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Paul Bowles in his island home of Taprobane, Sri Lanka, 1955.
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A FEW WORDS BEFORE


I am grateful to Paul Frederic Bowles for his cooperation and spirit of generosity while I worked on his biography, most of which was completed before his death on November 18, 1999, at the age of eighty-eight, in Tangier, Morocco. Ultimately he gave me carte blanche to present his life as I saw it, and I have done just that. Unfortunately, Bowles’s literary executor, Rodrigo Rey Rosa, declined to authorize the biography, despite Bowles himself having written to me on October 24, 1996: “While I assume that the legal right to allow the reprinting of published texts rests with the copyright holders, I give you my personal permission to quote from my letters, manuscripts, books and any other materials pertaining to my life and work. This permission also includes the writings of Jane Bowles, both published and unpublished.”

When I wrote Bowles in the spring of 1991 that it was his biography I wished to write next, rather than a biography of Tennessee Williams, about whom we had talked during my first visit to his bedside in September 1989, he replied that he would be very pleased if I should decide to write about him, and that he was confident there would be “no malevolence” in it. By return mail, I assured him that I was a straight arrow when it came to truth, and that I had not a malevolent bone in my body.

Whereas both Carson McCullers and John Dos Passos were deceased when I commenced their biographies, I was delighted that I now had an extraordinary and willing subject who, over the years, proved to be generous-spirited, cooperative, and forthright. From the onset, Bowles concluded his letters with the phrase “Until soon, I hope.” Neither of us imagined that my biography would be some ten years in the making or that I would make thirteen trips to Morocco from my home in Atlanta, Georgia. Even more surprising was his coming twice to Atlanta in 1994 for three different surgeries at Emory University Hospital. While recuperating, he was my houseguest for over three months. “The expertise of Emory’s surgeons who excised a rapidly growing cancer in my nose, cheek, and mouth during my return visit and performed delicate repair surgery later-all made my trips to Atlanta exceedingly worthwhile,” remarked Bowles with characteristic understatement.

He was astonished that many of his friends, some from abroad who had never imagined seeing him again in the country of his birth, came to Atlanta to attend a party in his honor before his first surgery. “One friend from afar even brought me kif in the hospital, and that was a shocker,” said Bowles. “Of course I couldn’t smoke it there, and shouldn’t have been smoking it at all, not to mention that even possessing it in the United States was illegal and could have gotten my hostess in trouble, too. Yet it seemed such a waste when she confirmed that I must throw it out.”

His friends were surprised, too, when he donated $100,000 to establish a Paul Bowles Fellowship in Fiction Writing at Georgia State University during my tenure as chair of the Department of English. When I told him that I intended to work very hard to raise the necessary funds for such a fellowship, he replied, “But wouldn’t it be better if I wrote a check now for the entire amount?” And he did! Although some of Bowles’s intimates in Tangier thought of him as “the cheapest man in town,” I can vouch for his generosity in ways that many who knew him could not imagine. I am sure that few were aware that less than six months before his death, Bowles sent $1,000 to help establish a privately endowed graduate fellowship in medicinal chemistry at my university. He apologized for not being able to send more, but said that “too many Moroccan families are now dependent on me for sustenance.”

During our many weeks together in Tangier and in an exchange of more than a hundred letters, Bowles sometimes asked, with disarming innocence, “And now what would you like to know?” At the onset, of course, I wanted to know far more than he had allowed in his veiled autobiography, Without Stopping, which Ned Rorem and William Burroughs described as “without telling”; yet, eventually, Bowles did tell me everything I wanted to know. To my knowledge, his only request regarding what I might, or might not, be shown related to the financial records maintained by his New York accountant, who was very cordial when we did meet, and I did not probe.

I am indebted to many people besides Bowles himself in the making of this book. A key person who unlocked a number of doors for me was New York composer Phillip Ramey, a close friend of Bowles who routinely spends four or five months each year in Tangier and lives in the same flat that had been Bowles’s wife’s until her death in 1973. It was Ramey who arranged for Bowles to return to New York in 1995 for two concerts of his music at Lincoln Center and a program at the New School for Social Research in which Bowles was an active participant; more than anyone else, it was Ramey who “talked music” with Bowles and fanned the flames of his composing in his late years. Generous with his time and recollections, Ramey granted me numerous interviews in Tangier and New York and provided me with important new material for inclusion in the final draft of this book. Exceedingly helpful, too, was Kenneth Lisenbee, who recently established the official Paul Bowles website, www.paulbowles.org.

I am grateful to Irene Herrmann, Bowles’s friend, heir, and music executor, who located and brought much of his music back into print and edited with her colleague, Timothy Mangan, the music reviews that appeared regularly during the 1940S in the New York Herald Tribune and elsewhere. Others who have been exceedingly helpful are Polly Marks Smith, who read several drafts of the manuscript with a fine-toothed comb and who knows more about Bowles than any other resident of the Glenora/Dundee area of New York, in which he and his family spent countless summer holidays during his boyhood, and where his ashes are interred; Robert J. Burns, Allen Hibbard, Hugh T. Keenan, and Robert Luttrell McBath, Jr., who read the manuscript in its myriad forms and offered helpful suggestions; and a number of others who knew Bowles well and shared generously their reminiscences, photographs, and permission to quote from their letters and books, including Andreas Brown, Gena Dagel Caponi, Harold Wesley Danser III, Millicent Dillon, Daniel Halpern, Cathy Henderson, John Hopkins, Joseph A. McPhillips III, Cherie Nutting, Ned Rorem, Emilio Sanz de Soto, Claude-Nathalie Thomas, and Gore Vidal.

Especially valuable to my research, and to that of other Bowles scholars, were Jeffrey Miller’s scrupulously researched Paul Bowles: A Descriptive Bibliography and In Touch: The Letters of Paul Bowles, and I thank him immensely for his dedication and achievement.

In addition, without the cooperation of Ahmed T. Abdelal, dean of the College of Arts and Sciences at Georgia State University, and Robert D. Sattelmeyer, my successor as chair of the Department of English, this biography would have been far more difficult than my previous books to research and write. To them, I am exceedingly grateful.

Especially important during the early stages of my research were the resources and staff of the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center of the University of Texas, Austin, which awarded me an Andrew W. Mellon Foundation Fellowship; most notable were Jake Baxter, Charles Bell, Ken Craven, Elizabeth Dunn, Cliff Farrington, Patricia Fox, Willard Goodwin, Cathy Henderson, Dell Hollingsworth, John Kirkpatrick, Sally Leach, Peter Mears, Sue Murphy, Linda Briscoe Myers, Richard Oram, Ann N. Paterra, Barbara Smith-LaBorde, and director Thomas F. Staley.

I am indebted, also, to the Hugh M. Morris Special Collections Library of the University of Delaware, where Susan Brynteson, Judy Hamm, Rebecca Johnson Melvin, Timothy D. Murray, Francis Poole, and Craig Wilson shared their rich repository of manuscripts and letters comprising the Paul Bowles Collection, which includes more than forty boxes of newly catalogued manuscripts and letters from Bowles’s personal archives acquired a few months before his death.

I am similarly grateful to Richard Wendorf and Rodney Dennis at the Houghton Library of Harvard University for awarding me the Frederick J. Kahrl Visiting Fellowship in Theatre History, an appointment that enabled me to work in the Theatre Collection of the Nathan Marsh Pusey Library, the University Archives, the Loeb Music Library, the Widener Library, the Hilles Library, and the Lamont Library. All proved vital to my mission.

I thank my editor, Nan Graham, for her encouragement, patience, and wise counsel during the winnowing and creative process that enabled me to convert what was originally a 1,308-page manuscript to what it is today. I am similarly indebted to Alexis Gargagliano for her superb guidance, editing, and the care with which she has responded to my text and the documentation it entailed; to Peter Karanjia, who combed the manuscript for legal issues and advised me accordingly; to John McGhee, production editor; to George Wen, copy editor; and to Lucy Kenyon, Kathleen Nolan, Dena Rosenberg, Ileene Sobel, and others who made important contributions to the publication of this book.

In addition, if it were not for my gifted literary agents, Georges, Anne, and Veronica Borchardt, and DeAnna Heidel, this biography would not be in your hands today. To each of you I am grateful, indeed.

Finally, I acknowledge the extraordinary assistance of my colleague and friend, Mary Elizabeth Robbins, who accompanied me on most of my research trips to Morocco, took careful notes during my interviews with Bowles and other intimates, and read and discussed with me my presentation of his life and work. It is she to whom this book is dedicated.

