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“Ardent Spirits is Mr. Price’s third memoir [and] it is the best of this winning lot. . . . Price’s warmth, vigor, and good humor consistently shine through.”


—DWIGHT GARNER, The New York Times
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AFTER TWO EARLIER AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL WORKS—Clear Pictures and A Whole New Life—acclaimed writer Reynolds Price offers a full account of his life from the mid-1950s to the publication of his first novel in 1962.


Oxford University and Britain—which had scarcely recovered from the severe demands of World War II—were places of enormous vitality for Price, both academic and personal. From spotting J. R. R. Tolkien on the street in Oxford to intimate dinners with W. H. Auden and Stephen Spender, young Price was welcomed into the company of the most respected intellectual and artistic circles. Fully entrenched in the culture of his era, Price unfailingly makes clear the connections between his experience and the great tradition of world literature.


In lucid and frequently witty prose, Price offers full access to six years in the early adulthood of a rich life—“a gallery of portraits and sexual discovery” (The Weekly Standard) and part of the great train of human accomplishment in which Price so ardently believed.
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“The most compelling book he’s published since Kate Vaiden in 1986. Price has always been one of our finest storytellers, but in Ardent Spirits he rises to new heights, delivering a compelling account of a profoundly exciting period in a young man’s life.”


—The Charlotte Observer
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REYNOLDS PRICE was born in Macon, North Carolina in 1933. He earned an A.B. from Duke University, and in 1955 he traveled as a Rhodes Scholar to Merton College, Oxford University to study English literature. After three years and the B.Litt. degree, he returned to Duke, where—for over fifty years—he continued teaching as the James B. Duke Professor of English.


With his novel A Long and Happy Life, he began a career that resulted in thirty-eight subsequent volumes of fiction, poetry, plays, essays, memoirs, and translations. His novels include Kate Vaiden, winner of the National Book Critics Circle Award for fiction in 1986. His work has been translated into seventeen languages. Price died on January 20, 2011.


[image: Image]


MEET THE AUTHORS, WATCH VIDEOS AND MORE AT
SimonandSchuster.com
THE SOURCE FOR READING GROUPS


    COVER DESIGN BY REX BONOMELLI • COVER PHOTOGRAPH: REYNOLDS PRICE NEAR
HAMPSTEAD HEATH IN LONDON, SUMMER OF 1956; PHOTOGRAPH BY WILLIAM BLACKBURN • AUTHOR IMAGE BY IAN HOLLJES







Winner of a 2010 Lambda Literary Award




More Praise for ARDENT SPIRITS


 


“Price’s memory is astonishing. . . . Ardent Spirits . . . is the first time Price has written about his relationships, particularly his first real love. . . . [It] is also a record of Price’s early evolution as a writer.”


—Susan Salter Reynolds, Los Angeles Times


“[A] fascinating book. The construct of beautifully formed sentences encasing the whole enterprise buttresses the civilized tone that Price so prizes as a man and writer.”


—San Francisco Chronicle


“Ardent Spirits is a gallery of portraits and a chronicle of artistic self-discovery. It is also a strong contribution to the literature of sexual candor.”


—The Weekly Standard


“This engaging memoir . . . covers just six years in a young man’s life, albeit a life that was unusually rich in friendship and youthful accomplishment. . . . You’ll have to read the very enjoyable Ardent Spirits.”


—Michael Dirda, The Washington Post


“Ardent Spirits . . . is, like its author, full of stories funny and wise . . . evocative stories about friends, professors, and his landlady, Win, whose colorful expressions would provide Price rich material for his fiction.”


—The Charlotte Observer


“A richly detailed memoir.”


—The Boston Globe
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FOR


PAUL FLESCHNER




ARDENT SPIRITS




A FOREWORD


TWO YEARS AFTER I became paraplegic in the wake of spinal cancer, I was living with severe pain down my back and legs—the steady result of surgical scarring and radiation burns. When drugs proved all but useless, I underwent training in self-hypnosis at Duke Medical Center in the hope of some degree of relief. Soon after I completed that eventually unsuccessful training, my mind began to yield (as if in reward for the difficulties of the past) great stretches of memory.


It was memory that returned to me an array of figures from my early life—parents, aunts, cousins, and teachers who’d guided me into manhood with selfless care. The reality of the memories soon compelled me to begin recording them, and that work gave me more pleasure than any of my prior efforts. So in 1989 I published the resulting volume, Clear Pictures. It spans the years from my birth, as the Great Depression sank to its nadir, through my father’s death in 1954 when I was twenty-one. Once I’d launched those memories, I was free to write a stretch of fiction, poetry, and plays.


But when I’d advanced a considerable distance into the inevitable wheelchair life, I began to feel that an account of my experiences in the brutality of cancer treatment might be of interest to others moving through such a maze. In 1994 then, I published a second memoir called A Whole New Life. It covered three years—from the discovery of a spinal-cord malignancy in 1984 to the failed first attempt to remove that tumor, a disastrous resort to radiation, then further surgeries and a slow return to rewarding life, though a life that left my legs paralyzed and my days dependent on live-in assistants. The writing of A Whole New Life was hardly a pleasure; but like most forms of narrative, it brought its own relief. Better perhaps, it found me able to describe an ongoing life that—oddly—was often enjoyable and certainly more productive than before.


This third volume—Ardent Spirits—recalls an especially rich time, from the autumn of 1955 till the early summer of 1961. Comprised in that era were three years of study at Oxford—a stretch that included my first chance at both sustained writing and rewarding love. And that time was followed by three years of financially strapped teaching back at Duke and the completion of my first novel, A Long and Happy Life, to substantial benefits.


Ardent Spirits is the most detailed of the three memoirs, likely because the first is built from the distant memories of childhood and the second recalls a chasm of pain and fear, one which could only be crossed on a narrow bridge with few handholds. By contrast, Ardent Spirits means to convey a succession of moments which combined, through six years, in producing intense stretches of the rarest human privilege—prolonged joy. That privilege came from a series of outright gifts, given me by a line of friends and lovers whose generosity is honored in both the title of this book and the substance of these memories.


*        *        *


It’s usually with the arrival of a fitting title that I begin to know what I’m writing about and how to proceed. The phrase ardent spirits arrived one evening in October 2004 when I’d been in a group of lucky writers who were guided through Thomas Jefferson’s home, Monticello, after the paying tourists were gone. As we were led through the surprisingly few rooms in that sensible dwelling, we’d reached Jefferson’s bedroom and were hearing of him and his slave Sally Hemings when full dark waylaid us. In an instant we learned how little modern light that most famous American home has to offer; and I promptly sensed Monticello as a human dwelling, not a tourist site. Our well-informed guide suggested that members of the group join hands for safety as he led us through other pitch-black rooms out onto one of the pavilions that Jefferson extended from the front side of the house.


There, under a clear autumn sky, he concluded our visit by telling us of Jefferson’s near-bankrupting love of French wines. Finally the guide said that, over and above the Burgundies and Bordeaux which stocked the retired president’s cellar, “Mr. Jefferson kept very few ardent spirits, only for those few friends who required them.” As we scattered, I paused to ask the guide what he meant by ardent spirits. Despite my Southern childhood, the phrase had eluded me. On the spot, I learned that they were, simply, hard liquor—homemade spirits for those Virginia and Carolina squires who declined (or scorned) Mr. Jefferson’s fancifications from the grand French vineyards.


Back home a few days later, the phrase rang on in my head as I continued thinking of a book I meant to begin soon—this memoir of high adult happiness. Soon I knew that Ardent Spirits would be my title. By the word spirits, I’d intend the intimates who’d lent such usable heat to the years I’d describe—years which would seldom again be matched for such gifts in my life.


*        *        *


As I began the writing, I knew that I meant to preserve above all the most striking of those impressions. But I’d kept no journals of the first three years in England. So I moved on through a first draft of Part One by relying entirely on unwritten memories that were five decades old. It was only when I’d finished a draft that it occurred to me to ask the Duke Library for copies of the letters I’d written home in those years—a typed page-and-a-half every Sunday. Mother had saved them all; and when I discovered them at her death in 1965, I added them to the papers the university had requested and then barely thought of them again.


There are, to be sure, events and feelings you don’t include in letters to your mother. Yet apart from what I’d already recorded in Part One, there was little in those letters by way of fresh news from the past—a couple of dates I’d misremembered and a steady reminder (in the midst of so much pleasure) of how homesick I’d often been for the remains of my inmost family. The details of Part One then are owing almost entirely to the enduring goodness of those three years in my memory. Only long after thinking I’d completed it did I discover, buried in a drawer, a fragmentary calendar of my first term at Oxford. I’ve used it to supply a few minor details—the name of the college physician, for instance.


