

















Praise for Walter Benjamin at the Dairy Queen


“The heck with Walter Benjamin’s theories; in the end, it’s storytelling like McMurtry’s that will prevail.”


—Barbara Hoffman, New York Post


“McMurtry writes poignantly—occasionally humorously—about his own cloistered childhood, spent largely in fear of shrubbery and poultry, and his surprising distaste for the cowboy life. He is most eloquent when writing about his own passion for reading and books, two entirely different subjects for a man who is not only a prolific writer and reader, but also a rare book dealer and collector.”


—Ron Franscell, Chicago Sun–Times


“It is a book not easily forgotten.”


—Tom Pilkington, The Dallas Morning News


“McMurtry is an engaging writer. … He tells some savory tales as his memoir proceeds.”


—Richard Bernstein, The New York Times


“‘How many centuries does it take to get from a pioneer family with all their possessions in a wagon to Proust and Virginia Woolf?’… in Larry McMurtry’s case, about two generations seem to have done the trick.”


—Jonathan Yardley, The Washington Post


“McMurtry writes as lovingly of reading and books as he writes ambivalently of ranching and cows.”


—Sue Halpern, The New York Review of Books


“McMurtry offers an honest, open account of his life and his family as well as a good chunk of his own growing wisdom…. Expect the unexpected from this unusual writer.”


—David Hendricks, San Antonio Express–News


“Excellent.”


—Bill Marvel, The Dallas Morning News


“[McMurtry’s] dry and gentle humor makes the essays read like his best fiction.”


—Robert Skimin, Texas Monthly


“The always rewarding Larry McMurtry has given us yet another wonderful book.”


—San Francisco Examiner & Chronicle


“An elegiac and perceptive memoir.”


—Adam Woog, The Seattle Times


“In this slim, quirky combination of memoir and culture criticism, McMurtry muses on the forces that made him a writer.”


—Fritz Lanham, Houston Chronicle


“A gift.”


—Mark Pedergrast, The Philadelphia Inquirer


“This thoughtful reflection on literature’s resonances and echoes is a welcome glimpse into the heart and mind of [Lonesome Dove’s] creator.”


—JT, Forbes FYI
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Boredom is the dream bird that hatches the egg of experience.


WALTER BENJAMIN


Modern man no longer works at that which cannot be abbreviated.


PAUL VALÉRY








PLACE—AND THE MEMORIES OF PLACE
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[image: Image] IN THE summer of 1980, in the Archer City Dairy Queen, while nursing a lime Dr Pepper (a delicacy strictly local, unheard of even in the next Dairy Queen down the road—Olney’s, eighteen miles south—but easily obtainable by anyone willing to buy a lime and a Dr Pepper), I opened a book called Illuminations and read Walter Benjamin’s essay “The Storyteller,” nominally a study of or reflection on the stories of Nikolay Leskov, but really (I came to feel, after several rereadings) an examination, and a profound one, of the growing obsolescence of what might be called practical memory and the consequent diminution of the power of oral narrative in our twentieth–century lives.


The place where I first read the essay, Archer City’s Dairy Queen, was apposite in more ways than one. Dairy Queens, simple drive-up eateries, taverns without alcohol, began to appear in the arid little towns of west Texas about the same time (the late sixties) that Walter Benjamin’s work began to arrive in the English language—in the case of Illuminations, beautifully introduced by Hannah Arendt. The aridity of the small west Texas towns was not all a matter of unforgiving skies, baking heat, and rainlessness, either; the drought in those towns was social, as well as climatic. The extent to which it was moral is a question we can table for the moment. What I remember clearly is that before the Dairy Queens appeared the people of the small towns had no place to meet and talk; and so they didn’t meet or talk, which meant that much local lore or incident remained private and ceased to be exchanged, debated, and stored as local lore had been during the centuries that Benjamin describes.


The Dairy Queens, by providing a comfortable setting that made possible hundreds of small, informal local forums, revived, for a time, the potential for storytelling of the sort Walter Benjamin favored. Whether what he favored actually occurred, as opposed to remaining potential, is a question I want to consider in this essay.