Virginia Spencer Carr

Atlanta, Georgia

May 1, 2004



Paul Bowles

A LIFE







The Early Childhood of Paul Bowles


(1910-1918)


 “At birth I was an exceptionally ugly infant. I think my ugliness caused the dislike which my father immediately formed for me.”
—Paul Bowles to Bruce Morrissette, Jamaica, New York, January 14, 1930



Paul Bowles hated his father. There was never a time that he could remember not hating him. When Bowles was six, his grandmother Henrietta Winnewisser told him that his father had tried to kill him when he was an infant. Henrietta could not abide her son-in-law and hoped that he would simply disappear before the child was irreparably injured. Bowles never doubted for a moment that his grandmother spoke the truth.1

Claude Dietz Bowles, Paul Bowles’s father, was a dentist who spent far more time with his patients than he did with his family, whom he sometimes found asleep when he climbed the steep steps of the old brownstone at 317 Fulton Street in Jamaica, New York, where he lived with his bride of fourteen months and a son whose presence he resented. If Claude did not appear promptly at 6:00 p.m. for dinner—when he insisted that it be ready and on the table—his wife, Rena, ate alone, then left the dining room to breast-feed her infant in the nursery. On such nights Claude found his dinner in the oven, and he picked at it grudgingly as though he resented each bite. Claude saw his interloping son as the real culprit. A fresh-air enthusiast, he hated finding the infant swaddled in blankets in a stuffy nursery. One evening when his son was scarcely three weeks old, Claude stripped him naked and placed him in a wicker basket beneath the window, which he threw open to its full height. Had Henrietta not been awakened by her grandson’s persistent cries and discovered him lying under a dusting of snow, she was certain he would not have survived the night. To Claude she had overstayed her welcome, and he was impatient for her to leave. He even offered to hire a maid, temporarily, to help with the chores, but his wife would not hear of it and insisted that her mother could stay as long as she wished.

Paul Frederick Bowles was not a pretty sight upon his breach birth on December 30, 1910. An ugly gash creased the side of his head, and on both temples a doctor’s forceps had left deep imprints. His mother’s two sisters noted that their nephew’s brow and crown were stretched grotesquely out of shape, but said nothing for fear of offending Rena herself. As a child, upon poring over early photographs, Bowles concluded that he resembled the pinheads at whom people gawked and snickered in the circus midway to which his mother’s two brothers had taken him. He, too, had gawked at his baby pictures and demanded an explanation. Rena admitted that for a time she had concealed his misshapen head under flounced bonnets, but onlookers were quick to assume that something terrible had occurred in the birth process.2 “The scar over my eye today is a reminiscence of those natal difficulties,” said Bowles, whose father begrudged the precious time he had taken from his dental practice to accompany his wife to the hospital. Scarcely an hour after their son’s birth, two nuns marched ceremoniously to her bedside and wrenched the infant from her arms.

“Your baby must be baptized into the Roman faith at once,” the nuns whispered ominously. Rena threatened to scream and thwarted their mission. She and her husband were atheists, and the state of their son’s soul was a moot point should he fail to survive the night.3

Rena’s parents had traveled by train from their home in Bellows Falls, Vermont, to see their newborn grandson, and Henrietta stayed on for several weeks to help with the chores. She could tell that Claude was inordinately jealous of the baby and warned her daughter that his ill will would mount if she were not vigilant. When Rena announced that she wanted to name their son after her brothers, Frederick and Paul, Claude did not object. Any name suited him so long as the child was not a junior.

Despite his inauspicious appearance as an infant, Bowles developed into a handsome boy with full lips, a well-shaped nose, a hint of a dimple in each cheek, a broad high forehead, blue eyes, and a crop of reddish-blonde curls that his mother refused to cut until he entered first grade. Bowles was twenty months old when Rena sent his picture to her sister Emma. “Paul has changed some since you saw him, hasn’t he?” she wrote on the back of the snapshot.4

Even Claude was startled when at the age of two his son was reading aloud from cereal boxes and the labels on various household objects. Some of Bowles’s earliest recollections were of a circle of adults around him while he answered orthographical questions. Claude, already displaying his lifelong skepticism of his son’s talents, concluded that his wife had tutored him so that he would appear far brighter than he was.5 At three, Bowles wrote his first short story, an animal tale of two pages. “I wrote many short stories at that age, all of them about animals. I wrote every day, but seldom showed them to anyone, even my mother. Sometimes I read them to my Aunt Emma when she stayed with us, and she seemed impressed.”

Among Bowles’s fondest memories as a child was the half hour he was allowed to spend with his mother after dinner in the privacy of his bedroom. “Here I could count on having her all to myself. I could carry on a conversation with my mother, who treated me as an adult. When I was very young, she called me ‘Honeybunch.’ I could sit on her lap and put my arms around her and hug her, but such behavior was strictly forbidden by my father once he witnessed it. I hated him for coming between us and spent much time thinking how I might retaliate.”6

Bowles was four when his mother read to him the stories of Edgar Allan Poe, which both terrified and intrigued him. “Looking back now, I am sure I would have discovered Poe eventually on my own, for we had five volumes of his books in that sad little first apartment. I was six when I read, from cover to cover, every Poe volume in the house, and before the year was out I read them all again.” Yet nothing by Poe was more horrifying to Bowles than his mother’s account of her brothers’ noses being smashed with a hammer by their father. She said that her grandfather’s nose had also been smashed, as were the noses of his brothers, a tale her father confirmed.7 “I was astonished when he told me that if the blow were performed well, there would be no permanent discoloration. Although I thoroughly disliked my father, I was relieved that I was not a Winnewisser. My nose was bad enough as it was,” he concluded.8

Bowles’s mother told him that she herself had devoted many hours to the improvement of his nose by gently squeezing and pressing the tender cartilage at its bridge. “Young bones and cartilage were malleable, she told me, and you had to be very careful what shape they took. I wondered privately if I were slated to be the next victim of the hammer,” said Bowles, who made no connection at first between his mother’s massaging of his nose and a conversation he overheard regarding a cousin’s allegation that the family was Jewish. Both before and during World War I, Marjorie Winnewisser spent several years in Berlin studying voice and performing in opera, and after the war she returned home to announce her engagement to an officer in the Royal Dutch Naval Reserve. “Why didn’t you tell me we were Jewish?” she demanded upon confronting her father. She told him that in Germany the name Winnewisser was originally spelled Vennevitz, and that her friends in Berlin feared for her safety. The name is “definitely Jewish,” they insisted and urged her to go home before she was persecuted.9

“Tell me the truth, Mother, are we Jewish?” asked Bowles.

Rena replied that if it were so, she had no knowledge of it. “Your great-grandfather was a firebrand when he came to this country. He didn’t think much of religion and wanted nothing to do with it.” Bowles concluded that his mother was skirting the question. A few months later he observed her looking at a photograph of herself in profile and heard her exclaim with obvious disdain: “‘Jewy, Jewy, Jewy!’ I am sure my mother thought she looked Jewish, but I had no idea what characterized ‘a Jewish look,’ and still don’t,” he added.10

Composer Leonard Bernstein, who knew Bowles well over the years, whispered upon meeting his mother: “Oh, Paul, she’s such a nice Jewish lady, and so very pretty.” Bowles was taken aback by his friend’s glib assumption and assured Bernstein that his mother was by no means Jewish.

“Get off it! Are you pretending, don’t you know she is or what?” Bernstein retorted.11

Bowles never knew for certain if the Winnewissers actually were Jewish, but declared that if they were, it would serve his father right since he was “rigidly anti-Semitic” and never got over his marrying Jane Stajer Auer, a Jew.12

Bowles’s great-grandparents Frederick George Winnewisser and Caroline Christiana Landshultz left Germany in 1848, as did thousands of other emigrants of all ethnicities and national origins. Whether Frederick and Caroline knew each other before leaving their homeland is unclear, but both families came from the region of Essen, in Westphalia. Whereas Winnewisser came alone as a young man, Caroline was accompanied by her parents and brother and settled in the village of Hazardville, Connecticut, later known as Enfield.