Part Two begins with three years of apprentice teaching back at Duke, by a very raw apprentice indeed; and it proceeds more rapidly than Part One—first, because my memories were less complex; and second, because my life at the time was a great deal less eventful than my time in Europe. Generally I was either in the classroom, teaching my students to write brief essays and conferring with them in my office about their results; or I was at home alone, slowly teaching myself to write a first novel, one set in a landscape much like the country woods where I was living in a small house-trailer. My personal memories of the time are surprisingly few—I was doing so little that proved memorable.


The reader may be glad to know that the realities of wheelchair life have made a deep plowing through my voluminous papers impossible; and with the exception of a very few investigations undertaken by a helpful friend, I didn’t want to rely on research assistance. What’s here then, throughout, is literally a memoir. And despite the recent scientific assaults on our faith in the accuracy of memory, I can say that if I didn’t feel that what’s recorded is reliable, I wouldn’t have offered it. I’m now past seventy-five, and I share with my contemporaries a loss of short-term memory that’s forest-fire in its sweep, but the distant memories grow even more crystalline in their clarity and depth. Only yesterday, as my young dentist picked sharply at my teeth, I was flooded by a sudden wash of visually precise memories of my dentist’s tragically gifted father—a man whom I’d known well forty years ago, whose impressive efforts at fiction writing were swamped by alcohol. Trapped in the dentist’s chair, I could still have given a police detective the details from which an accurate portrait could have been drawn, years after my friend’s early death.


*        *        *


As a writer, I’m even more grateful than others might be for such a change in the quality of memory in the face of age. In fact, though I was a vain enough man in my early and midmanhood, I’ve long since ceased to regret the downward pull of years. That glacial action has proved literally painless; and now if I pause at the mirror for anything more than a shave or a combing, I answer my frequent Who’s that? with a settled Well, it’s me. And me is who I’ve been since about the age of four or five, the earliest time of sustained self-consciousness.


If I roll away, discard my momentary visual confusion, and ask myself How old do I feel?, the answer is seventeen or eighteen (however comic such an answer may seem for anyone but my calendar contemporaries). Most days, despite the pain that goes on serving me loyally after numerous gougings and burnings, I sense myself as a mainly cheerful young man poised on the edge of independence and increasingly aware of the strengths, weaknesses, and secrets that I hope will follow me as faithfully as any good dog to the end of my life.


But does my sense of continuity mean that I remember in reliable detail the events, thoughts, and emotions of the man I actually was in North Carolina, the British Isles, continental Europe, and elsewhere some five decades ago? Anyone who’s known me for most of my life can confirm that I’ve been essentially the same mind in a sequence of bodies as separate as those on any extended strip of movie film (and no one is alive who’s known me all my life). However, recent studies of human recollection suggest to some scholars that what we mean by memory may frequently be fresh creation.


To simplify drastically what I know of their work, a number of scholars assert that, in an effort to recover the past, we take a few strands of accurate memory, then interweave them with imagined strands into a detailed visual narrative—a good part of which (if we could check that narrative against a film of our entire lives) would never have occurred in the exterior world. In light of such a theory, we are as much artists in the production of “memory” as when we shut our eyes in sleep and produce the poems which our species has long called dreams.


*        *        *


Such a theory of memory has some occasional groundings in fact, groundings that should make us profoundly suspicious of potentially accusatory memories. If we’re the creators of our memories, then those inventions have often been a calamitous source of tragic consequences. Any sworn testimony from a witness in a court case may well be at the mercy of creative memory. And many appalling results of the recovered-memory movement of the 1970s and ’80s arose from such unexamined views of memory—occurrences like the false accusations of employees in children’s care centers or adult children’s “recovered,” but often inhumanly false, memories of sexual abuse at the hands of close relations. Such fantasies have often been encouraged as reliable memories by doctrinaire therapists and have sometimes resulted in prison sentences and ruined lives for innocent fathers, mothers, kin, teachers, and devoted caretakers. The documentary films made by Ofra Bikel, several of which have aired on PBS’s Frontline, are meticulous and frightening accounts of such fantasies and their overwhelming power in the hands of the cruelest, most self-deluded, and most easily panicked among us.


My two parental families, though, are proof that what we call memories may often be astonishingly faithful to history—and accurate through the length of long lives, even in kinsmen who’ve never transcribed so much as a single memory. It’s easy enough to believe that a family may preserve group memories that it’s shared, in identical form through decades of family reunions, say. But kinsmen have occasionally saddened or delighted me with detailed accounts of awful or hilarious events to which we’ve each been witnesses, though we may have kept those details from one another for many years.


For that reason then, and many more, I’m not inclined to agree with anyone’s claim that memory is largely re-creation. Most friends with whom I share an experience in the distant past tend to affirm that my recall of the experience matches their own, give or take a small point. And a surprised affirmation occurs so often that I’m compelled to wonder whether the chief distinguishing trait of a serious writer of narrative may not be a brain wired with unusual powers of faithful memory. It’s by no means a distinction imagined solely by me, as I’ll detail below.


My insistence in this matter comes at a time when several of the most successful memoirs of recent years have been exposed as outright inventions. In the light of ensuing public concern, while I can hardly claim that all the memories recorded here are unerring, I can assert my confidence that they bear a high resemblance to actual happenings in my life and in many lives near me. And that achievement is by no means a personal virtue—only a phenomenon of birth like the color of my eyes and a craftsman’s skill, honed by long polishing.


Three final details are worth noting—when I’ve attributed remarks to friends or others, I’ve attempted to preserve the content and characteristic rhythm of their speech; but the presence of quotation marks is not a guarantee of verbatim record. And in the case of a few friends and others, I’ve changed names. To the best of my knowledge, nonetheless, no lies have been told; surely none was intended—especially in matters involving sex.


R.P.




ONE
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THE UNITED STATES, BRITAIN, AND THE CONTINENT 1955–1958




1


ON THE AFTERNOON of September 30, 1955 an elegantly trim and all-but-new ocean liner slid from its berth on the Hudson River in New York City and headed for England. With its other passengers in tourist class, I was among a group of some thirty American men bound northeast for Oxford University. Our ship was the S.S. United States which, on its maiden voyage three years earlier, had shaved ten hours off the prior record for transatlantic voyages. We’d be five days on the early-autumn sea and, with any luck, could dodge the great storms that had roiled the Atlantic in recent years.


Only a few months earlier, I’d met the distinguished historian Bernard De Voto when he came to lecture at Duke, my undergraduate alma mater. I’d heard that De Voto was famous for his strong pro-American tilt; so a chill lifted the roots of my black hair when the young woman who was backstage beside me suddenly told De Voto that I was now a Rhodes Scholar. He looked up into my sudden pallor, chuckled a little sardonically, and said “Mr. Price, I’m glad to have met you while you’re still a bearable man.” Startled though I was, I managed to ask what he meant; and he said “I’ve never met a Rhodes Scholar, of whatever age, who didn’t inform me of that fact within two minutes of shaking my hand.” So here, more than fifty years later, I’ve fulfilled De Voto’s prophecy and started this book with such a declaration. I hope it proves relevant at least.


On the pier, to wave me off with decidedly mixed emotions on both sides of the gesture, were my mother and my only other near kinsman, a brother. They’d driven me up from our home in North Carolina two days before. We’d stayed in the now-defunct Taft Hotel (lamented Times Square home of the world’s best club sandwich and inexpensive clean rooms for businessmen and tourists). And we’d eased our lengthy parting with a visit to the Metropolitan Museum and a Times Square showing of On the Waterfront with Marlon Brando at his early sympathetic best and Eva Marie Saint in her own serenely luminous youth.


Transatlantic crossings in those days of the great liners—so different from present-day slummy cruise ships—were famously preceded by departure parties complete with champagne, flowers, and last-minute bon-voyage telegrams from friends. I had a few telegrams from my aunts and teachers; but despite the family’s native buoyancy, we were finding it hard to provide genuine cheer that day. Though none of us mentioned it, separately we knew that this latest parting marked the ritual definition of a painful fact—once more, our close and likable family was drastically changing.


*        *        *


My father, Will Price, had died of lung cancer only nineteen months before. A brilliant comedian, he was a man perennially strapped by money woes; and his horizons had been lowered early by the fact that—like Mother—he’d concluded his education with high school. Through the hard years of the Great Depression, he’d struggled to support us with salesman jobs while contending with the demon of alcoholism (he managed to quit for good when he was thirty-six and I was three—thus I never saw him drunk). When he died at fifty-four, he was holding down the best job of his life; but he was still a high-class traveling salesman, often away from home three nights a week. And alongside his first-rate comic talents, he had the melancholic tendencies of many more famous clowns.


