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PROLOGUE Journey to Dreamland





  In 1934, Ted and Jackie Pratt had been through the wringer for almost half a decade. Their married life together was supposed to start as an adventure in Europe, but the stock market crashed historically three days after their wedding. Off they had gone to Europe anyway, but that ended in the debacle of an international incident on the island of Majorca. They returned to find the country deep in the Great Depression. Suffering in the New York cold, the couple needed sunshine. They decided to seek it in the Sunshine State.




  The Pratts made the long drive down the coast on US Highway 1. Along the way, the air softened with the accents. By the time they reached Georgia, the land spread in languid salt flats of ochre grasses, and the wide St. Johns River made an apt introduction to the quiet, understated beauty of Florida. The Pratts drove through the old Spanish city of St. Augustine to Daytona and Melbourne. As they made their way down the peninsula, the vegetation shrank in height to a verdant clumped jungle, more and more palms mixing with the pines. The atmosphere grew sleepy and remote, an enigmatic quality increasing with the exotic beauty.




  Finally, they reached coastal South Florida. They arrived in West Palm Beach and looked across Lake Worth Lagoon to Palm Beach Island. On that playground of the rich stood the fabulous Spanish-style homes designed by recently deceased architect Adison Mizner. The couple could appreciate these stone and mortar incarnations of romantic dreams. It was easy to dream here in the subtropics.




  But it was the primitive feel, natural beauty, and real Floridians that struck Ted most—the Spanish moss, the pine trees, the palms, and the uncouth, unique, yet endearing inhabitants, human and otherwise. And there was the ocean, teal, vast, and calling.




  Ted knew material for writing could be found in Florida. Other writers showed that. Ernest Hemingway—with whom he was destined to have a vexed indirect connection—was living in Key West. Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings had just last year published South Moon Under about Cracker culture in the north Florida scrub. This year saw the publication of Zora Neale Hurston’s Jonah’s Gourd Vine. Ted immediately saw possibilities on the South Florida coast for himself. As he put it twenty years later, “I took one look and said, ‘This is for me to write about.’”1




  And write about it he did. Ted went on to publish thirteen novels set entirely in Florida and several more partially set in the state or with some reference to it. Eventually, journalists would give him the title “Literary Laureate of Florida.” In the process of becoming a chronicler of what the poet Elizabeth Bishop called “the state with the prettiest name,”2 Ted embraced not only the tantalizing dreams Florida offers but also its many ugly sides. He put himself in the way of harm from hurricanes, shipwrecks, irate locals, and other perils. He delved deeply into Florida history and culture, mining the memories of pioneers, the ways of Seminole Indians, the vagaries of cockfights and holiness revivals, and Cracker and Bahamian lifestyles.




  Most memorably, he dramatized the historical post office practice peculiar to South Florida of mail deliverers walking the beaches from the Jupiter inlet to Miami. Ted’s writing about one of those unshod postmen helped elevate the figure into a local folk hero. Many people actually believed him to be the “Barefoot Mailman,” the name he gave to his most famous novel and the skiff it bought him.




  Theodore Pratt’s importance to Florida literary history stretches far and wide. He was arguably the original writer of Florida detective fiction later practiced by the likes of Brett Halliday, Charles Willeford, Les Standiford, James W. Hall, and Ted’s friend, John D. MacDonald. His first serious Florida novel, Big Blow, grappled with race and violence in the South as earnestly as two pillars of the genre published the same year—Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With the Wind and William Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom! Ted championed civil rights in his writing and political activism, supporting the segregationist-turned-civil rights advocate Florida Governor LeRoy Collins. He formed friendships with other Florida writers, including Rawlings, Hurston, MacDonald, and the Miami environmentalist Marjory Stone-man Douglas. Like writers contemporary with and after him—from Carl Hiaasen to Randy Wayne White—Pratt witnessed and decried the increasing urbanization of Florida and the ruining of its distinctive natural beauty.




  As important as Pratt is in Florida literary history, his significance reaches wider still in illuminating mid-twentieth-century US culture. Several of his works were made into films that featured some of the most significant actors of Hollywood’s golden era, including Ann Sheridan, Ronald Reagan, Robert Cummings, and the legendary Edward G. Robinson. The Incredible Mr. Limpet, starring Don Knotts and based on Pratt’s novel, has become a beloved live-action animated film classic. Moreover, Pratt lived and wrote in a transformative time in publishing, embracing the paperback revolution to both his monetary gain and his critical reception’s detriment. His original paperbacks with their lurid covers appeared on drugstore shelves in the 1950s. In those novels, he not only told ripping yarns but also engaged such controversial issues as euthanasia and rape with clear-eyed and sometimes disconcerting honesty.




