probably exactly right. I see—It would be the only real way to take hold of it. But I could do it better all new—and maybe some day I will.

  This is just a little one, to atone for last time. I’m listening to my this year’s best mocking-bird—new this year, and a virtuoso—he’s more pearly in the breast, & plumper, than the usual, too—like an opera star. Sings on the wing—and half the night too.

  Love,

  Eudora

  P.S. The young son of a friend I told you about that was missing is all right. He is living another life and is not ready yet to get in touch, but voluntarily called up a friend on the phone. The relief—! Though so much is still a question.26

  Kenneth Millar to Eudora Welty, July 12, 1971

  Dear Eudora:

  For once our letters didn’t cross, though I’ve been wanting to answer your fine letter about Bruccoli’s book—what a pity that he should make a mistake in life after producing such a careful work of scholarship, but then surely all of us are better in the work than in the life—but I’ve been wholly used up this past week or so by my work and another project. I used to think of an idea over the weekend and start the book on Monday, but now it takes me endless time and trouble to get one underway. I’m not complaining, having no reason to. Like you, I’m superstitious about talking about a book in progress; also I wouldn’t know what to say. Plot stories, like mine, are like a cake, useless until thoroughly baked and done. Or a page from a newspaper such as I sent you, without the essential clue to hang it on. (I wonder if the detective and thriller forms weren’t strongly influenced by newspaper format, as McLuhan says Symbolist poetry was). But I included that newspaper with Zelda just because it was handy and thought you might like to see it, not read it.

  The other project has been reading again the news of yet another friend who has placed a book. For over two years my closest friend Robert Easton has been writing a rather definitive history—technical, social, political—of the Santa Barbara oil spill. Last week Delacorte took it and proposes to put it out in both hard and soft covers, and push it. This is an important event not only for Bob Easton, whose magnum opus this is, but for Santa Barbara, which is still fighting the oil companies in the channel and gradually making progress. Bob wrote a beautiful book in his twenties—The Happy Man (Viking), about the California ranching west—but was set back hard by the war, and now after years of effort as a writer has come back rather strong. His isn’t a wonderful fairy tale like Herb Harker’s—Bob went to Stanford and Harvard, and married Max Brand’s daughter—but it’s a happy consummation all the same. Today, by way of celebration, Bob walked into the back country and caught some rainbow trout.

  Our plans for Europe—you notice that England has now expanded into Europe—our plans progress, and we are now thinking seriously about going to Switzerland before London, and to Russia after. Does Russia sound far out? It isn’t, really, since as I may have told you the Canadian Ambassador in Moscow is my oldest friend, and recently invited us to come and stay with him. All of a sudden it begins to seem possible. Bob Ford is a poet and very close to some contemporary Russian poets (whom he translates), and he is also close to the modern Russian painters.27 But the main thing is that I haven’t seen him for over fifteen years, and I begin to realize that I won’t live forever. Russia has always fascinated me, most recently as I read Solzhenitsyn and now Nadezhda Mandelstam’s Hope Against Hope (which I strongly recommend if you haven’t seen it.) No, we shan’t be going by boat—we can’t stay away that long—and the transpolar planes go direct from Los Angeles to London in 12 hours. Margaret may not make it to Russia, but I expect I shall. Two days ago she bought a mink coat with Russian autumn in mind, but today she took it back, as being wrong for her: the weight of the skins of dead animals. She was right, of course, we’re not too happy with possessions. Free-flying birds, yes! Our best to your mocker, and love to you, as always. Ken

  P.S. I already knew about the Natchez Trace—I wonder how?—Glad your friend’s son called in. There are thousands of him, aren’t there?

  Eudora Welty to Kenneth Millar, August 1, 1971

  Dear Ken,

  Did you hear them just say on the Moon: “Boy, that view is unearthly!”?28 Isn’t that wonderful? After all these centuries, the word turns into the plain literal. (Just looked it up—1611. 1. rising above what is characteristic of earth; . . . heavenly. 2. not belonging to the earth (1802).) And 1971, it’s Boy, this view. (By the way, what do you think meaning 4 of Moon is: “an appearance in the sky resembling a moon”?—that’s the OE meaning.)