At middle age, he was a tired man who was worrying—and smoking—himself to death. A hypochondriac, convinced of heart troubles he never had, he’d foreseen an early end from his mid-forties on. So in addition to meeting the monthly bills, he’d strained to set aside enough life insurance to guard us at his parting. Yet in those days of minimal health insurance, his brief hospitalization—and the hopeless surgery to remove a lung—gutted his financial leavings. Within a few days of his funeral, my mother had been forced to take a job selling boys’ clothing at a local retail store.


She was forty-nine when he died and had never worked outside our home. I was a college junior then, age twenty-one, who stepped up my own money-raising effort—the painting of suspicious coats-of-arms for relatives and friends. And my brother, at thirteen, took on a summer job for the Department of Agriculture—measuring our home county’s lush and lethal tobacco fields. Till then, we’d been unusually close; and our grief had brought us closer. Now we were breaking our bond.


Yet while I’m a shameless weeper, I don’t recall tears as I stood on deck among my new friends and looked down at my mother and brother—Elizabeth and Bill (who’d later assume my father’s name, Will). Like most Americans of my Depression and World War II generation, I’d traveled very little till then. There’d been an early boyhood trip through the historical sites of eastern Virginia and the city of Washington, a few trips to New York to sample the riches of a Broadway that still produced frequent real plays (often brilliantly cast), family trips to Virginia Beach and Myrtle, more nearby historic-site touring, and a summer-long job in 1953 as the counselor to a cabin of boys at Camp Sequoyah in the Great Smoky Mountains. Since early adolescence, I’d all but tasted the strong desire to visit Europe; but as the son of a father who had no money to spare, and as a boy too young to fight in Europe or the Pacific, my chance of such a visit had been near impossible.


*        *        *


Now, incredibly, I was off. In another half-hour the tugs turned back, though the Statue of Liberty would be visible behind us for a while longer, more radiant with emotion than I’d have guessed likely. Then I turned in earnest to meeting my Rhodester colleagues and attending to a passenger’s duties. I signed on for a second seating at all meals in the third-class dining room—thereby gaining the chance of a later breakfast—and I stowed my good wool trousers and a Harris-tweed sport coat in the tiny closet in my shared cabin so the wrinkles would hang out (another lesson from a traveling father). That way, I’d be as well turned out as a serious young man of my time and place was expected to be.


After dinner on the first night at sea—pleasant-enough food but served with the usual American big-city absence of grace or human connection—I celebrated with my new friends at one of the ship’s several bars. In early childhood I’d learned from a wicked uncle about my father’s problem with drink and had developed an early fear of its presence in our home (though my parents never stocked it, they had no problem when friends turned up with their own bottles, a practice that scared me nonetheless—wouldn’t Dad be tempted to start all over?).


That fear had lasted, well disguised, right through my membership in a swinging college fraternity. Since the possession of alcohol was then strictly forbidden on the Duke campus, my friends only drank at weekend parties in town or in stark concrete-block party spaces available for rent in the local woods. So it had been easy enough for me to rely on Cokes. Maybe oddly, my father had never asked me not to drink. He’d only said, when he and I were alone in his car on the afternoon of my fraternity initiation, “Son, there’s just one thing to remember—the men in your family have never been very good around liquor.” And so they hadn’t—the men on both sides of my family—as by then I well knew.


I never tasted ardent spirits then until he was dead, though hardly a year before this first voyage, I’d gone out with some of my fraternity brothers to an illegal Durham saloon and ordered a drink I’d heard of in a movie—Sauternes and soda: a semi-tolerable mix of sweet dessert wine and soda water. It was not only illegal; it confirmed even more indelibly my brothers’ delighted sense of me as an intellectual fop who was nonetheless their bemusing fool of a mascot. My grades were helping keep the fraternity off social probation after all, and I enjoyed their fond kidding. My fraternity name, for instance, was Misterfofelees after an essay I’d published in the campus literary magazine concerning the evil Mephistopheles in Christopher Marlowe’s Elizabethan tragedy Dr. Faustus. I continued to drink the same syrup once or twice a month for the remainder of my college years, nursing a tall glass as slowly as possible despite my brothers’ tendency to force frequent complimentary refills on me.


*        *        *


Still unaccustomed to saloon life, however upscale, on my first night at sea—surely no more than a hundred miles from New York—I relaxed, drank another Sauternes and soda, and received no jesting comments from my friends. It was maybe one o’clock in the morning then before I turned in with a new sense of mature independence, to my three-man cabin—all three of us were Rhodesters. We had no porthole, no natural light to wake us; but at six I was wakened by the whisk of something slid under our door. I was in a lower berth, so I got up quietly and fetched the brief mimeographed shipboard newspaper. At the top of the front page, among announcements for dance contests and badminton tournaments, a headline said “Actor James Dean Killed in Car Crash.” I was still more affected than I’d realized by the death of my father, even here well beyond the three-mile limit; and at once that piece of the news struck deep.


I’d never met Dean, I knew almost nothing about his life—except that he was two years minus three days older than I—and I’d had no forewarning of the power of his acting when I went alone to see his first film East of Eden just a few months earlier and had been deeply moved. On my first trip to New York five years before, I’d seen young Julie Harris in her Broadway triumph in The Member of the Wedding; and she’d been Dean’s co-star in the film. The scene with their kiss on a small-town Ferris wheel remains one of the great romantic moments in film; but the final scene, with Dean and Harris determined to stand watch at the bedside of Dean’s father, who’d suffered a stroke, chimed with my own recent family sadness. (For more than two weeks, I’d slept in a chair in my father’s hospital room at his request—a request that honored me more than any other I’d got. After the surgery that removed a lung, I was there in his room when something awful broke loose in his chest; he panicked, a too-young doctor came, did something I couldn’t see; and Dad was never truly conscious again. But my finger was on his thready pulse when his heart ceased to beat some three days later.)


Stronger still, though, was the plain perfection of James Dean’s meticulous portrait—from start to finish—of a man my age, externally very different from me but internally a near twin in his need for a father’s love and respect. I’d got more of both from my own good father, yet the sudden news that James Byron Dean had died in the mangled wreck of a car on the day when I was gladly parting from a mother who suffered still from the death of a man whom I’d tended through his last awful days seemed more than uncanny. (Another young man had died almost exactly a month earlier—Emmett Till, age fourteen, murdered at the hands of Mississippi white men for allegedly whistling at a white woman. I’d followed that story with a sense of awful omen, an oncoming tide of unstoppable violence from my part of the world.)


But neither death marred for long the five days of pleasure at sea. Despite our tourist-class tickets, the captain gave us privileged bright boys access to numerous cabin-class privileges—their swimming pool, their masseurs, plus evening music and dancing in their lounge, plus a last-night-at-sea dinner in first class, complete with my introduction to baked Alaska (a dessert which had yet to reach the upper South except as a treat for the idle rich in MGM movies). Chiefly, though, I relished two things.


First among the pleasures were the nighttime hours I could spend alone on deck submerged in plutonian darkness with almost alarmingly bright star-shine above. In my contented eight years as an only child before my brother’s birth, solitude had been my natural condition; and despite a shipload of some two thousand other passengers, I was generally free to walk the decks and feel the rhythmic but enormous surge of the ocean beneath a ship that, however large, was the merest cork to the gorgeous giant that heaved to all sides and beneath us and could, no doubt, turn this gentle week into something appalling if not deadly (in five later crossings, I experienced days of bad winter storms and high turbulence; but the fall of ’55 was far more peaceful).


Among the numerous matters I considered in those dark nights on deck was the basic young man’s question of the Fifties and Sixties—Who am I? I was no doubt too confident, by a wide margin, of most of the answers. I was the son of upper-middle-class Southern parents, each of them born within forty years of the end of the Civil War and the African slavery which precipitated that war’s slaughter of 620,000 men (if we destroyed that many men, proportionally, from today’s population we’d kill six million). Years later Dad’s sister Lulie Price Gay said to me of my great-grandmother McCraw, “Ma-Mammy lost five first cousins in one battle.” More than I liked to think still, I continued to share—generally in silence—a small percentage of their trust in the inevitability of the Southern racial arrangement—the benign separation, as they saw it, of two races who (in an inexplicably close bond) had built an immensely complex agrarian civilization across a huge stretch of land. The old South, after all, was geographically larger than Western Europe and almost as prolific in the production of distinguished art—specifically music, poetry, drama, and fiction (if we extend its history from the work of Mark Twain, a short-term Confederate soldier, on through the time of my early manhood).