  Herein lies a story, then, of interest to anyone who loves and/or loathes Florida. Also herein lies a man’s journey through the middle of the twentieth century in America. The story’s hero encounters major figures of American culture, from Norman Rockwell to Rita Hayworth to Desi Arnaz to Burt Reynolds, while writing books that distill that historical moment. His books display some of the prejudices and blind spots of their time, but they also argue for concepts progressive in their era. Those books are always the products of a writer seeking some understanding of truth.




  And Pratt found that truth most often and with the greatest clarity in the green glades, purple shadows, and blue waters of the Sunshine State. He became a boater, a fisherman, and a diver in the coastal waters even as he followed a predilection for natural history into the alligator-haunted hammocks and stately sheet flow of the South Florida interior. Patiently recording these experiences, Pratt lived out what can be called the quintessential Florida writer’s life.











  CHAPTER 1




  Minnesota Born, New York Raised (1901–1915)




  The story of Theodore Pratt begins far from Florida and the writing life he committed to so passionately. He would be known for his ability to capture subtropical land and seascapes, but he first saw daylight in the cold North.1 Where he would come later to write of Seminoles and Crackers, his own family was Gallic and Germanic. His were practical people, intrepid and determined, living in places only recently tamed by pioneers. The pioneer drive would always be a part of Pratt, and its spirit would drive him to a southern frontier.




  His father, Thomas Amede Pratt, was Canadian, born June 15, 1867, in Stanbridge East, Quebec.2 Thomas immigrated to the United States in 1892, where he gained expertise in silk wholesaling with the Wyman-Partridge Holding Company.3 The young salesman was handsome, svelte, dark-haired, and dark-eyed.4 He combed his hair up and back in a style his son would later emulate. He waxed his moustache into slightly curling handlebars and sat for photographs wearing high collars and neat neckties.




  In his twenties, Thomas met Emma Rosetta Hineline, an Irish-German woman born August 29, 1870, in Minneapolis. The child of a Bavarian father and an Irish mother, she was more cute than beautiful. Her nose spread a little too wide, and her forehead was low. But she had a well-formed mouth that turned upward naturally in a hint of a smile, and her cleft chin was distinct. Her eyes, which she bequeathed to her son, were dark and a little frank and knowing.




  Thomas and Emma married in 1898. A photograph presents the newlyweds along with friends of theirs, Mr. and Mrs. Lew North.5 Posed in a woodland setting, the Pratts come off as the more dashing of the two couples. The Norths look roughhewn where the Pratts wear outfits of striking color and symmetry: white long-sleeve shirts, dark belts, skirt and pants of similar hue, both man and wife with dark ties.




  The couple was living in Minneapolis when their first child, Theodore George Pratt, was born on April 26, 1901, the day of William Shakespeare’s baptism. The Catholic couple had their son baptized on May 12 by Reverend George Arctander, Pastor at the Church of St. Charles in Minneapolis.6 Theo—as his family would call him—favored his mother in photographs of him as an infant and young child. He was four when his sister, Isabel Agnes Pratt, was born on Halloween, October 31, 1905. Both children would be raised as devout adherents to the Catholic faith, which settled into a particularly deep reverence bordering on terror in Theo.




  The family lived in a house on Zenith Avenue, southwest of downtown Minneapolis. The name “Zenith” stands out conspicuously in a literary context, for it would later take on significance as the fictional city in numerous writings by fellow Minnesotan, Sinclair Lewis. The second-floor exterior of the Pratts’ white clapboard house was painted a darker color, and it had a capacious screened-in porch with ionic columns. Nearby was Lake Harriet, which featured a pavilion called the Casino for outdoor concerts.7 The lake was a beloved spot, with the family recording trips to its Casino photographically. It was on this lake that Theo first became interested in reading while lying in an aimlessly drifting boat. The book he read was Little Women.8




  It was unsurprising that Theo would discover a love of reading on the water. Minnesota is not coastal, but it ranks ninth in total water surface.9 Theo’s enchantment with water derived not only from Lake Harriet but also Lake Minnetonka, fifteen miles southwest of Minneapolis where the Pratts stayed during the summer months.10 Just as Ernest Hemingway developed a love of nature in Michigan’s Walloon Lake, so Theo spent his childhood enjoying the pleasures of boating and fishing in Minnesota waters. His sense of identity developed in connection with woods and prairies, lakes and streams. He learned to paddle and steer a canoe and other small craft on nearby Minnehaha Creek. That stream bore a literary connection with Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s The Song of Hiawatha. Theo likely saw Jacob Fjelde’s statue of Hiawatha and Minnehaha, which was placed by the stream just above the falls in 1912.




