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I DON’T REMEMBER either of my parents ever reading me a story—perhaps that’s why I’ve made up so many. They were good parents, but just not story readers. In 1936, when I was born, the Depression sat heavily on all but the most fortunate, a group that didn’t include us. My McMurtry grandparents were both still alive, and my mother and father and I lived in their house, which made for frequent difficulties. Sometimes there was a cook and a resident cowboy—where they bunked, I’m not sure. The fifty yards or so between the house and the barn boiled with poultry. My first enemies were hens, roosters, peacocks, turkeys. We ate lots of the hens, but our consumption of turkeys, peacocks, and roosters was, to my young mind, inexcusably slow.

I believe my grandfather, William Jefferson McMurtry, who died when I was four, did tell me stories, but they were all stories about his adventures as a Texas pioneer and, so far as I can remember, did not include imaginary beings, such as one might find in Grimm or Andersen.

My grandfather told me these stories about himself while sitting on the roof of the storm cellar, a dank cell to which we often repaired at inconvenient times—both my mother and my grandmother were paranoid about tornadoes. Any dark cloud might send us scuttling downward, into a place that, as I discovered early, was not scorpion free.

Our ranch house, which my father and my grandfather built from plans purchased from Montgomery Ward—usually the supplier was just called Monkey Ward—was a simple shotgun house, three bedrooms and a bath on the south side, simple hall, kitchen, dining room, living room on the north side. We rarely used the living room, although my grandfather was laid out in it, once he died. It did have a fireplace, into which my grandfather, before his death, often spat copiously.

As a very small child I was awed by the amount of spit he could summon—I didn’t realize that most of it was tobacco juice.

Of books there were none. Some of my older cousins tell me that my grandmother, Louisa Francis McMurtry, was a woman with lots of curiosity, who once subscribed to all the magazines. Where did they go? The only magazine I can remember seeing in the ranch house was The Cattleman, the trade journal of the range cattle industry, which once ran an article on our family called “McMurtry Means Beef.” Since the nine McMurtry boys were all cattlemen on varying scales, that seemed to be fair enough, even though a couple of the brothers came perilously close to being farmers: quite a different gestalt, of course. Of the three sisters only the eldest, Grace, married into agriculture. I remember visiting Aunt Grace once, and the place we visited, in the Texas panhandle, seemed to me to be a farm. But possibly it too was really a ranch.

Nothing was more evident about my father than that he hated farming, he himself being a cattleman, pure and simple, amen.

Still, it puzzles me how totally bookless our ranch house was. There must have been a Bible, but I don’t remember ever seeing it. My father did read the range cattle books of J. Frank Dobie, but the only one I remember seeing in our house, which, by this time, was a small house in the village of Archer City, was The Longhorns, which I borrowed for my father from Mr. Will Taylor, a wealthy and elderly oilman who lived in a great mansion just south of our hay field.

I now own Mr. Taylor’s mansion and have filled it with about twenty-eight thousand books, which took a while.

My father’s reason for needing a book to read in the daytime, when he would normally have been working, was that, inconveniently, he had caught mumps in his fiftieth year: thus was idleness forced upon him.

The fact of the bookless ranch house meant that before the age of five or six I lived in an aural culture. My mother, father, grandfather, grandmother, and whatever uncles or cowboys happened by, sat on the front porch every night in good weather and told stories; but they were seldom stories that held much interest for a young child. What did I care that Uncle Charlie, the oldest son, had defied his parents and been beaten with an ironweed switch, ironweed being a sturdy weed that did not fray quickly when a rebel was being switched. What Uncle Charlie did to earn this punishment I never found out, but his brothers agreed that he remained defiant, ironweed or no.

Uncle Charlie, in the fifties, would occasionally host a family reunion, always at a country club just outside the bleak panhandle town of Clarendon. Those were the only times I saw him, and I cannot remember him uttering a sound. I believe he had had some trouble with wives—enough that he had learned to hold his tongue.
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THE CASUAL, STORYTELLING culture of my early childhood was soon augmented by a powerful new force: radio. When I was four, World War II broke out, transforming millions of lives, including the lives of the little group that gathered nightly on the porch of our ranch house. My grandfather McMurtry had died. But the rest of us, which meant a shifting population of visitors, cowboys, indigents, cousins, and the like, listened faithfully to the war news, every night.

My father, then in his forties, was too old for service, but once America entered the war, nearly everyone knew someone local who was now overseas. Our concern was high.