Owing to the Great Depression and the Second War, as I’ve said, I’d never left the nation till now. My passionate absorption in the arts—first, painting; then serious reading, then writing—began in that order when I was still an only child and we lived in a wooded suburb that nonetheless, to me, seemed like the deep forest. Those piney acres, with occasional snakes and a stream that was rich in lizards and crawfish, were the source of early answers to mysteries that could have balked my life if I’d met them first in the crowded streets of concrete cities—Who put me here? And why?


Helpful as they were, those solitary country years, though, had kept me from serious out-of-school connection with my age-mates. When I joined them, back in town, in the fourth grade, I took to their interests with excited pleasure; and despite a period of hostile rejection from a pair of other boys, I’d ultimately reached high school with no memorable sexual connections with anyone but myself. My memories of the start of an erotic life center on a room of my own when I was eleven. It had a floor-length mirror, left behind by a prior renter; and I launched into the early outskirts of puberty with long reflected games at that mirror—me and my own bare skin in fantastic stories and games that erupted before long in outright sexual elation.


From there I moved onward through the years before high school in minor fascination with a dark-haired girl who seemed to me the summit of human beauty. She was in fact lovely and kind; but in the rare times we were alone together, I felt none of the intense magnetism of physical attraction. That magnetism, which our deepest needs eventually assign to one of the genders—an assignment which is still entirely mysterious—would wait awhile longer. It came in my first year of high school. When I was fourteen we’d moved to Raleigh, a small Carolina city luckily rich in its artistic resources; and it was there that I quickly sensed a new excitement in the presence of a few boys my age. Soon a neighbor boy, now long-dead, was laboring strenuously to join me in frequent early expeditions into the delights of intimate—and laughing—physical contact; and for years he remained a cheerful resource.


*        *        *


But from the time I entered high school, I fixed—at a distance—on one tall classmate as my Apollonian ideal. For that whole year I literally never met him. When we chanced, though, to sit beside one another in second-year Latin, a friendship formed that survives even today in class reunions but has never shed the quality of good-natured distance that only deepened my sense of genuine awe at what seemed to me male grandeur—especially the gold-haired variety that excels in sports and courteously sheds from its shoulders, like an insignificant warm rain, the admiration of other boys and—till one of them captures him—the nervous pursuit of girls.


Though I’d had intimations from, say, age seven that men were the world’s magnetic core for me, I was fifteen before I’d begun to know enough about a person’s sexual destiny to suspect that I was more than half likely to be bound in that direction (we didn’t, in those days, speak of genetic tendencies; but I can think of no other explanation for the leaning that became a full commitment). Though I felt pleasantly drawn to several other girls, right on through college, I date the irreversible proof of my course to the year in which I mail-ordered André Gide’s book Corydon.


One of the pioneering modern European texts on the subject of homosexuality, it was written in high-toned French neoclassical dialogue by a then still-living novelist and winner of the Nobel Prize for literature. It was published in the States only in 1950, and by then I was seventeen. What I didn’t quite know, in the last year of high school, was how fiercely most Americans were then opposed to the whole reality of male homosexuality, if they knew of it at all. It was a life which was then called queer (lesbianism was more nearly the subject of comedy than of outright rejection). Nonetheless, I kept my strong suspicion undercover—and rather enjoyably so. I was after all at the I-love-a-mystery stage.


*        *        *


It would have been interesting had I known, so early, that my father’s closest friend, from early childhood till well past the time of Dad’s marriage at age twenty-seven, was a man who’d later be distinguished in politics and who I learned, on very credible evidence after Dad’s death, was almost surely queer. He and Dad had been close, right through the days of Dad’s worst drinking. The friend could never quit the habit; and he served as best man at my parents’ wedding—a fact that led Mother frequently to joke that she’d never been sure she was married: “Your dad’s best man cried so loudly at the wedding, I couldn’t hear the vows.”


I have many reasons to affirm that my father was strongly heterosexual; but I wouldn’t be at all surprised to learn that, like so many men, he’d had other outlets in earlier life. In any case, the last hospital visit Dad received on the night before he underwent a lung removal that caused his death seven days later was from that best man; and I was present through the entire visit. Amazing to think that, in adult life, I might have discussed such a secret with my father. The English memoirist J. R. Ackerley—a discreet homosexual whom I’d meet in London—writes in his own brilliant memoir My Father and Myself of discovering just such a possible mysterious bond with his own father, well after the father’s death. As a young man Ackerley’s father had lived for some years with a queer Swiss nobleman.


At first I suffered almost no pain on the subject of my own sexual longing; and despite a considerable adolescent involvement with institutional Christianity, I certainly never felt condemned by God. I’d read the four gospels since childhood and noted that Jesus—who almost surely lived and died a single man, one who traveled and lived in a small group of other men, one of whom was called (in the Gospel of John) “the disciple whom Jesus loved”—was never recorded as having spoken a word against the love of men for men. On the other hand, he denounced fornication, adultery, divorce, wealth, and family loyalty (among other realities that most churches, obsessed as they currently are with homosexuality, seldom condemn). That silence of Jesus in the matter of same-sex relations is all the more remarkable, considering that his early followers could easily have invented a denunciation from Jesus if they had no recorded statement on hand.


Sexual pain came to me only in my freshman year in college, when the object of my first infatuation rejected me. Yet in April 1952—the spring of my freshman year at Duke—when that first rejection left me feeling desolate, I wrote a poem that was my one early attempt to write about private loneliness. The poem is sadly typical of a million adolescent plaints. I was nineteen, the age at which Rimbaud wrote the greatest adolescent poems in any Western language. At least mine is brief, and I set it down here—without the slightest claim for literary value—as an honest glimpse of a mainly buoyant young man’s confrontation with a possibly daunting future.


Because I am,


Because I am what I am,


I have been always alone.


Always hoping that someday


I would round some corner of my heart


And see and smile and say at last


That this is that for which I cry.


And so in each new face and always


In the old, in each new love or day


Or song, I wait to see if here


The world has broken through the colored glass to me.


And then I know, as ever over I must know,


That I am here and it is there


And between us, wide and deep, is a


Dark and winter sea.


Way more than fifty years after writing the poem, I’m not at all sure what I meant by the word it, three lines from the end. Most likely, I meant “contentment”; or more specifically, at the time I wrote the poem, “reciprocated love” must have been central to my desires. And love in those days of my early manhood surely meant “contiguous flesh” as much as anything more spiritual. Looking so far back I can see that, from my own point of view, what was truest in the poem was my realization that the force dividing my love from other human beings—or theirs from me—was deeply enigmatic, an external force. The mystery threaded its constant way through my shipboard thoughts, but I have no memory whatever of thinking I’d marry and go my father’s way with the children he loved yet who left him supremely anxious many days of our lives. I likewise don’t recall feeling guilt or any sense of omen.


Looking back from a long way, I do think my deep involvement in Dad’s death was, oddly, an unexpected means of sexual liberation. Now I’d never have to worry about what he thought of my sexual life (I still suspect he’d have been amazingly tolerant). And deeper still, our final three weeks together reminded me strongly of the nonsexual forms of physical contact he and I had in my early childhood—how he’d wake me for breakfast on Sunday mornings by lying atop my covered sleeping body and calling to me: “Preacher, Preacher, way past breakfast time. Haul yourself up.”


Whether my eventual erotic life bore any strong relation to such memories, I won’t attempt to guess; but I do know how much I honored his body and made every effort to steal into the bathroom whenever he might be drying from the shower and study his strength and amplitude. I assume that most boys, with resident fathers, have shared some early form of the same fascination with their dad’s anatomy. I suspect I was one who took that fascination further than most—and with a prevailing sense of tenderness that prevented any later interest in sex that had no substantial affectionate component. To a very large extent, I was stuck with love.


*        *        *


Still, another realization was rapidly overtaking love as a crucial fact of my oncoming life. At the age of sixteen, encouraged by a superb English teacher, I’d declared to myself and then to my family that I meant to become a writer of fiction and poetry who also taught English in a university. The announcement met with no objection from any of them, and I proceeded through four years at Duke with the same banner flown from my mast. I found a good many classmates to like, I enjoyed almost all my studies (mainly English, history, and world religions); for all my romantic rejections, I managed a fair amount of nonwoeful poetry and fiction above and beyond my class assignments; and in the fall of my senior year, I won this scholarship that was then given to thirty-two men nationwide for graduate study at Oxford (women only became eligible years later). So here now I stood in mid-Atlantic on my way toward a life that—despite the appalling scenes of my father’s recent agony—seemed under my control, some small degree of control. The ocean itself and this lean, fast ship—a toy on the surface—were a joint vehicle bearing me onward.


