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  Introduction

  



  For over thirty years, Sprague and I have been fascinated by the Conan stories written by Robert E. Howard in the early 1930s. Sprague gathered them, edited them, and searched for a paperback book publisher willing to bring them out; for in 1951 Howard and his fictional character Conan of Cimmeria were known to only a very small group of admirers. In the ensuing years, Sprague—with his colleagues Lin Carter, Bjorn Nyberg, and, more recently, with me—has added many new tales to the saga of the great barbarian. Sprague kept the name of Conan before the public; and, with the help of Glenn Lord, a man Sprague recommended as literary agent for the Howard heirs, made Conan a household word among readers and comic-book fans.


  As our interest in the great barbarian grew, we found ourselves increasingly intrigued by the Texas writer from whose teeming brain Conan and other heroic characters emerged. Although no one had ever written a book-length biography of Robert Howard or done much to assay his work, we hesitated to undertake the task, since we knew little about life in Texas during the first third of the present century. We knew even less about the boy who grew up to create, almost single-handedly, the subgenre of American fiction that is now called "heroic fantasy."


  One evening—it was November 17, 1976—when Lin Carter was in Philadelphia to help Sprague plot a new Conan story, I asked Dr. Jane Whittington Griffin, a witty and charming woman friend, to make a fourth at dinner. At the close of the meal, Sprague and Lin went off to the study to get on with their work. I was embarrassed by the speed of their departure and explained somewhat lamely to our guest everything that I knew about Conan, his Cross Plains creator, and the two ladies who had become the Howard heirs. At the mention of the name Kuyken-dall, Jane exclaimed: "I went to college with a girl named Alia Ray Kuykendall. She lives just a few miles beyond Eastland."


  I called to the men, who, abandoning their plotting, hastened down to the living room. We spent the entire evening discovering that Jane grew up in Eastland, Texas, at about the same time that Robert Ervin Howard was growing up in Cross Plains, some thirty miles away. Jane knew the land, the history of the region, and many of the people who had had contacts with the Howard family. Moreover, through her work in child development, a subject that she taught to graduate students at the University of Pennsylvania, Jane could reconstruct a great deal about the early life of a Texan child brought up in an environment not far removed from pioneer days.


  Assured of Jane's help with the early chapters of Howard's life, we decided to bring the tragic story of Robert Howard to all who admire the man and his creations. Thus was born the project that has occupied much of our time and energy for over five years.


  We have made five research trips to Texas, and we have interviewed nearly every living person who remembers the neglected genius of Cross Plains. Many are the adventures we have had during these extended research trips. On one we took Jane, who had emphysema and required a supply of oxygen at all times. Only later did we learn that, had we hit a pothole or another car, the two huge cylinders of oxygen on which I planted firm feet would have exploded and blown us all into another county.


  By the merest good fortune, we located the cut in the low hills that goes by the name of Dark Valley. We had stopped to ask a shopkeeper if he knew where Dark Valley was. The man told us that his father, Mr. J. C. McClure, was the local historian and that he would be glad to show us around. Mr. McClure owned the very ground on which stands the small house in which the senior Howards, as bride and groom, made their first home. Because of Jane's Texas drawl and her knowledge of the local families, we were graciously received by people who might otherwise have been reluctant to entertain us.


  Jane Whittington Griffin passed away on November 9, 1979, but by that time she had shared with us her insights into Howard's formative years. She greatly increased our knowledge of the flora, the customs, and the way of life of Texans at the turn of the century. Most of all, she gave us the courage to go on with a subject whose magnitude escaped us until we were so deeply involved that we could not dream of turning back.


  Many other people have lent us a welcome hand in bringing this project to fruition, among them Glenn Lord, who supplied us with information and gave us permission to use quotations from Howard's works. We wish to thank for their kindness in granting us interviews: Jack Scott, a former mayor of Cross Plains, who was a young reporter in Howard's day and who has most kindly agreed to read and criticize this manuscript; Miss Kate Merryman, also of Cross Plains, who helped to nurse Mrs. Howard through her last illness; and Mrs. Novalyne Price Ellis, who was Howard's close friend during the last two years of his life.


  E. Hoffmann Price, no relation of Mrs. Ellis, contributed the rare insights into Howard's personality that only a writer of his stature could make; and Dr. Charlotte Laughlin, a professor at Howard Payne University in Brownwood, gave generously of her time in doing essential research.


  Other people, either through correspondence or by means of interviews, contributed enormously in rounding out this picture of the Howard family and the world in which they lived. Among them are: Mrs. Fanny McClung Anderson, Jonathan Bacon, Earl J. Baker, Robert Baker, E. Wayne Barlow, Mrs. Lorene Bishop, John Bloom, Miss Paula Bond, Hyman Bradofsky, Mrs. Ruth Baum Browning, Elliot and Zora May Bryant, Garry Burg, LeeRoy and Floyce Butler, Sam Buzbee, Gray Cassidy, Norris R. Chambers, J. H. Childs, Mrs. A. L. Conlee, Mrs. Jocelyn Darling, Mrs. Annie Newton Davis, Mrs. Ollie Lorene Davis, Raymond De Busk, Peter Beresford Ellis, Steve Eng, and William Fulwiler.


  Also Kenneth Franklin, Mrs. Lois Garrett, T. H. Frazzetta, Mrs. Mary Robertson Genstey, Alfred Gechter, Wallace C. Howard, Truman Howard, Rev. Toby Irwin, Sherwood B. Idso, Mrs. Alma Baker King, Robert S. Latona, Billy Lee, Richard Lupoff, Mrs. Birdie L. Martin, Mrs. Irene Shults Mayfield, John D. McClure, Mrs. Gladys Doyel McNabb, Frank D. McSherry, Jr., L. L. and Deoma Morgan, Mrs. Alia Ray Morris,


  Sam Moskowitz, Miss Dorothy A. Murray, Austin Newton, Howard 0. Newton, Mrs. Vera Baker Nichols, Mrs. Nathan Oliver, Mrs. Patricia Neeb Peterson, Ervin Polishuk, Harold Preece, Phillip Sawyer, Robert Stevens, H. L. Somerville, Mrs. Johnnie Newton Stone, Miss Dolores Tanner, Gomer Thomas, Frank Thurston Torbett, Truett Vinson, Tom R. and Urla Wilson, Mrs. D. K. Woolridge, Mrs. Alice Younglove, and several others who prefer to remain anonymous.


  Catherine Crook de Camp Villanova, Pennsylvania June 30, 1983


  


  I. DREAMER AND DREAM

  



  Drums of glory are lost in the ages, Bare feet fail on a broken trail— Let my name fade from the printed pages; Dreams and visions are growing pale. Twilight gathers and none can save me. Well and well, for I would not stay. . . -1


  Early on the morning of Thursday, June 11, 1936, Robert Ervin2 Howard, successful young pulp-writer and creator of Conan, the mighty barbarian hero, arose from his vigil at his mother's bedside. His gaze may have strayed beyond the open window and across the dried grasses of the yard to the picket fence that separated his house from the Butler place next door.


  Although it was only a little past seven, the morning was already blazing hot; and the sun, hanging above the eastern horizon, promised another day of dry winds and unrelenting heat. Nothing stirred. Cross Plains was a hound dog lying in the sun, panting beneath its rib cage, totally unconcerned with Howard's observation.


  Cross Plains had troubles enough, without bestirring itself over those of the young man about whom the townsfolk knew little and cared less. "Time," one of the inhabitants has said, "seems to have passed Cross Plains by."3 The oil boom of the 1920s, with its excitement and prosperity, had given way to the Great Depression. The shallow oil wells had largely petered out, and the boom people had all moved away. With them the rains had departed, too, and a drouth had set in. In a country given to long dry spells and uncertain rainfall, so prolonged a drouth had been beyond the memory of even the oldest inhabitants.


  In those life-threatening days, only the buzzards had thrived. On the ranges, cattle died of thirst and starvation, sometimes with their bodies bloated from the prickly-pear cactus on which they had fed as a last resort. To prevent their suffering, humane ranchers slaughtered their calves and gave their veal away. Many a family made it through the years of the Depression on potted meats and canned chili put up by enterprising women in the farming community. Hanging on barbed-wire fences along the roads for miles in all directions, hides from slaughtered cattle were being cured in the sun. Better curing hides than maggot-swarming bodies of dead animals lying in the pastures.


  The land does not readily recover from such years of deprivation. Although the 1936 spring rains once more filled the lake, set the creek back on its course, and greened the prairie, the thirsty West Texas land and its people still bore marks of their ordeal. And again June was hot and dry.


  It had been a long night. Robert Howard may have rubbed eyes weary from their constant vigil before he once more turned his gaze to the darkened room. There on her bed his mother lay comatose, her large frame wasted by tuberculosis, probably complicated by cancer, her fine mind dimmed by uremia. For the past few days, she had recognized no one.


  Miss Merryman, the housekeeping nurse who had shared the watch with Robert, had already left for home. He turned to her replacement, Mrs. Green, and repeated the question that he had asked his father the night before: "Will she ever be conscious again?"


  The answer was the same. The nurse whispered gently, "No, I'm afraid not."4


  Faced with the loss of the one person who gave stability to his existence, Robert Howard left his mother's room and went to his study, where his battered Underwood Number 5 stood on his generous writing table. Dropping into the chair before it, he inserted a sheet of paper and typed:


  All fled—all done, so lift me on the pyre;


  The feast is over and the lamps expire.5


  Then he strode down the narrow hall, without a word to the recently-hired cook, who was moving about the kitchen, preparing breakfast. He went out the back door, never glancing up at the unpretentious white clapboard house where his father, Dr. Isaac Mordecai Howard, and his guest, Dr. J. D. Dill, were lingering over their coffee. Watching Robert climb into his dusty 1931 Chevrolet sedan, parked beside the fence on the west side of the house, the cook was not alarmed. She assumed that he was about to drive uptown to get the morning mail as he had done hundreds of times before. She turned away as he rolled up the window.


  Lifting from the glove compartment a borrowed Colt .380 automatic, Robert Howard thumbed the safety catch. He must have thought about what Dr. Dill had told him the day before. He had sought out Dr. Dill, a family friend who had come from nearby Rising Star to be with the Howards during their ordeal, and asked if anyone had ever been known to live after b«ing shot through the brain. The old doctor had reflected awhile and then replied that there were cases on record where people had survived a shot through the forebrain but none where the bullet had gone through both the front and back parts of the brain.


  Sitting there in his car at about eight in the morning, Robert Ervin Howard took careful aim and shot himself through the head. Thus he was spared the pain of knowing about his mother's death, just as she, by her coma, was spared the pain of knowing about his. At four that afternoon, about the time the water wagon passed the house to sprinkle down the dusty road, he died without regaining consciousness.


  Hester Howard lingered throughout the following day. She did not hear the local shower that afternoon as, pattering across the roof, it beat a brief tattoo to mourn young Robert's passing. At half past ten, in the cool, sweet-scented night, Mrs. Howard died.


  Mother and son were buried on Sunday, June 14, 1936, at the Greenleaf Memorial Cemetery in Brownwood, forty miles away, after a double funeral service at the Baptist Tabernacle in Cross Plains.6 Their raw graves were watered that afternoon by the only rain that fell on Brownwood during the entire month of June. In West Texas there is a saying that anything transplanted on a rainy day is bound to thrive.


  Although this account of Robert E. Howard's death and rebirth may seem melodramatic, it merely reflects his own style. In a letter, Howard acknowledged a melodramatic tendency in himself that was shared by Texans of the old original stock. He considered the cases of certain notorious gunmen, such as Bob Ollinger, Bat Masterson, and Henry Plummer, men who were no less deadly because they were given to melodramatic gestures. Of Ben Thompson in particular he said that the man's whole life was a dramatic invention—pure melodrama until the day he was shot down in a theater in San Antonio.7


  Howard told his friend H. P. Lovecraft that he would be the last to deny this tendency in himself, but that it would be a mistake to suppose melodrama negates the seriousness of a man's intent. There is no certainty that a South westerner is bluffing just because he dramatizes himself. Many people have learned too late that a bully is not always a coward, and a braggart may indeed make good his boasts.


  By his death, Robert Howard proclaimed himself to be a man of his word, a man to be taken seriously. Everyone in town would see that he was not a harmless freak who shadowboxed in the street, who told whopping tales, and who wrote outrageous stories for weird magazines.


  By his death, moreover, Howard found the acceptance that he had sorely missed among the townspeople of Cross Plains. Death rejects no one, good or bad, superior or ordinary, young or old, rich or poor. Until he gave himself to Death, no one, except perhaps his mother and his dog, had ever thought he amounted to much or had seemed to care whether he did or not.


  By his death, Howard became his own protector. No longer restrained by his regard for his mother or supported by her awareness of his needs, he faced the violence in his own nature. Just as his mother had protected him from the violence of schoolyard bullies, so now he must protect himself from the bullying of his own terrors and impulses. He must confront his fury in the dark valley in which he walked, for she would not be there to protect him as she had during his infancy in that real Dark Valley of Palo Pinto County. If he found the task too much to encompass, he had better do the gentlemanly thing and die. According to his lights, he died like a gentleman; for he turned on himself and on no other the fury and the violence that are so clearly reflected in his behavior, his poetry, and his stories.


  Howard once poignantly described a painting entitled The Stoic, in which an Indian is seen going about his tasks, scourged by his own hand in response to his grief at the death of his son.8 This harsh model of the indomitable Indian seemed to be Howard's ideal. He admired a man's ability to keep slugging through, sustained only by stubbornness and pride, when his very world seemed turned against him. A man had dignity, at least, if he stayed on his feet and held his head up. Unable to live up to this superhuman standard, Robert Howard was bound to have a poor self-image and to face an impossible choice.