At the age of five or six, war news didn’t grip me much, though I was happy to be a junior plane spotter, and would often climb the windmill, expecting to see enemy aircraft swooping over the mesquite pastures and sorghum fields of home.

At the time, my aunt Naomi, one of my mother’s sisters, lived nearby with her husband, J. K. Mitchell, who was foreman of an adjacent ranch. I saw her often, along with my cousins J.K. and Mary Louise. One day, at our ranch house, my aunt casually mentioned Flopsy, Mopsy, and Cottontail, characters she seemed to assume I would be familiar with. But I wasn’t familiar with them. So far as I can now recall, they were the first imagined characters I had ever been told about.

But what exactly were they? They sounded like rabbits, in which our ranch abounded; but it abounded in long-legged, long-eared jackrabbits, none of whom fit the names Flopsy, Mopsy, and Cottontail.

I was very puzzled by this, because I didn’t realize, at the time, that there could be made-up stories. At that point I was accustomed to concerning myself with things that clearly existed, particularly poultry, a constant threat to one as small as I was. Reality, such as it was on our ranch, required unwavering vigilance if one were not to be pecked by the poultry, kicked by a mule, or the like.

This was the age at which I might have been expected to make up an imaginary friend, but, a realist from the git-go, I failed to do this. Real things that were bad things often happened: once my father nearly cut his arm off in the thresher. I can still see him walking up from the field with one side of his shirt drenched in blood—of which he lost a lot. But he survived, and kept his arm.

Then my dog Scraps got bitten by a rattlesnake and died. This was long before the organized snake hunts, when rattlers were plentiful—with a consequent reduction of the rodent population and, unfortunately, of the small-dog population too.

Of course, far away, World War II was happening—but I did not really know what war was. At night, on the porch, while the adults tried to absorb the news of distant battles, I mainly watched the cars and trucks moving up and down Highway 281, a major Canada-to-Mexico artery. I wondered where those cars and trucks were going, day after day and night after night, endlessly, relentlessly. Many years later I answered that question and described where the road went in a book called Roads.

With the day-to-day life of our ranch being so crowded, I somehow failed to get around to fantasy—to story, to invention—until one day in 1942 when my cousin Robert Hilburn, on his way to enlist in the new war, stopped by the ranch house and gave me the gift that changed my life.

The gift was a box containing nineteen books.



3

[image: image]

TO MY REGRET I never got to know Robert Hilburn well. On his return from the Pacific Theater he stopped by our house again—by then we were living in Archer City—and gave me a Japanese rifle. Though an ugly thing, it was, for a time, my most prized possession, and I still have it.

I had, by this time, read the nineteen books he had given me to tatters. They were standard boys’ adventure books of the thirties, on the order of Jerry Todd in the Whispering Cave or Poppy Ott and the Stuttering Parrot. The first book I actually read was an adventure involving the Canadian Mounties, called Sergeant Silk: The Prairie Scout. Some years later, while browsing in the Bookstop, in Tucson (a wonderful shop), I spotted a copy of Sergeant Silk and bought it, the copy in the original box having long since been lost.

I recall that I was sick in bed the day Robert Hilburn brought in the box of books. In my sixth and seventh years I was often in bed, closeted like a tiny Proust, while I listened to the radio from sign-on until sign-off. The necessity of taking an eighty-mile school-bus ride, in the company of older farm children whose behavior verged on the brutish, was too much for me. My parents and teachers recognized this—they let me cut the second semester of the first grade, during which we moved to Archer City, to facilitate the education of myself and the three siblings who were to follow: Sue, Judy, Charlie.

I remember that I started reading Sergeant Silk: The Prairie Scout—a random choice—the minute Robert Hilburn left my room. What I don’t remember is how I learned to read. In early 1942 I had only briefly been to school, and no one, that I can recall, bothered about teaching me my ABC’s.

Yet I could read, and reading very quickly came to seem what I was meant to do. It was a decade or more before I came to hope that books would somehow provide me with a vocation, as they have. For a long time I didn’t know what kind of vocation one could make of reading, which, after all, is still the core activity where books are concerned. I didn’t, at first, aspire to write books, and I was in my mid-twenties before I began to hope that maybe I could become an antiquarian book seller, which I have now been for about fifty years.

At first, when I began to trade in books a little, book selling was mainly a way to finance my reading: sell a book you don’t want to read and, with the money, buy a book you do want to read. I no longer need book selling to finance my reading, and yet, if worse came to worst, it would. More than three hundred thousand books are available for sale in Archer City, in the stock of Booked Up and Three Dog Books, our neighbors and friends.