The summary seems fair enough. Does it imply a self-important narcissistic bastard? One or two friends had implied as much. At times, I believed them and backpedaled for a while. I was no doubt self-important for my age and achievements; but my sizable band of friends seemed a validation of my ability to make myself an original and useful acquaintance. What was more complicated for me was the fact that, like many other human beings, I’d often been told from early childhood that I was good to look at—thick black hair, wide brown eyes, eyelashes “big as mink hearth-rugs” (according to an aunt), and an eager smile above a pointed chin that I always deplored. I can honestly recall deciding—when I saw my grinning sixth-grade school photo—that I’d try to use any degree of physical pleasantness as a means of entertaining my friends, long before I knew I had words to do the same work. I was still far from thinking of looks as a tool in the oncoming seduction events of adolescence and thereafter. Who I was seemed to me then, alone aboard the United States, not radically different from the men I was traveling with. The size of my error was bearing down on me, wider and faster than I knew.


Meanwhile, second among my seaborne pleasures was the chance to begin knowing a few of my Rhodester colleagues. I recall my quiet cabin-mate Del Kolve, who would become a distinguished scholar of medieval literature and a man who’d live his adult life with a male partner. To the best of my subsequent knowledge, Del was one of the four scholars of our class who were queer, more than confirming Kinsey’s controversial 1948 claim that ten percent of all men were homosexual for at least three years between sixteen and fifty-five. Among the most glamorous straight men of our Rhodes generation was Ham Richardson, a wealthy Southerner who was already established as a world-class tennis player and one who might well have won the Wimbledon singles title if he hadn’t been troubled by the hard demands of diabetes.


I was with Ham once—we were driving to Stratford for a play—when he began to react to an overdose of insulin. Two more Rhodesters were with us; and after a useless stop for chocolate bars and the sugar they’d provide at a roadside shop, on Ham’s directions we got him to a teashop a few yards from Shakespeare’s birthplace, ordered warm sugary water, and watched uneasily while he drank it fast. By then he’d begun to seem to us, and our sedate nearby tea drinkers, more than a little drunk; but the sugar water brought him back to sane strength in under ten minutes, and we made the play on time. Amazingly Ham made it through a busy life as a New York investor—and frequent tennis player—to the age of seventy-three. Another memorable companion on the voyage was Rex Jamison, an Iowan with an unvarnished Plains accent, an ever-ready wit, and the steady dark eyes of a man intent upon dispelling as many mysteries as the world would yield to his intense focus. Rex would become a famous renal specialist and a lifelong friend.


Jim Griffin, a recent Yale graduate who would immerse himself in the new brand of linguistic philosophy at Oxford, became the most genial of my American companions in the next three years; and of all things for such a dyed-in-the-wool Connecticut Yankee, he’d prove to be the only member of our class who eventually chose to spend his life in Oxford, teaching philosophy, marrying a British wife, and raising a family. Jim was, by the way, a welcome confirmation that all Rhodes Scholars didn’t have to fulfill—as I surely didn’t—Cecil Rhodes’s specific stipulation that his Scholars must demonstrate “a fondness for and success in manly sports.” Once at Oxford, my own sport would become—very quickly—vigorous walking. On average, even in heavy rain, I’d circumnavigate the perimeter of Christ Church Meadow at least once daily, well over a mile’s walk.


*        *        *


There was one night at sea when Jim and I sat beside one another in deck chairs and spoke, first of our reading and then of our futures. Jim was likewise set on the plan for a university teaching life; and he displayed, with no hint of ostentation, the chief external signs of the breed—a calm but magnetic diffidence plus a willingness to make a firm assertion and then laugh at his own solemnity (Jim’s large pipe, then firmly clamped in his teeth, is no longer a mark of the teaching clan, may time be praised).


I told him of my own intention to teach—in college or a good prep school—and to write poems, short stories, and eventually novels. As we talked on late in the mid-Atlantic dark, my hope felt realistic at least—almost in reach, if only I could close my hands around it. What I hadn’t yet learned was the ultimate charm of the sea for all eternal sailors; if you never touch land, the oceans themselves will nurture any dream you choose to harbor and spin out for any listener’s ears. There were personal qualities, of which I was then insufficiently aware, that might make my own intentions difficult if not impossible. But three years at Oxford would uncover those, even to my own presently blind gaze.


Still I knew that I must wait for any firm seizure of the way of life toward which I yearned. If I meant to teach in a good American university, surely I’d need the Ph.D. degree; and that would require at least another three years of study beyond the two years I’d already committed to Oxford. And how could I write my poems and fiction in the face of such demands? Was it merely my too self-confident nature, or the low-key air of a boy of the Fifties, that kept me moving onward with no paralyzing fears? Well, somehow I gambled on believing I’d do all I had to do, most of what I meant and wanted to do with my life. I’d just completed a crowded senior year at Duke—five courses each semester, editing the literary magazine, and writing an honors thesis on John Milton’s entry into contentious public life. So if hard work was the worst that lay before me, then stand aside. I’d somehow plow through it.


Other nights, alone, I’d think with considerable guilt of my mother and her ongoing plight. In the wake of Dad’s death and its financial devastations, she now had herself, my brother, the remaining years of a substantial home mortgage, and bits of my own life to help with. An endlessly warm and haplessly generous woman, she came to enjoy the store-time contact with old friends and new customers. But her salary was modest; and she experienced the standard exhaustions of retail sales—long hours upright on her feet, selling little boys’ blue jeans, plus the two nights a week when she was required to work till nine. And now she was fifty, lightly overweight, and a pack-a-day smoker. With her lack of higher education, her opportunities for a better-paying job seemed nonexistent. My brother had just entered high school and was aiming at college, but his summer job could do little to improve his hopes or to improve Mother’s outlook as she faced the relentless bills of middle-class life.


Despite the early deaths of her parents and growing up in a sister’s crowded home, no one was ever less selfish than Elizabeth Price; and she’d never once hinted that I could pass up graduate study and stay behind to help her. In my eventual three years away, I recall no occasion when she wrote to me of financial woes. In the nine months since receiving the scholarship, I’d improvidently assumed that the Rhodes Trust would cover my expenses abroad. I’d soon discover how wrong I was. The grant was generous but it mainly covered tuition, room and board. The rest was expected to come from my own resources, and I’d shortly be leaning hard upon that limited backing (which consisted of three thousand dollars from a now-dead bachelor cousin and a few hundred dollars in graduation gifts). In retrospect it’s hardly a mistake to say that all those concerns gathered round me in the nights at sea as I left North Carolina farther behind by the slow and rolling moment.
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THEN LATE on the sixth afternoon—October 5—we reached our English port, Southampton. By the time we cleared customs with our old-time steamer trunks—mine was literally the size of a cabaret piano—we discovered that the Warden of Rhodes House had troubled to make the three-hour trip down from Oxford in a coach or charabanc (what we’d have called a middle-size bus). Edgar Williams was a middle-aged man of considerable eminence. The son of a nonconformist minister, he was almost forty-three when we met him—by then the equivalent of a calm and bemused college dean. But his early manhood had been far more exciting. He’d been among the architects of the North African campaign at El Alamein, a critical confrontation in which the British all but destroyed the Nazi desert tank corps under General Rommel. Accompanied now on the darkening pier by his eternal tobacco pipe, he grinned pleasantly and saw us safely boarded for the drive north. We stopped only once on the trip, for an unceremonious pee as all thirty of us stood by the roadside draining our bladders in the chilly drizzle as small cars whizzed past (a common-enough sight in the Britain of those days, devoid as it was of roadside facilities).


When we reached Oxford around nine, the sky was inky black; and the rain was pouring precisely as—since boyhood, in a thousand films—we’d all heard it should be. The coach proceeded through narrow streets, past a few miserable-looking students huddled on bikes, to deliver each of us to his assigned college (Michaelmas, or autumn, term wouldn’t begin for another week). Rex Jamison and one other fledgling got off with me at Merton, in all important ways the oldest of Oxford colleges.