On April 3, 1854, Frederick and Caroline were married by a clergyman; they went on to have six children. Only one did not survive. The oldest was Bowles’s grandfather August Frederick Winnewisser, who assumed the head of the household and the running of the farm after his father drowned at fifty in the Connecticut River. August was twenty-one when he claimed his inheritance and set out alone on horseback for Rockingham, Vermont. It was here that he met Henrietta Frances Barker, whose family had been New Englanders since the 1620s. After a brief courtship, they were married on Christmas Day, 1877. Henrietta and her siblings were the sixth generation of Barkers born in New England, all descended from Richard Barker and his wife, Joannah, who had left Yorkshire, England, in 1623 and settled in Andover, Massachusetts.

Of August and Henrietta’s eight children, five survived infancy: Emma, Rena, Ulla, Frederick, and Paul. The family lived first in a large wood-frame house at 48 Canal Street in Bellows Falls, just above the river and two doors from the general store that August had established before his marriage. A successful merchant, he soon moved his business a hundred yards above the river to Westminster Square, where the town hall, opera house, theater, shops, doctors’ offices, and library were situated.

A Bellows Falls historian reported that Winnewisser “believed in the ‘nimble sixpence’ rather than the ‘slow shilling,’” and sold “at bottom prices.” Large signs affixed to the front of the store featured its wares of furniture, crockery, paper hangings, carpets, silver, plated ware, glassware, and picture frames. Soon Winnewisser was joined by two of his brothers, who opened shops of their own.13

Rena and her brother Frederick attended preparatory schools in Exeter, New Hampshire, while Emma, their oldest sister, was studying painting in New York City. With only Paul and Ulla at home, Winnewisser moved his family to a new two-story brick house on School Street, at the top of a wide bluff that had a sweeping view of the town and river. Had their home not been next door to the Immanuel Episcopal Church, an imposing edifice of stone and stained glass, and across the street from the First Baptist Church, Winnewisser, an atheist, would have relished even more his new location.

A decade later, after being thrown from a horse, Winnewisser retired from merchandising and moved his family, first to Brooklyn, then to Lockwood, New York, where they lived briefly, and finally, to a farm outside the tiny community of Brimfield, Massachusetts, just off the Boston Post Road. A two-story clapboard house overlooked 165 acres of rolling, forested hillsides, a large apple orchard, and a deep-running brook that emptied into the Connecticut River. Although the farm had been abandoned for over a year, Winnewisser and his sons soon made the house livable, scraping and painting a room at a time, rebuilding windowsills and doorjambs, replacing broken glass, installing flues, and settling in before the first snow; moreover, Henrietta performed tasks she had never anticipated: supervising the canning and preserving of food from the garden, harvesting apples, overseeing the curing of meats, and cooking for her family and two hired hands.

Each January, between snowfalls, she packed a valise and left the men to their own devices to spend three weeks with each daughter—all now married—who in turn left their husbands for a spring vacation with their parents at what they now called Happy Hollow Farm. At Christmastime each daughter returned to the farm with her husband and children.14

Bowles was ecstatic when at the age of three he rode the train with his parents to Springfield, but the fun did not begin until after his father had deposited them on the farm and returned to New York. Each summer Bowles and his mother spent two weeks at Happy Hollow Farm, which he cherished since it meant being free to roam as he saw fit. One summer his grandfather summoned him and two cousins who also were visiting and demanded to know if they believed in God. Having already decided that God was an invention by adults in order to manage their children more easily, Bowles said nothing, but his cousins answered quickly with enthusiasm: “Oh yes, Grampa, of course we do!”

“Pah! There’s no god,” countered Winnewisser with a grimace. “It’s a lot of nonsense. Don’t you believe it.”15

Bowles had no idea until several years later that he had been christened at the age of one by his great-uncle the Reverend Henry Green, a Unitarian minister. “Of course my christening made no sense,” declared Bowles, who suspected that his parents had consented to it to humor Green. “I am sure they feared I would grow up a heathen. I could not help sympathizing with Gramma Winnewisser, who obviously worked harder than anyone else at Happy Hollow Farm. I surmised that she was a heathen, too. I can’t say that I loved Gramma, but I liked her and respected her. It even occurred to me that she would have made a nice mother, yet the thought itself seemed irreverent since I already had a mother.”16

Although Bowles usually visited his father’s family in Elmira, New York, each summer after leaving the farm, he knew little about them except what he observed. At seventeen he was surprised when his mother mentioned that he and his father were related to several generations of distinguished publishers and newspaper editors in Springfield, all named Samuel Bowles. The first Samuel was twenty-six when he founded a weekly newspaper, the Republican, which his son took over and converted into an evening daily, the Springfield Daily Republican. As the Springfield Republican, under the editorship of the third Samuel Bowles, the paper became the preeminent daily in the country for its advocacy of the ballot to every man regardless of creed or color, and also for its promotion of women’s suffrage.17 Bowles had no desire to know more about the Samuel Bowleses, since they were links to his father.

He was only vaguely interested when he learned that still another antecedent, Harvey Edward Bowles, his great-grandfather, was a medical doctor in New Jersey before moving to Northampton, Massachusetts, for the birth of his son, Frederick Theodore, Bowles’s grandfather. Frederick Bowles became a traveling salesman for the Corticelli Silk Company, and for a time his route included Elmira, New York, which held promise as a site for the harvesting of raw silk, mulberry trees having once dotted the town’s Chemung River landscape as far as the eye could see. In 1833 the Chemung Canal opened to river traffic, and the burgeoning town became readily accessible to upstate New York by way of Seneca Lake and the Erie Canal. “My only interest in that regard was in the geography of the area, but I much preferred to create my own,” said Bowles.

Frederick’s wife, Ida Twiss Bowles, shared her husband’s disdain for organized religion and thought it ironic when they moved to Elmira that they lived on Church Street, which cut a mile-long swath between a dozen blocks of impressive three-story houses of Queen Anne and Tudor Revival design. Characterized by tall, asymmetrical rooflines, towers, turrets, and multiple porches, each house was set off by manicured lawns and gardens. It was the Church Street house that Bowles remembered visiting as a child, and it was here where he first met his paternal grandparents, whose “solemn, tight-lipped, and strait-laced” demeanor reminded him of his father.18

Frederick and Ida Bowles disavowed religion in any form and demanded that their three children follow unswervingly their mandates of restraint and practicality. Prattle was unacceptable and privacy sacrosanct. Bowles gathered that his own tendency for secrecy evolved from his father’s side of the family.

By the time Claude graduated from the Elmira Free Academy, his brother, Shirley, had finished his own program at the Philadelphia Dental School and was practicing dentistry in Washington, D.C. Claude reluctantly followed suit and entered the same dental school from which Shirley graduated. It was Bowles’s impression that his father suffered a mental breakdown halfway through his program and found refuge in Montevallo, Alabama, where his half uncle, Charles Frederick Robbins, arranged for him to be a foreman of a railroad work crew. “I am sure my father’s railroad work was meant to be constructive therapy, but he never spoke of it to me,” said Bowles. After several months of recuperation, he returned to dental school, graduated in the spring of 1901, and practiced for two years with his brother in Washington, D.C., until moving back home to practice dentistry with Dr. Carl Waples, whose office was walking distance from Church Street. The last mention of Claude Bowles, Doctor of Dentistry, in the 1907 Elmira Business Directory was that he had given up his practice with Dr. Waples and relocated in New York City.

It was the same year that Rena Winnewisser left Boston and moved to New York. Upon graduation from Robinson Female Seminary in Exeter, New Hampshire, Rena moved in with her sister Emma in Boston to attend Simmons, a private women’s college, bent now upon enrolling in a professional program leading to certification in domestic science. After graduating from Simmons, Rena began teaching domestic science at the New York State Normal School in Jamaica, Long Island, where she met Claude Dietz Bowles, whom she perceived as steadfast, hardworking, and intent upon marriage. Bowles concluded later that his father was smitten by his mother’s trim figure, playful personality, pretty face, and luxurious brown hair, which she brushed carefully and pinned up each morning.19 For two years Rena taught at the New York State Normal School, then returned to Vermont to prepare for her marriage. On October 16, 1909, the weekly Bellows Falls Times reported the event in her parents’ home as a “charming, Saturday morning wedding” at which the bride was “becomingly gowned in a gray traveling suit” and given away by her father.