  I was so glad to get your letter, and what wonderful news about the trip. Having London in between will bring out everything strange and new in the other two. By now, of course you may have expanded to Paris and Peking. That was lovely about Margaret (may I call her?) and the mink coat. I think I understand her feeling, though I was never put to the test. (After I got home from the U. of Wisconsin, I remember, I gave my fur coat to the cook, but it was only possum! and I’d already worn it for two years, and don’t believe I could have lived without it, either.) People may turn around and point at her on the streets of Moscow, of course, for being furless. It will be the complement of that time when one of the Russian greats—Turgenev—?—got stared at, to his puzzlement, on the streets of Paris—he was wearing his tall fur hat.

  Robert Easton’s big book on the Santa Barbara oil spill being now about to happen and come out in a way respectful of its importance must fill you both with a great good feeling. If it will do what it should be expected to, it will reward a lot of hard work on your own parts, I imagine, and the whole community must be rejoicing about it.

  And now this much lesser and only temporary nuisance of that rail strike, getting your lettuces and our chickens. And the sleeping sickness. I’m glad you’re getting out of the country—into who knows what, but they will probably have lettuces and chickens and clean mosquitoes.

  That was a splendid long time you had on the best seller lists, and if it’s over for now here, it will just be beginning in England and so on, I hope. Wasn’t it tiresome the way Time, after all those months, never did learn the way to spell Macdonald? Correcting themselves never was their long suit.

  I hope the new book goes well. I agree, like a cake—like making jelly, I once wrote in a lecture on writing a short story. I’m working all day every day too, and at night at the moment reading 95 applications for grants in the humanities to be given by the U.S. Gov’t. They aren’t any of them alike so far. I don’t mind anything but having to go to Washington to weed out the finalists. Not weed out—anyway. (Weed in?) It’s interesting to know the Government can give out some of its money as well as take it in. Late, late, I read Zelda. Absorbing—I’m not certain I want her to do it, Miss Milford slowly pressing and pushing her way like an earth-mover into the old exhausted battlefields that might better be left quiet and grown over. And she writes like a witness, but she wasn’t. Scott broke Zelda’s vase. Zelda screamed at him. Scott hit her in the face. Scott’s cousin was there for the weekend, so Miss Milford writes down the plays according to her, all fifty years old and maybe what they really meant was lost on the cousin in the first place. It may be wonderfully factual, but it may still not be true—I feel it’s not. And it makes you want to warn people everywhere to burn their letters. The kind of thing Mr. Bruccoli wrote is entirely the opposite and altogether worth doing, and I so much prefer that. And of course for myself I am so much for Scott and so very partial that I expect I’m not reading it fair.

  Mr. Bruccoli wrote a nice letter to me asking if I had something for his press—but I haven’t just now—I would have been pleased—anything on hand that hasn’t been printed already. And I had a letter from Julia Ford, also coming from the long way round through you. Mr. Lid gave her the picture, which she says she had never seen, “and I now have it stuck in the frame of a portrait of him painted by Ford Madox Brown when he was a young boy, where it makes a rather pleasant closing of the circle.” So it made a message for you too.

  When you wrote that the old friend you’ll be visiting in Moscow is a poet and knows the poets there, I thought at once of a friend of my own who was there within the last few years, who is a poet too, and knows the poets, and has translated Vosnesensky [Voznesensky].29 His name is William Jay Smith. We’ve known each other since 1950 (in Florence)—he dedicated a book of his poems to me once. They might have met in Moscow and walked down the Nevsky Prospect together, talking away about everything—wouldn’t it have been easy?30

  Take care—I hope all the plans go wonderfully well—book plans, trip plans, and all.