Founded in 1264 by Walter de Merton, bishop of Rochester, it had distinguished itself in the Middle Ages as the home of numerous important philosophers and theologians. And within the past century, it had been the college of Winston Churchill’s father, Lord Randolph Churchill; the great Edwardian satirist and caricaturist Max Beerbohm, who’d also written one of the most famous Oxford novels Zuleika Dobson; and T. S. Eliot, who’d spent a brief year as a graduate student during World War I (surely an eerie and shame-inducing time for a noncombatant like Eliot, when the college was virtually bereft of healthy young Englishmen, many of whom would have their lives flung away beyond the trenches by their generals).


To increase my surprise that the Warden of Rhodes House had come all the way to meet us in Southampton, I discovered in the Porter’s Lodge at Merton that my scout stood waiting to lead me to my rooms. In those days your scout was your personal attendant. Mine’s name was Bill Jackson, an affable and immensely lean man in his early forties whose duties included waking me (by opening my bedside curtains and saying “Morning, sir” at seven each morning); then making my bed, giving my rooms a light cleaning, and washing my tea things in late afternoon.


*        *        *


I was delighted to learn that I had a pair of rooms all to myself in Mob Quad, just off Front Quad. First, there was a long sitting room with a wide bay window that looked out, past a tall chestnut tree, over the lush Christ Church Meadow, replete with actual cows (however much they resembled movie-prop cows); and equally prop schoolboys at their afternoon sports—the river Thames ran unseen beyond (as it flows through Oxford, it’s called the Isis). And second, I had a cubicular bedroom with a freestanding wardrobe and—crucially—a just-installed washbasin with running hot and cold water, the importance of which I’ll clarify later.


The rooms, not at all incidentally, were Mob Quad staircase 2, set 1; and to increase the enviable nature of my lodgings, I quickly learned that Mob Quad was not only the oldest quadrangle in Oxford, it was almost surely the oldest academic quad in Britain. Its immensely thick limestone walls had gone up from about 1306 on; and it had housed not only some seven and a half centuries of students but also (on two sides) the college library, the oldest portions of which were among the finest examples of early English libraries. A few of the most ancient volumes were still chained, as they’d always been, to the shelves.


Once Bill Jackson had showed me the toilets, which were called the Mob Quad bogs quite accurately—a mere line of commodes in a lean-to against the south side of the chapel—he departed, leaving me a plate of warm dinner which he’d saved from the dining hall. With no reading matter, TV, radio, telephone, or phonograph as yet, I had little to do but open my trunk and begin to skim its many layers of clothes, books, framed pictures and other memorabilia which I’d brought with an eye toward at least an unbroken two-year absence from home.


In those days airfare across the Atlantic was exorbitant and boats were slow. Barring extreme emergency I couldn’t consider returning till I’d finished the work for my degree. So in typical American college-boy fashion, I was unpacking in my underwear briefs and a T-shirt; and when there was a knock on my door—past ten o’clock—I answered it, in acceptable dormitory attire (for another two decades Merton would continue to be an all-male college; and women were not allowed, even as guests, after nine).


There before me stood my actual living introduction to the Oxford undergraduate population—a short dark-haired man in thick glasses with sizable ears and a pleasantly troll-like face. He declined to extend a hand to be shaken, but he compensated by offering his name in what I’d long hoped to hear in person—the true Oxbridge accent. He was Henry Mayr-Harting; and he suggested that since he and I were to share the same staircase landing for the coming year, I might like to come to his rooms for a cup of bedtime cocoa and a little talk. He gave no signs of alarm at the impropriety of my dress.


I did, however, fish what I’d have called a bathrobe from my trunk; and soon I crossed the ten feet of landing to Henry’s rooms. They were roughly the same ample size as my own; and in addition to the college’s supplied old desk, couch, and chairs, there was a true cabaret-sized piano which Henry had rented from a shop in town. All the next year, filtered through our dense stone walls, Henry’s skillful performances of Bach and Mozart would be my main access to music. For now he poured our cups of cocoa; and we launched ourselves upon the chief occupation, gift, and reward of Oxford life—conversation. We spoke about an astonishingly broad array of subjects—my recent voyage, recent movies (still called cinemas here), forthcoming performances of music and drama at various nearby public halls, and the peculiar behavior of American airmen who came to Oxford on weekends—it appeared—for drink and women, in that order apparently.


Finally we turned to discussing our work. Henry was beginning the second year of his three-year study of history (undergraduate history at Oxford then was mostly British history); and like virtually all Mertonians, except a sizable number who’d already done their required national military service, he was three years younger than I. I recall his giving me, first, a brisk and nimble introduction to the long and noble history of our college and then a rundown on the particular topics he’d be studying in the autumn term.


When he politely asked about my plans for study, I told him that I hoped to write a thesis on John Milton for the Bachelor of Letters degree (then the Oxford equivalent of an American-earned M.A.). Henry gave his first enormous grin—“Oh Milton”—and then embarked upon well-informed remarks and questions about Milton, a fund of knowledge which I could imagine almost no American undergraduate’s possessing. Soon I’d be accustomed to the fact that, in the 1950s in any case, almost every undergraduate had arrived at Oxford with the equivalent of at least two years of American college education. It would prove—as Henry’s did, so promisingly that first night—a fund that would not only be firmly possessed and eager to engage itself with the knowledge won by others, it was also almost invariably worn lightly and with much salty laughter in the midst of a normal young man’s life. (Though I didn’t know it for years, it may be relevant now to note that Henry indeed had been born in Prague to Viennese parents, and would eventually become the first Roman Catholic to hold the eminent position of Regius Professor of Ecclesiastical History at Oxford.)


By midnight I was back in my narrow scholar’s bed, lying atop—I swear—a mattress stuffed with rough straw (could any medieval scholar in this same room have retired to sleep on worse?). I slept nonetheless like the saint I surely wasn’t, even then, and woke only when Bill Jackson opened my thick blue curtains as the chapel tower—only fifty yards away—rang its quarter-hourly chime to announce the arrival of day. Since the college lacked showers, and the huge Edwardian bathtubs were a good walk’s distance from my rooms (out of doors, past the library entrance and around a corner), I gave myself what my father might have called a whore’s bath—face, pits, and fundament—in my new basin, then entered the first gray and mildly chilly English morning and walked to the adjacent hall for breakfast.


The hall covered more than half the south side of Front Quad. First built in the late thirteenth century to feed the gathering band of scholars, it was one of the college’s oldest buildings, though largely reconstructed in the nineteenth. Still it bore its enormous old door with the fanciful black ironwork (sufficient to hold off any monster from the river or any posse of enraged townsmen—there’d likely been a few in the early centuries’ war between town and gown), and its tall interior was roofed with dark wood beams in the usual inverted-boat fashion of Gothic ceilings. At the east end, a slightly raised platform bore the high table, where dons and distinguished guests dined (don was the colloquial name for a senior member of a college at Oxford or Cambridge, a title transferred from the Spanish title for a gentleman). Above them, among other portraits, hung imaginary pictures of the founder and the medieval scholar Duns Scotus who may or may not have had a connection with the college. At right angles to the high table, the students’ tables and backless benches filled the remainder of the space.


To the left as I entered, I faced a large tray of kippered herrings (one of my father’s favorite dishes—he called them salt herring) and a huge pot of glutinous oatmeal. I dodged those grim offerings and served myself scrambled eggs, cold toast, and coffee. There were few other students in sight, only those who’d come up early for various reasons. Not wishing to force my company upon three men who were talking with more energy than I possessed that early in the day, I chose their table but sat a good distance from them and began to eat.


In a matter of minutes, one of them—David Gilchrist, another historian who’d later be a boon acquaintance—turned my way and said “Good morning.”


I returned the welcome greeting and stood to offer my hand.


David kept his seat and regarded the hand as though it were the herring I’d recently declined. I’d still to learn that Britons of that era shook hands as seldom as they employed one another’s actual name in conversation—first names were then called Christian names and were almost never used in conversation (nor were surnames).


I sat back and thought I could at least offer my name.


When he heard my accent, David said “Ah, you must be the chap who called on Mayr-Harting last night in your dressing gown.” His breakfast partners chuckled and turned their square Anglo-Saxon faces and huge blue eyes toward me.


A child might have run for cover; and I felt a childish chill but reminded myself of my official maturity. More and more I was silently recalling that anyone who’d managed a loved one’s awful death as I’d done could face a few strangers who were at least guaranteed to avoid physical mayhem. So I managed a bleak smile and acknowledged that I’d indeed drunk cocoa with Mayr-Harting last evening. And that, for then, was that. The three men showed no need for a further exchange with this new Yank who owned a fancy dressing gown, and I downed my cold eggs in silence and returned to my rooms.