On that morning in 1980, Benjamin’s tremendous elegy to the storyteller as a figure of critical importance in the human community prompted me to look around the room, at that hour of the morning lightly peopled with scattered groups of coffee drinkers, to see whether I could spot a loquacious villager who—even at that late cultural hour—might be telling a story. And if so, was anyone really listening?


Certainly if there were places in west Texas where stories might sometimes be told, those places would be the local Dairy Queens: clean, well-lighted places open commonly from 6 A.M. until ten at night. These Dairy Queens combined the functions of tavern, café, and general store; they were simple local roadhouses where both rambling men and stay-at-homes could meet. To them would come men of all crafts and women of all dispositions. The oilmen would be there at six in the morning; the courthouse crowd would show up about ten; cowboys would stop for lunch or a midafternoon respite; roughnecks would jump out of their trucks or pickups to snatch a cheeseburger as their schedules allowed; and the women of the villages might appear at any time, often merely to sit and mingle for a few minutes; they might smoke, sip, touch themselves up, have a cup of coffee or a glass of iced tea, sample the gossip of the moment, and leave. Regular attendance was necessary if one hoped to hear the freshest gossip, which soon went stale. Most local scandals were flogged to death within a day or two; only the steamiest goings-on could hold the community’s attention for as long as a week.


And always, there were diners who were just passing through, few of whom aspired to stay in Archer City. They stopped at the Dairy Queen as they would at a gas station, to pee and take in fuel, mindful, gloomily, that it was still a good hundred miles even to Abilene, itself no isle of grace. Few of these nomads, if they had stories to tell, bothered to tell them to the locals—and if they had wanted to tell a story or two, it is doubtful that anyone would have listened. People on their way to Abilene might as well be on their way to hell—why talk to them? Folks in Archer City knew the way to hell well enough; they need seek no guidance from traveling men.
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ALL DAY the little groups in the Dairy Queen formed and reformed, like drifting clouds. I stayed put, imbibed a few more lime Dr Peppers, and reread “The Storyteller,” concluding that Walter Benjamin was undoubtedly right. Storytellers were nearly extinct, like whooping cranes, but the D.Q. was at least the right tide pool in which to observe the few that remained.


“The Storyteller” had been published in a journal called Orient und Okzident in the year of my birth (1936, well before electricity had arrived in the rural parts of the county where I grew up; it arrived, dramatically, when I was five, courtesy, we all felt, of FDR). It was startling to sit in that Dairy Queen, reading the words of a cosmopolitan European, a man of Berlin, Moscow, Paris, and realize that what he was describing with a clear sad eye was more or less exactly what had happened in my own small dusty county in my lifetime. I was born, in the year of the essay, into a world of rural storytellers—and what had become of them? Were any of the coffee drinkers sitting nearby doing any more than escaping the heat? Were they exchanging experiences, were they curious about life, or were they just hot?


If the latter, they could hardly be blamed—the temperature had soared to a Sudan-like 116 that day, forcing the cancellation of the long-awaited (a century awaited), first ever Archer County marathon, a much anticipated high spot of the county’s centennial celebration, itself a fortnight-long event, or congeries of events, which I had come home to watch. The celebration was certainly appropriate, but the marathon was a different matter, one in which I personally had not been able to invest much belief. Though I had long made a living by imagining unlikely lives, it was nonetheless not easy to imagine the county’s dairy farmers and roughnecks and cowboys, and their wives or women, lumbering along the county’s roads for anything like twenty-six miles. The marathoners, if any, would undoubtedly be imports, pros or semipros whose connection to our one-hundred-year-old county would very likely be negligible. All the same, calling off the run on a day when it was going to be 116 seemed a wise, even a compassionate policy. At 116 Fahrenheit people are likely to drop dead while doing nothing more strenuous than picking their teeth.





2


[image: Image] “IN EVERY case the storyteller is a man who has counsel for his readers. But if today ‘having counsel’ is beginning to have an old fashioned ring to it it is because the communicability of experience is decreasing,” says Walter Benjamin.