  It may already have been by this time that Theo’s uncle, Eugene Pratt, had moved to Miami. The story of a pioneer moving from the far north to Florida would capture Theo’s imagination and never lose its hold. It may be that already the stirrings of a future Florida writer had begun in him. His growing identity shaped into a sense of being both a city mouse and a country mouse, a hybridity attainable in Minneapolis where the frontier perched on the doorstep. All his life he would respect and even fear nature.




  Theo’s interest in writing started as early as he could remember.11 Artistry, of the writing variety or any other kind, was not commonplace in his family. He later wrote, the “statistics of my immediate ancestors are therefore, and hereby, limited to the fact that none of them possessed a nature that would seem to breed a writer.”12 But writing fascinated him: he made his first stab at an autobiography when he was ten, although he did not get past page three.13 He had just not yet lived enough life to write about. Still, he pursued his passion and soon enjoyed the excitement of having his first publication in a school paper. “I remember seeing it and I remember the thrill I got out of seeing it that preserved, for all time it seemed, in ink on paper,” he later wrote.14




  Theo was not the only developing writer from Minnesota. He may already have been hearing about and reading the aforementioned Sinclair Lewis, who by Theo’s fourteenth year was regularly publishing short fiction and the first novel under his own name, Our Mr. Wren. It would not be long until the Sauk Center native would turn to the small-town Minnesota-inspired material that would make him famous. Meanwhile, a teenage F. Scott Fitzgerald had returned from the East with his family in 1908 and the next year published his first short story in St. Paul Academy’s student newspaper. While direct cross-pollinating between Fitzgerald and Pratt is as unlikely as the twin cities were apart in their rivalry, the two young men’s being young Catholic writers in the same urban area made for striking parallels.




  Those parallels extended into other dimensions. Just as Fitzgerald’s father took a job as a salesman at Proctor and Gamble in Buffalo, New York, when his wicker furniture business failed in St. Paul, so Thomas accepted a position as sales manager at a silk manufacturing company in New York City in 1915.15 The move was traumatic for Theo. To him, the city was frighteningly far away. Minnesotans who had gone there said it was all right to visit but not a place to live. Theo pleaded to be able to stay but “was dragged downtown to get my first manicure and then forcibly made to accompany the family to the train.”16 As the train pulled out of Minneapolis, Theo cried and determined that he would, like a Horatio Alger character, make a fabulous fortune in New York and return in triumph to live again in his home city. Fate had other plans; that dream would never be fulfilled.




  The train ride terminated in Jersey City, and Theo saw New York for the first time from a ferry. It scared him to death. “It was a huge Babylon, dangerous and awful, the windows of its buildings spitting fire from a setting sun,” he remembered. Brooklyn Bridge and the Hudson formed only “mild interest” for him as the family took a cab to an aunt’s brownstone on MacDonough Street in Brooklyn. The boy, accustomed to the less urbane and cramped setting of the middle West, was horrified at the tiny backyard.




  But Theo beheld the magic of Manhattan when his cousin took him to see the Woolworth building. The elevator scared him even as he enjoyed five lollypops. But the view from atop the tower fascinated the boy. In fact, the budding New Yorker quickly began to think of Manhattan as superior to Brooklyn. He was glad when the family moved to a suite in the Endicott Hotel on 81st Street and Columbus Avenue for the daunting but boast-worthy sum of a hundred dollars a month. Theo’s father laughed off his wife’s concerns about the high rent with a jolly, “That’s New York.”




  Now Theo found himself in the epicenter of urban life. This new home unnerved him when the elevated train ripped by and sent everything inside rattling.17 But he found Central Park delightful—not quite Minnesota but close enough. When the parks lakes froze over, he proudly showed off his skating skills. Gliding over the ice, he swelled with pride that a boy from Minnesota could do something better than New Yorkers.