Upon their marriage, the couple moved into a cramped third-floor apartment on Fulton Avenue, a thoroughfare that eventually stretched through the business district of Jamaica to the easternmost reaches of Long Island, New York. It was here that young Bowles spent his formative years. “When I finally learned to walk, having put it off as long as possible, I hated being made to go outside, yet invariably, out I went into the fenced backyard for an hour of play and what my father called deep breathing.” From there, Bowles could see only the roofs of other buildings, the windows of his father’s office on the second floor, and the windows of his family’s living room on the third. “I knew nothing of swings, slides, or sandboxes with which most children distracted themselves during outdoor play. I had no friends and knew only my own backyard, which I hated,” said Bowles. If his mother looked out the window and noticed him standing idly or staring at the clock, she rapped on the pane and gestured that he should move about and play. Bowles obeyed by galloping back and forth a few times, an activity that prompted his father to shout down from the window of his office: “Calm down, young man!”20

Bowles’s most overarching feelings of childhood were his abject loneliness and sense of deprivation. One event he remembered was his mother’s having told him that he must stay in bed because she needed to go out alone for a few minutes. “Of course I stayed. But I felt as though there was no one else in the world, and at that moment, for me, there wasn’t. My mother returned, but to a six-year-old at home alone, she stayed away much too long.”

Bowles found solace in a rag doll named Jimmie that his aunt Emma had made for him. “I was devoted to Jimmie, who was as big as I was and had a huge, hideous painted face. I also had a small doll named Kitty Campbell and a dog with hound ears that I called Nippie. I remember being two when I named a scarecrow Donty Be. I was always naming things. I suppose it made me feel less alone.”21

When his hour in the backyard was up, he was allowed to play in the dining room, where his father insisted that his toy box be kept. “I had no idea why I couldn’t have my toy box in my room, but had it been there, my father could not have monitored it. Since we ate in the dining room, everything with which I occupied myself throughout the day had to be put away by 6:00 p.m., when my father usually appeared. If he should find anything outside the box, I was convinced it would be confiscated. It was not that anything actually was confiscated. The important element was the threat that hung over the toys.”

Bowles sat in the living room with a book until his father summoned him to the table. “Other than Poe, there was a dearth of books in that third-floor apartment compared to what I discovered later in my grandfather’s library in Elmira,” Bowles recounted. Of his grandparents, it was his paternal grandfather who interested him most because his library was filled with volumes of Balzac, Dumas, Hugo, and Zola. “My Grandfather Bowles, whom I called Daddypapa, taught himself French and Spanish so he could read books in their original languages. My grandmother read, too, but Daddypapa’s books were not her ‘cup of tea,’ she told me.” Daddymama was particularly critical of her grandson’s desire to be alone so much. “It is unnatural,” she told his mother.22

In their day-to-day lives at home in Jamaica, Claude relied upon Rena to live within a well-defined budget. Bowles remembered his mother’s careful planning of each meal and her preparation of the dishes his father especially liked. “She was a good cook, baked all of our bread, and served us special breakfasts on weekends. When my father seemed irritable at the end of his workday, which was often, he found fault with almost everything Mother cooked. ‘We have to make allowances for his temper,’ she told me. ‘He’s under a terrific strain.’”

From the sidelines, Bowles pondered why he and his mother had to make allowances for his father’s temper and the nature of the strain from which he suffered, but he reached no satisfactory conclusions. He also watched silently as Rena coddled her husband, with whom she seemed infinitely patient despite his own impatience and moodiness with them. “I saw her try every trick imaginable to lift her husband from his doldrums. Perhaps my father’s brittle exterior was a means of disguising his depression and latent anger that always seemed on the verge of exploding,” Bowles concluded.

Since his parents were never demonstrative of any affection that may have existed between them, Bowles did not know what to think when he heard little cat sounds and purrings made by his father one afternoon when he walked into the house. “Sometimes he called out in imitation of a tomcat: ‘Ow row! Ow row!’ My mother replied with a purring sound loud enough to be heard no matter where he was in the house. Their feline dialogue ended only when they sat down to dinner, often to be resumed after they had gone to bed. In my naïveté I never thought anything of it.” There was no such thing as sex in Bowles’s consciousness then. As a child, it did not occur to him that there was anything singular about the sexes, although he did notice that his maternal grandmother had a more ample chest than most men. “I never saw either of my parents in any state of undress. They kept the door to their bedroom locked when they were in it, and I was instructed to lock the door to the bathroom when I went in. Of course I was told never to lock my bedroom door,” said Bowles, who gathered that if he did, there would be dire consequences.

Whereas Claude sometimes interrupted his wife with a “little pitchers have big ears” refrain if she were recounting something in front of their son that did not bear repeating outside of the home, Rena was inclined to address such issues head-on. “You mustn’t tell anyone you saw Daddy in bed with Aunt Emma,” she instructed, Bowles having walked into the guest room one Sunday morning without knocking, curious about the shrieks of laughter he heard from within. He saw his mother leaning over the footboard of his aunt’s bed “holding her sides from having laughed too much,” and his aunt “squealing and shrieking” in the bed. “My father, still in his pajamas, was giggling and lying in bed beside Aunt Emma. When he saw me he leapt to his feet and exclaimed: ‘Let’s get to those buckwheat cakes.’”

Whereas Bowles thought little of the incident, he was taken aback when his mother insisted later that he never speak of it. “I grew up believing that one should hide everything.” He was four when he wrote a poem for his aunt to cheer her up and printed it out by hand:


Poor Aunt Emma, sick in bed
 With an ice-cap on her head.

She’s very sick, but she’s not dead.



Touched by her nephew’s offering, Emma laughed as she read it, then hugged him. “Why did you laugh?” he asked.

“Because I like the poem. You do love your old aunt, don’t you?”

Already uncomfortable with any expression of emotion directed at him, and disquieted by his aunt’s expectation of an emotional response, he averted her glance and replied softly, “Of course,” then retreated from the room.23

Bowles had become increasingly aware that not only was he his father’s enemy, but also that his father was his enemy. Intuitively, Bowles refined his subtle strategy of passive aggression, having learned from both parents that he must never be demonstrative since being demonstrative meant showing how he actually felt.

When an argument erupted between his parents regarding some aspect of child rearing, his mother’s authority was a fat green book by a Dr. Riker called Child Psychology. “My father was annoyed that my mother spent so much time with Dr. Riker’s book and tried to impose Riker’s philosophies upon him. She went to great pains to keep me from seeing the book, which made me even more curious about its contents.”24 By this time he knew to avoid displaying overt curiosity about anything in which he took a special interest.

Bowles’s skill at manipulating language and deflecting questions that made him uncomfortable or seemed irrelevant characterized his behavior. Although such evasiveness may have been calculated to avoid offending an interrogator, more often it was a means of matching wits or engaging in subtle gamesmanship with an opponent. The desire to keep the other person off balance, to provoke uncertainty, to perpetuate an air of mystery-all became inordinately satisfying to him and were traits that Bowles curried throughout his life.

Since his mother and father seldom informed him in advance of any activity in which he, too, might participate, Bowles knew that a trip was imminent only when his mother appeared at his bedroom door with a valise and began packing his clothes. His paternal grandparents owned three cottages a few miles north of Elmira in the town of Glenora, and vacations there were the highlight of Bowles’s summer. Although he had no idea which cottage they were to occupy until they arrived, he was fondest of the Boat House since it stretched thirty feet over the lake. It had boat slips on the first level, a kitchen and servant’s room on the second, and the family’s living quarters at the top. On all levels the rooms abutted the bare shale cliff behind it, the shale itself forming the back wall of the structure. From the top floor, a large open porch extended across the back of the house, and from it, two more flights of stairs provided access to the woods and ridge above. Across a narrow road to the rear was a cottage named Red Rough, and southwest of the road was Horseshoe Cabin, where his paternal grandparents usually stayed.

One of Bowles’s favorite pastimes at the lake was inventing lists of place-names for his imaginary railroad. He drew maps and prepared timetables so that his train would arrive on schedule and depart each station without keeping its passengers waiting. One afternoon he printed the names of each station on small squares of paper and anchored them at intervals under bits of shale. Just before dark, he hurried back to Horseshoe Cabin to wash up for dinner, all the while taking exquisite pleasure in visualizing his railroad. What he had not anticipated was his father’s discovery of some of the slips of paper during his own excursion beside the lake. Certain that he had stumbled upon a code of some sort, Claude confronted his son and demanded an explanation.

“He was right. I had violated the unwritten rules of the community: that one must refrain at all times from scattering any kind of litter along the paths in the woods,” said Bowles. In the manner of a prosecuting attorney, Claude presented his case to the family, now seated around the dinner table. First he exhibited the square of paper on which was printed the word NOTNINRIVO. Having found it at the edge of a dry creek bed above the lake, he announced glibly that the word obviously meant “nothing in the river.”