One reason he offers in explaining why we no longer exchange experience (by telling or listening to stories) is that experience has fallen in value—“and it looks as if it will continue to fall into bottomlessness,” he adds, blaming the First World War for having made human moral experience, as it had been up to 1914, meaningless. His point, whether one agrees with it or not, is a corollary to Virginia Woolf’s famous remark that in or about December 1910 human nature changed, in part, it seems, because Lytton Strachey said the word “semen” at a party.


How much human nature changed, or how much meaning or value human experience lost, depended, in a measure, upon where you were at the time. Archer County had been an organized unit of civilization for only thirty-two years in 1912, and my paternal grandparents had been settled in it for most of that time. They were of course not aware of Strachey’s comment, or Virginia Woolf’s remark, or Roger Fry’s startling Postimpressionist exhibitions, or even of the looming war that would soon split the earth and sunder populous societies. The war that still loomed prominently in the consciousness of frontier citizens such as my grandparents was the long guerrilla war that had been concluded, more or less, in the mid-18708, when the power of the Comanches and the Kiowas was finally broken. My grandparents, like many prudent frontier citizens, lingered in safety about one hundred miles short of their eventual destination while these bloody hostilities wound down. It was that war that had kept Archer County largely unsettled and unsurveyed for so long, while other, safer counties were filling up. The settlers stayed back, waiting, hesitating, wondering whether the empty, farmable, homesteadable Comancheria was finally safe—or at least relatively so. Until well past the end of the nineteenth century the attention of pioneers along that particular stretch of Texas frontier was still focused north, whence the terrible raiding parties had come for so long: north beyond the Canadian, north even beyond the Arkansas. These settlers had no attention to spare, just then, for Europe—the Europe of Benjamin, Proust, Rilke, the Woolfs, Lloyd George, the Kaiser, the Czar, Balfour, Lenin. Their heroes were still mainly the heroes of the Confederacy, Jackson and Lee, their demons not anarchists or communists but Sherman, Sheridan, Grant—the men, as they saw it, who had defeated the South.


And what, I wonder, would contemplation of the emptiness, geographical and social, that my grandparents faced when they came to Archer County have suggested to Walter Benjamin? They came to nowhere and nothing at about the time that Benjamin’s well-to-do parents were moving to an even more affluent, more upscale Berlin suburb. His reflections on the storyteller, though meant to describe a universal figure, were still drawn from the dense context of European life. What experiences would he have expected to hear exchanged in Archer County, in those first years?




3


[image: Image] MY OWN experience, growing up in the county about fifty years after it was settled, was that in the female, at least, what frontier experience produced was silence. In two cases in particular it seemed to have produced absolute silence.


In a tent (later a shack) not far south of our ranch house, in post oak scrub near the West Fork of the Trinity River, lived a woman who had (reportedly) been traded for a whole winter’s catch of skunk hides, the exchange occurring when she was about thirteen. The man who had her (by what right I don’t know) stopped to spend the night in the camp of a skunk trapper, who immediately took a fancy to the girl—such a fancy, indeed, that he offered his winter’s catch for her. The traveler took the hides and left the girl, who lived to bear the trapper many children; she stayed down near West Fork for the rest of her life. When, as an old woman, she would occasionally need to go to town for some reason, she simply walked out to the nearest dirt road and stood, in silence, until some passerby picked her up and took her where she was going. This passerby was often my father, though sometimes it was the school bus I rode in. I rode to town with the old woman—once worth more than fifty skunk hides—many times but I never heard her speak a single word. She was through with talk, one thing she had in common with Louisa Francis McMurtry, my paternal grandmother, who was also through with talk, at least conditionally. Now and then I heard my grandmother talking to my father—her favorite of twelve children—but although she lived with us until her death (when I was eight), I cannot recall her ever addressing a single syllable to me. Her silence had a quality of implacability which I have never forgotten—it made me want to go live in the barn. But Louisa Francis had raised twelve children on a stark frontier, with a husband who was at times erratic (that is, drunk); by the time I came along her interest in children was understandably slight—and that’s putting it mildly. Older cousins remember her as lively; I just remember her as scary. Whatever stories she and the old skunk woman had were not of the sort to be shared with little boys.
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[image: Image] MY PATERNAL grandfather, William Jefferson McMurtry, an American Scot with a fine mustache and an inquisitive mind, liked to whittle his own toothpicks. He favored cedarwood, both for its whittling qualities and for its sweet smell, but in a pinch, he would take out his pocketknife and whittle a toothpick from any wood available—a plank on the outhouse even, if he happened to be standing near it. (When I was three a great white snow owl flew out of that outhouse, right in my face, a thing so frightening that I have never fully recovered from the scare.) The decline of whittling, which is the slow paring away of a stick, usually for no purpose other than to occupy the hands, has clearly deprived storytellers of many willing listeners—most of the old men who filled the spit-and-whittle benches outside the rural courthouses of my youth regaled themselves as they whittled with story after story, the residue, in most cases, of their own somewhat splotchy memories or the memories of their kin.