  More than anything else, he fell in love with the Natural History Museum. He would go three to four times a week, walking its length and memorizing its contents. As he put it, “I became an enthusiastic, living but slightly tiresome catalogue of its engrossing contents.”18 Years later, a psychoanalyst told him his “inferiority complex came partially from standing too long in awe before the fourteen-hundred-year-old redwood tree.” Theo learned about the wide world in the museum, and his fascination with natural history fueled him throughout his career. His greatest talent and accomplishment would lie in his ability to capture the natural environs of Florida in vivid, compelling, and unforgettable ways.




  Theo had not gone to school during the winter because it was the middle of the year, so fall saw him entering sixth grade at Public School Number 87 on Amsterdam Avenue at 77th Street.19 There, he had an experience that taught him a valuable writing lesson. When he wrote a story as part of an assignment in an English composition class, the teacher selected his as an example of creating distinctive characters.20 He took to heart the teacher’s stressing the importance of making the people he created interesting via distinctive details. He would always call it one of the best lessons in writing fiction of his life.




  Just as Theo was beginning to settle into New York, his father announced in the winter that they were moving yet again. Their new home would be New Rochelle, in Westchester County. Now the boy did not want to leave the city. But the family’s furniture and Buick were brought east out of storage, and the Pratts moved into a house at 96 Locust Avenue. Theo’s father assured him that New York City was only a short train ride away.




  Founded near the end of the seventeenth century by Huguenots, New Rochelle had long ago lost its pioneer flavor.21 Its most illustrious early citizen, Thomas Paine, had been a fiery writer in support of the Revolution. By the time the Pratts arrived, the town had become a playground for the wealthy. Theo understood about playgrounds: where he had lakes and streams to explore in Minnesota, now he had access to the Long Island Sound. Beyond those recreations, New Rochelle also boasted a stable of writers and artists. It was a fortuitous relocation for a boy who wanted to become a writer.











  CHAPTER 2




  Teenage Newspaper Man (1916–1920)




 Theo’s first extensive foray into the world of letters took the form of a self-published newspaper called The All News.1 The one-page daily featured its title hand-lettered across the top along with the volume, issue number, and price of “One Cent.” Printed on only one side, the text was set in type in three columns, with lines indicating section breaks. The first issue appeared on August 30, 1916, announcing an impending freight train strike, a “Citizens Meeting,” and that mail would not be delivered on Labor Day. It also included a dark joke on infantile paralysis, an epidemic that was claiming lives daily.




  The second issue made it clear that the “Editor, Reporters, Staff, Financier, printer, typesetter, and newsboy are all in one namely—Theodore Pratt.” This lone-operating publishing juggernaut invited outside contributions in the way of jokes that, if deemed worthy of publication, would be “paid at the rate of 50¢ each.” By the end of the fifth issue, Theo ceased the project, with no one having bought a copy. The paper may not have been a commercial success, but, as he put it later, it “was an expression of some yearning to write and be published.”2




  By fall, the Pratts moved into a white clapboard house at 25 Sickles Place. At the time, the neighborhood featured a mix of first- or second-generation immigrants as well as descendants of Huegenots.3 Theo enrolled in New Rochelle High School, housed in a neoclassical columned building only a few blocks away that is now City Hall. Soon he was writing pieces and submitting them to the school paper, The Parrot.4




  When the United States entered the Great War in April 1917, the freshman Theo tried to enlist in the Marines. Lying about his age failed to fool a recruitment officer, so Theo decided instead to pursue what he believed to be the glamorous lifestyle of journalists. His model was Richard Harding Davis, a dashing, handsome man who had his break covering the Johnstown flood in 1889. Davis, who had died in 1916, wrote in a brilliant style about such controversial issues as suicide and abortion.5 Incidentally, Sinclair Lewis would refer to him in his 1924 novel, Dodsworth. The teenage Theo envisioned himself as just such a bold adventurer-writer who could take on the most immense events of the world.