It may be that the presence of all this knowledge is mostly an irritant to the locals, but there’s not much they can do about it—but this is to jump some ways ahead. There have been many stages to my life as a reader-writer-bookman, and I’d like to return for a bit to the earlier stages, when my personal library—now some twenty-eight thousand volumes strong—consisted precisely of nineteen books. Forming that library, and reading it, is surely one of the principal achievements of my life.



4

[image: image]

BIOLOGY MAY BE destiny, as a famous thinker claimed; but then, I would contend, geography is destiny too. I was born in a part of Texas that is essentially Midwestern. Small towns in my part of Texas don’t differ that much from towns in Kansas or Nebraska. These are towns where change comes slowly—and yet it comes.

I think it was important for the development of my reading that Robert Hilburn gave me the nineteen books while we still lived in the country—isolated, that is, from town life. I read all those books at once, and reread most of them several times. There was radio, of course, and radio was quite important in my life; but radio was aural. Where reading was concerned, the nineteen books still had a monopoly on my attention. I knew there must be other books, probably better books, somewhere, but until we moved to town I had no way to get to them.

It was only after our move to Archer City—a move my father accepted with reluctance—that we entered the middle class. On the ranch we had been more or less classless country people. The mere possession of a house in town—though it was a small, ugly house, of no distinction—changed things. First, we got a subscription to Reader’s Digest, which soon included a chance to buy Reader’s Digest Condensed Books, which I hated on sight and still hate. I always wanted the whole story or nothing.

At about the same time my mother subscribed to Good Housekeeping and Ladies’ Home Journal, indispensable sources of domestic information for the middle-class housewife of the day.

Fast on the heels of Reader’s Digest came the door-to-door encyclopedia salesman, who convinced my parents (more probably my mother) that we children would be sluggards, left far behind our contemporaries, if they failed to provide us with the World Book Encyclopedia. They bit and we got the World Book. Much later, as a bookman, I have been forced to reject hundreds if not thousands of sets of the World Book, which is as dead today as the dodo.

Along with the World Book we acquired the multivolumed children’s anthology called My Book House, which gathered stories and folklore from world literature and reproduced them in simplified form, with many illustrations. I suspect My Book House was meant for the edification of my younger siblings—nonetheless, I read it several times, thereby making the acquaintance of Robin Hood, the Greek gods, Yggdrasil the immortal tree, and, maybe, Don Quixote.

I am a little bit uncertain about the last mentioned, Don Quixote, the character whose companion was Sancho Panza. I think I have speculated somewhere that Don Quixote was in the box of nineteen books, and that I read it sitting in the barn loft, or on the deck of the windmill, or somewhere at the ranch.

I now doubt these romantic memories. I don’t think it was in the initial box. And yet I did read, early on, some simplified version of Don Quixote, which I could tell, even then, was a different order of book than Poppy Ott and the Stuttering Parrot. Possibly I got a copy from the school library, or it might have come as a present from one of my more literate aunts: Aunt Margaret, on my father’s side, or Aunt Minta, on my mother’s.

I can’t be sure what abridgment I read, but I did realize that the crazy old knight and the peasant pragmatist were an essential pair, the ultimate source of Gus and Call, in Lonesome Dove. I eventually read all of Don Quixote in the Putnam translation, and have sampled two or three more recent translations, but, usually now, I read the first chapters and skip to the end, which I still find very moving, after many readings and in several translations.

What is important is that, early on, I read some version of Don Quixote and pondered the grave differences (comically cast) between Sancho and the Don. Between the two is where fiction, as I’ve mostly read and written it, lives.
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AMONG THE VARIOUS legends that have accumulated around Thomas Pynchon is that while writing V—in my opinion a masterpiece—he read only the N volume of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. Well, there is the famous nose job, for which the N volume might have contributed a little, but I don’t think I believe that story.

While teaching at Rice, in Houston, in the mid-sixties, I may have missed my chance to meet Thomas Pynchon—how was I to know he was going to disappear? He was said to be living somewhere near the Ship Channel; he was said to need work. I think I sent him a note saying I could probably find him a little teaching, and I think he sent me a polite note declining to become involved with academia, but I’m not sure either note was ever written. All I remember for sure now is that someone mentioned the part about the N volume to me.