My grandparents were—potent word—pioneers. They came to an unsettled place, a prairie emptiness, a place where no past was—no Anglo-Saxon past, at least, and not even much Native American past. Comanches, Kiowas, Kickapoos, and other tribal nomads had passed over and no doubt occasionally camped on the low hill where my grandparents stopped their wagon and made their home place; the nomads, like my grandparents, probably stopped there because a fine seeping spring assured them of plentiful water. But the Comanches and the Kiowas were only passing through, on their way to raid the ever more populous settlements to the southeast. They were a brilliantly militant people—the burn they left on the psyches of the first Texas settlers had only now faded out. The more placid Kickapoos were never very numerous and did not impress themselves much either on the land or on history.


If I repeat the fact of an initial emptiness, and emphasize it throughout this essay, it is because it is so important to my own effort at self-understanding. I spent every day of my young life with William Jefferson and Louisa Francis McMurtry and, consequently, am one of the few writers who can still claim to have had prolonged and intimate contact with first-generation American pioneers, men and women who came to a nearly absolute emptiness and began the filling of it themselves, setting twelve children afoot on the prairie grass, a covey of McMurtrys who soon scattered like quail in the direction of the even emptier Panhandle.


The sense that resides in me most clearly when I think back on the twelve McMurtrys (all dead now) is of the intensity and depth of their hunger for land: American land, surveyed legal acreage that would relieve them of nomadism (and of the disenfranchisement of peasant Europe) and let everybody know that they were not shiftless people. (They came, like many other Scotch-Irish settlers in that region, from Missouri, against which there seemed to linger some slight prejudice; Missouri was thought to be lawless, a breeding ground for outlaws.) To the generation my grandparents belonged to, cut loose by the Civil War, all notions of permanence and respectability were inextricably woven into the dream of land tenure, or acreage that would always be holdable by themselves and their children. And yet the McMurtry boys who left the old folks and went to the Panhandle to seek—and get—land of their own were soon overtaken by irony and paradox. They got land, lots of it, yet what they had been before they had land—cowboys—beckoned them all their lives. It was the cowboy, a seminomadic figure who often owned nothing but a saddle, that gave rise to all the stories, all the songs, and many of the movies, when movies came. These aging ranchers, some of whose wild children were already well along in the process of losing the land they had worked so hard to acquire, had, at the end, as consolation for much loss and wastage, the knowledge that they had all, at least, been cowboys in their youth, men who had known the land when it was empty, a place of unpeopled horizons.


One of the things I have been doing, in twenty novels, is filling that same emptiness, peopling it, trying to imagine what the word “frontier” meant to my grandparents (as opposed, say, to what it meant to Frederick Jackson Turner, already a coat-and-tie professor at the University of Wisconsin while my grandparents were building their first cabin and begetting yet more McMurtry quail on that hill in Archer County).


Ironically—not to forget Walter Benjamin—in the very year of his birth (1892), a colony of German immigrants became neighbors of my grandparents in Archer County. A seventy-five-thousand-acre patch of prairie had somehow been secured by Bismarck’s liberal foe Ludwig Windthorst; by 1895 some seventy-five German families had settled in an area only about seven miles from where my grandparents built their first cabin. The Germans worked hard, prospered, and are still there. For years I thought “Windthorst” meant something like “wind thrust” (it is a notably windy county), until I happened on a biography of Ludwig Windthorst, read it, and was enlightened. When young I merely accepted the fact that my father or my grandfather rode over horseback a couple of times a week, to get our mail at Mr. Weinzapfel’s store.