  Dr. Howard later said that Robert was unbalanced by his grief; yet the doctor was well aware that his son's death was a premeditated act. He knew that Robert had been thinking about suicide and death for a long time. When Robert put his affairs in order and informed his father of his wishes for the disposition of his small property, Dr. Howard tried to dissuade him from the act.


  Still, the troubled father appeared to be almost resigned to his son's decision. When, on the day before he died, Robert went to Brownwood and made funeral arrangements and then, returning to his room, spent the evening sorting out his papers, Dr. Howard seemed curiously detached. Perhaps he found his son's agitation difficult to grasp, or perhaps he was weary of futile persuasion.


  Dr. Howard seemed to know that Robert had "lost himself." Perhaps he sensed his son's compulsion—as if there were some kind of destiny laid upon him from which he had no recourse. Dr. Howard believed that his son's fatal attachment to his mother crystallized in his mind when he was a small child because Robert's mother had been the boy's only companion and because he, the doctor, busy with his practice, had had little time to "cultivate and shape" his son's course through the years. All this the distracted father wrote to Robert's friends Frank Torbett and H. P. Lovecraft during the June weeks that followed the tragic day of Robert's death.9


  Robert E. Howard—"Robert" to his family and neighbors and "Bob" to his few close friends—was an enigma not only to his father but also to the young men who knew him best. Tevis Clyde Smith, his first publisher and a staunch friend to the end of Howard's life, often felt distress at Bob's bitterness, his frequent expressions of suicidal intent, and his fear of nonexistent enemies. He reported that Bob's expectation of personal assault was such that he ordered his pants cuffed two inches higher than the current style because he wanted his feet, always encased in high-topped shoes like a prizefighter's, to be free from entangling trouser legs should he have to defend himself.10


  Truett Vinson, another close friend—who, along with Smith, was one of the Brownwood writing group—found incomprehensible qualities in Howard, with whom he briefly became a rival for the attentions of a local schoolteacher. Vinson considered Howard odd, although he could never quite define the nature of this oddness. A restrained and literate man himself, Vinson had little patience with Howard's excesses. He considered his friend's stories "trash" and said so. Consequently the two men rarely discussed their writings.11


  Yet, Vinson continued his friendship with Howard, even though he did not understand him. But then, claimed Vinson, no one else understood him either. Each accepted the other as he was; and on this brusque honesty the friendship rested.


  E. Hoffmann Price reported to Lovecraft that some people considered Howard "freakish, uncouth . . . provincial in some respects." Despite this judgment, Price felt great affection for Howard and added that Bob was "a courtly, gracious, kindly, and hospitable person."12 Still, Price recognized the complexity of Howard's personality, which he described as all light and shadow, deeply ambivalent, paranoid on occasion, full of dreamings and broodings. This very complexity was a challenge to Price, who was still trying to sort it out eighteen years later.13 Price believed that Howard's attachment to home and family had deprived him of the social interaction essential to any child for the development of a clear-cut sense of self and others—an insight widely supported in the psychological literature of today.


  Even Harold Preece, who was introduced to Howard in 1927 by Truett Vinson and who defended Howard's soundness of mind as proved by his creativity, spoke of Howard as "a strange man." "Reading Howard's collected verse made me realize he was always a stranger even if I called him a friend," wrote Preece. He regretted that this "Tristan," as Howard's cousin Maxine Ervin called him, had not found an "Isolde" to separate him from his fixation on his mother.14


  These reported impressions suggest that the determinants of Howard's behavior were deeper and older than his grief over his mother's impending death and that her passing became the occasion for, not the cause of, his suicide.


  Howard had some self-knowledge. When he was in an expansive mood, he tended to identify with his grandfathers, of whom he was understandably proud. He saw himself as a pioneer in his profession, just as his grandfathers had been pioneers of the West. "I was the first," he said, "to light the torch of literature in this part of the country, however small, frail, and easily extinguished that flame may be."15


  His was a lonely task. Howard became a writer in spite of his environment, and he paid the price in isolation. Howard wrote: . . it is no light thing to enter into a profession absolutely foreign to the people among which one's lot is cast."16 So alien, indeed, was his profession that few people in Cross Plains ever tried to understand the lone young man who lived among them. They chose, rather, to ignore him or to dismiss him as merely eccentric.


  And who can blame the good people of Cross Plains for their lack of understanding? Howard himself did not fully realize the extent of his innovations. He was not only the first person in West Texas to earn his living as a writer; he was also the first American writer to develop a new genre of literature—a genre that has come to be closely associated with his name: heroic fantasy. Only now, after fifty years of relative obscurity, are the best of his works receiving worldwide attention. The heroic sweep of his narratives, the vividness of his imagery, and his ability to convey mood, magic, and mystery mark his writing as exceptional.


  Most noteworthy of all of Howard's many stories are those about the barbarian hero Conan of Cimmeria, who lived in an age of Howard's imagining. Howard tells us:


  . . that between the years when the oceans drank Atlantis and the gleaming cities, and the years of the rise of the sons of Aryas, there was an age undreamed of, when shining kingdoms lay spread across the world like blue mantles beneath the stars—Nemedia, Ophir, Brythunia, Hyper-borea, Zamora with its dark-haired women and towers of spider-haunted mystery, Zingara with its chivalry, Koth that bordered on the pastoral lands of Shem, Stygia with its shadow-guarded tombs, Hyrkania whose riders wore steel and silk and gold. But the proudest kingdom in the world was Aquilonia, reigning supreme in the dreaming west. Hither came Conan the Cimmerian, black-haired, sullen-eyed, sword in hand, a thief, a reaver, a slayer, with gigantic melancholies and gigantic mirth, to tread the jeweled thrones of the Earth under his sandaled feet.17


  Thus did Robert Howard conjure up under the big sky of Texas a continent that never was but might have been twelve thousand years ago. On it he strewed with lavish hand mountains and seas, brooding forests, meadows bright with flowers, and lurking forces of evil older than Time itself. And in this world he set a man, ill-clad and lone but armed with a strong sword and pride and courage, and to him gave the task of overcoming odds beyond the ken of ordinary mortals.


  Yet the time was not ripe for the coming of Conan. For an entire generation, the great barbarian and his Hyborian world lay forgotten and ignored, only to emerge in triumph a few years ago from the crumbling pages of early magazines. Today the pseudo-historical tales about the giant Cimmerian, which captivate untold numbers of readers, have been dubbed "heroic fantasy" and are regarded by many as an escape literature second to none, save only Tolkien's trilogy The Lord of the Rings.


  While millions of readers are already familiar with the great barbarian either through the twenty-odd books about him or through his appearance in the comics and in the first motion picture that bears his name, for those who know little about him a description is in order. Conan is a giant of a man, six and a half feet tall, with the shoulders of a prizefighter and the agility of a leopard. His mien is somber, darkened by long exposure to the elements and scarred by battle; but under his square-cut mane of coarse black hair, his eyes burn with a bright blue fire.


  To anyone familiar with Robert Howard himself, it is evident that the Cimmerian embodies all the attributes that his creator most admired. Conan is enormously strong, lithe, and fast-moving; fearless in battle and adept with both sword and axe; wily, quick-thinking, and self-reliant; yet in awe of the power of the Cimmerian gods and of the wizards who, by their obscene arts, call demons and monsters from the eternal deep. Conan is an adventurer who, untrammeled by the tethers of human relationships, wanders the world at will. Money—-or the gold and gems that serve as a medium for barter—is a concern; but the barbarian solves his problem by seeking great, pulsing jewels set in the eyes of idols, or caches of pirates' loot guarded in hidden caves by deadly ghouls or serpents-


  It is worth noting that, in more than one way, Conan resembles Robert's father. Dr. Howard has been described by those who remember him in his youth as an imposing figure, a tall, dark-haired, choleric man whose bright-blue eyes made a lasting impression on all who saw him and whose air of authority, worn casually like a cloak, moved people to admire and obey him. Because of the close proximity of this model, it is probable that, from boyhood, Robert carried Conan in the inmost recesses of his brain. At least we know that, when he began to write the Conan stories, he reported to a correspondent that "Conan simply grew up in my mind a few years ago when I was stopping in a little border town on the lower Rio Grande. I did not create him by any conscious process. He simply stalked full grown out of oblivion and set me at work recording the saga of his adventures."18


  In another letter, this one to a fellow Weird Tales writer by the name of Clark Ashton Smith, Howard—unmindful of his childhood image of his father—sought to explain the source of his most famous character thus:


  It may sound fantastic to link the term "realism" with Conan; but as a matter of fact—his supernatural adventures aside—he is the most realistic character I ever evolved. He is simply a combination of a number of men I have known, and I think that's why he seemed to step full-grown into my consciousness when I wrote the first yarn of the series. Some mechanism in my sub-consciousness took the dominant characteristics of various prizefighters, gunmen, bootleggers, oil field bullies, gamblers, and honest workmen I had come in contact with, and combining them all, produced the amalgamation I call Conan the Cimmerian.19


  "Conan," an old Celtic name borne by several dukes of medieval Brittany and by a number of characters in Irish legend, made an excellent name for Howard's new hero, being both distinctive and easy to say. As he developed, Conan gave little sign of either his "gigantic melancholies" or his "gigantic mirth." True, in "The Pool of the Black One" he joined a group of buccaneers, he "mixed with the crew, lived and made merry as they did," and showed himself to be one "whose laughter was gusty and ready, who roared ribald songs in a dozen languages. . . ."20 But on the whole he seems an even-tempered man—ever dour, suspicious, irascible, dangerous, and too grimly intent on his objectives for merriment.


  In addition to his search for treasure, the great barbarian devotes his energies to survival when caught in a deadly predicament. In other stories his goal is success in some martial task for which he has been hired. Ofttimes he seeks revenge for some real or fancied wrong, a vivid reflection on the state of mind of his creator. In only two of the twenty-one Conan stories completed by Howard is the mainspring of the action the Cimmerian's lust for a woman.


  This is not to say that the other stories are womanless. In more than half of the tales, Conan is somehow involved with a woman, but even when the tale ends with her in the hero's brawny arms, she usually disappears before the beginning of the following story. This state of affairs need not excite the reader's wonder. For one thing, while there was much fornication in early heroic fantasy, sexual activity was discreetly kept off-stage. More importantly, explicit sexual activity, with its attendant emotional and physical consequences, would spoil the reader's phantasies of a life of carefree, irresponsible adventure.


  With the instinctive insight of a great storyteller, Robert Howard seemed to know that Conan's adventures were a dream—every young man's dream of freedom, power, and unlimited success. He knew, too, that dreams should be amorphous, undefined, only hinted at, so that the dreamer may sketch in his own details. Because his readers are free to combine the artist's larger fantasy with their own less opulent fancies, Conan fans can readily turn Howard's dream into a heroic expression of their own hearts' desires. This, we believe, is the secret of Conan's immortality.


  With equal clarity Robert Howard's vision of his Hyborian World emerged. He saw a land of sun and shadow, dotted with castles and crouching villages and shining cities huddled behind strong walls and towering battlements, from which bright pennants fluttered and horsemen emerged to ride against their foes. It was an age of warriors and pirates, thieves and highwaymen; more than that, it was a world peopled by witches, wizards, careless gods, and forces of evil that stagger the imagination.


  In the frozen northlands, whence came the great barbarian as a youth of seventeen, lay the bleak land of Cimmeria and, near it, the domain of the Aesir, a rugged folk who fought against wolves and supernatural enemies. In the untamed western reaches of the nameless continent lay the Pictish Wilderness, an ancient region of great forests and an elder folk who fought like fiends from Hell and whose shamans conjured up the evil aid of hoary gods.


  Traveling southward, the voyager must ride for endless days through misted mountain passes and topaz grasslands to arrive at last in a place of emerald jungles and ebon giants akin to Howard's imagined Africans. Along the way, perhaps, the wanderer might visit the realm of Stygia, peopled by beady-eyed brown men with shaven pates. Suspect were the intentions of the Stygians, whose magic lore was writ in unknown runes on tattered parchment, but was no less potent for that.


  To all these lands and more came Conan the Cimmerian, sword in hand. His wanderings and adventures were recounted in eighteen tales published during Howard's lifetime and in three more, which remained unsold at the time of his death. These unsold tales and fragments of others discovered by Glenn Lord and completed or edited by the senior author of the present work form the nucleus of the Conan saga.


  So vividly did Howard describe the snow-capped peaks, wide-flung deserts, and sapphire seas of this imaginary world that a reader might map the kingdoms as their geography unrolled before his ensorcelled eyes. In fact, two readers of Weird Tales did so. John D. Clark and P. Schuyler Miller, the first a physical chemist and the second a school administrator, drew a detailed map of the Hyborian World and sent it to Robert Howard. The Texan studied the sketch, made a couple of minor corrections, and told his admirers that their map was almost exactly as he had pictured it.21 It is a map derived from this original that appears in every volume of Conan stories.


  Sometimes people ask us: Why has Conan the barbarian such an abiding appeal to lovers of tales of high adventure? Conan is the prototype of man against the universe—a hero who is dauntless against mortal enemies but withal fearful of unseen sinister forces beyond the control of his powerful arm. After decades of reading stories of puny bumblers who succeed through luck despite their manifold inadequacies, tales of epic heroes, like Conan, stir our blood and make us realize that each of us ' has but himself to rely on and and must learn to march breast-forward, ' free of self-doubt or cringing fear.;


  Some readers have viewed Conan as nothing more than a walking killing machine, glorying in carnage, as insensitive to the people around him as he is to pain, a character without development. This is not so in our opinion; nor was it so to Robert Howard. Conan grew in stature— slowly, it is true—from a homeless thieving boy, unable to read or write and ignorant of the ways of the civilized world, into a king who ruled over the most splendid realm of the Hyborian Age, the kingdom of Aquilonia. Conan killed often and without remorse, but he seldom killed for wanton pleasure. He fought with murder in his heart and blood on his body; but he fought to protect himself or a follower or to take possession of some property he felt was his by right of conquest.