“That’s not what it means,” his son interrupted, incensed by his father’s intrusion.

“What does it mean then?” Claude demanded.

“You wouldn’t understand,” Bowles replied. “I had no intention of revealing to anyone that NOTNINRIVO was merely the name of the preceding station spelled backward.”25

Claude seized his son and shook him. “It’s just a bid for attention,” he snapped, and again demanded an explanation.

Bowles fled the house to reclaim his treasures, his game having soured. He retrieved each slip, ran to a remote cove down the shore, and burned them, then pounded the smoldering embers into the ground. In a final solemn moment, he selected three flat rocks of shale amidst a bed of leaves and stacked them carefully to mark the shallow grave. Making his way back to his grandfather’s cottage in the dark, Bowles vowed anew to conceal from anyone who attempted to intrude upon his private life the slightest evidence of anything that mattered.26

Upon the family’s return to Jamaica, Bowles hid each notebook, more aware than ever before that he had entered a new phase of stealth and subterfuge. In one notebook he had recorded such names as Shirkingsville, 645th Street, Clifton Junction, El Apepal, Hiss, Ickerbona, Norpath Kay, Wen Kroy, Snakespiderville-scores of names, his imaginary world expanding in spurts. Yet his life in the real world of mealtimes and hostile, intrusive adults continued as though his interior world of magic, mystery, and inversion did not exist. In another notebook, Bowles created a planet on which he drew land masses and gave names to its four continents-Ferncawland, Lanton, Zaganokword, and Araplaina-and to the seas that surrounded them. He drew maps of rivers and tributaries, hills, mountain ranges, deserts, towns, cities, and the railroad lines that linked them. Bowles insisted that he never connected himself in any way with his maps of the world, nor did he inhabit any of the continents he invented. The whole point of the imaginary world was that it allowed him not to exist.

Despite his resolution to exercise caution at every turn, Bowles unwittingly invited disaster by drawing in his notebook before breakfast, an act he had hoped to conceal by locking his door. “I listened to a blue jay complaining loudly, and for a time I was that blue jay. I wanted to draw houses to add to my real estate collection and had just opened my notebook when my father bounded up the stairs and tried to get into my room…. I hid my notebook under the bedcovers, and he stormed in and made me show him what I had been doing.”

“Just for that I’m going to give you a good hiding.”

“I offered no protest, whereupon my father asked between slaps if I had had enough.” Bowles made no reply, and again his father demanded to know if his son had had enough.

Again, the youth made no reply.

“Now?” Claude scowled as he again raised his belt.

“Whatever you say,” answered Bowles, his voice unwavering.

“Give me every notebook,” his father hissed.

One by one Bowles extracted each notebook from his closet and laid it out on the bed.27 “I was convinced that I was seeing them for the last time, but I would not allow myself to grovel for their continued existence.” He was astonished that his father confiscated them for only two months. “It was the shortest sentence my mother could wangle for me, and almost the only time she interceded for me. It was also the only time my father actually beat me, and it began a new stage in the development of our hostilities, for I realized that I could take any verbal abuse or physical punishment at the hands of my father and not shed a tear.” Bowles realized, too, that power was the significant ingredient in their conflict. As soon as Claude discovered something that his son wished to do, he withheld permission.

At five Bowles was old beyond his years, having developed the art of feigning enthusiasm through facial expression and gesture for anything he disliked and to express disgust or abhorrence for whatever he might secretly desire. “I was convinced that dealing with my father was merely a question of holding out. To endure was to win. I also vowed to devote my life to my father’s destruction, even though it could mean my own,” said Bowles. “For many years it was my sole obsession.”28





Bowles’s Move to a New Neighborhood and His Discovery of the Arts


(1917-1927)


 “My imagination was horribly active when I was a child, and for weeks at a time I had no glimpse of reality.”
—Paul Bowles to Bruce Morrissette, Jamaica, New York, January 14, 1930



Bowles was six when his parents moved from their apartment on Fulton Avenue to a three-story, two-family dwelling in a nearby residential neighborhood. “I never knew just how it came about that my father decided to move, but we soon found ourselves living at 307 DeGrauw Avenue, which even my mother liked. Our house faced south, and there were no houses across the street or on either side.” From the high windows of his bedroom, Bowles could see hundreds of maples, pines, elms, hemlocks, and oaks. In the spring, dogwood blossoms dotted the landscape, and robins, thrushes, blue jays, and woodpeckers jabbered and signaled to him long before his father’s summons each morning. Although Bowles was no fonder of his father in the new house than he had been in the old one, his compensation was that his father had to move his dental office to a building some distance from their home.1 The architect of the house lived on the first floor, the family’s dining room and living quarters were on the second floor, and Bowles had the entire third floor to himself. Bowles gave names to the rocks and moss-covered boulders he encountered as he made his way along virgin paths and memorized the landscape, then recorded in a notebook the names he assigned each object. He could hardly bear the interruption when his mother summoned him for dinner.2

An onerous new rule imposed by his father coincided with their move. Having recently heard of the teachings of Dr. Horace Fletcher, Claude insisted that Bowles begin at once the process known as Fletcherization, which required that everything in one’s mouth be well seasoned with saliva before being swallowed. Followers of Dr. Fletcher were supposed to chew each bite forty times and could not swallow until the food was reduced to a liquefied mass. If Claude detected that his son was swallowing prematurely, he slapped him in the face with his damask napkin and ordered: “Keep chewing! Keep chewing! You haven’t made your bolus yet!” At the table Claude sometimes counted aloud as though he were a metronome setting the pace. “Oh, how I hated that!” exclaimed Bowles.3

One day his mother drew him aside to say that nothing was as much fun as the games he could play in his own mind. “You make your mind a blank and not imagine anything or remember anything or think of anything, not even think ‘I’m not thinking,’” she instructed, and told him that she often played the game herself to shut the door to the outside world. The whole concept of another plane of existence that he himself could control fascinated Bowles, who could hardly wait to follow his mother’s instructions. “I used to lie in bed after lunch to rest, but the object was never to sleep, although sleep sometimes followed, but to retreat into a blank state that I could hold indefinitely.”4

Bowles was six when his father informed him that he would soon be starting school. Not even his cousin Elizabeth Robbins, who was already in the third grade, had mentioned school to him. He remembered being taken by his father to an Italian barber for his first haircut, then scooping his shorn hair off the floor and stuffing it into the pockets of his blue flannel jacket. Later, Bowles was not sure why he had saved his hair, but the haircut itself seemed still another betrayal by his father, and he vowed to get even.

The next day he was enrolled in Jamaica’s Model School, a training school for teachers three blocks from his home. In an interview to determine his grade level, the principal presented Bowles with a book and asked him to read a few passages aloud; then he was given paper and instructed to write something and to work a few problems in arithmetic. Bowles had no idea how to write in script and knew nothing about arithmetic. He considered himself fortunate to be assigned to second grade. Since any authority figure reminded him of his father, he rebelled by refusing to sing, and on each report card he was marked “Deficient in Class Singing.”5

On November 11, 1918—the morning of the Armistice—Bowles and his classmates were sent home to get combs, and upon their return were coached in the melody of “Marching Through Georgia,” which they hummed and blew repeatedly into their combs. At noon, every student and teacher present that day marched in orderly fashion from the playground into the center of town while gathering crowds smiled and waved small American flags on sticks. Although the whole affair made little sense to Bowles, he enjoyed it since no one noticed whether or not he was singing.6

“I wasn’t,” he said.

Bowles recognized at once that he could read, write, spell, add, and subtract better than any of his classmates, thus saw no reason to participate in group activities. Miss Mabel Crane, his teacher, was patient with her new pupil, having concluded that the child was abnormally shy, but when he told her point-blank that he had no intention of doing anything she asked of him, she suggested that a conference with his parents and a daily D in deportment might induce him to change his mind. Bowles remembered smiling back at her as he sauntered down the aisle from her desk to his own.