Walter Benjamin, a man famously erudite (though not scholarly), was attempting to write about the storyteller in a broad context, as a figure in world—as opposed to European—history; and yet his description of the way good stories are told and passed on presupposes a certain human and cultural density. There must be people gathered in a place—ideally, perhaps, in an artisan’s shop—to listen to the storyteller and to repeat the story in their turn.


What could he have made of my grandparents’ situation, as it was when they had just arrived at the edge of nowhere? And (funnier question) what would my grandfather have made of the marathon that had been scheduled to be run down the road that passed our house, one hundred years (or almost) after he and my grandmother arrived? Though several of his children signally failed to learn to do anything but work, William Jefferson was no workaholic; he preferred shade to sunlight and, once in the shade, liked to ruminate, speculate, question, converse. The spectacle of a bunch of fools in shorts attempting to flounder along for twenty-six miles in the heat would no doubt have provoked some pungent ruminations.


Archer County was not completely unpopulated when my grandparents arrived, but if Walter Benjamin had happened to be in the wagon with them the day they stopped and unloaded by the fine seeping spring, I expect he would have found the locale to be a context of no context, not immediately propitious for storytelling. My grandfather loved to talk but, due to the absence of near neighbors, had mainly his wife and children to talk to. Louisa Francis, at least from my few observations, had little interest in his spoutings, and the journeymen, tinkers, mendicants, artisans that Benjamin thought made up a good audience for storytelling were at first a long trot down the road.


But they were there, William Jefferson and Louisa Francis, settled on a piece of land that didn’t easily yield a living. The Comanches were no longer a threat, though only a few years earlier they had attacked and killed a little party of teamsters scarcely fifteen miles from where the first cabin stood. What my grandparents had to contend with was the sky and the sun, forces sufficient to drive many a pioneer family back to gentler climes.


When I came along, about a half century later, there were still only a few people to be seen, but life had nonetheless accumulated, in all its puzzling but pregnant detail. The covey of McMurtrys, all glamorous birds to me, had—except for my father—long since flown away. And yet, by then, there was a cook, a cowboy or two, my grandparents, occasional visitors (a fencing crew, a vet, a cattle buyer, a surveyor, an oil speculator), who, taken in the aggregate, comprised the beginnings of a sort of culture. In the evening, once the chores were done, people sat on the front porch (if it was summer) or around the fireplace (in the winter) and told stories.


None of these stories were ever told to or directed at me; none of the Slovenly Peter, this-is-a-warning-little-boy stories ever came my way. But I was allowed to listen to whatever stories the adults were telling one another. At that time radio had not come, and when it did come it was at first too staticky to be worth listening to. Except for the occasional square dance, no one had any entertainment except the exchanging of experience that occurs in storytelling. So it was, no doubt, in rural places throughout the centuries; then, there was no media—now, it seems, there’s no life.


My question to Walter Benjamin would be, what kind of stories arise in a place where nothing has ever happened except, of course, the vagaries and vicissitudes of individual life? It was these vagaries and vicissitudes, individual in texture yet common to humanity, that usually got discussed on the porch after supper, a dribble of family history usually involving accidents, injuries, bad choices, good choices, mistakes made with horses, misjudgments of neighbors, and the like. None of this was as interesting to me as the mystery of the old skunk woman, the silent, heavy figure I had come to dread seeing on the road almost as much as I dreaded seeing another hitchhiker whom my father invariably picked up, in this case an unfortunate man—I think he too lived in a hovel, somewhere in the brush—afflicted with St. Vitus’s dance. He gibbered loudly all the way to town but I could not understand a word of his gibbering.