  Conan developed his own code of behavior and stuck to it. Like his creator, he had few friends, except those by whose side he fought. To those friends he was loyal. He trusted few men and fewer women, but with these few he was honest and open. He had, by implication only, some relative of whom he was fond living in the savage land of Cimmeria; for on several occasions he returned thither. With this exception he had no family ties until he had reached his years of maturity.


  Toward women his simple code of honor was strict, as was that of his creator. Save on one occasion in his youth, Conan never attempted to force a woman or violate her, despite the scanty clothing that she wore in both the story and the illustrations.22 Of course, upon her invitation, he would willingly dally in her company, even though he risked his life to do so. Still, in the long run, his attachments were shallow. With the exception of Belit, the beautiful black-haired pirate maid whom he truly loved, and the young palace servant whom he promised to make his queen, each story finds him cheerfully taking a new love and cheerfully leaving her when the tale is told. Even when a woman betrays him, Conan stays his hand, growling about what he would do if she were a man. Once, however, his gallantry deserts him. On that occasion he tosses a murderous and faithless girl from a balcony into an open cesspool in the courtyard of an inn.23


  Perhaps it is this combination of brute strength and compassion for those who seem to be the weaker sex that speaks to those male readers who dream of casting off the ways of civilization to trample the hostile world into submission beneath their booted feet. Such a course and such an outcome are only impossible dreams, as anyone would know if he, like Conan, had endured endless nights in rain or snow, gone barefoot and ill-clad through blazing sands, been forced to starve or eat raw muskrats, or defended himself with only a broken sword. But what splendid dreams they are!


  There are other reasons for the continuing success of the Conan stories. For one thing, Howard's passionate intensity carries the reader along on a galloping steed. Conan's gigantic angers and consuming hates recreate for us the tangled emotions that surged through Howard's own soul. His perception of the beauties of nature, from the broad sweep of the big skies of Texas to the tiny petals of a buttercup, enrich our own perceptions. His fiend-ridden vision of demons, ghosts, and writhing creatures from the nether world, which enfold each man or woman, seeking to destroy, is so impelling that even the most materialistic person shudders a little in the dark of night. And Howard's world of the imagination, in which he spent so much of his life in order to escape the prison of reality, stimulates our feebler imaginings so that we, for a little time, may flee from the humdrum world into the boundless lands of heroic fiction.


  To investigate the relationship between Robert Howard's life and his art is the purpose of this book. Who was this man who transformed Dark Valley, Texas, into Cimmeria and all West Texas into a continent contemporary with Atlantis? What essence of self was projected into his fictional characters? Was he a barbarian, like Conan? A buffoon, like Breckenridge Elkins, his comical cowboy character? Or was he the desperately tragic hero of his poetry? What events influenced his personal development? What was the impact of the times upon his personality? What assumptions and dispositions determined his values? And, finally, what led him to take his own life when he stood on the threshold of a successful literary career?


  


  II. DESTINY'S CHILD

  



  At birth a witch laid on me monstrous spells, And I have trod strange highroads all my days, Turning my feet to gray, unholy ways. I grope for stems of broken asphodels; High on the rims of bare, fiend-haunted fells, I follow cloven tracks that lie ablaze; And ghosts have led me through the moonlight's haze To talk with demons in their granite hells.1


  Robert Ervin Howard was born on January 24, 1906, in Peaster, Texas, a village in Parker County, ten miles northwest of Weatherford and thirty-five miles due west of Fort Worth.2 The Howards at that time lived in Dark Valley, a community of some fifty souls in Palo Pinto County, near the Parker County border; but Dr. Howard had taken his wife to Peaster, a larger settlement in the adjacent county, as her confinement drew near. He wished, presumably, to insure adequate medical facilities for her lying-in, as well as the services of Dr. J. A. Williams, the physician who attended Mrs. Howard at the birth of her only child.


  Although little is known about his condition at the time of his birth, it is fair to say that Robert Howard's personality was to be determined, not only by his childhood health and the surroundings in which lived, but also by the kind of people his parents were. It is, therefore, instructive to review the family history and to consider his parents' personalities, experiences, and beliefs.


  Robert Howard was proud of his mother's family, the Ervins, whose name he bore. He wrote his friend Lovecraft that, whether or not he ever wrote his projected history of the Southwest, people of his blood had had a hand in making it. His kinsmen, he said, were among the riflemen at King's Mountain and with Andrew Jackson at New Orleans. He had three uncles in the gold rush of '49, a Howard and two Martins, one of whom had left his bones on the trail. Both grandfathers, he went on, had ridden for four years with Nathan Bedford Forrest, the Confederate cavalry general. A great-grandfather had served in the Confederate Army, too, as had several great-uncles, one of whom fell in the battle of Macon, Georgia.


  Howard also related how his maternal grandfather, Colonel George Washington Ervin, arrived in Texas while the land was still wild. He went on to New Mexico before it became a state to work a silver mine until he was driven out by Geronimo's Apaches. An aunt went to live in Indian Territory with her husband before the Settlements of 1889; and an uncle settled in Oklahoma while it was still a territory swarming with untamed Indians and fugitive white criminals from other parts.3


  The Ervin family had been established since 1724 in the northeastern part of North Carolina near the Virginia line. Here in 1801, Howard's great-grandfather, the first Robert Ervin, was born on a plantation close to the shores of Currituck Sound. At the age of twenty-three, Robert Ervin married Jane Tennyson, also a member of an old Tidewater family. The couple settled on a plantation near Raleigh where, in 1830, George Washington Ervin first saw the light of day.


  Caught up in the westward movement of the 1840s, Robert Ervin took his family to Tennessee and thence, in 1842, to a farm near Iuka in Tishomingo County at the northeastern corner of Mississippi. Here George Washington Ervin grew to manhood and here, on July 26, 1849, in his twentieth year, he married Sarah Jane Martin, the daughter of Dr. Thomas Martin, who had recently come to Tishomingo County from Tennessee.4


  The drift of population westward continued; and the young couple soon said good-bye to Sarah Jane's brothers Joseph and Benjamin Franklin Martin who, smitten by gold fever, were off to California. The first child of G. W. Ervin and Sarah Jane was Marilda, born on November 13, 1850. Her sister Chestena followed on Christmas Eve of 1852. Christopher C. Ervin arrived in 1855, and his brother was born eighteen months later. Before her death in 1874, Sarah Jane Martin had borne her husband ten children.5


  ROBERT E. HOWARD'S PATERNAL LINES OF DESCENT


  THE HENRYS


  Shamus McHenry (Jim Henry)


  b. circa 1778 on shipboard d. 1861


  (m) in 1796 Anna O'Tyrrell, who was


  born in Ireland Family moved from South Carolina to Tuscaloosa County, AL, to farm.


  THE HOWARDS


  Family settled in Oglethorpe County, GA, in 1733.


  James Henry, Jr.


  b. 1811 in South Carolina


  1884 in Quachita, County, AR Sept. 9, 1834, Mary Ann Walser, who was born in Georgia, 1816 daughter of Sam Walser Family moved to a plantation in Mississippi and hired William Benjamin Howard as manager.


  Louisa Elizabeth (Eliza) Henry


  
    d.


    (m)

  


  
    Dec. 6, 1856 (m)

  


  Henry Howard


  Living in Oglethorpe County, GA, in 1849


  A schoolteacher and farmer; had three sons, all of whom went west during The Gold Rush.


  William Benjamin Howard


  b. 1840 in Alabama; a da. of James Henry, Jr., and Mary Ann Walser d. 1916 in Delia, TX; buried in


  Antioch Cemetery, nearby (m) William Benjamin Howard 1856 and had 6 children, including Isaac Mordecai Howard.


  
    Circa 1830 in Oglethorpe, GA, a son of Henry Howard 1885 in Holly Springs, AR Dec. 6, 1856, Louisa Eliza Hei for whose parents he served as plantation manager Fought in the Civil War.

  


  
    d.


    (m)

  


  
    


    b. Jan. 24, 1906, in Peaster, Texas


    d. June 11, 1936, in Cross Plains,

  


  
    Isaac Mordecai Howard


    b. April 1, 1871, in Holly


    Springs, AR d. Nov. 12, 1944, in Ranger, Texas Physician who practiced medicine in various locations.

  


  ROBERT E. HOWARD'S MATERNAL LINES OF DESCENT THE ERVINSTHE MARTINS


  Family settled in North Carolina near the Virginia border in 1724.


  Robert Ervin


  b. 1801 in North Carolina near


  Currituck Sound d. date unknown


  (m) in 1824 Jane Tennyson, da. of an old Tidewater plantation family in North Carolina Family moved to Tishomingo County, MS.


  July 20, 1849 George Washington Ervin(m)


  b. 1830 near Raleigh, NC, son of Robert Ervin and Jane Tennyson d. 1900 in Exeter, MO A colonel in the Civil War; a restless promoter who moved family often. Had 16 children in all.


  Thomas Martin


  A physician who came to Tishomingo County, MS, from Tennessee Circa 1835 with his infant daughter, Sarah Jane.


  Sarah Jane Martin


  b. 1832 in Tennessee; a da. of Dr. Thomas Martin. Grew up in Tishomingo County, MS. d. June 2, 1874, in Fayetteville, AK (m) July 20, 1849, George Washington


  Ervin, as his first wife Had ten children, including Hester Jane Ervin.


  (m) July 20, 1849, Sarah Jane Martin, who had 10 children, inc. Hester Jane, (m) April 14, 1875, Alice


  Wynne, by whom he had 6 children Alice Wynne was a kind stepmother. Hester Jane Ervin and her son, Robert, continued to keep in touch with the children of Alice Wynne Ervin.


  _Hester Jane Ervin


  b. July 11, 1870, in Dallas, Texas (Although she claimed that she was born several years later, her proper date of death appears on tombstone.) d. June 12, 1936, in Cross Plains, TX (m) in 1904 Dr. Isaac Mordecai Howard


  The tranquility of the Ervins' domestic life was disrupted by the War Between the States. G. W. Ervin fought in the Confederate Army as a colonel under General Forrest. After the war, Colonel Ervin viewed his devastated property and, deciding that restoration of his holdings without slaves was well-nigh impossible, set out for Texas with his family, now expanded to include four boys and three girls. In 1866 the family settled in Hill County, Texas, between Fort Worth and Waco— a county adjacent to Limestone County where, twenty years later, the Howard brothers would establish themselves on a farm.6


  Although the farm prospered, the Ervins did not remain long in Hill County. Robert E. Howard attributed his grandfather's move from Hill County to restlessness, but there are other possibilities. While Colonel Ervin was primarily a planter, he was also something of an entrepreneur. He lent money, dealt in cattle, and speculated in real estate. It may be that the Hill County farm did not give him enough scope for his many enterprises, especially since planters all over that part of Texas were having trouble getting harvest hands. Many freed slaves refused to enter into labor contracts, and those who signed contracts did not always live up to them. Believing their new freedom meant freedom from work, many of these ex-slaves gathered in the towns and eked out a subsistence by begging and stealing while the crops lay unharvested in the fields. Spring planting, likewise, was delayed or curtailed.


  To add to the planters' anxieties, Indian unrest was increasing. During the Civil War, the western frontier had retreated eastward, and settlements heretofore secure from Indian raids were again being encroached upon. Although the movement westward had picked up again, the front line of white settlements still lay east of its outer limits in 1860. Many planters were predicting a full-scale Indian war before the Indian problem was resolved.


  These prophecies proved correct. After a series of campaigns intended to expel the Indians from Texas, General R. S. Mackenzie in 1873 engaged them in a decisive conflict that brought an end to the Indian depredations in West and Northwest Texas. But before that time, caught between disorganized bands of hungry blacks roaming the countryside and the Indian threat from the west, many planters sold their farms and moved away. These factors, also, must have entered into Colonel Ervin's decision to move his family to Dallas.


  The year 1868 was sad for the Ervins. Although it began auspiciously with the birth of Robert F. Ervin in January, the family was crushed by grief in October when young John Ervin died two months short of his thirteenth birthday. Less than two years later, on July 11, 1870,there in Dallas, Hester Jane Ervin, the girl who was to become Robert E. Howard's mother, was born.


  In his autobiographical sketch, "The Wandering Years," Robert Howard reports the events somewhat differently: "There [in Dallas, Texas] in 1876, just three years after the last Comanche raid in Central Texas, my mother, Hester Jane Ervin, was born."7 If this date were correct, then nothing in Robert's account of the Ervins' Texas experience is consistent.


  Mrs. Howard could not have been born in 1876 because by that time her mother had been dead for two years. Her husband must have consciously entered into the deception about her age, because Mrs. Howard's death certificate, based on information supplied by Dr. Howard, records her birth date as July 11, 1874. Even this modification is incorrect. Hester Jane's mother died of complications attendant upon the birth of her last child, Lizzie Ervin, on June 2, 1874.8 Mrs. Howard's tombstone, however, carries the correct date, 1870.


  This discrepancy in ages seems such a small, inconsequential thing that it is hardly worth mentioning except for Mrs. Howard's attitude about it. Mrs. Howard was older than Dr. Howard, who was born in


  1871.In those last months of her life, when she confided this age difference to Miss Merryman, her nurse, Mrs. Howard's admission was in the nature of a confession. Since in those days a wife was ideally about five years younger than her husband, Mrs. Howard and her husband invented the polite fiction that led their son Robert wrongly to believe in this difference between his parents' ages.9


  Why such a fiction was necessary is unclear. Perhaps it was to protect Dr. Howard's ego, or Mrs. Howard's vanity, or both. Women in her time were usually married much earlier than was Hester Jane Ervin; those who were not were considered old maids. Hester Jane's mother herself was only seventeen—although sixteen would not have been uncommon—when she married her impetuous young husband, George Washington Ervin, who was only nineteen at the time. Mrs. Howard could well have recalled other women who were older than their husbands and who were ridiculed by local gossipers: "Robbing the cradle, she was!"