  To put his plan of glory into action, Theo looked to the local paper. He rode his bicycle to the Main Street headquarters of the New Rochelle Daily Star, which were housed in a white frame house not that dissimilar from his own. Editorial rooms were located upstairs while downstairs the linotype machine and flatbed press rattled the glass vases in the florist shop that shared the building. The editor of the Daily Star, Robert Forbes, determined that the teenager could type well enough and hired him for eight dollars a week. Theo was thrilled: he would always remember with excitement and nostalgia the “click-clack of the linotype machine” and the “sweet, rather sickish smell of printer’s ink.”6




  Like Hemingway, Theo’s writing career was deeply shaped by his training as a reporter. Forbes sent the boy to his sister, Amy Forbes King, who instructed him on the techniques of writing stories for the newspaper. She showed him how he must get the “Who, What, When, Where, How, and Why” into the lead and how to forge an eye-catching headline to fit into the allotted space. The boy quickly learned newspaper lingo as he both worked in the offices and rushed out to cover everything from fires to weddings. He thrilled at each by-line, and the compositor, seeing his excitement, made him a piece of lead with his name on it. When Theo picked up the hot lead, it burned him, sending the compositor into peals of laughter. Enduring the hilarity, Theo picked it back up when it cooled and kept it the rest of his life as a paperweight.




  As a reporter, Theo also found a way to engage directly with the war-time moment. Caught up in patriotic fervor, the boy was shocked when on one of his assignments he heard a city official refer to departing soldiers as fools.7 His disillusionment with the war deepened with the discovery that some young men paid doctors to give them diagnoses that could keep them out of the military. Before long, he was being sent to cover the news when telegrams arrived informing parents of their sons being killed in Europe. Theo never lost his patriotism, but it became more refined and complex as he developed doubts about war. When a second world war erupted later, he would fashion a character who voiced his own struggles with warfare.




  By 1918, the country was in the grip of the influenza pandemic as well as war, and on one summer day Theo arrived at the newspaper offices to find Forbes and King sick at home.8 It was up to Theo to get the paper out. He wrote like crazy, ignoring the reporting rule of being concise. Instead, he made generous use of a different rule of small-town papers—to print as many residents’ names as possible. Practically every name in town appeared in that issue along with an extraordinary amount of boilerplate. Despite the compositor’s skepticism, Theo got the job done. That issue of the Daily Star hit the stands only half an hour late. “If there was ever any one point where I formally decide to be a writer,” he wrote later, “it was then.”9




  With this real-life newspaper experience, Theo saw the high school paper’s flaws and limitations. So, in the 1918/1919 school year he instigated a move to end The Parrot and start a new paper. A contest was held for its name, and it was retitled The Purple and White.10 Theo became the editor-in-chief of this nicely edited and printed publication, each issue of which was made up of heavy slick paper.




  Theo could now boast of being a professional reporter and editor, but the call of fiction sounded in his ears. Under his leadership, the newly initiated paper set up a short story contest, and Theo published fictional pieces in it. “John Brockwood’s Return” and “At Five in the Morning” were among his first published short stories. While both bear obvious marks of a teenage imagination, they also anticipate Theo’s later, mature fiction. The writing is clear and concise, the descriptions controlled and not overwritten. The youngster successfully executed a storyline that led to a moment of seeming disaster followed by a last-minute, if not altogether believable, happy ending. He would write such happy endings throughout his professional career. When the spring term ended, he clipped the two stories along with a third piece and pasted them into a little volume entitled Short Stories by Theodore G. Pratt, editor of The Purple and White.11




  Even as Theo channeled energy into writing, he was also fascinated with other creative people and resources in town. Cartoonist Clare Briggs had just built a mansion at the Wykagl Country Club. In a similar graphic vein, New Rochelle was home to a cadre of illustrators, including Joseph C. Leyendecker, Courtney Allen, Coles Phillips, and a young man who in 1916 sold his first ever cover to the Saturday Evening Post: Norman Rockwell. The now-legendary illustrator also that year started renting a barn on Prospect Street where he set up his studio, a move that stuck in Theo’s imagination. Writing for a local magazine called The Chesterfieldian, Theo interviewed Rockwell, Leyendecker, Phillips, and Briggs as well as other artists in Fairfield and Westchester Counties, including Frederick Dana Marsh, Orson Lowell, and Lucius Wolcott Hitchcock.12




  Theo also took note of New Rochelle’s drama scene. Not far from his house lived the playwright Augustus Thomas. Although not well remembered now, Thomas was celebrated in his own time, his play The Copperhead igniting the career of Lionel Barrymore on both stage and screen. The still new and raw film industry also had a presence in New Rochelle in the form of the Thanhouser Film Company, founded by Edwin Thanhouser in 1909. One can imagine how fascinated the teenage Theo would have been by the glass-house studio, constructed to maximize light for the cameras of the time. Theo even referenced the studio in The All News when he recorded that a child of an unnamed actor in the studio had contracted infantile paralysis.




  But the short story occupied Theo’s attention most, and he longed to interact with professional writers of fiction. The Chesterfieldian sent him to interview minor writers in the area whose names have since been lost. He hoped in interviewing them that they would show him their manuscripts because he believed he could learn something about writing from examining them. None of the writers ever offered. Disappointed, Theo made up his mind that if he ever made it as a writer, he would make his manuscripts available to young writers.13




  Theo took his fiction writing development into his own hands when the 1919 school year ended. He enrolled in a summer session at Columbia University, paying for it out of his newspaper savings. Perhaps riding on the train with his father to the city, he made his way to the campus in Harlem to take a course named “Technique of the short story,” receiving a B. From this instruction and with his own determined drive, Theo wrote and submitted stories to magazines. Drawing on his passion for history fueled by his trips to the Museum of Natural History and inspired by his history teacher, Henry Durfree, Theo wrote a story entitled “The Man With the Odd School.” Another early story was a western entitled “The Bad Man of Cactus City,” published in the Sunday magazine section of the Chicago Ledger.14 These and other stories deepened Theo’s commitment to fiction.




  He graduated from New Rochelle High School on June 24, 1920.15 That year turned out to be a banner one for Minnesota writers. March saw F. Scott Fitzgerald’s first novel, This Side of Paradise, published by Scribner’s. The book not only brought Fitzgerald enough success to claim the hand of Alabama socialite Zelda Sayre, it inaugurated an era, kicking off the decade soon to be called “The Jazz Age.” Later in the year, Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street exploded into the public, presenting the American small town in a level of artistry wholly new. The book would go on to win the Pulitzer Prize and become the bestseller of 1921, a publishing phenomenon that swept the country. It must have seemed to Theo the most logical thing in the world for Minnesotans to find success as writers. Certainly, he was committed to that path, and he set about to further his education and contacts in that direction.











  CHAPTER 3




  College Playwright (1920–1924)




   In 1920, the influenza pandemic had passed, the war had ended, women had been granted the right to vote, Prohibition had begun, and Theo—or “Ted,” as he now preferred to be called by people outside his family—enrolled at Colgate University in Hamilton, New York.1 A high school friend had gone on before him to the bucolic campus, inspiring Ted’s choice. Now Ted walked among the collegiate buildings as a student himself.




  Ted’s first semester went well enough, with an A in “Short Story” and Bs in English literature, rhetoric, and philosophy.2 The next semester, he slipped, with Cs in geology, history, and biblical literature, and another B in English literature. Perhaps extracurricular activities interfered with his studies, as he joined Phi Kappa Psi and got on the staffs of the daily newspaper, a humorous magazine, a literary magazine, and the yearbook.3 Student life held little attraction for him otherwise—he especially despised organized sports, with extra hatred for football. He was not and never would be a physical specimen, although he enjoyed playing tennis. On the shorter side, his dark hair always neatly groomed, he was quiet, reserved, yet opinionated.




  He was initiated into Phi Kappa Psi. The fraternity’s secrecy and exclusivity rankled with him as did the inconsistencies he saw in upperclassmen who ostensibly upheld high ideals but blithely went about throwing their weight around as they caroused.4 The hazing ritual of beating freshmen sickened him; he had a strong natural repugnance to bullying and to people of lower status being taken advantage of. His disillusionment with fraternities marked an early sign of what would become a disillusionment with and distrust in rites, ultimately including Catholicism.




  Despite his disgust with the fraternity, Ted got in good with its upperclassmen when he started writing their papers for rhetoric at five dollars apiece.5 The teacher, Professor Crawshaw, called him into his office about the suspicious similarities among the papers. Ted replied that the papers resembled each other because the fraternity brothers had been discussing Crawshaw’s lectures so fervently. Not fooled, the professor told the boy never to let it happen again and ordered him out. Embarrassed as he was, Ted ever-after had admiration and affection for Crawshaw.




  The fall of Ted’s sophomore year turned out worse yet. Not only did he receive Fs in economics and French, there was no number value assigned to the grades, suggesting he may never even have attended those classes. He received a C in general literature. His one accomplishment was another A in “Short Story,” but even that was bittersweet, for one of his fraternity brothers laughed uproariously when Ted read one of his stories aloud. The next semester was better, but still average, with Cs in psychology and sociology and Bs in general literature and rhetoric.




  It may be that Ted lost interest in the college scene, generally. He later wrote that the culture of the institution at the time stigmatized diligent studies. The library offered him his real education. There in the stacks he read Oscar Wilde, Leo Tolstoy, Joseph Conrad, George Bernard Shaw, Theodore Dreiser, Anatole France, Gustave Flaubert, Honoré de Balzac, Walt Whitman, and his fellow-Minnesotan, Lewis.6 He also discovered W. Somerset Maugham, Ford Madox Ford, and H. L. Mencken. Ted would come into proximity with each of the latter three. His association with Mencken would bring him serious trouble.




  Ted also developed a passion for the Little Theater movement then coming into vogue. One of the fruits of this interest came in the form of a collaboration during his time at Colgate. Working with a classmate named Krause Crofoot, Ted wrote a play entitled “A Study in Furniture” produced along with two other plays as part of Colgate’s “Little Theatre” on May 4, 1922, under the auspices of the Masque and Triangle Club.7 The Colgate Maroon described the play as “a farce of the trials of a college youth who secured funds from his father on the pretense of buying furniture for his room and spent the money in revelry.”8




  Ted left Colgate after two years. He claimed the institution simply did not offer the writing courses he needed, but he may have left under the pressure of the poor grades and distractions. He transferred to Columbia University, where he shared the campus with such later-famous figures as Lou Gehrig, Amelia Earhart, and Langston Hughes. He just missed taking classes at the same time as his future friend and fellow Florida writer Zora Neale Hurston. Ted’s student records list no courses in the 1922/1923 academic year, but in 1923/1924 he took three.9 One was an advanced course in playwriting in both the fall and spring semesters in which he earned an A and B, respectively. In the fall, he enrolled in stage craft and stage direction, earning Bs in both. He did not receive a degree.




  Overall, Ted’s Columbia experience proved worse than Colgate. He bristled under the tutelage of short story writing instructor Blanche Colton Williams, whose textbook he found “limiting and didactic.”10 Amid his disappointment with her teaching, Ted shifted his attention toward drama. He did so under the influence and encouragement of Hatcher Hughes, a North Carolina native who had joined the Columbia faculty in 1912. At the moment, Hughes was working on a play entitled Hell-Bent Fer Heaven, a melodrama set in the Blue Ridge mountains that would be staged in 1924 and win a Pulitzer Prize.11 Ted regarded Hughes as a real-life practitioner instead of just a teacher, and North Carolina would become important to Ted in adulthood.




  Ted’s excitement about theater spread beyond Columbia’s campus. He studied at the American Academy of the Dramatic Arts and submitted plays to Broadway.12 He also attended a number of professional productions, including Eugene O’Neill’s The Emperor Jones, starring Paul Robeson, at the Provincetown Playhouse.13 Finally, he joined a theatrical troupe in New Rochelle called the Huguenot Players. Their organizer and leader was a mover and shaker in the Little Theater movement named Walter Hartwig. In him, Ted gained a mentor who had significant clout and connections.




  It was with the Huguenot Players that Ted made his first mark of any significance: a 1923 one-act play entitled The Revolt of the Mummies. A “Comedy in One Act” Ted developed from one of his Columbia courses, the play draws on Howard Carter’s 1922 discovery of Tutankhamun’s grave and Ted’s own days spent in the Museum of Natural History.14 For the action of the play, Ted used a framing device of two maintenance men who are decidedly unimpressed with a museum’s rotting old mummies. When the men leave the Egyptian section of the museum, the mummies come to life. There are five of them, designated as The Slave Mummy, The Melancholy Mummy, The Lively Mummy, The Pharoah Mummy, and a woman named Valeeta, who happens to have been married to all the others at different times. Angry over being trapped on display and at Valeeta for pining after an animated marble statue of Socrates, the male mummies threaten to destroy the museum. But Valeeta crushes their impulse, and they all return to their display cases as the maintenance men return to close the play with further comment about how uninteresting the mummies are.