At any rate, though I didn’t at first realize the class significance of our owning a set of the World Book Encyclopedia, I became, for a time, an encyclopedia reader myself. Flipping through the volumes sometimes turned up interesting stuff: Genghis Khan, for example, sweeping down on Europe with his Mongol Horde.

There is education to be had from even a middle-class, middlebrow encyclopedia; for that matter probably all encyclopedias, including the Britannica, are done by and for the middle class. The exception would be the great French one done by Diderot and his team, which was done royally, before the middle class had risen to the position it holds today.

Certainly it was from the World Book that I had my first access to historical events. When, as a freshman at Rice, I took world history from the formidable Katherine Drew, I was able to keep a handhold on the slopes of history only because of things I had read for myself, in the World Book.
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I HAVE MENTIONED, but not explained, why my having those nineteen books while we were still in the country was important to me. The reason is that, in our country isolation, I came to reading before I came to American popular culture generally—a culture represented, say, by comic books, movies, and (soon) paperbacks.

Our ranch house was about eighteen miles from Archer City. When I was a young child we went there seldom, usually making the whole journey on dirt roads. It was not until the fifties that a farm-to-market road made the trip easier.

Before we moved to Archer City I was taken there maybe twice a month, almost always on Saturday, when I could be parked for a couple of hours to see the traditional Saturday afternoon double feature, usually Westerns, one of which would probably star either Roy Rogers or Gene Autry.

During this interval my parents did their shopping.

This was the heyday of the Republic Pictures serials, many of them involving jungle queens or damsels otherwise in distress. From the first I liked the serials better than the feature films.* Columbia also made a lot of serials. As a young screenwriter I worked at Columbia, but not at Republic, whose film library was eventually purchased by Ted Turner. In Republic’s last days I believe Dina Merrill co-owned it.

Had I been free to wander around the courthouse square, I imagine I would soon have wandered into the drugstore and discovered comic books. I did finally discover them, but at first I didn’t like them very much. Neither Superman nor Batman interested me in the least. I wanted stronger stuff, and stronger stuff did soon arrive in the form of the many violent propaganda comics published by the Fiction House group: Fight, Rangers, Wings, even Sheena, Queen of the Jungle—all these comics were violently racist and very sadistic. Most of the evildoers in them were Japanese, rather than German, though the stray Nazi might appear.

I read these comics with shock, but I didn’t really become interested in comics until I was an adult, investigating the Yellow Peril panic, which in essence had the Mongol Horde riding again. The various Fu Manchu movies starring Christopher Lee are modern-day Yellow Perilism; and our current worries about being crushed by China’s economic might is an extension of the syndrome. I am lucky to own the key Yellow Peril book, M. P. Shiel’s The Yellow Danger, as well as a lot of truly goofy stuff published in California in the late nineteenth century. In pulp fiction, movies, television, Wall Street, and the business pages—indeed, throughout our popular culture—the Yellow Peril is still very much with us, and probably always will be.
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ARCHER CITY, AT the time we moved in from the ranch, was an oil-patch town of perhaps twelve hundred souls. It opened, on all sides, back into the country. One might think that living in a small house on the edge of town, with a hay field between it and Mr. Will Taylor’s mansion, was not very different from living in the country, in a ranch house eighteen miles from town.

One would be wrong to assume that, though. In the country we were a more or less self-sufficient group, and were still directed, to a large extent, by the implacable will of my grandmother, Louisa Francis McMurtry. One of the reasons The Swiss Family Robinson has long been a favorite of mine—in childhood I read it many times—is that I identified with the hard-pressed but resourceful Robinsons.* We too were hard-pressed, but resourceful. My grandmother still made her own soap. We had a huge garden; we never had to buy vegetables from a store. We butchered our own beef, and likewise our own pork. We ate our chickens, with now and then a guinea hen or turkey for variety.

For playmates I had my cousins John K. and Mary Louise. We didn’t have to deal with anacondas, as the Robinsons did, but as I have mentioned, rattlers were plentiful.

Country existence, in the 1940s, was a kind of Swiss Family Robinson existence. Both the deep freeze and the pressure cooker came into common use about this time, making self-sufficiency even easier. Though the pressure cooker proved to be a tricky appliance—explosions were not infrequent—nevertheless hundreds of jars of corn, peaches, tomatoes, green beans, cabbage, and pickles began to accumulate on shelves my father built in the cellar.
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DESPITE ALL THESE improvements in country living, we did move to town, and the change from country to village life had profound significance for me. In the country I had done a lot of imagining, most of it inspired by radio. In town I soon had half a dozen playmates, all of them living more or less on our block.