His next ploy was turning in every assignment written backward, for which he routinely received a zero. Finally, unwilling to put up with such insubordination another moment, Miss Crane summoned him to her desk, shook a sheaf of papers in his face, and demanded to know what he meant by such nonsense. “There are no mistakes,” Bowles declared, his voice sweet with innocence.7

On the playground, he refused to play soccer or to talk to anyone during recess. Never a team player of anything, he had no desire to make friends and discouraged such relationships by making slighting remarks to selected classmates who were likely to effect some kind of physical reprisal. Bowles recalled that he “always took punishment stoically and ecstatically, never on any occasion wept,” and when the fury of his attacker abated, he got to his feet, dusted himself off, and if he still felt the desire to be hurt, leveled new abuse to his face.8

Although Bowles usually managed to keep obvious displays of anger in check, he found himself on several occasions slumping beside his desk as though he were about to faint. “I even ground my teeth and turned blue in the face, or so I was told. I don’t know if my latent anger had anything to do with such attacks, but when the event was reported to my parents and our family doctor, I was told that I probably had suffered some sort of epileptic seizure.”9 Bowles did not recall suffering such attacks in subsequent grades.

“I may have been relieved from these attacks upon my discovery of music,” said Bowles, who was seven when he became aware of hearing it for the first time. From his room on the third floor he heard “magnificent sounds from downstairs” and rushed to investigate. He found his parents seated side by side on the living room sofa in front of a Victor gramophone listening spellbound to a recording of the Philadelphia Orchestra in a performance of Tchaikovsky’s Symphony no. 4 in F Minor, opus 36, conducted by Leopold Stokowski. In awe, Bowles sat down and listened, too, convinced that he had been transported to another land. Although his father warned him not to touch the recordings or the machine, he had no intention of obeying him.10 Impatient to buy records of his own and to play them while his father was at work, Bowles purchased first “At the Jazz Band Ball” and “Ostrich Walk,” performed by the original Dixieland Jazz Band, songs that had been recommended to him by a classmate he tended to trust. Never before had he heard such music, and he played it for hours at a time. His mother paid no attention, but one day his father came home unexpectedly and caught him at the machine.

“He plays the other music, too,” she offered, yet knew that her son’s being told not to do something by his father was the very thing he intended to pull off without detection. Determined now to save enough money so that he might buy his own gramophone and play it in the privacy of his room, Bowles began making calendars embellished with designs in crayon to sell to visiting relatives and friends of his parents, who appeared not to object since he was subtle in his pandering. Even Daddypapa Bowles, his paternal grandfather, concealed money under his napkin for his enterprising grandson, who was ambivalent about its source since he inevitably discovered the bills in his father’s presence and felt obliged to observe how he might spend them.

Other than having played a comb on Armistice Day, and later, a zither given him by Daddypapa, the child’s only access to what he considered real music was his father’s gramophone until he discovered a stack of sheet music in an antique cabinet given to his family by a relative to help furnish the new house. Although Bowles had no idea what the notes meant as he pored over the sheet music, it occurred to him that he might compose something of his own. At seven he began making up lyrics, copying out melodies to go with them, and creating a story line to tie it together. He called his first composition “Le Carré, An Opera in Nine Chapters” and played it on a zither that he tuned with a skate key. “I knew I was not writing a real opera, but I was amused by what I did write.” Its plot revolved around two husbands who schemed to swap wives. When the women realized their husbands’ infidelities, they plotted revenge. Although Bowles’s opera did not survive, a seven-line soprano aria from it, which turned up later in a collection of his manuscripts, began:


Oh lala,
 Oh daba,
 Oh honeymoon!11



Bowles was also writing poetry at the age of seven as still another means of amusing himself. An early poem that survived intact began:


Give me wine
 That comes from a vine
 Hanging in a garden of thine.

Oh, no. You’d get drunk.

Yes, you would, you rank old skunk.

…

I’ll give you some molasses
 Served in little glasses,
 But never any wine.12



At seven, Bowles also began working at what he called his “secret chores,” which involved making daily entries in his notebooks and creating a newspaper in which he meticulously recorded the fictitious news of the day. “Today we landed at Cape Catoche” began one entry recounting a sea journey undertaken by a group of correspondents. Bowles’s imagination was fueled by the huge world atlas in his home over which he pored for hours trying to decide the kinds of people who might inhabit such strange lands.

Whereas Claude and Rena paid little attention to their son’s antics upon joining a country club in the neighborhood, they were annoyed by the criticism of Claude’s parents, who sometimes visited for several days at a time and concluded that this new sociability had adversely affected their parenting. Since neither Daddypapa nor Daddymama drank liquor or gambled with dice or cards, they were distressed to find their son’s integrity compromised by his and Rena’s drinking bootleg scotch, sitting in a circle on the floor with other couples, and playing poker for hours at a time. When the Eighteenth Amendment was ratified on January 16, 1919, followed by the Volstead Act nine months later, Frederick Bowles expressed sharply his condemnation of those who disobeyed the law by drinking.

Bowles was eight when he noted the expressions of disapproval of his great-aunt Mary Robbins Mead when she stayed with them in Jamaica. “Upon observing my mother’s drinking cocktails before dinner, smoking cigarettes, and using cosmetics, Aunt Mary minced no words in registering her antipathy. ‘They are unnecessary, vicious habits, each a separate insult to the body, and thus to the entire being,’ she declared.”13 As a child, Bowles avoided his great-aunt as much as possible and took her comments as a warning of what might be in store for him if his parents did not “mend their ways.”

Bowles noted, too, that when Grandmother Winnewisser came alone for her usual two-week visit, she was never disapproving of anything she witnessed. “I loved having my grandma visit, although she sometimes surprised me. She once offered me a dollar to beat up Buddy, a neighborhood bully who taunted me while I shoveled snow. I told her I didn’t know how to fight, but Grandma assured me that he did not know how to fight either, a possibility I had never considered. The next time I saw Buddy, I walked straight toward him, and when I was about three feet away I jumped on him and knocked him down leaving him motionless in the snow. Never before had I fought willingly with the idea of winning.”14

Bowles was relieved when at the age of seven he learned that he needed to be treated by an orthodontist and would be allowed to leave school early to go into the city. “Dr. Waugh told my mother that he not only had to straighten my teeth, but also broaden the upper and lower jaws to make room for their realignment. I found the entire process a most excruciating form of torture and would not have objected to having every tooth in my head pulled. It was a fair trade since I cherished my freedom in the city. I also started taking piano lessons that winter. Since my mother and her sisters had studied piano privately and played until they went off to college, my father agreed to order a grand piano from Wanamaker’s.”15

Bowles assumed that his mother had insisted upon a grand for its attributes as a piece of furniture, rather than for its qualities as a musical instrument. Each Friday afternoon, Bowles was given private lessons in piano technique by Miss Dora Chase, a neighbor, whom he liked far better than his teachers at the Model School. On Tuesdays he participated in her obligatory Tuesday afternoon group lessons in theory, solfeggio, and ear training. “In the process, I learned musical notation and could render my own musical ideas on paper—in effect, to compose. If the group lessons had been optional, I would have avoided them,” said Bowles.16

During his second year of lessons with Dora Chase, the piano’s soundboard buckled, and his father insisted that Wanamaker’s pick up the instrument and void the purchase. “I had no piano until Daddymama sent us her ancient upright Chickering that she no longer played. By this time, Mrs. Chase had moved her studio to Brooklyn and invited me to continue working with her there.”17 He relished the thought of being in Brooklyn since the Hoagland sisters—Anna, Jane, and Sue—lived there during the months they were not in their summer home in Glenora. After his piano lessons on Fridays, Bowles often walked to the Hoaglands’ home for dinner and was invited to spend the night. “They treated me to movies and symphony concerts at the Brooklyn Academy of Music and took me to the Brooklyn Museum. I remember seeing Nanook of the North twice with them and several of Harold Lloyd’s films.”18

When the New York Philharmonic Orchestra launched on January 16, 1924, a new series of Young People’s Concerts at Carnegie Hall on Saturday afternoons, Bowles, now thirteen, was permitted to go unaccompanied. Later he attributed much of his early musical knowledge to these special programs, which included commentaries and humorous designs by conductor Ernest Schelling to illustrate musical notation and musical form. He also watched slides of portraits of composers whose music was being played that day, pictures of instruments, and title pages of famous editions of classical music. “The drabness of the auditorium contrasted strangely with the glamorous sounds that filled it, and any orchestral sound was a delight. Nineteenth-century works made up the programs until one day they played The Firebird. I would not have expected an orchestra to be able to make such sounds,” he said. After the concert, Bowles bought his own Victor recording of The Firebird and played it constantly on his victrola in the privacy of his bedroom.19

During his solo ventures into Manhattan to see his orthodontist, Bowles sometimes visited his father’s widowed sister, Adelaide Maltby, who was a librarian at the main branch of the New York Public Library and shared an apartment in Greenwich Village with her friend, Anne Carroll Moore. Moore was the director of the children’s section of the New York Public Library, and Bowles was exceedingly fond of her. She wrote a children’s column, “The Three Owls,” which appeared regularly in the New York Herald Tribune Book Review, and sometimes she presented him with children’s books inscribed by their authors.