Bill Jackson had just finished making my bed—pajamas folded under the pillow—and was ready to talk. I’d be needing tea things, he said—a pot and sufficient cups and saucers for a few friends, a pitcher for milk and a sugar bowl. He recommended Elliston’s for those items, the main department store in town. And he couldn’t help observing that he’d noted the socks and underwear I’d rinsed out last night and left on the towel rack to dry. “I think you’ll find, sir, that in this climate, you’ll never get them dry like that.” When I told him how I hoped to save a little money by washing my own smalls, he countered promptly—having heard that line from more than one American—“You might save a very few shillings, sir, but at the expense of rheumatism in you feet and hips, not to mention piles. I’ll be quite glad to take anything to an honest laundry and bring them back by the end of each week.”


I agreed on the spot, and only later learned that Bill’s second job was at the identical laundry. It proved an honest business, all the same; and though I’d soon sustain more than one ailment, rheumatism in any organ was never among them, not to mention piles (which had tormented my mother after she’d borne two large male babies and a stillborn daughter).


*        *        *


I shaved, unpacked a few more layers of my trunk, and awarded myself a quick unguided tour of the college—first, a few yards away, the building in St. Alban’s Quad in which Eliot had lived. I’d spent a lot of time at Duke on a lengthy paper about Eliot’s connection with the Spanish mystic poet St. John of the Cross; and the Anglo-American writer’s work remained important for me (he was still much alive, in London, though I’d never have the good sense to ask for a meeting—he was famously approachable, if cool). Above all I was impressed by the college’s spacious garden—private for the dons and students—with its tall lines of resplendent lime trees (lindens). I’d spend many of the rare forthcoming warm hours reading here on the semi-circular bench and table that rode atop the college’s south wall, a remnant of the old city wall (the lower walk that ran along this stretch was called Dead Man’s Walk, owing to the execution here of a soldier during the civil war of the seventeenth century or—alternately—because it was the path from the medieval synagogue to the nearby Jewish burial ground, long since covered by the university’s botanical garden). The lime trees, by the way, succumbed to age and were recently felled, alas.


My years at Duke had been spent on a main campus built, near the time of my birth, with James. B. Duke’s opulent millions and designed in the then popular American taste for a form of architecture called collegiate Gothic. Though Duke’s neo-Gothic buildings were subject to occasional wit and scorn at their structural pretensions, for me they’d been a handsome place to live during my four undergraduate years (as they’ve been for some fifty years of a later teaching career). But it took me very few minutes to realize, with mounting expectation, that at Merton I’d be enclosed in an entire walled village whose oldest buildings—including my own quad—were Gothic in the pure original forms and were patently haunted by the lives of some seven centuries of students and fellows, though the soft limestone of many college walls was in a scabrous state as a result of the ruinous atmospheric acid created by a combination of rainwater and auto exhaust.


If at Duke I could sometimes permit myself fanciful moments, imagining life in small medieval quads, here at Merton I could see not only T. S. Eliot’s windows but also—facing Front Quad—the windows of the Queen’s Rooms, which had entertained Henry VIII’s hapless first wife Catherine of Aragon in 1518; Elizabeth I in 1592; and the doomed Charles I’s wife Henrietta Maria for a winter or more when Oxford was the royal headquarters late in the Civil War. She was succeeded in the rooms by William Harvey, Merton’s most illustrious warden, who first described the principle of blood circulation in the human body. Well, so much for collegiate Gothic, handsome as it might be with the backing of enough tobacco dollars.


Then with no more urgent duties, I headed up Magpie Lane to the High Street in search of my tea things and a little knowledge of the town. Despite the university’s total then of some twenty-nine constituent undergraduate colleges, most of them with their serene interior quads and gardens, all mostly walled and closed to the public, the town itself was a noisy small city with a dire traffic problem (the Morris Motor Works, a giant automobile factory, was on the outskirts—to which extent Oxford was the Detroit of England). I concentrated on recalling that British drivers kept to the left-hand side of the street and managed my first chores with no broken bones.


The lorry-crammed streets were unavoidable, as were the plump red-cheeked housewives with even plumper babies in old-fashioned wicker carriages. The city was then so safe that the babies were frequently parked outside grocery shops and left alone, apparently content behind their own startling red cheeks, while their mothers picked through a limited array of foods. So far as I could see, the array offered mostly cabbage, brussels sprouts, turnips, potatoes, lamb, mutton, and the ever-popular pork items—chops, sausages, and pies (the strict food rationing introduced at the start of the Second War had ended only a year ago, in 1954). Apart from the housewives and the clerks in the shops, there were numerous men my age, up early for the Michaelmas term.


They were all dressed in neckties and wool jackets, most of which broadcast the distinct odor of infrequent baths. And I’d soon hear a maybe apocryphal tale of a recent meeting of Merton dons to discuss the wisdom of installing showers for the students. After considerable talk, at last one elderly don lurched to his feet and said “Shower baths? But why? The young gentlemen are only here for two months at a time.” End of debate. Showers would be installed at Merton only several years after my departure when the college was approaching the 700th year of its founding (the actual date was 1264).


Finally I noted a marked visual class distinction, similar to the one I’d have seen at home between whites and blacks. Apart from the obvious students, there were small huddles of working-class men, all of whom were white and many of whom seemed to be named Alf or Bert. They might be digging up a mysteriously ailing spot in the midst of the High (students knew that it was distinctly uncool to call it High Street) or scrubbing a moldy stone wall with stiff wire brushes; and they always seemed oblivious to their social superiors—and frequently, I thought, to their jobs. The making of endless pots of tea often seemed more urgent than their assigned tasks, and their bodies often seemed stunted—was it a genetic trait in the working class or the simple result of poor nutrition in childhood?


Invigorated by my brief exploration and the gradually unfolding vast difference between this place and the one I’d left in America, I was back in college for a revealing hall-lunch of shepherd’s pie and bread, then my usual half-hour’s afternoon nap; then off to the adjacent college—Corpus Christi—for my first Oxford tea. Corpus was even smaller than Merton and was nearly as venerable, a college visited and praised by Erasmus, that beacon of the northern Renaissance—and a man who, in his portrait by Holbein, resembles nothing so much as “the direct descendant of a long line of maiden aunts,” as one of my Duke professors had said.


*        *        *


My shipboard friend from Yale, Jim Griffin, had acquired a tasty small cake—dark brown with raisins—at a baker’s shop in the Corn-market (which intersects the High); and as we lingered by Jim’s hearth to share our first-day’s discoveries, we managed to wash the entire cake down with numerous cups of strong tea. I didn’t quite tell Jim; but I was a little chastened to learn that he’d already met—that morning, while I was wandering open-eyed and buying crockery—with his forthcoming tutor and had acquired a detailed sense of what would be expected of him as a graduate student in philosophy.


In those postwar days Oxford was still entering the world of graduate study with some misgivings. Its undergraduate degree—laid atop the superb fullness of British secondary education—was so thorough in the required mastery of a given field that postgraduate study was still considered by many to be one more regrettable case of surrender to American excess. Wouldn’t anyone who’d won his Oxford B.A. or B.Sc. spend the rest of his life in continued self-education? So Rhodes Scholars of our generation were faced with a choice. Given that all of us had American undergraduate degrees of varying qualities, should we opt for a further and perhaps finer (certainly more demanding) undergraduate degree; or should we sign on for one of the few graduate degrees—a Bachelor of Letters, say, or the more demanding D.Phil.?


Jim and I had already gathered, in reading our way through an indispensable handbook called The Oxford University Examination Statutes, that graduate students were very much on their own. Sooner or later each of us would be assigned a tutor or thesis director with whom we’d meet, say, four times in an eight-week term. We’d be free to attend any of the university’s hundreds of public courses of lectures, many of them from world-renowned scholars; and likely we’d participate in a handful of small seminars to prepare us for our work. Then we’d undergo a rigorous written test followed by a nerve-racking oral. If we succeeded in that test, we’d be certified to begin the real work of graduate study—deep reading, thinking, and writing on whatever subject: again, very much on our own, with our thesis director standing ready to give our arms an occasional nudge to left or right but, generally speaking, little more. Thus Oxford avoided a grave and continuing danger of American graduate study—the possibility that a thesis or dissertation director might prove so controlling as virtually to write the student’s thesis.