The Tarzan movies that starred Johnny Weissmuller were at the height of their popularity just then—my new playmates and I became, for a time, so many Tarzans and Janes.

Our move to town occurred in 1943, when I would have been in the second grade. The school curriculum was not rigorous. I went to the Archer City school for twelve years and cannot remember ever taking home a textbook. Much as I loved reading, I didn’t love reading textbooks. Longfellow was perhaps the hardest poet we were ever made to read, and Poe and Irving probably the most advanced prose writers. School was something all children had to do, and there had to be teachers to teach them, but anything resembling a passion for learning was not to be found in Archer City and pretty much still isn’t, I fear.

There was then no public library in Archer City—I eventually helped start one twenty years later—but as an A student, I was allowed free run of the small school library, though it was supposed to be for high-schoolers. It contained a shabby collection of once-popular fiction. I read the longest book in it, Gone With the Wind, and much later, in Lonesome Dove, produced what I consider to be the Gone With the Wind of the West; but somehow, I could never get interested in the tragedies of the South, even though I had an uncle on my mother’s side, the redoubtable Jeff Dobbs, who to his dying day cursed the memory of William Tecumseh Sherman.

Jeff Dobbs happened to be at Fort Sill when Geronimo was captive there. It startled him that the Apaches and Comanches, once given their allotment of beef, immediately gutted the beeves and offered their children slices of the intestines, as we might offer our children chocolate.

Later, once his wife—my aunt Minta—was killed in a car wreck, Jeff Dobbs grew bored with cooking and ate his meat raw.

In my senior year, by then obsessed with books, I stole a few from the high school library, mostly very cheap editions of books that were supposed to be classics: Addison and Steele, for example. The teachers observed this but they didn’t stop me. I was a kind of special case. While on our senior trip to Colorado City the teachers crept into my room and took the books back. Nothing was ever said about this, but I felt a little better about myself when Susan Sontag told me that she had sometimes taken a bus from North Hollywood to steal Modern Library books from the great Pickwick Bookshop, on Hollywood Boulevard.

There was a time when, like Susan, I had to have books. Once I reached driving age I often spent Sunday afternoons driving the dirt roads of Archer County, looking for abandoned farmhouses. These were not hard to find—many farms had failed during the Dust Bowl years. Now and then I would find a few books in those houses—they weren’t much, but I was firmly started on my book hunting.

I have handled, as a bookseller, at least a million volumes, and I am still buying books both new and old. The fun now comes in happening on an important or exciting book that I have never owned or, perhaps, have never read. First one has to find such a book; then one has to recognize it for what it is.
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AS I HAVE noted, I took a look at the comics in the local drugstore but I didn’t spend many of my dimes buying them. I did not “collect” comics then, though when my grandson Curtis McMurtry was in his early teens I did encourage him to “collect” comics and graphic novels and, in fact, watched him form a good collection both of Silver Age and post-RAW comics.* There is a healthy comics culture in Austin, where Curtis lives, and many, indeed most, of our visits involved taking Curtis to the best comics store in town, where he was—and is—a respected customer.

Much later, in my forties and fifties, I did become interested in comics on an international scale, both because of their deeply pervasive sadism and because of their frequent borrowings from earlier comic artists. By chance I was in Rome for several weeks in 1973, being a stage dad while my son James acted in Peter Bogdanovich’s Daisy Miller. James played Daisy’s rambunctious brother, Randolph.

Having nothing to do all day I walked and walked around Rome. One day, near the railroad station, I stumbled on some book stalls where they sold used Italian comic books. These were the famous fumetti noir, which, in the sixties and early seventies, were fairly restrained: no pubic hair, no overt sex. By the early eighties these fumetti became openly and often grotesquely pornographic. Their heroines were based on then-famous actresses: Brigitte Bardot (“Isabella”), Senta Berger (“Jungla”), Ursula Andress (in a James Bond rip-off called Goldrake), and so on.

What arrested me, at first glance, were the many similarities in these violent comics to the Fiction House comics of the forties and fifties.

I bought a lot of the fumetti and sent them home. Later, reflecting on how rare these trivial publications would become over time, I commissioned two friends, poets both, to journey from Venice to Naples just to buy me fumetti. They went, and in Naples were rewarded by the discovery of the Supermarket del Fumetto, where they bought me hundreds of comics and shipped them to Brooklyn, from whose difficult port I had some trouble extracting them, though I eventually succeeded.
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