  Similarly, Isaac Howard, aware of the need for a doctor to fit the cultural pattern assigned to him, would have winced when it was said that his wife was almost old enough to be his mother. As scathing as common were the catty remarks: "Married to get a mother, he did!" Or, "Can't be much if all he could catch was an old maid!"


  Still, this concealment of their age difference was an overreaction, even by the standards of the Howards' day. The difference of only one year in their ages, while not so trivial as it would be now, still would not have borne the import that Hester Howard seemed to have attached to it by her "confession." This reaction, however, does give us an insight into the Howards' sensitivity to public opinion and into the small deceptions that they practiced to satisfy their need to be thought well of.


  It is important to note that this deception is but one of the many small fictions maintained by the family, which, taken together, gave young Robert a distorted view of reality. In this case it was a small distortion of little importance, easy to maintain because of Robert's isolation from the Missouri branch of the family; but the effect of such untruths, if they are accepted as fact, is the same as that of a delusion. Given Mrs. Howard's assumed birth date, the details of the family history did not add up. Robert's only choice was that of a person bound to a delusional system: he adjusted the facts to square with his belief that his mother was five years younger than her husband.


  Such accommodation to a delusional system is not of itself strange. All individuals, and by extension all families, have their systems of fictions and myths, which determine their view of the world. The child modifies these views as he gains a more accurate focus on reality, either through contact with other members of the family group or through experience with the world.


  Human development is a continuous process of organizing and reorganizing, by means of which the world and one's concept of the world come increasingly to match one another. Convergence of thought with reality may come about gradually as a process of growth and development, or suddenly when insights accrue so rapidly as to produce an unsettling conceptual chaos. A sense of chaos tantamount to world destruction often occurs when members of the family have been isolated and so deprived of the normalizing functions of social interaction.


  Isolation was an important part of Robert Howard's problem. Through an accident of geography, together with the isolation inherent in his exceptional intelligence and talent, the overprotection of his parents, and his subsequent withdrawal, Robert had few experiences with the real world. All of his responses were reasonable, logical, and often brilliantly conceived within his view of reality. It was his major premises, his underlying assumptions, that were faulty.


  Would it have made any difference in Robert Howard's ability to accept his mother's death, had he realized that she lacked but a few years of her allotted span of three score years and ten, rather than having been prematurely snatched away at the age of sixty? Would his sense of injustice and his subsequent anger have been less?


  According to Robert Howard, Colonel Ervin left Dallas when he became convinced by deaths in his family that he had brought a curse upon them by killing a whippoorwill. But it was not whippoorwills that were responsible for his wife's failing health. More probably it was tuberculosis that proved to be the curse of the Ervins.10


  Whatever the reason, the family left the Trinity Basin, which was considered unhealthy, and moved to Fayetteville, Arkansas, where Colonel Ervin became a storekeeper. On March 4, 1872, according to the family Bible, George W. Ervin, Sarah Jane Ervin, and their seventeen-year-old son Christopher C. Ervin joined the Methodist Church South at Shady Grove, Sulphur Springs Circuit, Fayetteville, Arkansas.


  If Colonel Ervin expected this move to a more settled community to alleviate some of the strain on his wife, his hopes were soon dashed. It was too late; Sarah Jane Martin was doomed. In twenty years or so of marriage, she had lived out the devastation and hardship of the Civil War, raised a large family, and averaged a major resettlement approximately every five years under the most adverse circumstances.


  Such privation and stress would take its toll of even the strongest constitution. For Sarah Jane Martin it was to prove fatal. She was not merely sick; she was plain worn out. Although she was only forty-two years old, she had borne nine children, three of them still under ten years old. When the tenth child, Lizzie Erwin, was born on April 10, 1874, neither she nor her mother was able to recover from the ordeal of the birth. On June 2, 1874, Sarah Jane died, and the baby joined her the following day. Hester Jane Ervin, not quite four years old, was without a mother.


  Hester Jane was not to remain motherless for long. Less than a year later, on April 14, 1875, she acquired both a new mother, Alice Wynne Ervin, a Missouri woman, and a new home in Lewisville, Texas, in Denton County. A new sister, Coralie, was born to Colonel Ervin and his young wife early in 1876.11


  The effect of these moves, separations, and family changes on Hester Jane's personality should not be underestimated. The child was not quite four when her mother died and five when her father remarried. This is a critical period in a child's life, a time when a disruption of the family splinters the child's personal organization. Colonel Ervin's remarriage and relocation so soon after her mother's death must have confirmed Hester Jane's sense of inadequacy and enhanced her feelings of rejection and dependence. These feelings she seems to have retained all her life.


  Ambivalent though she must have felt about her father's new wife, Hester Jane was too dependent to be openly hostile. She got on well with her stepmother and readily took on the role of assistant mother. After Coralie's birth, other siblings followed rapidly: Jessie was born in 1880, and Annie Laurie followed two years later.


  As each little half-sister arrived, Hester Jane became her loving companion and was always remembered with warmth and gratitude. They all came to Hester Jane's funeral, bringing with them their abundant loyalty and honest grief.12 They were charming people, these Ervins, and their graciousness and courtesy were part of Robert Howard's heritage, too.


  Although her mother's odyssey was over, Hester Jane's was just beginning. The year 1884 found the Ervin family in Lampasas, Texas, southwest of Waco in the central part of the state. Lampasas was then a health resort, one of the earliest frontier spas in Texas. It was also a relic of Indian forays and family feuds amid faded elegance. Robert Howard later wrote:


  Up and down the Lampasas River, only a few years before, settlers and Comanches had fought it out mercilessly. Scarcely a hill or tree but had its legend and tale of fight and foray. The country was full of men and women who had fought and been scarred; my mother, as a child, talked with them. She knew a man who had been scalped and survived it. And to this day she refuses to believe there's any good in an Indian.13


  In Lampasas, in May of 1886, Wynne Ervin, the only son of this second union, arrived. Hester Jane was almost sixteen then, and she may have undertaken much of the new baby's care to help her overburdened stepmother, since Lulu, the last Ervin child, was born only eighteen months later.


  Although Colonel Ervin expected Lampasas to offer him many opportunities in banking, cattle, and real estate, business was slow. The cattle business was in a slump. Drouth plagued all of West Texas in 1886, and by 1887 settlers were leaving at an alarming rate. What precipitation there was had come in the form of a blizzard in January of 1886, destroying the herds. One rancher in the Panhandle reported that, out of a herd of 22,000 cattle, 20,000 had been lost in the storm.


  When, late in 1885, rumors spread that the legendary San Saba mine had actually been discovered, prospectors rushed to the scene. By late 1887, miners in Wilbarger County had recovered some silver and abundant copper. Colonel Ervin, always alert to opportunities for quick profits, decided to uproot his family again and head for New Mexico to mine silver, such a move being feasible because of the completion of the Southern Pacific Railroad's western route in 1881 and that of the Texas and Pacific shortly thereafter.


  Ervin may have thought that the high, dry air of New Mexico would benefit his family's health, if indeed there were any remaining problems with tuberculosis. But he soon found Geronimo's Apaches breathing down his neck more unhealthy than the risk of tuberculosis back home. Whatever his reasons, he turned back east, where it is recorded that in Exeter, Missouri, in 1890 he purchased a house and ten fertile acres for $2,400.


  Robert Howard tells us that George Washington Ervin's older children regarded this move as the worst mistake of his grandfather's life.14 Fed up with their father's restlessness, his get-rich-quick schemes, and the endless succession of babies, Sarah Jane Martin's children decided to remain in Texas. By now thirty-five years separated G. W. Ervin's oldest from his youngest child. Some of the older children were married; those who were not were more or less self-sufficient. Only Hester Jane, and possibly her brother Robert, still in their teens, accompanied the family to Missouri.


  For a while Hester Jane must have found security in the big old plantation house filled with little girls' laughter. She loved the broad acres, the lawns, gardens, and orchards. There she matured into a strikingly pretty woman; but, just as she was about to enter the social life of Exeter, the past laid its shadow on her. She had contracted her mother's tuberculosis.


  In 1894 Hester Jane was living in Muskogee, in the Indian Territory of Oklahoma, with an older sister who was married to a cattleman. This was a desolate place beyond the frontier, without community or law, peopled by scattered householders, Indian bands, and fleeing outlaws. Many of the Indians were the remnants of tribes who, because the whites coveted their reservation lands, had been arbitrarily swept up by the U.S. Army after the Civil War and dumped into the Territory to root, hog, or die. If Hester Jane's experience in Lampasas had not persuaded her, her sojourn in this wild region consolidated her dislike of Indians.


  It is unclear what brought Hester Jane Ervin to Oklahoma, whether she herself was ill, or whether it was her sister who had active tuberculosis and needed Hester Jane to care for her. Perhaps she was merely restless, being at this point almost twenty-five and unmarried.


  In 1900, at the age of seventy, George Washington Ervin died in the midst of plans to return to Texas. He had always made a good living for his large brood and was remembered as a loving husband and an adventurous spirit. He once told his youngest daughter that, when he was gone, he wanted it known that he was a Methodist, a Democrat, and a Southerner, though not necessarily in that order. So be it said.


  After her father's death, Hester Jane must have felt particularly uprooted. The Exeter property had become the home of Alice Wynne Ervin and her children. As the only Martin among them, she was something of an outsider. She turned again toward Texas and her people there, moving to Mineral Wells to help care for some members of her own family who were suffering from tuberculosis.


  Mineral Wells, like the Lampasas of an earlier decade, was something of a spa, and its waters from nearby mineral springs were considered especially salubrious. There in Mineral Wells she met Dr. Isaac Mordecai Howard, a tall, blue-eyed, intense young doctor studying for his examination by the newly-formed State Medical Board. Overwhelmed by his attentions, Hester Jane turned her back on an earlier suitor,15 and she and the doctor were married in 1904, a few months before Hester Jane reached the age of thirty-four.


  Long and frequent dislocations, such as Hester Jane had experienced, do not make for happy wives or relaxed mothers. Thus, it must have been a strained and uncertain if beautiful bride whom Dr. I. M. Howard took to wife.


  Two years later Robert Ervin Howard was born.


  The newlyweds decided to settle on the banks of Dark Valley Creek, an effluent of the Brazos River, which the Spaniards had called Los Brazos de Dios, "the Arms of God." When the Howards arrived in Dark Valley, a sparsely-settled community consisting of a flour mill, a general store, and a handful of houses, they spent several months with their new neighbors, the Greens, awaiting the building of their own house on an adjacent lot. The Greens' house, with additions, still stands and is now known as the old Kyle place. It was originally a small, one-story boxed house with a peaked roof, to which in later days was added a right-angled wing and a small porch.


  In the Howards' time, the kitchen was located on the creek side of the house. Beyond it, overlooking the stream, lay a tiny bedroom, which could be reached either from the kitchen or from a side door. In these cramped quarters, the Howards made their first home.


  On the other side of the kitchen ran a breezeway, beyond which was the Greens' principal room, combining both living and sleeping facilities. There was no inside plumbing. The outhouse was placed near the creek, downstream from the water supply.


  To the rear of the house and slightly to the left stood a storm cellar, a dugout lined with stone and roofed with timbers, over which earth had been heaped into a mound. It served both as a root cellar and as an emergency shelter against "cyclones." This cellar, swept away by a flash flood, has never been replaced, but remnants of the structure are still in evidence.16


  It was a very small house for two couples, and the maintenance of privacy for a bride and groom must have been difficult. Nora Green remembers Hessie Howard as a tall, slim woman, rather frail, with thoughtful gray eyes, which lighted up suddenly when she laughed. And she laughed often in those days, with her handsome husband beside her and, later, with her baby on the way.


  Isaac and Hester Howard had not expected to have a child. They believed that "Hessie," as Dr. Howard called his Hester Jane in those days, was both too old and too ill for childbearing. Having had a baby in her arms for most of the past twenty years, albeit another woman's child, Hester Jane must have felt bereft as she contemplated her own childlessness, and she must have shared her sorrow with her doctor-husband, her "Howie." It was without doubt her yearning that prompted Dr. Howard to appeal to his brother David, who had many children (ultimately twelve), to allow the Howards to adopt little Wallace, David's most recent son, and to bring the little fellow up as his own.17


  While the two brothers were engaged in this dialogue, Hessie discovered that she was pregnant.


  During her pregnancy, Hester Jane's joy was tempered only by her fears. Women had good cause to fear childbirth in those days. Antisepsis was relatively new and little practiced. Few operating areas were "Listerized," that is, organized to minimize contamination in recognition of the "germ theory." Certainly no delivery rooms were so protected, and childbed fever was far from unusual on the frontier. Infant mortality was high. Women were known to have made their own shrouds along with their layettes and to have set them aside together while waiting. All too often the shroud was used. The risk was compounded for a woman with tuberculosis, as Hester Jane well knew. Her knowledge of her own mother's exhaustion and death must have added to her apprehension.


  Tuberculosis is a strange disease. Relatively rare today, in 1900 it was second only to pneumonia as a major cause of death. Whenever people move about a lot, whenever there is crowding, unhygienic living conditions, poverty, or privation, tuberculosis becomes epidemic. In spite of the rarity of the disease in the United States today, for example, in 1960, in Alaska, it was as prevalent as it was through our entire country at the turn of the century.