Had I, for instance, chosen the B.A. degree, I’d have had to learn Anglo-Saxon and—in a packed two years of work—read my way through virtually the entirety of then-canonical English literature from Beowulf to the great poets, novelists, and essayists of the late nineteenth century. Anything more recent had yet to prove itself durable and was thus not studied. At least once a week, during term time, I’d have written an essay assigned by my tutor and then read it to him in his room while he listened (or occasionally dozed) and then offered his comments. At the end of my two or three years of reading, I’d have sat for the final examinations—called schools—some five days of papers and an eventual face-to-face questioning by other dons who’d award me my degree, First Class, Second Class, Pass, or Fail—to fail was called to plough, and there were sufficient suicides by schools failures to constitute an imposing warning. By now, though, I’d firmly decided to try for the graduate B.Litt. with a thesis on Milton. I wasn’t eager to restudy many texts I’d only just finished reading. I also sensed that a B.Litt.—with its freedoms—would give me far more time to spend on my own fiction, a hope that had, in the past year, been cut deeper in my mind than before.


*        *        *


As I walked the two hundred yards back from Jim’s rooms to Mob Quad, I underwent my first immersion in an English evening. It was only six clock, and I was stationed not that far from the south coast of Britain, yet it was already dark; and while it wasn’t raining, the air was all but drenched with the damp that Bill Jackson had so darkly warned against—Aargh, piles! Suddenly, and for the first time, I felt a dull grind from the tooth of loneliness—and worse: a maybe misguided separation from the roots of my emotions and thus my writing. What the hell was I doing here?


I’d effectively abandoned the only house that anchored me for the past eight years, the Raleigh home of my much-loved mother and brother, the actual ground of my whole past life (the rolling pine-dense landscape of eastern and central North Carolina), not to mention the numerous other kin and friends of my childhood and youth. Now they were all four thousand miles to my west, my southwest—Britain is after all on a virtual parallel with Newfoundland, whereas my home is parallel with Algeria.


A vast ocean now lay between me and mine, an ocean strewn with the ruins of millennia of human hope at least as passionate as my own. I’m not attempting to exaggerate—or elevate—a boyish emotion, only to re-create a wave of long-distant feeling. And here I was, alone as a stone, in a city and country as different from my home as, say, Germany or Poland—and I wasn’t wrong about this, not in 1955 before American economic and cultural influence radically transformed so much of British culture.


I had no proof—beyond the language I shared, in part, with the half-dozen kindly Britons I’d met—that I could manage to live on here, live and work, for at least two more years. I’d meant for six years now to be a fiction writer and poet, one who taught literature to good students. Did I have the faintest chance of being both or either, essentially sidetracked here as I feared I might be—in the country of Shakespeare, Milton, Wordsworth, and Keats—so far from everything I knew? An artist as uncannily gifted as James Dean had got only two more years of life than I and had died a week ago through an error at the wheel of a speeding Porsche. What good was likely to come to me here?
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WITHIN THE NEXT WEEK, other than several other social events with my fellow Yanks and endless knockings on my door by people trying to sell me memberships in everything from the Film Society to the Communist Club, there were two important meetings. The first occurred when an undergraduate tapped on my door, advanced a step, took one look at me at my desk as late afternoon light crept through my Meadow window, and with no particular scorn in his voice (though with a slightly wry smile) said “I don’t suppose you’d be interested in soccer.” It was not a question. At that point his smile became a grin as he stood on in my doorway, in case I chose to surprise him. Did I look that hopelessly unathletic; and after my first Oxford haircut, was I still that ineradicably American looking (he’d said soccer, not the more British football)?


I said I probably wasn’t interested, though in high-school gym I’d played it without the shame I earned in baseball and basketball. By then I’d turned my chair to face him. His was, again, another unmistakably English face but a markedly well-shaped one, topped with blond hair in unarranged rings as in one of Leonardo’s late drawings of floodwater. So I repeated that he probably didn’t want me on the college team—it was the Merton team he was promoting. Then I stood and invited him in for coffee—powdered coffee but still a beverage that seemed to connote manly vigor more nearly than the tea for which I was only just equipped.


The Hon. Secretary of the Football Club accepted, took a seat; and before we finished our first cups, we were further along toward a mutual liking than I’d so far anticipated with an Englishman. His name was Michael Jordan (not a relation of the later basketball star). Like Mayr-Harting and Gilchrist, Michael was also in the second year of history. He’d lived in Canada with his mother’s sister for a year in early adolescence, and he was “very keen indeed for classic jazz.” With his likable baritone speaking-voice (which became a bass when he laughed) and an accent that, while not supremely Oxonian, was clear and mildly upper-class, he had the poised cool I’d expected of my college friends.


My trunk contained no record player and I owned few jazz records—though I’d already liked both Louis Armstrong and Duke Ellington in concerts at Duke—but I tried to wing my way here with Michael, pretending to more jazz expertise than I possessed. He lightly corrected my errors, knowing the details right back to King Oliver and beyond. We talked our way on in to glasses of sherry; and then he trotted off to his room in Rose Lane, beyond the college garden, to don his gown and meet me at the steps of the hall for seven o’clock dinner. We sat amid a cluster of his history and football friends, and much welcome laughter consumed us as they consumed rapidly (to my amazement) a monumentally awful dinner of tasteless fish, brutally roasted potatoes, and sodden gray cabbage. I ate enough to insure survival, then went to Michael’s smaller but unusually orderly rooms for after-dinner coffee and more talk—this time about movies, I think—on into late evening when I found my way through the towering dark trees, and the mumbling spirits, back toward my straw bed.


*        *        *


The second important early meeting soon followed the first when I received a crabbed handwritten note from my potential thesis director, a man named J. B. Leishman (he had presumably been assigned by some member of the English faculty, as it was then called). He was inviting me to call upon him, very soon, in his home in the Victorian awfulness of nineteenth-century north Oxford. I’d hoped to work with the famed C. S. Lewis, a distinguished Miltonist—among other things. But though Lewis had spent virtually his whole life at Oxford, he’d only just accepted a post at Cambridge. Though Leishman was not a member of Merton—he was a lecturer at St. John’s—he’d published numerous essays and books in the field of what was then called Elizabethan and Jacobean literature. I’d heard of him in yet another of his connections. For a year I’d owned and attempted to comprehend the translation of Rilke’s exciting but obscure Duino Elegies which he’d made with the poet Stephen Spender.


When he answered my diffident knock then, I expected a scholar in the picturesque Oxford mold—a tangled mane of rusty white hair, Benjamin-Franklin-style half-glasses, and dandruff-dusted clothes. Not at all. With virtually no pause for introduction, Mr. Leishman led me toward a large sitting room on the ground floor, motioned me toward a chair, then stepped to his mantel and continued standing as he proceeded—before anything else—to note my origins at Duke and then commence deploring a book on Paradise Lost by one of my professors there. That was Allan Gilbert, an admired American Miltonist with whom I’d studied in my senior year; his enthusiasm had proved especially contagious. Young as I was, in under two minutes Leishman’s continued and inexplicable attack had begun to rile me. In another few minutes it became clear that Leishman had reviewed Gilbert’s book in a professional journal and had satisfied himself that the volume was therefore buried forever (along with any enduring Gilbertian allegiance which I might be nursing).


Later years have let me see that Gilbert’s book is a little dotty but is also usefully provocative and never boring—considerably more than can be said for a great deal of the work of J. B. Leishman (an immensely learned scholar, in six languages, his work is almost uninterruptedly dull; and his Rilke translations are astonishingly poor). As an introduction to me, however, Mr. Leishman had—pompous as it may sound in the mind of a scholar as young as I—stepped off on a very wrong foot (eight years later he would die by stepping off a mountain in Switzerland). And as I continued to sit beneath his tirade, which included further deplorings of “you Americans,” I had ample time to take him in.


Far from the dusty geezer I’d expected, he was a man in his early fifties, dressed entirely in shades of brown—a thorn-proof brown tweed jacket with a brown pocket handkerchief, brown knickerbockers (our men’s knickers) with brown stockings, and a brown silk scarf (what Americans call an ascot). I wondered if he’d somehow devised this costume for my visit, but The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography says that this was his “inevitable” dress, and The Oxford Magazine described his appearance as that of “a genial and benevolent witch.” On first encounter, those adjectives failed to occur to me, though his get-up did strike me as entirely original, winningly comic, and no doubt memorable. I’d soon deduce that he was a bachelor gentleman who kept open house on Thursday evenings for his male students.
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“His beautiful books. his tremendous productivity, his spirituality and cheerfulness
his abiding friendships—all these generous traits and dynamic accomplishments
have characterized Reynolds Price. . . . Ardent Spirits is . . . effervescent.”

—Edmund White, The New York Review of Books

Leaving Home, Coming Back

RS ERVENROSTRNASENPERSTHGRE:






