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NOTE

Unlike Cain, the journalist Roy Hoopes’s 1982 excellent, massive, thoroughly researched and documented biography, The Voice of James M. Cain is the work of a novelist. It is innovative in style and technique. It does not include footnotes, bibliography, or an index. It is a story.

For over seventeen years, through visits, frequent phone calls, and a great many letters, James M. Cain cooperated with me intimately, somewhat collaboratively, each step of the way as I wrote a literary study of his works nearly fifty years ago, published in 1970.

During that time our relationship was one of two writers of fiction, interacting, sharing with each other. That relationship, intricate, complex, sometimes a little contentious, is a relevant part of the story, with the result that this book, especially in the last third, is simultaneously a biography of an old master in decline and a memoir of a young novelist on the rise.

Cain provided me with an unsolicited 125-page autobiographical narrative of his life, telling me on the phone and in writing that he had written it for me so that I could use it in any way I saw fit. Then he read and approved the innovative use to which I put his words in that first book and I use them again now in this book.

Because I want Cain’s own distinctively tough, frank, slangy voice to convey a sense of his life as a storyteller, I have employed three very unorthodox methods.

First, I have restructured, pruned, and sometimes rephrased the pages he sent me and blended his words with my own phrases to give an impression of his voice throughout the book. To avoid a tedious and unsightly briar-patch effect of quotations, paraphrases, and endless footnotes, I have not enclosed his wording in quotation marks.

Drawing upon my long-time intimate knowledge of his personality and of his writings, I have created, as a second major feature of this biography, an imaginative impression of his creative process as a writer in the very act of writing, both fiction and nonfiction.

A third major feature is my use of the technique that I have often used in my own fiction, whereby the point of view is confined strictly to what Cain remembers and perceives at any given moment in the strict chronology of his life, never alluding to anything in his future.

The result is an innovative biography, an unusual, complex and, I hope, an effective and interesting collaboration that gives the reader a unique sense of a writer’s life as a storyteller that could not otherwise be conveyed.





1
Young Man on a Park Bench

“CAIN, YOU’RE TWENTY-TWO YEARS OLD, YOU’VE JUST QUIT YOUR FIFTH job, your wish to become a great opera singer will never come true. So how do you intend to spend the rest of your life?” he said to himself, sitting on a Lafayette Park bench in the fall of 1914, the White House at his back.

“You’re going to be a writer,” said a voice out of the blue.

Was he about to take another preposterous plunge, as he had when he set out to become an opera singer? Or were there discernible forces that brought him to this seemingly gratuitous decision? Taking stock was a habit. Though he looked Jewish, only Irish blood ran in his veins, so he might assume a likely propensity for talking well and telling stories effectively. But only his reports for the Maryland Road Commission suggested he could write effectively.

As president of Washington College, his father had proven how charmingly he could talk. His mother, trained to sing opera, had inspired his own ambition. She had also taught him how to speak and write with clarity, correct grammar, and brevity. Of his three sisters, only Virginia showed any literary talent. His brother Edward was the family’s bright star, athletic, handsome, and charming, like his father, good at everything his father understood and admired, and a proficient musician, like his mother.

Neither his father nor his mother seemed to think Jamie would amount to much.

But from early years to this moment of decision, he had developed a prospective writer’s background in reading. Literature was his favorite
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subject. His favorite work of fiction was Alice in Wonderland. Other favorite books were The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, The Last of the Mohi-cans, The Virginian, Vanity Fair, Treasure Island, The Three Musketeers (he’d taught himself French so he could read Dumas’ The Black Tulip in the original)—and Who’s Who in America.

During the uneventful first twelve years of his life in Annapolis and the next six across Chesapeake Bay in Chestertown, he had produced no dramatic evidence of an inclination toward writing. Rebellion, especially against religion, might be considered a telling factor in the background of a writer. At thirteen, when he realized he was faking it, he had broken with the Catholic Church, which was a “hick operation” in Chestertown. Writers usually had memories of interesting characters and buddies from their childhoods. He had Ike Newton, town storyteller, and boyhood friend Bushrod Howard, rebel against authority. As superintendent of Annapolis schools, his father had unwisely honored his request that he skip from third to fifth grade, making him ever-after a midget among giants in school.

As a precocious fifteen-year-old student at Washington College, he had taken no part in athletic or other extracurricular activities, belonged to no organizations, held no jobs, and declined to edit the campus magazine. His father had looked with wholehearted disapproval upon his complete indifference to campus affairs. When he graduated in 1910 at eighteen without distinction, he knew he had already failed to live up to his father’s expectations.

After graduation, the realization hit him that, contrary to the atmosphere of the grand style in which he had been raised, life was hard, that work was every man’s daily lot. Growing up, he’d had no idea at all that a man was supposed to “do something” with his life. Having assessed the visible choices, he didn’t want to do anything, though he had a vague intention of becoming “somebody” and showing up in Who’s Who.

His high-toned college girlfriend, Mary Clough, who was teaching school, treated him now with a lofty disdain.

It pained him now to look back over four years on a series of jobs whose only object was to make a living. The mumps had released him from a six-month stretch with Consolidated Gas and Light of Baltimore, secured through his father’s connections, performing hateful routine tasks with ledgers. Inspecting roads and writing reports for the Maryland Road Commission had been enjoyable, but getting laid off was humiliating. As principal of the high school in the little village of Vienna, Maryland, on the Eastern Shore, he’d learned a few things about teaching.

When he suddenly decided to quit to take singing lessons, his mother was shocked. “You have no voice, no looks, no stage personality. You have some musical sense, but it’s not enough.” What he did have was the first big decision he’d made on his own, and he’d gone ahead with it. To make a living while taking lessons from a teacher who seemed to share his mother’s assessment, he tried to sell insurance. He failed. Facing the fact that his singing talent was minimal, that his enthusiasm for practicing was faint, he “quituated.”

Kann’s department store hired him to sell Victor records and Victrolas. Meeting some of the fine singers who came to Washington was exciting, but he had to have a raise. Kann’s disagreed.

He had discovered that he had a certain incompetence in several fields of work. The only one who lacked the Cain-Mallahan good looks, physically weak and uncoordinated, he was unsuccessful in love and lust. But the lunge at music had been at least an action in the right direction, for his mind was mainly aesthetic. And singing, which his gifted mother had given up for marriage, had been a rebellion against his father, who saw a law career for him. He had failed to win his father’s approval and so to remove the barrier between them. He had even failed to impress his mother, to whom he had always felt very close. Sitting on the bench, he had the feeling he’d just awarded himself a consolation prize for his failure to become an opera singer. But the years of indecisiveness, of searching, were past, now that God had made up his mind for him.

Some things were over now. He had, in a way, come through.

Expecting to astonish his parents with his firm resolve, they astonished him by seeing it as the wish most likely to come true for James Mallahan Cain, their firstborn.

He went down to Richmond to seek the advice of his favorite living writer, Henry Sydnor Harrison, author of the bestseller Queed, but he was not at home.

Living with his parents in Chestertown, he secretly wrote short stories, mainly out of a desire to project local color and background. Passages memorized from Harrison’s highly successful novels provided stylistic models: “his tongue un-locked and he began to speak his heart. It was not speech as he had always known speech. In all his wonderful array of terminology there were no words fitted to this undreamed need. He had to discover the words somehow, by main strength make them up for himself. They came out stammering, hard-wrung, bearing new upon their rough faces the mint-mark of his own heart. Perhaps she did not prize them any the less on that account.” As his stories came back from the magazines, he suspected that they lacked narrative thrust. At least, he was learning to type, practicing on the machine in his father’s office at the college. The look of x-outs made him feel uneasy, so the method he developed was to type neat copies of all drafts after the first. But even as he set about working out his self-assigned destiny, his father drew him into another in that series of interim jobs.

When his father asked him to fill in for a teacher who was ill, he accepted the offer. The classes were in English and mathematics in the preparatory school across the road from the college. Although he had taught a year in high school, he now became even more convinced that teaching was mainly a matter of preparation, of knowing what you intend to try to teach today. The only way he could face those boys was to become an expert on grammar, syntax, rhetoric, and especially punctuation. He performed so well that when the instructor took a job elsewhere, his father asked him to manage the entire preparatory department. That meant that he had to live in the dormitory and discipline the boys.

Knowing that for many years the boys had kept the dormitory looking like a pig sty with their pranks, overworking the black cleanup men, he called them together on his first night. “I intend to live in a place that my mother, my sisters, or any woman can drop in on any time, and find fit for them to visit. I assume you do too, that that’s the kind of place you would maintain if it weren’t for a few clowns trying to be funny. Well, that’s the kind of place we’re going to have. I’m telling you, not asking you. This isn’t an invitation for you to vote on whether. We’re going to have that kind of place, and the only question is, how. If you want to cooperate, I’m willing, even glad, to let you, and we can adjust the rules to that cooperation, so you have certain liberties you don’t now enjoy. If you don’t want to cooperate, we’re going to have that kind of place anyhow, but you’ll find the screws tightened in a way you may not enjoy. So I’m leaving the room now for a few minutes, and you can talk it over, and then we’ll all talk together.”

They talked, and by unanimous vote, except for one mischievous but bright boy who finally came around, agreed to cooperate. As the look of the dormitory continued to reflect that agreement, he observed with some astonishment that teenagers apparently liked the “iron mike.” Being told what they ought to do let them know where they stood, and they got the point without resentment. They learned that cooperation meant being allowed to participate and that pride was a good substitute for pranks.

As he began to realize that students seek not knowledge but grades, he set up the rule in his math classes that he would give only two marks: perfect or zero. “There’s no such thing in math as being pretty nearly right. It’s all right or it’s all wrong.” His students seemed to accept his dictum. Every day he posted their marks on his door, so that at the end of the month, each student could figure the same grade the school would send his parents.

Examining the marks sent in, his father complained sharply, “One hundred is an awfully high mark for a boy to be getting in solid geometry.”

“He earned one hundred. Two or three boys made zero for the month, which to my mind is a bit cruel, and I’d like to fudge it a little, so they had something to show for their time. But zero is what they earned, and zero is what they’ll get.” Then, looking his father in the eye, he said, “It’s not me, but you, who’re too lenient with the marks. You grade your students up, and all your students know it, for the simple reason you fake your marks. You tote up your books every week or so by approximation, guesswork, and kindness, and that’s why they cheat on you, every exam you give, and don’t feel they owe you honor. It’s why cheating on exams is an academic disease in American colleges. The students know the professor cheats first—he pretends to a fairness in grades that he doesn’t actually have. And they don’t see any reason why they owe a higher degree of honor than the degree of honor they get.”

His father, somewhat annoyed, refused to get the point, but he kept his own Spartan system of teaching and grading in force. The skills and attitudes he was transmitting to his boys, he was simultaneously instilling in himself. Fine writing could not be taught; the mechanics could. If his short stories were getting slightly sidetracked, he was thoroughly learning and teaching sound principles of English composition and punctuation no less than the general principles of rhetoric. “When you learn how to punctuate, you’ll be free to be yourselves. Instead of being in a straitjacket of what can be put between commas with a period at the end, you can write as freely as you talk, and know that you can set it up so it reads.”

He put together a little book on punctuation, with illustrations from the world’s literature. Drilling the boys, he assured them, “Writing is like football: It’s all fundamentals, there are no higher branches.” And to put a little reality and excitement into their exercises, he directed them to get jobs as correspondents for their hometown papers, covering college athletic events, featuring the fears of the hometown boys involved.

After three years at this job, he looked back with some satisfaction on competence demonstrated and confidence gained. Charles Louis Townsend, professor of French at the college, encouraged his writing aspirations. On one of their long walks across the bridge over the Chester River, Townsend responded with enthusiasm to his tale of a famous singer who commits a murder, escapes, but can no longer sing for fear of giving himself away. Townsend’s fascination with the idea had lingered with him.

Townsend insisted that he get his master’s while at Washington College. Reluctantly, he did the work, some of it under Townsend, majoring in history and minoring in drama. Teaching and working on a master’s degree distracted him from his intention to become a writer. Also, he worried about the troubles his father was having with the faculty and the board of governors, problems aggravated by his drinking and the burning in January 1916 of the most historic building on this eleventh oldest campus in the United States, for which President Washington had been a trustee.

And he was dangerously in love with a fourteen-year-old girl while also seeing Mary Clough again. Mary, an intellectual whose mother was related to Stephen Crane, was impressed that his goal was to become a writer, displeased, on the other hand, with his arguments that The Red Badge of Courage was one of the most dreadful novels ever overpraised by the literati.

An offer from a high school in Easton, Pennsylvania, to teach math was a way of striking out on his own finally, at the age of twenty-five, but the draft seemed to offer a more interesting way, although he was not enthusiastically behind the nation’s reasons for war.

Meanwhile, he received his master’s degree with a sense of having wasted energy better spent on short stories. Each rejection was an assault on his self-respect, so he decided to give up writing.

On impulse, he set out to get a summer job in one of the war factories. But when he saw the long lines, he stayed on the streetcar. Back in his boarding house, he took stock, and imposed on himself the kind of discipline he had refined in talking with his students: “The first possible place that might have a job, you’re going in there and get it.” That place was Swift and Company. He pleased the management and himself with his work as weigh master in the cold storage room, but he could take only a week of clocking in at 3:00 a.m.

While looking for another job, he noticed Baltimore American printed across a building. Ignorant of the qualifications, he audaciously offered himself to the city editor, who put him on one of the police beats. Having just read Cain’s first article, an account of a drowning, the night city editor declared, “You’re in the right business, Cain. You’ll go far.” He didn’t ask why. He took it on faith.

In the fall, he was also teaching math at Easton where a twelve-year-old girl aroused two emotions in him, the second of which was a sense of the proximity of the Pennsylvania State Penitentiary. He fled Easton, and the American took him back as financial reporter, covering war bond drives, large financial “combos,” and war conferences. But early in 1918, the Sun, Baltimore’s best paper, offered him a higher salary, and he went back on the police beat. He also managed to interview several opera singers.

Mary Clough now paid him more attention.

Even though the draft had turned him down, he began to doubt the motives behind his anti-war, somewhat anti-Allies sentiments. From childhood, his physical appearance had been deceptive. Large for his age, he looked strong, but his soft muscle lacked tone and potential. He was kinetically a weakling. He tried to enlist, but was rejected. Finally, he persuaded a doctor to qualify him for the draft, despite the possible gestation of incipient TB. Just as he was settling into a profession that enabled him to write, he had to take another interim job—service in the Army.

Before reporting to the draft board, he visited his parents. The discovery that his father, whose talent for politicking had made a success of sleepy, pastoral Washington College, had been fired from the presidency under rather mysterious circumstances at the age of fifty-eight, distressed Cain more than the prospect of war’s hazards.

At Camp Meade, Maryland, he heard of an outfit going overseas that needed men. He rode another wave of audacity to the desk of Captain Edward O. Madeira and misrepresented himself as being able to do all sorts of things he could do a little, but not well—speak French, ride a horse. Transferred to First Headquarters Infantry Troop, Seventy-Ninth Division, a private in the rear rank, he met another man who had misrepresented his qualifications—Gilbert Malcolm, a tall, rawboned, red-haired graduate of Dickinson Law School, who had some newspaper experience. If, despite their misgivings about its justifications, they were to go to the war, they didn’t want to watch the show, but to play a role in it.

He boarded the USS Leviathan with a sense of commitment to marry Mary Clough after the war, and with a sense of relief that his father had gotten a high-level job in an insurance company in Baltimore.

The several weeks Cain served in an observation tower on the front in France gave him confidence when Captain Madeira ordered him to deliver a message. But he got lost among the trenches in the most humiliating nightmare of his life.

Two months after the Armistice, he woke up to a dream job that saved him from boredom and KP: He was assigned to special duty as editor of the Lorraine Cross, the division’s limping, two-column, four-page newspaper. His buddy Malcolm was made sports editor. Their orders were to put some life into the paper. Cain cast Malcolm in the role of big brother, whose judgment he respected and whose approval he craved.

By the second week, Cain, Malcolm, and an aggressive circulation manager were putting out a six-page, five-column “sock-dollinger,” made up in big-city style, with attention-getting headlines and much division news.

Cain and his younger brother Edward exchanged letters that were deliberate imitations of Jack Keefe’s army letters to his “old pal” in Ring Lardner’s popular You Know Me Al and Treat ’Em Rough.

In February 1919, Cain received from home the shocking news that Edward had been taking a farewell spin just before a luncheon in honor of his discharge from the Marine Air Corps in Miami when his plane crashed. His brother’s death was a dreadful blow to the family, and Cain needed Malcolm’s “big-brother” compassion and the distraction of work on the paper.

Cain’s sometimes larcenous and highly ingenious maneuvers to get paper, stamps, and other necessities made the Cross one of the most successful weeklies of the American Expeditionary Force, prompting Sergeant Alexander Woollcott, who wrote for the Stars and Stripes, to refer to it as “a snappy young journal.” Except for the identifiable contributions of occasional outsiders, Cain wrote the whole paper. Writing for the paper had enabled him to put into practice the rules of rhetoric he had taught himself at Washington College. As an Army newspaper-man, Cain had enjoyed the pure act of recording the facts, especially when they obviously contributed to history. He had earned Malcolm’s respect.

With the division preparing in May 1919 to return to the States, he and Malcolm were again placed on the KP roster, but they avoided it by again making themselves indispensable, as press agents for the returning division. Together they wrote a history of the division, and it was published that year, with part of it appearing in the New York Times on June 8 with no byline. He took pride in it.

He moved in with his parents in a suburb of Baltimore and returned to the Sun, at $30 a week, $20 more than when he started newspaper work in 1917. As a junior copy editor among eight others, he handled state copy, a dull job that he transformed into a circulation asset, winning the praise of the management. But only his sense of learning more about language kept him from being depressed over the fact that his aspiration to become a novelist or a playwright was going nowhere.

In January 1920, with reluctance but the best of intentions, he honored his pledge to marry Miss Clough. That her beauty lacked sexual voltage became immediately apparent, and there was an incompatibility between her schoolmarmish highbrow tastes, evolving out of her Eastern Shore squirearchy background, and his attitudes toward life, letters, love, and alcohol.

A visit late in 1920 from Gilbert Malcolm, who had become a very successful broker in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, made Cain restless. An investment banker friend assured him that doom was the reverse side of Malcolm’s brokerage boom. Cain got an offer from the president of the Baltimore Steamship Company who wanted him to go to Puerto Rico and concoct exposé articles on the governor. Realizing that he wouldn’t be free to write as he felt, he declined, and stayed with the Sun, where he was assigned to cover developments in the volatile labor movement. Fascination with political and industrial strife qualified him to read about it, but not to write about it, so he took courses in labor problems at Johns Hopkins University.

He was required to read Das Kapital, but a writer who hit him much harder than Marx was Mencken, the Sage of Baltimore. One day he started to read a column called “The Clowns March In” with a sense of contempt for H. L. Mencken’s pro-German position that had cast a shadow over his reputation during the war. He had long known that Mencken was a columnist on the Sun, celebrated beyond the Baltimore city limits, but still a sort of local wunderkind. Cain was so electrified by the style with which Mencken demolished the candidates for the presidential nomination that he went out and bought a copy of The Smart Set, edited by Mencken and George Jean Nathan, and began to read Mencken’s books. He understood why the man was referred to variously as the American Shaw, Voltaire, or Rabelais.

In Mencken’s A Book of Prefaces, the phrase “the virulence of the national appetite for bogus revelation” contained a familiar idea, but the style had a witty muscularity he had encountered nowhere else. “To the man with an ear for verbal delicacies—the man who searches painfully for the perfect word, and puts the way of saying a thing above the thing said—there is in writing the constant joy of sudden discovery, of happy accident.” Aspiring writer, he grasped that passage fully. “The public … demands certainties. It must be told definitely and a bit raucously that this is true and that is false. But there are no certainties.”

In Prejudices, First Series, 1919, the practicing journalist heard a powerful voice directly. With a few acrid phrases, Mencken liberated Cain the novelist from the inverted prose of Henry Sydnor Harrison’s “100,000 word Christmas cards … simply sentimental bosh,” and enthralled Cain the social commentator in the metallic prose of the enemy of the “booboisie.” Mencken’s prose complemented the colloquial fictional style of the only other writer Cain had consciously imitated: Ring Lardner. “She maybe ain’t as pretty as Violet and Hazel but as they say beauty isn’t only so deep.”

For a Christmas present, Cain’s mother had framed the copies of the Lorraine Cross that she had found in his rucksack. He hung them up with pride, but not until after he had felt the first impact of Mencken’s style was he arrested one day by the syntax of one of his own framed pieces. It closely resembled the mannerisms of the man he vastly admired and now suspected himself of aping. But back in 1919, he had not yet read the Baltimore iconoclast. He decided that he and Mencken had been reading and assimilating the same books on theoretical rhetoric, Cain to prepare himself to teach, Mencken to ridicule professional rhetoricians in The American Language, which in turn was now a ready reference tool for Cain.

The articles and ideas he submitted to The Smart Set were rejected, but their correspondence made him feel Mencken was keeping him.

Typhoid fever serious enough nearly to paralyze him put Cain in a Baltimore hospital. Discharged from the hospital, still afflicted with debilitating side effects, he was attracted to what struck him as one of the most significant issues since the war: the question of treason as posed in the trial of twenty-three United Mine Workers in, ironically enough, the town where John Brown was tried, Charles Town, West Virginia. He questioned whether a riot provoked by mine owners qualifies as an act of treason against the state. He persuaded his editors to let him cover the trial. His series of reports and signed articles for the Sun’s editorial page made him a well-known figure in West Virginia and Maryland during the six months of the trial. The mine owners tried to get him fired for biased reporting, but an editor for the Sun verified, on the scene, Cain’s facts. Despite threats from the state police, he stayed on the job, gathering facts that proved collusion between the state and the mine owners in their war with the union.

Encouraged by the reputation he had made for the quality of his writing for the paper on a major issue, he felt ready to get up from that iron park bench at the age of thirty and become a writer at last. Back in Baltimore, in June 1922, he queried the major magazines, but got the go-ahead only from Ellery Sedgwick at the Atlantic Monthly, who looked upon the Sun’s treatment, especially in Cain’s pieces, of West Virginia’s “difficult and dangerous” mining situation “as a public service of a high order.”

Sitting well forward on the edge of the bench, about to plunge into an article for the nation’s oldest and most prestigious publication, he felt this was his main chance to prove himself to his parents, to himself. The resources on which he drew were the styles and techniques of Doyle, Lardner, and Mencken. He had a confident grasp of the facts as they related to two very different men, William Blizzard, the local union official whose trial was the test case for all the other men indicted, and Colonel William Wiley, an enlightened mine owner who understood both sides and wanted an evenhanded justice. And Cain put into play his own convictions on the issues of unionism and treason.

As he wrote, Cain told himself how to talk to his readers, employing the rules of rhetoric, divested of the toga, sporting modern dress. “Listen, I went up there, I saw, I heard, I talked with people, walked around, gathered facts, I was a witness. I got the inside dope. I researched the historical background. Here it all is. I may look more like John L. Lewis than Walter Lippmann, but you can trust me. I may talk tough, out of the side of my mouth, and use slang, but I also can talk and write quite elegantly. This is about war, shootings, about virile union men and mine guards and state troopers,” he told himself.

Even for the Atlantic Monthly crowd, the style and tone must be true to those tough elements. The title “The Battle Ground of Coal” promised an account of the conflict of tremendous forces. Place the readers immediately and directly on the scene: “As you leave the Ohio River….” Make them feel the drama is on a grand scale: “there is being fought the bitterest and most unrelenting war in modern industrial history.” Make them see the setting and hear the voices on both sides speak: “If you get off the train at Williamson, county seat of Mingo, you will be at the fighting front. People there will tell you that this struggle has been going on for three years. They will tell you of the bloody day at Matewan, May 19, 1920, when ten men, including the mayor of the town, fell in a pistol battle that lasted less than a minute. They will tell you of guerilla warfare that went on for months. How Federal troops had to be called in twice … The operators will tell you of attacks from ambush … how witnesses for trials were mysteriously killed before they could testify.” Show them you can write a sentence: “This peculiarity of the coal market was the reason for the basic wage-scale arrangement which gave all districts as nearly equal chances as possible, and precluded the possibility that a miscalculated rate might put whole mining fields out of business altogether.” After that feint, let them have it with a city room punch: “The Union feeds them, clothes them, and buries their dead.” Remind the reader that you are talking directly to him: “Recall that these people … had become … picturesque characters in popular fiction.” They require statistics: deal them out. Let facts speak for themselves. Facts are concrete, but create for them a context not only of relevance but of immediacy, a human urgency. He wrote almost as if he were on a hot seat, in a witness box: be clear, be accurate, be brief, be convincing. “This is not theorizing. This is precisely what happens.” Reason well, argue fairly, though the goal is to convince readers of the necessity for ending industrial feudalism with total unionization of mines.

He sent it off, and hoped that the next time he saw it, thousands of readers would, too.

Cain felt he had not exhausted the subject and that there was a different readership he could inform and persuade. The tone of quiet reasonableness, spiked with occasional rhetorical flourishes to give the piece dramatic immediacy, appropriate for the Atlantic Monthly audience, could be dropped for the readers of the radical Nation. As if raising his voice to address those in the rear of the courtroom, “Treason-to Coal Operators” laid Cain’s position on the line.

He had gone up to Charles Town for the treason trial of Walter Allen. Readers usually begin with only a mild interest, even a certain reluctance. Galvanize them. “By a jury of his peers, packed against him and bearing instructions virtually proclaiming his guilt. On the flimsiest sort of evidence and with not the ghost of a chance at a fair trial from start to finish, Walter Allen, union miner, has been solemnly adjudged to be a traitor to that section of coal operator’s real estate known as the sovereign State of West Virginia…. The selection of a jury was a farce.” Nation readers would like the sound of this ending: “the prediction is hereby made that the conviction of Walter Allen will become one of the greatest issues, political, moral, and industrial, that the State of West Virginia has ever known.”

When the October Atlantic came in, he felt the unique excitement every writer feels seeing his first important work in print. Writing the two articles on West Virginia mine wars had frustrated him, for fiction was what he urgently wanted to write. But they helped him learn to conceptualize, to reach for vivid detail, to remember, and they gave him opportunities to describe landscapes and people.

Now that he had the attention of some influential people, Cain felt the time was right to go to work on a novel. Firsthand observation of life in the minefields during a crisis convinced him that a conflict there might focus certain aspects of American life out of which he might fashion that great American novel people were talking about. And he liked the mountain people.

But Colonel Wiley had told him that a few weeks working in the mines would show him what a fool he had made of himself in his articles. So he felt he had to have been a miner to write about them. He decided to take a leave from the paper and go down there.

But first he sought the advice of his hero, Mencken. They had corresponded but had never met. Mencken came down to the city desk to talk with Cain. Since he had not written a novel himself, he didn’t seem to have much to say. Cain felt Mencken had given him his “No. 5 act for young writers.”

By November 1922, Cain was digging coal in Ward, West Virginia, proudly packing a United Mine Workers card. A miner saved him from an accident, but Cain’s in with the management finally made him an outcast.

He left the minefields with an inside knowledge of both points of view, but an even stronger commitment to the miner’s cause.

Back in Baltimore, he wrote three drafts of a novel that dealt not only with controversial political but sexual issues, such as incest. As a sort of literary model, he had Dos Passos’s Three Soldiers in mind. The hero was a radical union organizer who was active in the march on Mingo in 1921. But he realized that the seasoned journalist’s concern for authenticity, background, and inside dope had overwhelmed the novelist’s desire to create and tell a story. He imagined that the grotesque speech of his homespun characters would wear out the patience of his readers, who would not share the intellectual’s interest in labor themes anyway. “I simply cannot write a novel,” he decided, and slunk back to the city desk, hoping nobody would bring up the subject of the great American novel.

But he was not certain that newspaper work was to be his fate at all. His attitude that facts in themselves lacked a certain dramatic emphasis made him a second-rate newspaperman. And he was going nowhere on the Sun, whose management treated him badly, though he felt he was making friends he would want to keep for life.

While he was looking around for new fields to conquer or to fail in, he launched upon another essay for the Nation. His changing attitudes about the minefields, his failure as a novelist, his disaffection as a straight newspaperman led him to take a sardonic approach. He set up his rhetorical strategy in the title, “West Virginia: A Mine-field Melodrama.” Now he would develop his interest in the pure drama of events. His frustrated interest in opera predisposed him to see opera motifs. “A setting for a Nibelungen epic, revealing instead a sordid melodrama.” His own appetite for and personal shrinking from drama led him to examine that element in the common man. He took a position aligned with the readership of neither the Atlantic Monthly nor the Nation. The technique objectified his material and theme, and the effect was that both labor and management looked ludicrous. “Mine guards … were dubbed thugs, and took their places as permanent members of the cast, upstage, right, striding scowlishly about slapping their holsters while the trembling miner signed the open shop agreement…. Mr. Chafin’s deputies did their work thoroughly, and soon a wail drifted down the stage…. ‘They’re a-murderin’ the women an’ children!’ This is a very important line in the West Virginia libretto. It is always the cue for the big scene…. So far as I know the deputies have never murdered any women or children, but art is art, and it is a good line. Why sacrifice it?” Vary the pace. When it lags, up the voltage. “You arise in your seat. Stay. There is another act, the great courtroom scene.” Climax: Give West Virginia “a century or so. Then possibly it will shoot the pianist and call for a new score.”

The essay was accepted, and published June 1923, thirty-second in the Nation’s “These United States” series.





2
 Occupation: Newspaperman

AS HE FELT HIS OWN CAREER AS A FICTION WRITER GO SLACK, CAIN watched his aging father’s second career, insurance, soar. As a member of the Board of Governors of St. John’s College, Cain’s father brought him together with Major Enoch Barton Garey, who was taking over as president and who offered Cain a job teaching two courses in journalism, one in English, at double his Sun salary. Cain suspected that what Garey really wanted was a press agent. Garey said, No, he wanted strictly a teacher, and Cain accepted.

Cain and Mary moved to Annapolis and lived on the campus in a faculty apartment, near the house where he was born and had lived until he was eleven, but the change of scene had no effect on the factors that made them an incompatible couple. Cain felt that she had come to see him as decidedly boorish with his city room bark and indiscreet flirtations with women, and to him she was a sexually cold snob. Nobody he knew could understand what they had seen in each other.

Just before he started teaching, Cain met Mencken for lunch in Baltimore, where they discussed a magazine called the American Mercury that Mencken, George Jean Nathan, and Alfred A. Knopf planned to start. Mencken wanted something from Cain for the premier issue. What Cain promised him was another piece out of his mine war experience. It was to be the first in a series called “American Portraits.” Cain chose the labor leader, and wrote it while enjoying teaching journalism at St. John’s.

Cain’s attitude had developed from a wary admiration of the union leader in his first essay to the satirical tone in the third, to an almost farcical and decidedly cynical attitude as he set out in this one to describe the changes in clothes, house, popular culture tastes, and jargon of the laborer who slugs his way into the presidency of the union. He would lay out in comic strip panels a picture of the upper-lower-class workingman and his environment.

The device he had used intermittently in the first three essays, he would sustain throughout this one: He would render his criticisms through a mocking paraphrase of the coarse argot of his subject, giving it a ring of authenticity and authority, with the effect that the reader could hear Cain the expert on the subject and the subject himself speak in a single voice, while making distinctions between the two. “Most of the candidates will go around saying that this here committee is an important thing, now, and they had better git some fellers that know what they are doing and not none of this no-account element that is trying all the time to run things to suit theirself and don’t know what they want nohow….” By use of the old parallel structure and repetition of phrase device, he set up a tempo and pace that felt good as he typed. “They are of the sort that mop up the plate with bread” enabled him to get into and out of five sentence fragments very quickly by repeating the “that” syntax. “Whose women folk …” set up more “whose” phrases. “It is part of their nature” and “so this is he who” set up two more rhetorical beats that ended the riff. Anticipating the incredulous reader’s objections, Cain spoke directly: “You may think I exaggerate,” and gave testimony from personal experience. He had written a tour de force, still in the Lardner mode, with the Mencken bite.

The typesetter refused to set the essay. The cynical note on which Cain ended the piece—“Well, hell,” the labor leader says, “I can always sell out to the operators”—might have been one stab too many. Seeing the first issue of a magazine that he knew would make literary history without his portrait of a labor leader was a sickening disappointment. What he found in the January 1924 American Mercury was “The Lincoln Legend” by Isaac H. Pennypacker, the lead essay, a poem by Theodore Dreiser, an essay by Carl Van Doren, a story by Ruth Suckow, an essay by James Gibbons Huneker, the famous music critic, a dialog on George Moore, a department called “Americana,” and an essay that expressed some of his own disdain, “Aesthete: Model 1924” by Ernest Boyd. The editorial set forth the aim of the magazine: to present the truth in new ways, “to keep common sense as fast as they can, to belabor sham as agreeably as possible, to give a civilized entertainment.”

When Cain’s essay appeared in the second issue in February, he found himself in good company: a long play, All God’s Chillun Got Wings, by Eugene O’Neill and a story by Sherwood Anderson, “Caught.” The contributor’s note on him misplaced him at the University of Maryland and called him a newspaperman specializing in labor news. Mencken told him that Sinclair Lewis had written from London: “Christ, that was a lovely article by Mr. James Cain.”

Cain was satisfied with the quality of his teaching, but he was having trouble both in the halls of academe and in the bowers of domesticity. President Garey caused a student strike when he expelled four boys without a hearing of the evidence. Cain insisted that an injustice had been done, and that faculty should have by right participated. “I’m a member of the faculty, and the charter of the college says he runs it with the faculty’s assistance. I don’t stand for it.” Although he rallied the faculty to do their duty under the charter to oppose such high-handed tactics, he tried in other ways to restore calm. He resigned, but agreed to serve out the year. Something about the way he had conducted himself made him have serious misgivings about himself. He wondered whether his convictions and the storm of controversy they aroused balanced out. Otherwise, it had been a good year.

Cain’s attraction to women had produced no ongoing love affairs. His marital status had scared off several women. But he met one in New York that he wanted to continue seeing: Elina Tyzsecka, a Finnish woman who spoke no English.

On February 18, 1924, he told Mary he was leaving her. Cain’s father came down to reason with him, but his mission failed.

Facing the end of his interim job at St. John’s, Cain turned to his typewriter and sketched another portrait in acid. What happens when a reporter metamorphoses into an editorial writer? How does the editorial writer’s idealism evolve out of the reporter’s cynicism? Cast the reader right off in the role of a reporter and speak directly to the reader through him. “You are, I shall suppose, a cub reporter on a newspaper.” Work it from that angle, as an editor would say. Give impressions of the reporter’s routine life on a paper. You wonder who that man wearing the green eyeshade is. You start to ask. “Well, Well, save your breath. Pull up your chair and I shall tell you who he is. The man is a Priest. He is Keeper of the Soul of the American People. He sits alone in his office, high above the madding crowd, and as he sits, soft voices rise from below. When he hears them, he passes into a long, long dream, and as he dreams, his hand (which holds a pencil) begins to write and write and write….” He is the man who writes the editorials. “Like yourself, he started as a cub.” He slowly developed a veneer of wisdom, a posture of cynicism, a hard-boiled manner. Now take them through the development of this cub reporter stage by stage into an editorial writer, using cliché expressions of the newspaper world as the milieu, until “he finds it pays better to be Constructive than Cynical, or even Hard-boiled…. So he begins to orient things with a view to the Public Interest involved … By now he is a real expert on all public matters.” Now posit a typical news story and contrast the way the cub reporter would have written it up as a cynic, his honest reactions, with the way he must write it up as in an editorial. This way readers will follow the mental process and the strategy that produce an editorial. Now drop the role-playing, and wind up by talking directly, as Cain, as a reporter who has remained a hard-boiled cynic, to the reader. “If you find a single editorial that rises above this general level cut it out and paste it in your hat. You won’t find it again.” “Composing in his own right, his tempo may be sizzling fast, but his editorials will move at a decorous andantino.” The subject was language and writing. On the assumption that one’s writing style should never depart very far from one’s talking style, Cain pointed out that “certainly he never talks any such ponderous blather.” The distance is greatest in editorials. Cain was aware of his own inclination to lecture in the editorial mode, and that his hard-boiled manner helped him keep his balance.

Even as the first two portraits were appearing in the Mercury, Cain was writing another, aware of his contribution to a new voice shaping American opinion and attitudes. He had found the mere facts of reporting wanting. He had found editorial commentary on the facts wanting. He had found the scholastic appraisal of life wanting. Self-doubt, self-appraisal were the impetus to doubt everything around him, to analyze, size up, and judge. The interrogative rhetorical device was appropriate.

Reading Who’s Who as a child had made him always keenly aware of the look, speech, and behavior of professional types. Why had he expected so much of each subject, and why had they delivered so little? Did each appeal to him because each was a facet of his own personality? He knew each subject so well, he could get the subject’s stream of consciousness going and ride with it, while maintaining his own distance, so that when he spoke in his own “I,” he jolted the reader to attention and socked home his own attitude and point.

Having looked back at labor leaders and editorial writers, he looked right under his nose at the pedagogue, using “a perfect type” at St. John’s. Go easy at first. Many Mercury readers will be Atlantic readers taking a peek at the brash new kid on the block. Open with a gently satirical physical description of the subject, of his routine ways. Let me introduce you to him. “When you meet him” this is what you experience. Show how he can numb the mind with charming equivocation on any subject. Spin off as much of his language as will give a sense of his mind, his sensibility, for the subject’s own language is the raw material of these portraits, the delineation comes out of the subject’s own mouth. If the reader first hears him clearly, he will see him clearly, know him deeply. When you leave him, “You inhale deeply, blow a cobwebby sensation from your nose and cheeks, and pray that you may meet some ribald lout who will hie with you to the bootlegger’s and tell you in plain language, without syllogisms, that you are full of fleas.”

“Why is he such a disappointment? Why does he blight every subject with his moldy, cobwebby logic? Why so much dialectic and so little sense?” Let that sink in. Open Section III with: “Possibly I presume in diagnosing his trouble, but I think it is his incurable hankering for the posture of wisdom.” Mimicking a typical faculty meeting, Cain conveyed his criticism through the catalog of academic clichés. Was this an attack on his father, masked as an attack on the type who had expelled his father, on the types from which Cain himself was fleeing? Cain imagined “Pedagogue: Old Style” appearing in the Mercury.

The trace of tuberculosis detected before he went into the Army had continued to be a problem, exacerbated by alcohol. A bad mustard-gas attack had aggravated his incipient TB, and in the summer of 1924, he had to go into a sanatorium at Sabillasville. But the St. John’s controversy, the breakup of his marriage, and the aggravation of his lung problem left him feeling he was on the end of the plank. He came out of another major seminar of stocktaking with the feeling that he was at a turning point in his life. Until then, he had a driving compulsion to avoid being a failure, to amount to something, to be a credit to his father, to win admiration from his mother. But learning he had TB had relieved him of that. Who can hold a lunger to high ambition? Thinking he had so little time to live, no longer envisioning some high-pressure career, he began doing what he wanted to do. What he wanted to do was write. While Mencken was still accepting and publishing his portraits, he would continue with those for a while. He wrote two in the sanatorium with little diminution of energy.

In “Politician Female,” speaking as himself directly to the reader, Cain used no overall strategy as he had in the first three essays. He stated a thesis that applied to all his subjects so far in various ways. “Though I can’t comprehend what good a woman politician accomplishes, I am thoroughly sensitive to how she looks while she goes about her business. If I am blind to her as a public force, I nevertheless vibrate to her every glance and posture as a mime in the great American drama. It is this glancing and posturing that I wish to discuss—not the inner phenomena, but the outer.” Her mind is on her “trappings and outer show, as every other sane person’s mind is.” Cain did not exclude himself. “Well, this outer show is precisely what I want to inquire into.”

This was another target of his fascination with the explicit, not the implicit in all things, with his compulsion to examine exteriors, surfaces. The best model for the outer show is opera. Here was a chance to express some of his attitudes about women. “Her appeal to the imagination … must carry something of the sinister in it.” “We women! What a hideous phrase … Females in wholesale lots!” “Woman … shines best as a solo instrument.” To prove his point, he described an exception to his charges against female politicians, a lady on the Washington political stage, “a twenty minute egg, “who is completely effective dramatically,” because “she plays a solo game,” as Cain’s mother always had, as Mary never had.

And while he was at it, he had might as well demolish politicians altogether. He opened “High Dignitaries of State” with the declaration: “It is clear that politics under democracy, on its visible levels, is an impossible trade for heroes. The man who seeks romance there is doomed to disappointment.” Let others appraise their substance, Cain would deal with the “way they look and sound, their effectiveness as dramatic figures.” How do they look center stage in the spotlight? Do their acts play?

Lacking a well-defined type to bring more and more sharply in focus as the piece developed, Cain put in his own opinions, couched in such key terms as “glamour,” “dramatic appeal,” “romance,” and in vivid phrases and generalizations, enhanced by startling images and metaphors. At center stage, the solo performance was now his. He set two concepts in contrast: power and service. The power of Napoleon, as opposed to the service of the typical American politician. The one was appealingly dramatic, the other totally lacking in drama. Cain admired men who “shoot the bones for the whole pile.” Though they had something of the sinister about them, “they were in unusually close touch with brute reality … magnificent cynics … on a heroic and shocking scale … what aglitter, what a hypnotic lure!” The average man would rather be Napoleon with his power than Lincoln with his service. Ironically, the politician in modern democracy is neither. He plays the role of the common man, and the aspiration to serve him raises him only a step above the herd he serves. “I have been after it for sometime now, and I am not sure that I have got it, but I shall try and get down what I think it is.”

“The source of all dramatic appeal in public men, I think, is power.” “There can be no real magnificence without a foot on somebody’s neck.” “Service, as an ingredient of drama, is very defective.” It “won’t develop. It won’t orchestrate.” One of his central convictions was that “Service can be effective dramatically only when it costs something to perform.” The common soldier for instance goes “where the shells were whickering.” Only the political boss has “glamor, a pure incandescent glow,” that derives from power. “It is the irony of drama that such men, who think nothing of Humanity and only of themselves, should have such incomparable appeal.” Leave readers pondering the fact that “Harding has a memorial!”

Though he was consciously a debunker in the Mencken manner, Cain felt a compulsion to demonstrate a fair-mindedness toward his target, a willingness, even an eagerness, to acknowledge the earned possibilities of the most negative situation.

During the summer “seminar” of “taking the cure” at the sanatorium, Cain was compelled once more to think over his life and to look realistically at his future.

Wasn’t he still sitting on that park bench telling himself he would be a writer? But despite the domestic, professional, and physical deterioration that had marked the past few years, a great creative outpouring had produced five major essays, published in a major new magazine, an opinion molder, whose spirit he had caught so well that his essays were a force working in that spirit, among other writers with major reputations at a time when maximum attention was on the magazine. His coalfield essays for the Atlantic and the Nation were not forgotten. But none of these, he felt, made him the writer the Voice Out of the Blue had in mind. He had proven that he could teach, that he could cover major events as a reporter, and he had learned that neither a teacher nor a reporter was what he was. He had been a good soldier. Had failed as a husband. Had been only now and then a fairly creditable son. What did he want? Money and fame. A write up in Who’s Who. “If you want to make money,” a banker friend had told him, “go where the money is.” There was money in New York City. Also in New York was Elina. And maybe fame in the future, perhaps in the theater. If his father could start over at fifty-eight, couldn’t Cain at thirty-two?

Released from the sanatorium and free of commitments for the first time in years, he set out to Manhattan.

Instructed by his doctor to seek a sitting-down job, Cain, armed with a letter from Mencken, called on Arthur Krock, assistant to publisher Ralph Pulitzer, at the World building, Manhattan’s tallest, on Park Row. Cain had evaluated the editorial section, not with the intention of applying for a job writing editorials, but for a job as editor of the page opposite, which he felt was ailing, and he was ready to say why. What it needed was an article-chaser to bring in outside points of view. He wanted to make a distinct contribution to a paper that deserved its reputation as intelligent, witty, and reliable. Herbert Bayard Swope had an impressive reputation. The new man in charge of editorials, Walter Lippmann, was highly respected, and his writers, Maxwell Anderson, Charles Merz, Allan Nevins, John Heaton, and W. O. Scroggs seldom fit Cain’s Mercury descriptions. The regular columns on the page opposite by Franklin P. Adams, Heywood Broun, and Laurence Stallings were usually excellent.

As Krock took him up to the office of Walter Lippmann under the golden dome, Cain suspected he was getting a genteel brush off. The tall, stocky, handsome, completely self-possessed man, two years younger than Cain, somewhat curtly interviewed him. Feeling a little truculent at being cast in a possible role he had satirized in the Mercury, Cain analyzed the editorial section’s weaknesses and offered to “orchestrate” the themes of the editorials. Lippmann’s request to see some specimen Cain pieces surprised him. But he asked his mother to send up from Baltimore copies of his Atlantic, Nation, and Mercury articles.

He shared an apartment with Malcolm Ross, editorial writer on the World, in Greenwich Village. A few days later, he was summoned to Lippmann’s office. He told Cain it was as much his ability to talk grammatically and fluently in complete sentences as it was his articles that convinced him Cain could write the kind of editorials he wanted, if Cain was willing to start on a trial basis. He was. Lippman instructed him to write several editorials.

He perused the day’s newspapers for a subject, passing up the think pieces on the Teapot Dome Scandals, the tariff, Calvin Coolidge, the coming elections, the crisis in the Ruhr, none of which sparked any ideas. He remembered Lippmann’s Public Opinion of two years earlier as an attempt to intellectualize a subject not really intellectual, with prose the polar opposite of Lardner’s or Mencken’s: “I attempt, therefore, to argue that the serious acceptance of the principle that personal representation must be supplemented by representation of the unseen fact would alone permit a satisfactory decentralization, and allow us to escape from the intolerable and unworkable fiction that each of us must acquire a competent opinion about all public affairs.”
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Like all the working stiffs in the news department of the Sun, he had always thought of editorial writers as elderly trained seals who wrote think pieces. “You must be in favor of motherhood,” Cain kept telling himself, “and against the man-eating shark.” With an imp of the perverse squatting on his shoulder, he got off a bit of gallows humor passionately proclaiming that the man-eating shark is motherhood. “She brings her young forth alive, provides their food, minds her own business, keeps quiet, and molests not unless molested.” He cut two more editorials from the same cloth, sneaked down the stairs, tossed them into Lippmann’s basket, slunk out into the street, and started thinking about other job possibilities. He later told Malcolm Ross he had blown it. But Ross showed him the evening paper, and there was the shark, and Ross was laughing.

Cain reported for work the next day. Unable to imagine anything appropriate, he turned in more “japes,” and saw them emerge from the presses. They began to excite those trivial controversies that continue for weeks in letter columns. But Lippmann not only printed them, he told Cain they were exactly what he wanted, now that Maxwell Anderson had quit writing the human interest editorials to write plays full-time. Anderson’s and Stallings’s play What Price Glory? was a smash hit. Cain, the expert on what was wrong with editorials, who also had playwriting aspirations, became an editorialist at $20 a day, taking up these subjects, among others: baseball, a woman matador, truth serum, American opera, the disappearance of two men in the arctic, lighthearted “japes” all aimed at the average man and woman.

But he was still uneasy. He was a fake. Those pieces were only impudent admissions of failure. “If you think you’re flopping,” said Krock, “you’re wrong. You’re doing fine, and Lippmann is very pleased.” When he got serious, with pieces on politics and international affairs, Cain noticed a slight chill in Lippmann’s attitude. Krock set him straight: “Pleasant, light pieces, with enough intellect in them to spike up the letter column and be worth publishing, are tough to get. That’s what Lippmann wants from you.”

“You mean this nonsense I write is worth something?” Cain asked. “They pay for stuff like that? They actually pay you.” They paid Cain $125 a week, giving him a three-year contract on the basis of work well done. Cain, who did not want to write editorials, called “idiotorials” at the Sun, told his mother, “You’ve been proclaiming for years that I don’t have a good sense, and events have proved you’re right—but in New York they pay you for it.”

But he had a job and he had a girl, Elina, who still couldn’t speak English but who made Cain very happy. He had been taken by pretty faces before, but he had never encountered the strange quality of Finnish gravity that Elina had. Cain made Elina part of his work-life when he wrote a piece that appeared New Year’s Day, 1925 on the op-ed page called “How the Finns Keep Fit” and put her name on it.

Seeing her frequently made the first year in New York all the more exciting. Like Cain, she was not yet divorced. She worked as a governess and kept a home for nurses. Except for a little German, their relationship was uniquely physical, but not just in the sexual sense. Kisses and pats and looks expressed everything. Love with a touch of lunacy. Feeling the need for more privacy, Cain left Malcolm Ross’s apartment and moved into three rooms at 11 Van Nest Place in the Village off Seventh Avenue. He liked knowing that his friends saw him living in sin.

To focus more dramatically on American types, Cain decided to use a popular form, the satirical dialogue sketch made popular by such writers as Charles Erskine Scott Wood in the old Masses and by Ring Lardner in What of It? He had already focused on speech as it revealed character traits and on the function of self-dramatization in American behavior. It seemed more appropriate and effective to give it an objective dramatic setting, with greater attention on the printed page to conversation than to action, which is the major demand of stage plays. It was more like radio than theater. He would continue to put self-incriminating words into the mouths of his characters, otherwise the devices of the dialogue were in total contrast to the techniques of his essays. Cain would have to shut up and listen to his characters talk, give readers a taste of the old Ike Newton colloquialisms that excited him when he was twelve and ever since. The dramatic immediacy of voices inadvertently making points for Cain’s criticism appealed to him.

County government was a good target, specifically its commissioners, “Servants of the People.” The chairman, the superintendent of the county almshouse, his janitor, and an inmate gather in an office in the courthouse to get to the bottom of these newspaper stories about the burning of dead paupers without proper Christian service, a situation that produced some grim humor. The inmate saw the superintendent and the janitor burn the corpses in the furnace. “I hope Christ may kill me if I didn’t find a jawbone down here. I got that jawbone, right here in my coat pocket.” It is far less expensive to burn than to bury. “Hope Christ may kill me, I never knew they was news man,” says the inmate. The repetition of that phrase as one revelation after another is made would intimate to the reader that the superintendent and the janitor will dispose of the informer himself.

Mencken wanted more “American Portraits” from Cain, although after publishing seven—on two Washington job holders, the medical doctors, a Babbitt emeritus, the advertising agent, one county banker, by Harvey Fergusson and others—the Mercury dropped the series title.

Well, the American pastor was ridiculous and contemptible, wasn’t he? And wasn’t his role dramatically impossible? In his conception of religion and of places of worship, he lacked a sense of poetry, beauty, and imagination. Cain’s wit and vicious attitude needed more space for this one. Set them up with a flowing description of the popular attitude. “Of all the roles in which man may be cast, the one least likely to be ridiculous is that of divine service … the role itself is dramatically solemn and moving.” Now, hit them with the contrast. “Wherefore, it is all the more surprising that the typical American man of God in these our days is so loathsome, such a low, greasy buffo, so utterly beneath ridicule, so fit only for contempt. I refer, of course, to the evangelical brother. He is the only authentic American product…. and his role is therefore dramatically impossible.” “He did away with beautiful music, and began yowling mean hymns. In short, he did a wholesale trading of beauty for ugliness.” The “lyric spirit … froze up in him.” He preached “religion you could wolf down like meat and gravy, religion you didn’t have to fast all night to understand.” He became “the American hawker and salesman, the man of trade … he learned the jargon of the advertising man, the go-getter. He learned to laugh the har-har-har of the town boaster, to clap his lay brother on the back…. He stuck electric lights in the steeple cross.” “I know where of I speak.” “It is simply none of his damn business what happens to my soul.” “As to whether there is a God or not, I have no means of knowing and cannot say. But this much I know. If we are to believe in God, the only concept of Him acceptable to imaginative man is a God … of thunder and ocean, of the hushed forest.”

Now make the main point. “Of late years I have come to the conclusion … either through my own feeling or through watching others that there is almost an identical quality of exaltation in romantic love, in religious experience, and in aesthetic experience.” “The pastor bellows about hell, and the same half-frightened half-participatory shiver run all through me as come up stepping into a brothel.” As young Cain had. “Excitement fills the air. A trance descends from above—a trance, it is true slightly tinged with the bestial, but still a trance, and everybody is entitled to a trance,” including his own readers, one of whom was E. W. Howe, author of the famous novel Story of a Country Town, who wondered at Cain’s boldness and admired his style, “not excelled by the best magazines at home or abroad.”

When his colleagues, including Lippmann, attacked immorality in Eugene O’Neill’s Desire Under the Elms and other plays, Cain had to get permission, to be noted in the heading of his piece, to vent his outrage elsewhere—in the liberal Nation. He enjoyed working both sides of the street, editorializing on editorials. “One of the greatest blows ever struck at the American theater came when the New York World turned its guns on current Broadway plays…. Coming from the greatest libertarian newspaper in the country, it has played havoc.” The World had enunciated two fallacious and intolerable principles: 1. That “the line must be drawn somewhere. 2. That artistic excellence or intent is to be the measure of how much obscenity is permissible in a given instance.” Cain’s simple aesthetic rule was that “one man’s art is another man’s poison.” His colleagues called him “an immoral reprobate whom nothing can shock,” so he used that phrase about himself throughout. He turned the World’s own logic against its comic strip, “Mutt and Jeff,” which he found offensive. “If a reprobate like me finds it low, then it must be low indeed.” But “it is published because it sells papers…. the motive is commercial, pure and simple. Papers have to be sold to make possible the lofty idealism that uniformly marks the editorial pages. So, then, we have a most uncomfortably close analogy between the theatrical business and the newspaper business.” “Do we need to be protected by the World against our free, white, sovereign, independent, 100 per cent American selves?” The World eventually dropped its crusade, its support of a “citizen’s jury.” He anticipated a reaction from Lippmann. He never got one.

In spite of his aversion to it, Cain realized that he functioned amazingly well in a role apparently inimical to his nature, personality, and interests. The controversies many of his editorials generated, filling the letters columns with reactions pro and con, struck him as foolish. “This Evil Must Cease” was a diatribe against the “Pie Trust,” for spiking its products with cornstarch, “so they will stack,” instead of putting in honest filling, with free-running juice and fine flavor. Reactions to his items on food indicated a subject of major interest to the popular mind. Cain’s simple inquiry as to how hogs are called caused a national furor, chronicled at length in Literary Digest and noted on NBC radio. Cain saw the beginning of hog calling as a national institution. “A propos nothing whatever, what does one do on meeting the man-eating tiger?” Many readers offered expert, sometimes contradictory, advice. The delivery from Virginia of a box of six enormous frogs climaxed a prolonged frog-leg debate. “How can a sailor be washed off his ship by a wave, then, by that selfsame wave be washed back aboard?” So many answers came in that Lippmann finally bellowed: “I’m sick of that damned wave! Cut it off!” These inflated, prolonged, ridiculous controversies taught Cain a great deal about ways to stir the popular imagination and emotions.

But about half of his editorials were serious. He was glad to have a chance to write about music, to lecture readers on Beethoven’s shortcomings, to point out that the national anthem was unsingable. He took Deems Taylor’s place for a while as regular music critic, but quit when he realized his expertise failed to impress himself enough, although some compared him with the celebrated James Huneker. The Scopes trial in the summer of 1925 stuck Cain as a “clown’s show,” “an uproarious comedy,” that did not warrant the attention Lippmann and Mencken gave it. On July 25, Cain gave it a single shot, bull’s eye, attacking the same traits in the American religious and political character his Mercury essays satirized.

Having overheard the county commissioners, Cain thought readers of the Mercury ought to listen to the small town commissioners as they meet on the second floor of the Water Witch Fire Engine House to find a way to do right by a bogus hero in such a way as to satisfy all factions. Such key terms as “initiation,” “password,” “motto” and fraternal order “grip” pass from lip to lip. One man runs on “in the tempo of the intermezzo out of Cavalleria Rusticana,” Cain indicates in a stage direction. With dubious logic derived from dubious ethics, they resolve their dilemma, confident they have placated all the warring fraternal orders. Cain mailed off his second dialogue.

In his essays, Cain had examined seven specimen American types. Now what about general traits in the American Character? Anti-altruistic, scornful of the reform element in American society, he would perform a pathology on the disease of Service, the most despised manifestation of which was Prohibition, now in its fifth year. Because he wanted the satisfaction of being in possession of the facts, always feeling the obligation to know from experts what he was talking about, he researched the subject of Progress and the specific cause of Service, and he would cite his sources. “I propose herein to isolate the bacillus of Service, the itch to make the world better.” Service is peculiar to America. Only since 1900, twenty-five years, has it plagued us. “Critics accord it all the honors of a lucid idea…. I shall fall into no such error. I shall treat all these fine schemes as having no objective validity at all. I shall regard them as a social phantasmagoria, whirling clouds and specks in a national fever dream, and so doing, I shall try to discover what has brought them into being.” Service is the business neither of superiors nor of boobs, but of the mediocre. “Factors must be found which operate in this particular place and this particular time.”
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