  The experts agree that, while the tuberculosis bacillus is a necessary condition for the onset of the disease, its development depends in large part on personal unhappiness and conflict and afflicts people who lack adequate techniques for coping with their environment. William Menninger, of the famed Menninger Clinic in Topeka, Kansas, thought that a predisposition for the disease was established early in life as a kind of infantile despair, which resulted in a flight from adult responsibilities. As the disease develops, to the tubercular person's feelings of helplessness is added the real helplessness and dependency of illness. "The patients refuse to believe they are tuberculous and at the same time cling to the illness . . . and indulge in indiscretions which serve to give the disease a better hold."18


  During her pregnancy, Hessie was all smiles and laughter, forever joking with her neighbors, but she never left her husband's side. She traveled with Dr. Howard wherever he went.19 Her fear, and the dependency it generated, must have been enormous and unquestionably carried over into her relationship with her son.


  Although Hester Howard seemed determined to see that her baby did not lack the love and nurturance that she had been deprived of, the conflict between her needs and her infant's added anxiety and depression to her ill health. Mrs. Howard later recalled a time when little Robert was ill and cried continuously unless she sat beside him and rocked his bed. When she grew too tired to push down on the mattress any longer, she lay on the floor and pushed up on the springs from below.20 Such an intense investment in a relationship leads to high expectations of compensation from the relationship. Fiercely protective in all her responses to her son's needs, real or fancied, Hester Howard expected his grateful devotion in return. And Robert did not fail her.


  "Texas is all right for men and dogs but hell for women and oxen," said an unknown but knowing pioneer woman, and there was nothing in Hester Howard's experience the winter following Robert's birth to gainsay it. In Dark Valley the isolation was great; so were the physical hardships. Although the Howards' two-room house was new when they moved into it a few months after their marriage, their circumstances were far from idyllic. There was no electricity, only kerosene lamps. There was no plumbing. Water was drawn from a well or carried from the creek— when there was water in it—for dishwashing and baths. Wood had to be chopped for the cookstove. The only heat for the house came from the stove in the kitchen or from the drafty fireplace at the far end of the main room.


  The Howards' house, like that of the Greens', was so built that the interior and exterior walls were constructed of the same wide planks, which were nailed vertically to simple upright framing timbers to form two small rooms separated by a breezeway, referred to locally as a "dogtrot." Although the boards were joined by dowels or by tongue-and-groove construction and the seams sealed by slats or laths nailed over the joints, the house was far from windproof. When the northers swept down the canyon, roaring through the breezeway and howling up the chimney, the whole house shook, and the little family within shivered in their wake.


  The family wash must have been a prodigious undertaking during the winter. Water was heated outdoors in a black iron wash pot fired by kindling or dried wood gathered along the creek bank or carried by the armload from the woodpile. Soiled garments were boiled in water to which washing soda or lye soap had been added, then lifted out of the pot on broomsticks and carried to the washtubs for soaping and rinsing. Finally, wrung out, they were taken from the partial shelter of the breezeway and hung on clotheslines to dry. If a norther overtook washday, the drying garments would freeze solid and rock back and forth like ghosts of wooden soldiers on parade.


  Thus, staggering under the heavy round of daily chores that was the lot of the pioneer woman, an exhausted Hester Howard nursed her baby and tended him with care. But her awareness of the emotional poverty of her own childhood, her loneliness, her sense of perennial danger lurking just beyond her doorstep, and her deep-seated feelings of inadequacy led to periods of despondency. And these unhappy moods, these anxieties, these frustrations, were transmitted to the babe-in-arms by body language that rang out as clearly as a bell.


  Years later an adult Robert Howard realized that his troubled spirit had its roots far back in the earliest experiences of his infancy. He was probably describing his reaction to his mother's despondency; but, being unaware of the source of his malaise, he projected his somber feelings on the landscape of Dark Valley. There in Dark Valley, he wrote, lay the seeds of his destiny.


  The very name suggested to Howard the gloom, the loneliness, and the isolation of that small valley set in the Palo Pinto hills. He wrote to Lovecraft that he thought his inmost being had absorbed some of the valley's darkness during his infancy there. Then, in language reminiscent of Coleridge, Howard described the enclosing cliffs, the elusive shadows of the tall oaks, the brooding silences. He said that owls called weirdly over a ruined cabin at the mouth of the valley, telling a story of betrayal at dusk and murder by moonlight. Bats flitted about the chimney in the gloaming, while on the darkling plain of the sky a single star ventured forth.21 This was his heartland; this had shaped his destiny, this dense darkness beside the trickle of water that flowed to the Arms of God.


  Flashes of insight such as this were characteristic of Howard's writing. By intuition alone, he often came upon truths that elsewhere have been validated by years of clinical evidence. He was aware that early panics, undefined anxieties, even periods of ecstasy, are recalled later as moods or feelings associated with people, or places, or levels of development. He also seemed to know that an adult's longing for an earlier, simpler time, or phantasies of world destruction, or fears of going insane may be associated with traumatic events that occurred when the infant ego was so undeveloped that the child could not relate his experiences to a coherent self.


  It would be difficult to recognize Dark Valley from Howard's description. The real Dark Valley, which is referred to locally as a canyon, is broad and shallow. The hills are low. During the summer the stream bed, as it emerges from the canyon, often runs dry. Since the family moved away when Robert was very young, his childhood memories would have been vague at best.


  But Robert Howard was not writing about reality; he was writing about himself. His description of the valley was based on feelings that had their roots in the earliest years of his life. He intensified the properties of the terrain to reflect his prevailing emotional tone or mood as an adult and to make a statement about the nature of his experiences, the memory of which lay beyond his recall.


  


  III. DARK VALLEY LORD

  



  And her darkening eyes at last were sane; she passed with a fearsome word:


  "You who were born in Dark Valley, beware the Valley's lord!" As I came down through Dark Valley, the grim hills gulped the light; I heard the ponderous tramping of a monster in the night. . . .


  I climbed the ridge into the moon and trembling there I turned— Down in the blasted shadows two eyes like hellfire burned. Under the black malignant trees a shapeless Shadow fell— I go no more to Dark Valley which is the Gate of Hell.1


  Disrupting the intimacy of mother and child was Dr. Howard, daily tramping in and out of the house, carrying his saddlebags and smelling of disinfectant. To a small child, he would have been an awesome figure, a large, aggressive man with an authoritative air and piercing blue eyes beneath a full head of coal-black hair.


  Dr. Howard was a hard-working frontier doctor who looked every emergency in the eye and attacked it fearlessly. To him illness and death were enemies with whom he waged a continuing war. If he relaxed his vigilance for one moment, he felt, death would win; and he viewed death, not as a part of life, but as a failure.


  Isaac Howard was a restless man, always searching for something. He sought a "proper" world, one that conformed to his standards and expectations. Things were either good or bad; there was nothing in between. And he saw himself as a Christian soldier committed to the obliteration of evil. Dr. Howard was torn between the need to "rescue the perishing" and to "care for the dying," as the old hymn goes. He was a physician who wanted to be a minister, but as one of his cousins put it: "He had too much of the devil in him for that."2


  This judgment seemed to refer to the doctor's mercurial temper, which readily got out of hand. One day, so the old-timers tell, while the doctor and his wife were leaving church, a clumsy churchgoer stepped on Mrs. Howard's skirt, tearing it. Before the whole congregation, the doctor threatened the offender with mayhem in language so salty that it is still remembered, with shocked delight, seventy years later. His neighbors decided forthwith that Isaac Howard was unsuited to the ministry, being unable—among other things—to turn the other cheek.3


  Although in later years Dr. Howard learned to control his temper to some degree, he always remained quick to anger, brusque, and irascible.


  As an adult, Robert liked to say that, despite his English name, he was at least three-quarters Irish, the rest being English with a Danish admixture. Actually, his ancestry was more mixed; his cousin Maxine Ervin maintained that, for all Robert's Celtophilia, the family was more English than anything else.4


  Robert's father, Isaac Mordecai Howard, was the son of William Benjamin Howard, a Georgia planter. The Howard family, part of Oglethorpe's original colony and active in the building of the city of Savannah, settled finally on a farm in Oglethorpe County around 1733. This became the family stronghold; and here, in 1849, lived one Henry Howard, schoolteacher and planter, with his three sons.


  Lured by the promise of California gold, the three sons joined a group of forty-niners and headed west. Cholera struck down the party at Pine Bluff, Arkansas. Of the original band of nineteen, seven survived. Among these were the Howard brothers. One brother continued on to California. The other two headed back for Georgia; but William Benjamin Howard, too weakened by the disease to keep up with his remaining brother, halted in Mississippi. Once recovered, William B. Howard became the overseer of the plantation of James Henry, whose daughter Eliza he married on December 6, 1856. This Eliza, christened Louisa Elizabeth, was to become Robert E. Howard's grandmother.


  In none of the Howard family did the pioneer flame burn more brightly than in the Henrys, declared young Robert Howard. Shamus McHenry, the family's founding father, could not wait to reach American shores. He was born aboard ship, one month out of Ireland bound for the colonies, and grew up in South Carolina. There in January 1796 he married Anna O'Tyrrell, also fresh from the land of saints and scholars.


  By the time their son James was born in 1811, Shamus McHenry had become plain Jim Henry and was preparing to move his family west. As soon as the hostilities of 1812 subsided, the Henrys settled in the Black Warrior River area of what was to become Tuscaloosa County, Alabama. There young James Henry, Jr. grew up, and there he met Mary Ann Walser, daughter of his German neighbor, old Samuel Walser, who lived out his life on his Tuscaloosa farm. Mary Ann had been born in Georgia in 1816 and, like her husband-to-be, had moved to Tuscaloosa with her family shortly after her birth.5


  James Henry, Jr. and Mary Ann Walser were married on September 9, 1834. The young couple chose to remain in Tuscaloosa to raise their family. By 1847, when they decided to move to Mississippi, six of their children had been born: Dave, William H., Martha, Eliza, Mary, and James T., then a newborn infant. They had moved to their Mississippi *i plantation and established themselves there just in time to offer refuge to the ailing William Benjamin Howard when he applied for a job and, later, for Eliza's hand.


  After their marriage, Eliza and William apparently stayed on with the Henrys. Caroline, Eileen, Georgia, and Amazon were born to the James Henrys before the family resettled on a larger property in Quachita County, Arkansas.


  When war came, William Benjamin Howard and all the Henry men of fighting age rode for the Confederacy under General Nathan Bedford Forrest. Robert Howard's two grandfathers-to-be could have known each other during the Civil War, although there is no evidence that they did. Young Dave was killed early in the conflict, and word came from Bibb County, Alabama, that old Jim Henry, who had once been Shamus McHenry, was dead. James Henry, heartbroken and ill, was discharged from the army in January 1862 after a scant six months of service. He was fifty-one years old.


  After the war James Henry was unable to recoup his fortune. In the latter part of his life, lacking slaves or any other reliable source of labor to help him work his land, he turned to merchandising. In Holly Springs, where most of his children had been educated, he opened a small business.


  In the years immediately following the war, William Benjamin Howard, whose fortunes were intertwined with those of his wife's father, James Henry, tried to keep his own property together and to manage the holdings of his father-in-law. Three sons, born to Eliza and William, were growing up. William Benjamin, Jr., the eldest, was born in 1858 and died at twenty-nine on August 2, 1888. The other sons were David Terrell Howard, born March 25, 1866, and Isaac Mordecai Howard, born April 1, 1871. The couple also had three daughters: Mary Elizabeth (1869), who married M. H. Ruyle and died January 4, 1908; Annie, who married Lee Ellison in 1884; and Willie, the youngest child of the family, who married William Oscar McClung.


  The stable organization of the Howard family was disrupted by the death of James Henry in 1884.6 Perhaps on the strength of their inheritance, the Howards decided to move to Texas; but before they could complete their plans, William Benjamin Howard himself was stricken and died. Eliza Howard, determined to carry out her husband's wishes, sold her property—fine timberland—for fifty cents an acre, and with her children headed west. In 1885 she located on a farm in Limestone County, between Dallas and Austin, near Waco. Mrs. Howard and her daughters, Annie and Willie, may have traveled to Texas on the railroad; but Dave and Isaac brought the family goods overland in a covered wagon with a group of other immigrants.


  This move to Texas was a courageous undertaking for a widow. It placed a great responsibility on Dave, the only one of the Howard children old enough to care for the family. Why Eliza chose to go so far from her family is not explained by the known facts. There could have been friction over the division of the Henry property; there often is in such cases, especially when the son-in-law has had an active part in the management of his wife's family affairs.


  Nothing points to a family squabble, however, except the precipitous departure of Eliza and her children and the fact that in later years David (according to one of his sons) was "very close-mouthed about his people."7 This reticence does not necessarily imply that there was anything to hide. David may have merely been too busy supporting his twelve children to be hankering after the past. Certainly no irrevocable break occurred, for loving letters were exchanged all their lives between Eliza Henry Howard and her brothers and sisters.


  People had many reasons for coming to Texas in the 1880s. The Indian strife had long since been put to rest, and the whole state was booming. Between 1880 and 1900, the population of the state increased 34.6 percent. By the turn of the century, the total population of Texas was 3,048,710, making it the sixth most populous state. Completion of the transcontinental railroad in 1883 had opened West Texas for immigration. Local citizens were amazed to learn that the first train from San Francisco had averaged fifteen miles an hour. While the run through West Texas was interrupted several times for track repairs, the expected attacks from outlaw bands never materialized. After such success, rail lines in Texas expanded rapidly.


  Mrs. Howard and her girls probably came to Texas on some of the ten thousand miles of new track that was laid down in the state between 1875 and 1885, a striking contrast to the 426 miles of usable track available in 1866, when George Washington Ervin settled in Hill County. The new shipping lines made it possible for cattle to reach the market by means other than overland trails. Open range being no longer necessary, fence-cutting had become a felony; King Cotton marched westward to small farms located as much as one hundred miles west of Fort Worth.


  Despite this seeming prosperity, the Howards did not choose an ideal time to start their farm in Texas. January of 1886 ushered in the worst winter in recorded history, and this harsh weather was followed by a dry spring and summer. By the autumn of 1886, West Texas was in the midst of a drouth. Crops were failing all over the state, and the movement westward had reversed itself.


  Down in Austin, people were squabbling over the new state capitol building, to be modeled on the plan of the National Capitol. It was to be fireproof, so that it should not burn as had the old capitol building. Contrary to the design of the contractors, it was to be built of limestone, granite, and marble quarried in Texas. The very construction of the building was fraught with controversy. When the structure was finished in 1888, many were amazed at its vastness; they wondered whether all that space would ever be needed to run the government of Texas.


  In the last decade of the century, the State of Texas came of age. In 1891 James S. Hogg became governor, the first native son to attain this office; and thus, for the first time, Texas showed herself capable of producing her own.


  In that same year, Isaac Mordecai Howard became his own man. Tired of playing second fiddle to his brother David—described as a stern man who was hard to work for—and knowing little and caring less about working a Texas farm, Isaac decided to sell his share in the property to his brother and become a physician.8


  Frontier medicine consisted mainly of on-the-job training. People of all kinds practiced medicine of some sort to survive in those isolated and sparsely-settled places where they were likely to find themselves. As little towns began to sprout along the lines of the railroads' western expansion, more physicians appeared, some searching for health, some for wealth, and some for excitement; but all bearing their medical knowledge as a passport to the Wild West.


  And the West—make no mistake—was wild in those days. All the states and territories of the West were wild, and Texas was one of the wildest. One physician, planning to settle in Pioche, Nevada, in 1872 visited the local cemetery, assuming that the causes of death there recorded would provide an adequate sample of the health problems he might be called upon to treat. But among the 108 graves, only three belonged to persons who had died of natural—that is, nonviolent— causes.


  These frontier practitioners were a mixed lot. Included in their ranks were many tubercular men who had traveled west hoping to cure the dreaded "scrofula" attacking their lungs. Military surgeons who stayed on after their tours of duty were completed, railroad surgeons, medical missionaries, physicians attached to Indian agencies, and physicians-in-training composed the rest of the group. In addition, on the periphery, there were always many wanderers—men of questionable background seeking a new start, and a few wife-deserters, drug addicts, and alcoholics.


  Like the military surgeons before them at the frontier outposts, pioneer physicians experienced every kind of medical challenge: the bites of snakes, gila monsters, and rabid animals, and the stings of scorpions. They treated frozen feet, frostbitten fingers, and snow blindness. There were always the routine diseases posing the threat of epidemics: diphtheria, cholera, smallpox, malaria, yellow fever, typhus, and typhoid, as well as measles, mumps, whooping cough, scarlet fever, tetanus, and the ubiquitous pneumonia. Gunshot wounds and Indian arrowheads kept them probing and patching. As if these problems were not enough, the doctors also had to deal with stabbings, whippings, fist fights, suicides, and now and then a fatal duel. Between the midwives and the doctors, babies managed to get born, but the toll on mother and child was extreme.9


  Almost all these early physicians had interests other than medicine, They could file a claim, pan for gold, prospect for oil, speculate in land or in cattle, and even farm a little if they had to. Isaac Howard likewise chased his rainbows. There is little doubt that he chose to practice medicine along the Texas-Oklahoma border because of the land boom in the Oklahoma Territory, which had been opened for settlement in 1889, two years before he had sold out to his brother.


  Indeed, one of Dr. Howard's living relatives described him as a "promoter type," given to visionary schemes.10 In his middle years he talked about his "oil deals," although none of these seems ever to have profited him much.11 And in Cross Plains his son wove many of his plots around the search for a fabulous horde of jewels or other treasure.


  Because Dr. Howard was of two minds about his ambitions, he was middle-aged before he became fully committed to any of his pursuits. He avoided the larger cities and instead, hovering on the edges of the excitement, selected relatively small, isolated communities in which to practice. Christian, which had fifty houses when he practiced there, has now shrunk to a single house. Graford, in which he had his office in 1926, then harbored twenty-four souls. Now it is almost a ghost town, with half its buildings boarded up or falling down.


  Perhaps it was an uneasiness about the quality of his training and the prestige of his credentials that led Dr. Howard to live on the thin edge of his world. This underlying anxiety about Isaac Howard's competence was another of the family's unspoken secrets. Robert had high praise for his father as a medical practitioner—so high in fact that one suspects he did protest too much. Robert portrayed his father as a frontier saint or superman. Dr. Howard, said Robert, was far better educated than his son—a practical scientist and the best physician in Texas. He had few financial rewards because of his altruism in treating nonpaying patients and his devotion to the scientific side of his work at the expense of the financial.


  Dr. Howard, Robert went on, had always striven to keep up with the latest developments in medicine, attending clinics and buying textbooks. Hundreds of people, including many unable to pay, owed their lives to Isaac Howard. He had delivered thousands of babies and never lost a mother in childbirth. Neither had he ever lost a snakebite victim. And the eulogy continued in the same vein.12


  True, Isaac M. Howard had many virtues. That he was generous in treating patients who could pay in potatoes or not at all, that he was intelligent and energetic beyond the general run of men, and that he constantly tried to update his medical knowledge are confirmed by others who knew him. But where his son's description makes him sound like the hero of a medical television series, research on the doctor's career and personality makes it plain that he was nonetheless a highly fallible human being, with more than his share of quirks, oddities, and blind spots. His personality, moreover, contributed in no small measure to the tragedy of his son.


  When Isaac Howard decided to study medicine, he was following a family precedent. His uncle J. T. Henry, a great favorite of Isaac's mother, Eliza Howard, was a distinguished physician who was graduated from the University of Nashville in Tennessee in 1883. In practice near the Arkansas-Missouri line, Dr. Henry became a role model for his nephew Isaac, who doubtless sought Dr. Henry's advice and may have studied under him.


  Physicians of that day often welcomed their kin as medical students. Such associations with older physicians afforded young would-be doctors opportunities for observation, access to medical books, and such didactic sessions as the preceptor thought necessary in exchange for the apprentice's help in maintaining the dispensary, cleaning the office, and tending the horse and buggy if there was one. After a few years, when the older man deemed his candidate worthy, he would issue him a certificate to practice medicine. For an ethical man with strong family lies, the certification by a kinsman would be a real throwing of the torch.


  Polk's Medical and Surgical Register gives its first listing of "I.


  Howard" in 1896 as practicing in Forsyth, Missouri, in Taney County, just over the Missouri line, a short distance from his uncle's home in Bentonville, Arkansas. It is unclear whether Isaac Howard apprenticed himself to his uncle or whether Dr. Henry had passed him on to another doctor in Forsyth. The dates suggest the former. If Isaac Howard had; left Texas in the early nineties, when he turned twenty-one, he could have finished his training and been ready to set up his own practice by ! 1896.


  The young physician did not long remain in Missouri. Perhaps he was homesick. Whatever his reasons, on April 19, 1899, Isaac M. Howard of Limestone County, Texas, was examined by the State Board of Medical Examiners in Texarkana, Texas, and awarded a certificate of qualification to practice medicine. Then he went home.


  In July 1899 the newly certified Dr. Howard presented his credentials at the courthouse in Fairfield, Texas, the county seat of Freestone County, adjacent to Limestone County, where his mother lived on the family farm near Delia. While his exact address is not listed, it is a good guess that he settled somewhere near Teague, Texas, at the junction of; two railroad lines. Since a country practice in these sparsely-settled areas could cover several counties, doctors traveled by train whenever possible. Thus an area with good railroad facilities was a desirable home base! for a frontier physician.


  The spring rains of 1899 continued into the summer, bringing Central Texas a series of gully-washers that sent the Brazos on the? rampage. In the spring of 1900, a storm swept up from the Rio Grande, that flooded millions of acres and cost many lives. But the weather was saving its knockout punch for September, when on the eighth a hurricane and tidal wave roared in from the Gulf, virtually wiping out Galveston and killing six thousand people. Stories of families separated by the'; disaster provided material for rescue and foundling phantasies for a, whole generation. People were still talking about it when Robert Howard was a grown man.


  For some reason Freestone County did not seem to meet Isaac; Howard's needs. While most of Texas was rushing southeast in 1901 to Beaumont, where a gusher had blown at Spindletop, starting the first big Texas oil boom, Dr. Howard headed northwest, where he filed his credentials in Montague County, just across the Red River from Indian Territory, which later became the State of Oklahoma. Why Howard chose thi$ area for his practice is unclear. His interest in the Oklahoma Territory may have been aroused when his sister Willie married William Oscar McClung, a cattleman whose mother was a Choctaw Indian, and moved into the Indian Territory. Willie Howard McClung had lost at least one child before little Fanny was born, and she was to lose a five-year-old to diphtheria before her child-care responsibilities were past.


  Perhaps these troubles and his mother's urging sent Isaac Howard into his sister's domain. Apart from his sister's need, Dr. Howard may have been attracted to Montague County by its railroads. The Fort Worth and Denver City went through Bowie; the northern part of the country was served by the Missouri, Kansas, and Texas, which had been called the Gainesville, Henrietta, and Western while it was being built. In addition, a recent extension of the Rock Island ran from the Red River directly to Fort Worth through Bowie. Such easy transportation made it possible for the young doctor to practice back and forth across the Texas-Oklahoma border. Polk's Medical and Surgical Register for 1902 lists Dr. Howard as practicing in two places: in Graford in Palo Pinto County, Texas, and in the Indian Territory, Petersburg, Chickasaw Nation, population twenty-five.


  After certification, if the young physician could afford it, further study in Europe was thought desirable. During the first two decades of the twentieth century, to have "studied in Vienna" was considered a guarantee of excellence. It had snob appeal, too; Robert Howard was not above casually mentioning in an autobiographical sketch that the father of a childhood playmate was studying in Vienna when the First World War overtook him.13


  As an alternative to study in Vienna, young American physicians might undertake work in one of the many medical schools then cropping up. Although some of these schools provided excellent training from the start and became great medical centers, others did not furnish instruction of such high standards. Many students paid their tuition, attended a lecture or two on medical history, and then to their surprise received diplomas. These diploma mills, along with legitimate institutions, throve in the late nineties and persisted well into this century.


  Isaac Howard seems to have fallen victim to one of these fly-by-night schools. Texas, in 1876, was the first state to establish a board of medical examiners, but the law requiring physicians to be licensed by examination was not passed until the Act of 1907. This act contained a provision, nicknamed the "grandfather clause," stating that all doctors currently in practice who could present reasonable credentials be licensed without examination, but that all subsequent physicians admitted to practice be required to pass a written examination before licensing.


  In anticipation of the state's new licensing requirements, in 1902 Dr. Howard enrolled in the Gate City Medical School in Texarkana, Arkansas. He was a student there when he married Hester Jane Ervin in 1904. It is possible that he took some sort of work-training program and checked back to the school from time to time. At any rate he continued to practice in the Dark Valley area during the ensuing year.


  In 1905 he graduated. Two years later, in 1907, he took the State Board examinations and received his license to practice medicine in Texas. Shortly thereafter the Gate City Medical College, which had graduated its first class in 1903, was "reported fraudulent or not in good standing." Within the next two decades it had disappeared.14


  Dr. Howard's training was probably as good as that of most frontier physicians; save for military surgeons on frontier outposts, most of these medical men were poorly prepared. But times were changing. The settling of the West had begun to attract doctors of a different kind— better-trained men who were more stable in their professions. These new physicians were becoming worried about the wide range of competence among their practicing colleagues, and they built up organizations to control the quality of medical training. Although it was to Dr. Howard's credit that he chose to be licensed by examination rather than by invoking the "grandfather clause," his credentials were not such as to recommend him to city or county organizations or to the staffs of first-rate hospitals.


  Despite these drawbacks, Isaac Howard made "a pretty fair country doctor," according to his patients and other citizens of Cross Plains, who late in his life gave him their Citizen of the Year award. He strove long and earnestly to make up for the limitations of his background. Acquaintances remember him as "always taking courses somewhere," trying to bring his medical knowledge into step with that of the metropolitan centers.15


  People who knew Isaac Howard also remember him as something of a crusty character, brusque and domineering. Sometimes his methods were rough-and-ready, more folk medicine than science. At other times his anxiety about his patients led to constant reading and refresher courses, which kept him abreast of his times.


  One patient consulted him about some blisters on her back, which she hysterically but erroneously suspected of being a symptom of syphilis. She was horrified when the doctor, by way of diagnosis, broke one of the blisters with thumb and forefinger, sniffed at it, and tasted the exudate. Yet, another patient feels that Dr. Howard's up-to-date diagnosis saved his son from an unnecessary operation for appendicitis.16


  The limitations of Dr. Howard's education drove him on a constant search for knowledge. Although he could accept his own insufficiencies, he maintained a naive—almost grandiose—belief in the power of knowledge. With knowledge man's capacities were boundless. He could successfully intervene in anything if he just knew how. Referring to Dr. Howard's self-confidence, one of his fellow townsmen said: "I bet he wouldn't have been afraid to try brain surgery or anything else."17


  This confidence included his belief in divine healing and in his own power to manipulate the supernatural for his or his patients' benefit. Dr. Howard studied oriental religious philosophy and yoga, practiced its breathing exercises, and investigated the medical value of hypnosis. He was known to have treated more than one female patient making "magnetic passes," that is, drawing his hand through the air a few inches above the front of her body from neck to knees, in the manner developed by Franz Anton Mesmer (1733-1815) and imitated by the "magnetic healers" that abounded in the United States in the mid-nineteenth century. The families of several patients claim that these treatments were enormously helpful to the sufferers.18


  In later years Dr. Howard made occasional trips to Fort Worth to attend religious revival meetings conducted by one of the evangelical sects, in the course of which he sought relief for an arthritic knee. He regularly returned declaring: "They cured me! I can just walk and do all right." But in a few days he would be limping as badly as ever.19 As an old man he had a strange, rolling walk, probably developed to favor his damaged knee joint.


  Dr. Howard's was a dynamic personality. E. Hoffmann Price, one of Robert's writing friends, who visited the Howards in 1934, was deeply impressed. Arriving exhausted, Price longed for nothing so much as bed; but the doctor kept him up late while grilling him on writing and writers. Glassy-eyed, Price "sat there, listening and answering, to a late hour, kept awake by sheer force of the man's personality."20


  Some of this energy grew out of rage at a world that was always getting out of hand and going off half-cocked. He tried to channel his feelings. An acquaintance remarked:


  It was difficult to understand his feelings. I recall one time early in the morning Dr. Howard was walking up the street whistling as loud as he could. When I said, "Dr. Howard, you must be feeling very happy this morning," his reply was: "When you hear me whistling like that, you will know that I am one mad s.o.b."


  This seems to have been a characteristic state of Isaac Howard's mind. One neighbor describes him as a "cheerful man, whistling all the time." (She did not know the doctor's own explanation of his whistling.) Mrs. Leroy Butler, in girlhood a neighbor of the Howards, tells of hearing the voices next door raised in anger. "Then after a while Dr. Howard would come out and get in his car, whistling away just like nothing had ever happened." She innocently added: "I do declare that I think he was about the whistlingest man I ever knew."21


  Here is another of those living lies so confusing to a growing child: his father's inappropriate response to anger with a cheerful whistle. This and other falsehoods in the Howard household—his mother's putting up a good front, smiling and laughing despite depression, fatigue, and pain; the secret of his mother's age and her physical condition; the anxiety about the doctor's qualifications and the family's overstatement of his abilities—all added up to a constant confusion if not an outright burden for a growing child. As a result, the boundaries between the real and the unreal remained dim for Robert Howard.


  If Dr. Howard at middle age was memorably dynamic, how much more so he must have been at thirty as, dressed all in black—the costume de rigueur for a physician of the time—he swung himself astride his horse above saddlebags bulging with laudanum, ether, ipecac, aspirin, and all the other medicines to purge, sweat, or chill a fever! To the infant Robert, this man of six-foot-two must have been a formidable figure, well-suited to his role as the evil lord of Dark Valley. Riding off in a cloud of dust or returning home to take his Hessie in his arms for a lusty kiss, he must have stirred anxiety and resentment in the heart of his baby son.


  The sheer masculinity of the father, absorbing, as it does, the full attention of the being who provides his food and care, prompts in every young child anger, distrust, and uncertainty. When to this is added the mother's inability to meet the child's needs—whether because of her ill health or the child's illnesses—the baby, doubly deprived, feels himself the victim of malevolent forces beyond his control.


  Thus, for Robert, in the first year of his life, two Dark Valleys came into being: the "good" valley of happiness and satisfaction, and the "bad" valley peopled with the demons of fear and disillusionment. Since he was never able to exorcise his fear, rage, and destructive wishes, Robert Howard was doomed to remain engulfed in unmanageable chaos and to be haunted by demons as long as he lived. The spirit within him suffered the dark chill of desolation.


  The pale sunshine and all-embracing shadows of those early days in Dark Valley wrought their black magic well. Robert Howard's longing for the warmth of a lost intimacy was ever tinged with terror and a fear of madness. He believed that these feelings were the result of racial memories and superstitions derived from the collective lore of the Nordic ancestors, with whom he identified himself through his great-greatgrandfather, Sam Walser.


  There, on the fringes of the world, he said, between icy shore and snowy forest, overshadowed by foreboding hills, these barbaric Northmen harbored dark dreams and paranoid impulses. Cloud-dimmed skies, shrouding ancient hills and veiling somber trees, stirred memories whence sprang feelings as sharp and penetrating as persecutions. Herein lay the seeds of madness, he said, which burst out among these Northmen's descendants in Salem during the witch panic of 1692, when these folk dwelt in a similarly gloomy clime. Howard speculated that, when racial memories and primal fears break through the sleep of centuries, they take on monstrous shapes—an apt description of the breakthrough of the unconscious.


  When he cited the pagan Scandinavians, Howard was really writing about himself. His ideas of racial memories and his fears mask thfl| vicissitudes of development, wherein the warm meadows of the earth*;


  born child became the Gates of Hell, with a Dark Lord watching over. Years later Howard wrote: "Barbaric life was hell; but so is modern life."22


  Later on, when Robert Howard failed to resolve the feelings that made modern life hell for him, Dark Valley underwent another transformation. It became his fictional Cimmeria. Like the gray, overcast skies of so many of his dreams, Dark Valley came to be a shadowy place even by day. At night it was black—as black as the forests of "Cimmeria, Land of Darkness and the Night." Now dim-remembered Dark Valley Creek slipped into the Brazos as noiselessly as the "dusky streams that flowed without a sound."


  "Somber," "lonely," "brooding," and "silent" are the words that Howard used to describe both the real and the fictitious lands. The faintly remembered high ridges and dark woods, and the isolation of Dark Valley, where night winds murmur through the leaves, were transmuted into the "sullen trees" that darkened the marching hills of Cimmeria, and the "lone winds" that "whisper down the passes."


  Lost in this ghost-haunted land of his inner being, Robert Howard raised his voice in an unforgettable lament, a lament that is cadenced to a liquid flow of melancholy:


  I remember


  The dark woods, masking slopes of sombre hills; The grey clouds' leaden everlasting arch; The dusky streams that flowed without a sound, And the lone winds that whispered down the passes.


  Vista on vista marching, hills on hills,


  Slope beyond slope, each dark with sullen trees,


  Our gaunt land lay. So when a man climbed up


  A rugged peak and gazed, his shaded eye


  Saw but the endless vista—hill on hill,


  Slope beyond slope, each hooded like its brothers.


  It was a gloomy land that seemed to hold All winds and clouds and dreams that shun the sun, With bare boughs rattling in the lonesome winds, And the dark woodlands brooding over all,


  Not even lightened by the rare dim sun


  Which made squat shadows out of men; they called it


  Cimmeria, land of Darkness and deep Night.


  It was so long ago and far away I have forgot the very name men called me. The axe and flint-tipped spear are like a dream, And hunts and wars are shadows. I recall Only the stillness of that sombre land; The clouds that piled forever on the hills, The dimness of the everlasting woods, Cimmeria, land of Darkness and the Night.


  Oh, soul of mine, born out of shadowed hills, To clouds and winds and ghosts that shun the sun, How many deaths shall serve to break at last This heritage which wraps me in the grey Apparel of ghosts? I search my heart and find Cimmeria, land of Darkness and the Night.23


  


  IV. BOY NOMAD

  



  The sin and the jest of the times am I Since destiny's dance began, When the weary gods from the dews and sods Made me and named me man.1


  Texans are by nature nomadic, Robert Howard wrote his friend Lovecraft in 1931.2 To confirm his statement, he listed the various parts of Texas in which he had lived during the first nine years of his life: a land-boom town near the New Mexico border on the Llano Estacado; San Antonio; a home in the West Texas sheep country; a cattle town near the Oklahoma Line; Bagwell in the pines of East Texas; the Oil Belt of West Central Texas. So many moves for a young child would clearly create problems of adaptation, and it is reasonable to assume that these frequent migrations influenced young Robert's psychological and social development.


  When the environment becomes unstable, a young child tends to substitute permanence of person for permanence of place. He clings to his mother instead of exploring a larger world with the natural curiosity of the young. Since no one left alive remembers Robert as a preschool child, this chapter must be based on what scanty records we have, plus Howard's own dim memories and our general information about the development of the average child.


  Robert's Dark Valley days were abruptly ended when the family moved to Seminole, Texas, on the "staked plain"—the Llano Estacado —near the New Mexico border. Seminole was in the midst of a land boom, became a bust when the railroad failed. Robert later described the starkness and dryness of the place and the erosion of the spirit that came about in that atmosphere of failure, dust, bawling cattle, grueling work, and endless vigilance against rattlesnake, gila monster, scorpion, and whatever other calamity fortune or the weather dealt out.3


  Considering Robert's tender age at the time, it is likely that his descriptions of Seminole derive from colorful hearsay rather than from actual memory. He was probably quoting his father, who, like many Texans of the time, was noted as a cracker-barrel raconteur who never let the truth stand between him and a good story. The tall tale has aptly been called the native Texan art form.4


  By January 1908, when the Howards arrived in Seminole, Robert, barely two, had learned to walk. Unused to strangers, the small boy would have been frightened by the bawling cattle and the shouts of the cattlemen on the roadway outside his door. He would have fled to the safety of his kitchen and the nearness of his mother.


  At the same time, like all children between two and three, Robert would have been enraged by parental restrictions and directions. Hearing the word "no" so often, toddlers seek to control their own destiny through negation. Striving toward autonomy and self-regulation at this age centers around a child's alimentary functions, particularly elimination: and many a battle royal ensues between mother and child when a toddler feels coerced to perform. This conflict was probably heightened for Robert by the fact that children of that post-Victorian era were expected to be dry and have their bowels under control before their nervous systems were mature enough to send such complicated messages and organize appropriate responses.


  While the developmental task of the three-to-four-year-old child is to gain control over his own body, Robert, even more than other youngsters of the time, would have had difficulty in getting to know his body well. Post-Victorian children were not allowed to touch their bodies. Parental concern about masturbation amounted to a mania during the last quarter of the nineteenth century; and Robert's parents, being rather old when their son was born, were more rigid than many reared at a later time. Masturbation, it was generally believed in the early decades of this century, made a person oversexed, unable to control himself, and might lead to masturbatory insanity. A classic pediatric book, L. E. Holt's The Diseases of Infancy and Child, which went through eleven editions between 1897 and 1940, urged severe medical treatment, including circumcision, for young masturbators.5


  Dr. Howard must have been familiar with some such text; and it would have simply reinforced his belief that masturbation, like sex in general, was a sin, the punishment of which was disease or, indeed, damnation in Hell. Dr. Howard believed in an actual Hell of endless burning and torment. In later years he frequently discussed this belief with his friend Dr. Solomon Roe Chambers in Cross Cut. Of these conversations, Norris Chambers, the son of Dr. Chambers and one of Robert's later acquaintances, writes:


  Dr. Howard was apparently raised to believe implicitly in a burning hell, and he had trouble all his life discounting it. He even worried a lot because he thought the preacher who preached Robert's funeral "preached him to hell."6


  What effect his father's stern beliefs must have had on Robert's normal childhood feelings can easily be imagined.


  How Robert, or any child, gains control over his natural functions is not of itself important. What is important is how he feels about the forces that lead to this control. Robert seems never to have understood the need for accepting regulation. His fierce resentment of direction or control remained with him all his life. Indeed, it colored both his thinking and his behavior, as a schoolboy who resented his teachers and as a man who hated his bosses. It made him feel that he had legions of enemies, that he had to have his gun at the ready or his fists up at all times. It peopled the world of his imagination with demons and forces too strong for a man to overcome.


  The struggle for power during his nursery days was so intense that it also left him with a sense of helplessness, a feeling so deeply ingrained that it affected his thinking and actions throughout his life. For, struggle as he might, he had no chance to win. As all parents do in such circumstances, his parents won this battle of wills. They had to win, because the world of the frontier child is a dangerous place; and the child knows he needs protection.


  Robert later wrote about some of the childhood dangers he experienced. Once a runaway horse threw him from the buggy, rolling him around on the dusty road so that he banged his head. The episode frightened him but left no permanent damage.7 He was more fortunate than one of his three-year-old friends who got into a corral and had his brains stamped out by a "killer mule." Texas children were on occasion hooked by half-grown steers, kicked by milch cows, shot while hunting, bitten by rattlesnakes, set upon by rabid dogs, drowned, or killed by falls from bluffs, or from the backs of horses, or from the high branches of trees. Howard told Lovecraft that there was nothing so treacherous as a pecan tree limb; it would break without warning.8 Undoubtedly he knew this from experience, being a great tree climber in his boyhood.


  Howard later recalled an even more chilling example of childhood helplessness. A small girl tumbled into a hog pen, and the hogs dismembered and half devoured her before anyone could come to her rescue.9 It is not surprising that young Robert came to fear all situations that made him feel helpless.


  Preschool children frequently fail to distinguish among being forbidden to perform by parents, being unable to perform through lack of skill, and being incapable of performing because some object or force of nature resists being acted upon. "I am not allowed," little Robert might have said, "to drink coffee, or ride a bronco, or lift the Cap Rock."10 As long as this conceptual indiscrimination exists, the child will be angered by both the limitations of reality and the prohibitions of his parents and feel himself at war with the world.


  Fortunately, for the average child in a normal home, time tends to rescue him from his impotent frenzies. Motor development allows him to move about with increasing assurance and to achieve more physical distance from his mother than before. This new competence increases when the toddler becomes able to form mental images, whether images as in a painting or as in a motion picture. Mental imagery aids in personality organization because it enables the child to experience the world around him.


  Unfortunately for Robert Howard, his was not a normal home. Although indulgent parents in many ways, the senior Howards saw their role as "changing and shaping" their son. Hester Howard watched him continually, from infancy to manhood, selected his food, screened his friends, guided his reading, and hovered over him. Catering to his every whim, she was devoted to his needs; but her constant instruction and her myths of family importance gave him no chance to develop a life of his own. His father, when not too busy with his practice, continued—often quite consciously—to present young Robert with a warped view of reality. The child must have been confused by the doctor's tall tales, his polite lies to protect his wife's ego, and his insistence that his family live in the world as it ought to be, rather than in the world as it really was.


  At three, while Robert developed the ability to move about by himself and so to grow away from his mother physically, he also learned to talk. Because of his intelligence and because his mother talked and read to him a great deal, he grew closer to her psychologically. Sensitive and imaginative, he early conjured up childish visions of monsters, ghosts, and demons; and keenly aware of his mother's fear of Indians, he peopled the outside world with evil beings, terrifying although ill-defined.