The loud, broken-toothed man with St. Vitus’s dance scared me, but it was the old skunk woman who haunted my dreams. There was a judgment in her silence that I could not fathom; but it was a terrible judgment, I felt, and I wondered often if I was included in it. Everybody—by which I mean our six or eight more or less near neighbors, “near” meaning within twenty miles—knew that she had been acquired for a bunch of polecat pelts. What, I wondered, had made her silent? From my young perspective she was not so much Mother Courage as Mother Hell.
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[image: Image] THEN THERE was the Dutchman (as the Germans were then invariably referred to) who lived up the road from us, one farm away. He was a well-liked man who didn’t have much acreage or many dairy cows; he was respected by the cowboys because he worked so hard. One morning he went out to his barn as usual, milked his cows—this was well before the days of automated milking machines—and then picked up a shotgun and killed himself.


I remember the shock of that event because, up to then, it had never occurred to me that it was permissible, or even possible, to kill oneself. Up to that point—I was probably five at the time—I assumed that, once alive, you were required to stay alive until a horse fell on you or lightning struck you or something. It seemed to me that if you could avoid those two pitfalls, horses and lightning—I knew, already, two people who had been killed by lightning, a real peril to cowboys—you would live until you were old, like my grandparents. By that time my mother’s parents had also come to live with us.


To the cowboys, though, the haunting element in the Dutchman’s suicide was that he milked his cows first, every cow, and even strained the milk. This fact came up, time and again, during lulls in the work, as the cowboys, many of them fond, like my grandfather, of filling their idle moments with aimless whittling, casually whittled away stick after stick. (These whittling cowboys, their hands occupied but their minds in neutral, were, in Benjamin’s terms, perfect receptacles for stories, though often, no storyteller being available, they were wasted receptacles.)


The fact of the suicide itself didn’t puzzle or even particularly surprise the cowboys. Considering the well-known difficulties of dairy farming, killing oneself seemed to some of the cowboys a more or less practical act.


“That dairy farming, it’s gloomy work,” I remember one cowboy saying. “All them cows switching their old shitty tails in your face.”


At the time I was too young to have milked a cow, but I didn’t stay too young. A little later in life I came to agree that getting slapped in the face with a milk cow’s shitty tail was a considerable aggravation, though not aggravation enough to tempt me to put a shotgun to my head. I came to think that there had to have been more to it than the admitted frustrations of milking. The cowboys, though, had little interest in probing such mysteries. They could easily accept that life, particularly the dairy farming life, could get a man down and finally break him; but once broken, why bother milking the cows? Here opinion divided.


“If I was intending to blow my head off with a twelve-gauge, I’d be damned if I’d do the dern milking first,” one said.


“No, now that was proper,” another argued. “Them old Holsteins’ bags will spoil if they ain’t milked regular. It would just have made it that much harder on his wife. She’d have a dead husband and a bunch of ruined milk cows too.”


The debate about the Dutchman’s suicide dragged on for a year or two, surfacing whenever the cowboys had nothing more immediate to discuss; to my knowledge no consensus was ever reached about the dairy farmer who milked his cows before killing himself. After a while, to the cowboys he became just one of the dead—whether his last milking was an admirable adherence to duty or a piece of sheer folly was never decided.


But I never forgot the suicide of the nice Dutchman up the road. What was his despair, and why did it culminate just after milking on that particular morning? And his wife, about whom I know nothing? The cowboys never talked about her. To them the milk cows, not the wife, were the interesting part of the story.
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[image: Image] FIFTY YEARS later, less than a mile from where the farmer took his life, I ran into a milk cow while on my way home to my ranch house. I was driving a rented Lincoln, and the collision had interesting results—but I’ll table that story for now, in the interest of getting back to the Dairy Queen, Walter Benjamin, and the Archer County centennial celebration. Stay in one place long enough, or return to the same place often enough, and some interesting ironies are likely to accumulate.
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[image: Image] MOST PIONEERS, faced with the sort of task my grandparents faced when they unloaded their wagon in the newborn Archer County, might have agreed with Henry Ford that history is bunk. Even if it isn’t bunk, on the line of a new frontier there was no history ready to hand and no time to consider history’s lessons, if it has any. But pioneers typically feel a little inferior to their more settled neighbors. They’re the arrivistes—they have less, and they have to work extremely hard just to survive, to hold their meager ground.
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