  The play was entered into a New York Drama League Competition, where it was directed by Hartwig and broadcast over the radio.15 The competition took place on May 7, 1923, at Bayes Theatre on 44th Street, west of Broadway as part of “Little Theatre Tournament” competing for the David Belasco Trophy.16 The Huguenot Players performed the play again along with three other one-acts at the New Rochelle High School on June 19 and 20.17




  Ted enjoyed his first ever reviews. The Evening Standard gushed with the headline, “Hugeunot Players Shine Broadway in Fantastic Play.” The New York Sun reviewer stated, less enthusiastically, “Timely.” The mighty New York Times deigned to declare the play “Clever.”18 The Daily Star gave a portrait of the performance, describing the set as “weird—just a dark drapery curtain open in the middle, disclosing the entrance to a museum” while the “only light on the stage was a faint blue glow illuminating the entrance through which the actors appeared and disappeared” and the mummies wore “brown, stained wrappings.”




  Riding the wave of his Little Theater involvement, Ted wrote a number of other one-act plays in 1923. Socrates (Ted had a fascination with the ancient philosopher) was published in a magazine entitled Poet Lore. Another, Inside Stuff, was published in Plays for Strolling Mummers, edited by Frank Shay, owner of the Greenwich Village bookshop on Christopher Street famous for its door signed by great literary figures of the day. Inside Stuff saw multiple performances in small venues as did Escape, yet another one-act Ted wrote and published in Shay’s Fifty More Contemporary One Act Plays.19 A few other one-acts Ted destroyed in dissatisfaction.




  Also that year Ted developed a Columbia class project into an adaptation of Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray. Ted submitted the full-length play to producer Sam Harris, and it somehow made its way to Jeanne Eagles, a one-time Ziegfield girl now starring in the role of the prostitute Sadie Thompson in Rain, which was based on a Maugham story. According to Ted, Eagles invited him backstage after a performance of that hit play and told him she wanted to play the role of Dorian.20 Although Eagles then leaked her desire to the gossip columns, Harris had no interest in producing the play. Ted claimed he then received a letter from a woman claiming to represent Russian director Vsevolod Meyerhold, who had made a now-lost film of Wilde’s novella.21 Ted sent her the script and never heard anything back. He later read that Meyerhold had indeed staged a dramatization, perhaps based on Ted’s play.




  Over the next five years, Ted wrote some fourteen more plays. The Professor was staged by the Huguenot Players on February 28, 1924, at Payson Assembly, Locust Avenue.22 But none of the others were produced and many were destroyed, although he later developed material from at least one into a novel. After 1928, he gave up playwrighting altogether for a decade.




  His lack of success as a playwright convinced Ted that surviving monetarily as a writer meant diversifying. Not only did he continued working for newspapers, now he attempted to get on the editorial staff at Variety.23 Still under the leadership of Sime Silverman, who had founded it in 1905, the weekly covered Manhattan’s theater scene. Ted had been working with the magazine as a correspondent for Broadway try-outs, but Silverman did not think the young man up to the job. Instead, he offered Ted work selling advertising on a commission basis.




  While Ted appreciated the money to be made from selling advertising, he neither liked the job nor showed any promise at it. He found more congenial work as a “reader” for motion picture companies, making outlines of books to submit to companies for possible production. This work he did freelance with then-New York–based Paramount and Metro-Goldwyn-Meyer. Ted excelled at this job—“I could read fast, type fast, and write a synopsis fast.”24




  From these combined income streams, Ted made as much as seventy-five dollars a week, which he took straight to Guaranty Trust Company to exchange for French francs at a rate of four cents to the franc, which he then deposited.25 He was saving to go to Europe. Originally, the plan had been for his uncle, Louis Pratt, to bankroll the trip. But his uncle suffered financial losses, so Ted’s parents agreed to pay for the steamship passage if he could save up enough money to afford to live in Paris for a period of time.26 Ted managed to save fifteen hundred dollars in francs by the fall of 1924, and Thomas and Emma bought the ticket.




  A newspaper notice of his trip simply stated that he was going to Paris to study “French dramatic literature” at the Sorbonne, but there was considerably more involved.27 In one sense, the trip was a no-brainer for a writer because Paris’s Left Bank was in its Modernist heyday, with Gertrude Stein’s Saturday night salon being a center for writers such as Hemingway and Fitzgerald. But Ted did not tend toward a Modernist sensibility. His conception of the city apparently derived instead from columns by Richard Le Gallienne for The New York Evening Sun.28
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