Bowles was devastated when he learned that his aunt Adelaide had died during the influenza epidemic of 1918-19. “My mother’s blunt words caught me off guard: Tour Aunt Adelaide has gone away. You’ll never see her again.’ At first I did not comprehend her meaning.” When Bowles demanded an explanation, his mother left the room without a word. “I understood that my Aunt Adelaide was dead and felt a blind rage which, needing an object, fastened upon Mother for being the bearer of the news and, above all, for giving it to me in such a dishonest fashion. Things were never the same between us again.”20

Until his aunt’s death, Bowles was unaware that there even was an epidemic. When a second flu epidemic swept the Northeast shortly after the first subsided, both he and his parents were stricken. Whereas Bowles and his mother recovered rapidly, his father’s condition was critical. Unwilling to be hospitalized, Claude insisted upon being treated at home, demanded that nurses report to his bedside in eight-hour shifts, and that his doctors make daily house calls. Worried that Paul might become reinfected, Rena sent him alone by train to stay with her parents at Happy Hollow Farm. Astonished by his good fortune, Bowles traipsed the hills and meadows, gathered eggs from the henhouse, fed the horses, and thrived on grown-up conversations with his grandparents and uncles, who treated him as someone whose thoughts and opinions they valued. In the evening Bowles sketched, wrote in his notebooks without fear of interference, and went to bed whenever he chose.

Suddenly, his maternal grandparents were stricken, too, and he was sent to Northampton to be supervised by Guy Ross, the husband of his aunt Emma, who went to the farm to nurse her parents. Ross was a registered nurse, and Rena was confident that her son would be treated expeditiously if he showed any sign of illness. Bowles was surprised when he discovered that Emma and her husband lived in separate apartments in the same building, and that his uncle often walked the corridors dressed in Japanese kimonos and burned incense in his apartment. He kept his aunt and uncle’s living arrangement to himself. Each morning Ross ascertained that his young charge had enough reading material at hand with which to entertain himself, then left for several hours to attend a terminally ill patient who also lived in the building. “I was delighted with my uncle’s apartment and imagined it as a setting for a murder mystery. As if to reinforce this impression there were a few Sax Rohmer novels on the table beside my bed, and at night I made the acquaintance of Dr. Fu Manchu.”21

Bowles had seen only three movies in his life when his uncle began taking him to the Academy of Music, where two films were shown daily. “I remember seeing Mary Miles Minter, Charlie Chaplin, Viola Dana, William S. Hart, and other stars of the silent screen with a sharp and delightful awareness of the degree of disapproval Mother and Daddy would feel if they knew what was going on. Uncle Guy promised he’d never tell them, and I certainly wasn’t going to.”22 Sometimes Ross invited Bowles to accompany him to an import shop that was also the home of his friend Mr. Bistany, whose walls, floors, and couches were covered with soft Turkish rugs. Mr. Bistany seemed “even busier with his incense than Uncle Guy was,” Bowles concluded.

Since he considered Ross a friend, Bowles was perplexed upon being informed one afternoon that he must eat early and alone, then go to bed. Ross explained only that he was giving a party in his wife’s studio, and that his nephew was not invited. Offended by the exclusion, Bowles did as he was instructed, but on some vague pretext after dinner wandered in his bathrobe through the building to the door of his aunt’s apartment at the end of the hall. He could hear dance music being played on a piano and a great racket of voices and laughter. Regretting that he was missing out on something that obviously was fun, Bowles cracked the door and peered into the room, then stepped inside. In the living room he saw young men dancing together. Ross spotted his nephew at once, spun him around, and marched him back to his own apartment. Thrusting the youth inside, he declared in a steely voice, “I told you not to come, and now I’m going to lock you in.”

Humiliated yet unrepentant, Bowles retreated to the guest room and glowered at the face of a “pretty girl with an inviting smile” in a framed photograph on the wall that he had never noticed before. He had no idea who she was, nor did he care. At that moment, she was his enemy, and he rammed his fist into her face. “I never paid Uncle Guy for the damaged frame, nor was the roomful of dancing men ever mentioned again by either of us,” declared Bowles, who recognized that if he were to survive in the adult world, his defiance must be unobtrusive yet unmistakable. Upon Emma’s return to Northampton, Bowles wrote a pleading letter to his mother requesting permission to stay longer, but she was steadfast in her refusal.

“I don’t want you to bathe me, and I don’t want you in the bathroom with me when I take my bath,” Bowles announced testily when his mother followed him into the bathroom the night after his arrival home. To Bowles, everything had changed.

Rena replied casually, “Oh, you don’t have anything Mother doesn’t know about.”

“I said I don’t want you in the bathroom while I’m in here,” Bowles said, glowering, and his mother withdrew.

Things were different for Bowles at the Model School, too. Although he had missed most of his first semester of fifth grade, he was promoted to sixth grade in the middle of the second term, his teacher having persuaded his mother to allow him to join Miss Miller’s class of sixth-graders. Bowles resented her interference and was furious because he had done nothing to earn the promotion. At the end of the school year, Miss Miller invited the class to stand and applaud her new student’s extraordinary achievement of having made the highest marks in the class23 Bowles was mortified.

He was eleven when his father announced that they were moving again, this time to a three-story house of their own on Terrace Avenue, not far from the house they had been renting on DeGrauw. Compared with their two former homes, the Terrace Avenue house was enormous. Bowles remembered trucks arriving almost daily from Lord & Taylor, Altman’s, and Wanamaker’s, unloading rugs, sofas, tables, and countless accessories purchased on approval. His bedroom was on the second floor, next to the guest room, but the area he coveted, and eventually was given, was at the top of an open stairwell on the third floor, which he petitioned to use as a clubhouse.

Impressed by their son’s sudden interest in doing things with boys his own age, his parents agreed, but cautioned him to avoid the stairwell since it still lacked railings. Bowles’s desire to have the top floor to himself had nothing to do with organizing a club or making new friends. His actual motive was to retaliate against Gordon Linville, a classmate with whom he had been on unfriendly terms for over a year. Bowles had engaged Linville in a rock fight and injured him, then felt guilty about the altercation and tried to make amends, but the offended boy wanted nothing more to do with him.

Having learned from Edgar Allan Poe the art of subterfuge, Bowles could hardly wait to arrange Linville’s fate by inviting him to join the Crystal Dog Club. There was no Crystal Dog Club, but Bowles created letterhead stationery on a small printing press to give it a semblance of truth and invited a few prospective members from the neighborhood to attend the initial meeting. To avoid suspicion, he asked Linville’s two brothers to deliver the invitations and suggested that they mention the homemade ice cream—“as much as they could hold”—to be served at the first meeting.

“Everything happened as I anticipated,” Bowles reported. “The Linville boy demurred when I casually suggested that he be the first initiate. His objections to the blindfold and having his hands tied behind his back and a long rope wrapped around his waist were taken by the others as an unseemly lack of courage, but he went along with it despite his blubbering.” Though Linville feared that he was about to be dropped three floors from the clubhouse window to the ground, Bowles had no such intention. It was merely the sound of his opening the window that conveyed a verisimilitude befitting the occasion. “It took four of us to help lift him to the edge of the stairwell, and now, having already determined the appropriate length of rope that would allow us to check his fall before he hit the landing below, we pushed him over the edge. None of us anticipated his being such a deadweight, and he bellowed as he fell.”24

Bowles’s parents heard the thud and raced upstairs in anticipation of the worst possible scenario. “We were astonished that he continued to scream even though Daddy and Mother went over him carefully and found no broken bones or other injuries. My father insisted that he was suffering only from shock and offered to escort him home to explain to his parents what had happened. When he returned, the rest of us were in the kitchen eating ice cream, just as our invitation had promised. My father burst in upon us demanding an explanation. I was amazed that the others took up for me. It was my first encounter with any camaraderie on my behalf. Of course our club was disbanded, and the next thing any of us knew was that Linville had been sent off to a boarding school. All we could think of was ‘good riddance.’”25

“I want to get you away from home as soon as possible,” Bowles’s mother announced after the disbanding of the Crystal Dog Club. She said she had already registered him at Phillips Exeter Academy, the private school in New Hampshire that her brother Fred had attended. Claude opposed Rena’s plan from the first, calling Exeter a snob factory and an unjustified expense. “Mother did her best to convince my father to send me there, but he refused to change his mind,” said Bowles, who was amazed that Claude appeared to be on his side. Continuing to live at home seemed a small price to pay for the privilege of making regular forays into the city, but he knew not to act as though he wanted to stay in New York or his father would side with his mother.

To humor her, Bowles agreed to spend a week during the summer of 1925 with the Greens, his mother’s aunt and uncle, in Exeter. It was the Reverend Green who had christened him, and he knew that living under the same roof with the Reverend Green for four years would be “like being in church night and day.” The visit was not entirely unfruitful for Bowles, however, because he wrote a short story there, which he read to his uncle. “I suppose that my purpose was to shock him, in addition to my thorough enjoyment at having an audience of any size,” said Bowles. “‘Hadeized’ was set in a small town not unlike Exeter, and if its residents tasted even a drop of liquor, they were instantly transported to hell. Invariably they did, and soon the entire town was hadeized”

Although his uncle appeared fascinated by the story, he left the room to get from his study a leather-bound copy of Emerson’s Essays. “You are old enough for these now,” Green declared, thrusting the book at him. Bowles read Emerson’s essays as instructed, but was more intrigued by the books of Arthur Machen, which he had discovered in the school’s library. Machen’s fictional world depicted in The Great God Pan and The Hill of Dreams was “sinister and labyrinthine, filled with secret codes, necromancy, alchemy, torture, terror, and death,” and it reminded Bowles of Poe’s writing. Bowles had been especially intrigued by Machen’s autobiography, Far Off Things, on one level the haunting portrait of an only child coming of age in late Victorian Wales, and on another, the dawning of Machen’s own creative senses. “Naturally I identified with Machen. Far Off Things was not a story with a plot in the ordinary sense of the term, but an interior tale of the soul and its emotions,” said Bowles, who declared that he hoped to be able to write that kind of tale himself someday.26

Bowles’s favorite literary project during the summer of 1924 was writing a series of loosely related crime stories about a mysterious character named Volga Merna, who was rumored to be on hand when various people began dying without any apparent reason. Although there was nothing to confirm Volga Merna’s participation in their deaths, the puzzled characters speculated on her possible involvement. Just as the fictional characters were drawn into the mystery and attempted to solve it themselves, so, too, were the Hoagland sisters, to whom he read his stories every day on the porch of their summer cottage in Glenora. Bowles was similarly intrigued by their houseguest, Mary Crouch, who had just arrived from Cape Town, South Africa, with her two teenaged children.

Everything about Mrs. Crouch was different from anyone he had ever seen, especially her eyes, which “seemed to crackle with darkness.” She seldom moved from the chaise longue and pounded the floor with a cane when she wanted the maid. When Bowles overheard Daddypapa refer to her as “an immoral woman,” and Daddymama declare that she was “an unscrupulous adventuress who had a stranglehold on poor Sue Hoagland,” he liked her even more. By now Bowles’s external surroundings and interior world were so entwined that he could seldom distinguish where one ended and the other began. “Daily I read aloud each episode of what I now called the Snake Woman Tales to Miss Sue and Mrs. Crouch, who were convinced that I was a sort of medium and that the tale or poem I read to them came ‘from the other side.’ I must admit that I rejoiced in their rapt attention.”27

Before graduating from eighth grade at the Model School, Bowles was invited to read a few of his stories to the class, some of which were so long that he was asked to read them in installments. Finally, after three weeks of daily readings, Mrs. Woodson, his teacher, suggested that he read his stories after school so that attendance could be voluntary. “These readings, too, were a great success until I was overheard telling another boy that one of the girls in our class had a mustache between her legs. Mrs. Woodson made the entire class stay after school so she could interrogate a few of us at a time. Finally, I was the only one left. I am sure her questions were prompted by her own curiosity regarding the amount of sexual information to which I was privy, and how I may have come by it. Of course it was none of her business, but I wisely said nothing. Actually, I knew nothing, either.”28

Bowles did admit to his mother that year of having learned “something about how mammals were born,” yet claimed to be curious still since babies were sometimes described as “looking like the father” despite their having come from the mother.

As usual, Rena hedged. “It is a great mystery some people claim to understand, but no one really knows just how it works.” Bowles resented his mother’s evasiveness. “She said such stupid things that I was often embarrassed by our private conversations,” he added. One evening at dinner while several guests were present, Bowles asked his mother what the word circumcision meant. He said he had heard a girl whispering that she could not come to her friend’s party because she was “going to a circumcision.”

Bowles’s father appeared to take no notice of the question, nor did the others at the table, but his mother summoned Bowles to the kitchen when she got up to serve dessert. “You want to know about circumcision?” she asked. Then she explained that “sometimes when a baby boy is born, they take the little penis and cut a piece off the end of it.”

“What for?” cried Bowles, wondering vaguely who they could be.

“Some people think it’s cleaner.”

Unable to imagine how “civilized people could agree to practice such a barbarous act on helpless babies,” Bowles conducted his own investigation with a needle. “The pain was not so intense as I expected, but I never experimented in such fashion again.”29

Bowles was thirteen when he learned that his maternal grandmother had died while on a camping expedition in north Florida. On January 21, 1924, his uncle Fred wrote Rena that their mother had had a slight stroke. A week later, a telegram arrived from their father declaring that she was “hopelessly ill.” A second telegram was delivered while Bowles was playing mah-jongg with his parents and Fanny Fuller, their housekeeper.

“Is she dead?” asked Fanny, handing Rena the unopened telegram. Bowles had no idea what their housekeeper meant by such a dire question and turned to his mother for an answer. Rena merely glanced at the message, tossed it upon the game board, and left the room without a word.

“You’d better get up to your homework,” his father growled as he followed his wife upstairs. Bowles was incredulous when he reached across the table and read the telegram for himself: MOTHER DIED THIS AFTERNOON. LETTER TO FOLLOW. FATHER.

Bowles pondered how everyone else in the room knew that his grandmother was dying, yet he had had no inkling that anything was wrong. It occurred to him now that the grudge he had held against his mother for not having told him of Aunt Adelaide’s death five years earlier was now strangely mitigated. “I realized that my mother was incapable of dealing with death, except summarily, and in that regard, I suppose I was not unlike her.”30

At fourteen, Bowles was elated when he and Elizabeth Robbins, his seventeen-year-old cousin, were invited by Mary Robbins Mead, their paternal grandmother’s sister, to spend two weeks without their parents at Holden Hall, in Watkins Glen, New York. “We traipsed through the corridors and rooms of the old hall, our imaginations feeding upon the gothic trappings, shadowy observation tower, remote storerooms, and hundreds of bats hanging silently in the gloom before emerging noisily on their nightly forays for food. Since Holden Hall was not wired for electricity, we carried lamps wherever we went.”31

After dinner one evening, Bowles was taken aback when his aunt informed him that he looked tired and should go to bed early since she and Elizabeth were “going to talk in the library.” Bowles could not imagine why she had said such a thing. “I retired as instructed, but got up a few minutes later and opened the door into the hall in the hope of getting a scrap of their secret conversation. ‘Paul has all the earmarks of a boy who has started on the downward path,’ she said.”32

The next morning, Bowles confronted Elizabeth: “What does she think I’m doing, robbing banks?”

Elizabeth replied that their aunt thought he had the wrong friends, “the sort who hang out on street corners and whistle at women going by.” Bowles was astonished and insisted that he had no friends. Then he concluded that his father had turned his aunt against him or that Aunt Mary had heard about the practical joke he had played on a classmate when he brought to school an empty vial marked morphine that he had found in the wastebasket of his home. “I was unaware that Aunt Emma was being treated for morphine withdrawal during her month-long stay with us, and having overheard a boy in the cafeteria holding forth on dope fiends and claiming that cocaine was a powder and morphine a liquid, I interjected that ‘morphine comes in powder form, too.’” Since his classmates scoffed at him for entering a conversation about which he had no apparent knowledge, Bowles filled one of the discarded vials with a concoction of baking soda and dusting powder and took it to school the next day.

“You could be arrested for having this in your possession,” whispered the boy to whom he handed the vial. Another student snatched it from him and disappeared into the principal’s office.
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