  Love,

  Eudora

  (didn’t know this was going to be so long—)

  Kenneth Millar to Eudora Welty, August 14, 1971

  Dear Eudora:

  I loved what Ford’s daughter Julie said about the picture you sent her, and the fact of it stuck in the corner of his grandfather’s portrait of him. These chiming recurrences are really what Ford’s best novels rest on and reenact, and they confirm his novels. Again, what you say about your friend William Jay Smith whom you knew in Florence sets up a new set. Bob Easton spent a year in Florence around 1950, but that isn’t the coincidence I’m most struck by. For my other Bob, Bob Ford, the friend in Moscow, is a close friend of Voznesensky’s and has translated a number of his poems. V. even consults him about his work in progress! All this I know by hearsay at a distance, and from the evidence of Bob’s poems, which include a number of translations from the Russian. For seven years Bob and I didn’t correspond. Then our letters crossed, as I told you. I heard from him once more, and answered accepting his invitation, but then for about six weeks—these last weeks—I’ve been living in suspense, imagining that in some way my letter had struck the wrong note, or gone astray. I wrote several more times, without response, and had just about given up—not without attempting to phone Moscow, but when my call went through it was 4 a.m. Moscow time, and I had to cancel it—when the day before yesterday I got the long-awaited letter from Bob explaining that he had been on leave for five weeks in Paris, and urging me to get started on a visa, which I have now got started on. But the suspense is only partly over. Because I’m to be the private guest of a non-Russian official in Moscow, my request for a visa will have to go all the way to Moscow and be supported by Bob there. Well, it’s an interesting kind of suspense, and better than the kind which just ended, when I sometimes imagined—as I am prone to do; this is one of the scars of childhood poverty—that my old friend had snubbed me.

  He never has, in all the years of our friendship going back to 1935 when we were sophomores in English and History at the University of Western Ontario. His father was the editor of the local paper (and later became chancellor of the University) and my father was dead. What equalized Bob and me was a common interest in literature, and history, which transcended everything else—in our senior year we were joint editors of the literary annual, and wrote most of it—and we were equalized further by a physical illness he had which was more devastating than anything that had happened to me. Bob was a basketball player until his sixteenth year, when some form of muscular dystrophy crippled him. He can walk, but he has difficulty getting out of a chair. When he falls down, as he once did in Trafalgar Square, he can’t get up again. The worst of it was the doctors’ prognosis that he would surely die before he was thirty. Well, he’s 56, and going strong. The effect of his illness was to make him extraordinarily adventurous, both intellectually and physically. He went down to Cornell to study history under Carl Becker, took a course in Russian for the fun of it, and shortly became the only Russian-speaking member of the Canadian Department of Foreign Affairs. He has been to Samarkand, and the headwaters of the Amazon. In December he plans to take a trip to China.

  Our youthful friendship was very close. I used to support him on the icy Canadian streets, and he always treated me well. He was my daughter’s godfather. Our friendship persisted without words after we gave up writing to each other. When I visited him in Ottawa fifteen years ago—after not seeing him for a dozen years before that—he said we continued our youthful conversation as if we had just stepped from one room into another. Or did I say that? No matter. So you can see that my trip to Russia, if it comes off, will be one of the large closing movements of my life; closing the circles, I mean, not closing my life, though I suppose that shadow-moving is also deeply involved here. Bob of course has his eye on further horizons. He and his wife Thereza (onetime Brazilian delegate to the United Nations) are planning their trip to China in December, with Lillian Hellman!

  I trust I don’t bore you with tales of my friends. They are what interest me and are, I suppose, my means of writing about my life, to you. Matt Bruccoli isn’t an old friend but let me say a word about him. He wrote me a detailed account of a situation which didn’t occur at R.P. Warren’s wedding—Matt wasn’t there—but involved a kind of jollification in a classroom, with champagne-drinking—and Matt believes you were there. If you weren’t, I’m not going to tell him, he’s simply mistaken. I know your memory couldn’t be mistaken.
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