  As his imagination grew, Robert invented make-believe people with whom to talk and animals that had never been. His mother entered into this pretend play, just as she did, years later, when she sought to acquire a brogue in order to give substance to her son's phantasy of being of largely Irish origin.


  Whether Dr. Howard took part in these pretend games in Robert's childhood, we do not know; but during his adolescence Robert and his father did play variants of these pretendings. Tom Wilson reports that in 1924 when he was in college, Robert, then eighteen, sent him a shoebox full of "individual characters," "all mythical," that Robert and his father had named, seemed to know, and talked to at times.11 Tom felt that such things were beyond his imagination as well as that of most other people. While play with mythical characters might have been nothing more than a game to the doctor and his son, we wonder whether Robert was less certain that the myths had no reality in them and was seeking a reference point by which to judge his family's distorted picture of reality.


  For the young child, play is a genuine mode of thought. Pretend play becomes a story, and storytelling is a useful way to think about nameless, formless things. Storytelling is an adult's way of thinking, too, when he needs to symbolize inner experience or interpret events not readily put into words. Howard's thought patterns in his adulthood leaned heavily on metaphorical and narrative sequences, because he never developed a language suitable for dealing with the taboo materials in his life—his own emotions, his inner violence, and the repressions thrust upon him by his parents.


  As a result of the unsettled and repressive environment in which he grew from infancy to boyhood, little Robert had tantrums. Most young children do. But in Robert's case, the tantrums persisted all his life. He was never able to determine where the responsibility lay—how much could be expected of a man. Well into his school years, he found himself unable to control his hostile outbursts. Frequently at table he would flare up over a comment or correction by his father, kicking over his chair as he fled to the yard to pound his fist against the side of the house, over and over again, until his hand was severely bruised.12


  The child who is compelled to resort to this kind of impotent discharge of anger is a frustrated, unhappy person. He is regularly teased by his peers and punished by his elders for bad behavior. He winds up with a deep sense of shame for his lack of self-control and reaches adulthood with a poor self-image.


  Such a child is apt to have more than his share of nightmares. Robert had both nightmares and night terrors, as he reported in his letters to Lovecraft.13 A child caught up in a night terror will run about screaming with fear, his body bathed in sweat, his eyes staring. He is so securely locked in his trance that it may take twenty minutes to awaken him; and once awake, he has no memory of the event or of the dream that accompanied it.


  Frequent or persistent night terrors usually indicate a troubled child, one who is not coping well with his life situation. They may herald the onset of an illness or reflect some other kind of stress. For Robert's parents, watching their son during one of these episodes, the night must have been most disquieting. If the Howards followed their usual way of dealing with threatening experiences, however, they would have simply denied the existence of these nightmarish fugues—a denial easy to maintain because of the amnesia of the dreamer. How many of the monsters Conan met and mastered sprang into being during these nights of terror, we shall never know, but we cannot doubt that nameless horrors slithered or clawed their way into young Howard's consciousness on these unremembered occasions.


  Thus, at an early age, Robert Howard created his world of make-believe, a world that persisted throughout his life. He did not so much withdraw into phantasy as he was forced to choose among the phantasies presented to him. The phantasy world that he constructed for himself became, as time went on, very important to him. It enabled him to consolidate some notion of self, to feel himself a master of his domain.


  Through this search for selfhood coupled with his storytelling ability, the child who was Robert became Howard, the creative artist.


  The Howards soon became disenchanted with the tent city of Seminole and its boom-or-bust atmosphere. In 1909, when the railroad failed, Dr. Howard took his family to Bronte,14 Texas. Bronte was one of the smallest towns that ever popped up along the Kansas City, Mexico & Orient Railroad, then being put into operation between Sweetwater and San Angelo. Bronte lies in a hilly area of Coke County, whence the plains roll down to Southwest Texas. In the Howards' day, it was cattle and sheep country, although there were arable sections in the valley of the nearby Colorado River.


  In 1909, when the Howards moved there, the population of the whole county numbered about six thousand souls. Although in the spring the prairie is fragrant with the yellow clustered blossoms of the hui-sache,15 it must have been a lonely place for Hester Howard. Perhaps she sat on the front steps after the supper dishes were done, watching the sunset and discussing the progress of the railroad. Perhaps she snatched up her child when the tarantulas ventured out of their holes in the cool of the evening and hopped over the prairie on their black, hairy legs. Perhaps little Robert watched these formidable-looking arachnids, which were the size of his outstretched hand, and later turned them into the monsters of his nightmares.


  Still, there were respites from the isolation of the nomad life. There were reunions with Dr. Howard's beloved sister Willie; her part-Indian husband William Oscar McClung; and their children. Fanny McClung Adamson remembers that "Uncle Cue,"16 as his nieces and nephews called Isaac Howard, was a frequent visitor to Crystal City, a raw frontier town in South Texas so desolate that the coyotes howled nightly at the city limits.


  We know that Robert and his mother accompanied the doctor on at least some of these visits, for Robert wrote to Lovecraft in 1931 about seeing the fall of a meteorite when he was four years old. He was, he said, at the home of his uncle, an Indian, when he was awakened by a tremendous detonation and found the whole room bathed in a weird light. His uncle and his father, fearing that McClung's enemies were dynamiting the house, hastily armed themselves; but hearing nothing further, they went back to bed. The next day, eyewitnesses reported that a meteorite about the size of a barrel had exploded and burned itself out in the earth's atmosphere.


  It was this colorful uncle who, until his death from tuberculosis in 1912, stimulated Robert Howard's lifelong interest in the frontier. Robert told Lovecraft that from infancy he had heard firsthand descriptions of pioneering. He added that he had had a child's part in the settlement and development of the Southwest, including the Great Plains and the lower Rio Grande Valley.17 Lovecraft accused "Two-Gun Bob," as he called Howard, of romanticizing this period, and, we think, with reason.


  It is hard to imagine what part, even a child's part, Howard could have had in the development of the Rio Grande Valley during the short time he lived in Bronte or in any other part of South Texas. The Howards stayed in Bronte only a year; for on January 8, 1910, Dr. Howard presented his credentials at the county seat of Bexar County, giving his home address as Poteet, a few miles from the border. Years later Howard reported that he lived for a time on a ranch in Atascosa County, Texas, near San Antonio. These bare facts are the only records we have of the family's South Texas adventures.18


  Soon Dr. Howard was on the move again. While the medical directory for 1912 does not list the doctor's address, we know that Mrs. Howard was receiving mail at Oran, in Palo Pinto County, near the village of Christian, a few miles from Robert's first home in Dark Valley. And in August of 1912, Dr. Howard's mother, Eliza Henry Howard, received a letter from a grandson in Mount Calm which was addressed to Mrs. L. E. Howard at Oran, where she was evidently visiting her daughter-in-law Hester Jane Howard.


  But not all the visiting was done with members of Dr. Howard's family. Hester's sisters in Exeter, Missouri, sent her a postcard begging her to come for a visit: "You ought to be here and help us eat watermelon and peaches. We are just so busy canning fruit and stuff."19


  This visit to Exeter was ultimately made. Robert always remembered his Grandmother Ervin's fine peaches, particularly her Elbertas. Lying in bed, he could hear the tree-ripened fruit fall from the laden branches; and in the morning he would help to gather up the soft fruit to be cut up and frozen in rich, sweetened cream. Boy and man, Robert could not get his fill of homemade ice cream; but he referred to his
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  grandmother's peach cream as a frozen delicacy, unequaled by any other. Remembering that delicious concoction, Robert later wrote to Lovecraft that the local peaches "weren't much."20


  A photograph of Robert, probably taken in South Texas and well distributed among family and friends, shows a sturdy little boy of about five, wearing a wide-brimmed hat turned back to show his face. While he does not look particularly happy, the child appears to be healthy and cooperative. To judge from his clothes, it is wintertime, and his shoes are scuffed and worn as only a healthy, active little boy can scuff them.


  In the next available picture, Robert is several years older. He is very thin and he eyes the camera distrustfully. Although he is dressed in an Indian costume, there is no play in him. He looks fey. This is the child whom Alma Baker King described as a little wild boy, completely emaciated, playing at killing everything.21 Something had produced a radical change in the child. He looks disturbed and ill.


  We can only guess at the nature of this illness. Nursed by a tubercular mother until he was four years old—an incredibly extended period for any mother to suckle her child—and having even occasional contacts with a tubercular uncle, Robert may have developed childhood tuberculosis. Childhood tuberculosis differs from the adult disease. Being more apt to attack bones and joints, it could easily be confused with rheumatic fever, especially if there was a swelling of the lymph glands of the neck.


  That he was a puny, sickly child is a fact acknowledged both by Robert in his writings and by his mother in her talks with her nurse. Mrs. Howard admitted that she spoiled Robert because he was sickly and frail, and this period of ill health probably occurred between the ages of five and seven.


  This period is in every child's life a period of conflict, engendered by a complete physical and intellectual reorganization. If this period is prolonged, as it seems to have been in the case of Robert Howard, it would have increased the boy's dependence on his mother at a time when the average child seeks autonomy through attachment to his father.


  For little Robert, already sickly, the usual fears of a six-year-old stirred up by such things as loud noises, a pitch-black room, rattling winds, and the threat of fire would be heightened by the knowledge that his mother was ill and thus less accessible to him emotionally. If his own illness is added to what is usually an insecure period, the child's fears are magnified, and with them comes increasing dependence.


  Moreover, at a time when most children are beginning to effect some kind of separation from their mothers and turn to their fathers for support, Robert suffered an additional rebuff. Dr. Howard's profession required that he put calls by his patients ahead of the companionship needs of his son, day after day. As a result, the six-or-seven-year-old Robert must have felt rejected and his self-esteem diminished in consequence.


  To make matters even worse, Mrs. Howard was fast drawing away from her husband. His volatile temper, impulsiveness, and grandiose plans provided her with traits to scorn. She began to feel that she had married beneath herself—that the Ervins were far superior to the Howards. By the time that Robert was grown, she began to confide in a few people that hers was royal blood.


  As for Dr. Howard, his "Hessie" of bridal days became "Hetch" or even "Heck" to him, and through him, to others. And our informant added: "And he didn't say it very nicely."22 Every effort Mrs. Howard made to maintain her standard of manners was ridiculed by her husband. The more "refined" she acted, the more crass his behavior became. When the cloctor invited guests for dinner, Hester, unlike the average wife in the community, would serve the meal in courses. As she cleared away the first course, Isaac, to tease her, would call to her in the kitchen: "Well, Heck, is that all there is?"23 Consequently Hester Howard entertained less and less, while the doctor took many of his meals with friends and patients and spent more and more hours confiding to them the shortcomings of his wife.


  The more brash Isaac Howard became—"harum-scarum" was the term frequently applied to him by his West Texas friends—the more perfection Hester sought, to heighten the contrast between them. Her chronic invalidism became another useful weapon when all other forms of denigration failed to curb her bumptious mate.


  This continuing but subtle humiliation of each parent by the other made it increasingly difficult for Robert to achieve a realistic picture of either one. As he grew older, Robert often took his father to task for "mistreating" his mother, and their loud, angry words carried across the small yard to the Butler house next door.24


  The Howards' next move was to a place near Wichita Falls. Although there is no record of Dr. Howard's medical registration in the District Clerk's Office in any of the three nearby counties—Wichita, Clay, or Archer—Robert later told Lovecraft that his family had made their home in a little cattle town near the old North Texas oil field, which lies in the Wichita Falls area.25


  The Howards' stay there was brief and not happy. Robert had unpleasant memories of the countryside. He found the bare land virtually uninhabitable. Endless miles of white caliche, a calcium carbonate crust, lay like the bleached bones of giants where the top soil had been swept away by the unrelenting winds. On a bright day the glare was blinding.


  Here he felt the impact of a Texas norther, a storm that Robert called a "blue blizzard." The "blue norther" is characterized by the deep blue of the northern horizon, whence rises a sudden, chilling wind. With the wind comes a temperature drop of as much as thirty to forty degrees Fahrenheit in a single hour, transforming a warm, sunny morning into a freezing afternoon. The blue of the horizon may spread across the sky, and a mizzling rain may change to fine snow or stinging ice. If the wind persists and snow develops, the norther can turn into a blizzard.


  Robert was living in the Wichite Country when he was around seven, a time when, in those days, children usually started school. But the records show that Robert did not enter the first grade until he was eight, and he confirms this fact in his letters. It is probable that he had not completely recovered from his illness.


  There may have been another reason as well; schoolboys everywhere—who themselves are leery of strangers—have a propensity for ganging up on the new boy in town or on anyone who seems in any way different from them. And Robert, the perennial tenderfoot, was a ready-made victim.


  Frail, introverted, and looking to his mother for protection, Robert was a natural butt for bullies. Even before the opening of school, every day saw a series of terrifying encounters, which varied from the merely mean to the Inquisitorial. He could not leave his yard for fear of being set upon. The fact that his mother read extensively to him, and in so doing enhanced the closeness already established, only made matters worse.


  Boys play rough in North Texas. According to Larry McMurtry's reports from Archer County, young Robert Howard had cause to be fearful. Mr. McMurtry writes:


  Scatology is also widely used as a method of sexual intimidation. In its crude form this generally involves the stupid flinging of shit at the smart, for in the small town the person with brains poses a direct threat to the masculinity (or femininity) of the person without them. Many a smart kid had his face pushed into a commode bowl at one time or another and not a few have endured analgesic enemas and other rectal horrors. I have a bright friend who grew up in a rural area when outhouses were still in use; by the time he had reached the second grade his intelligence had marked him as dangerous and on days when he had the temerity to answer questions in class, he would be ganged up on at recess and shoved through one of the holes in the men's outhouse down into the shit.26


  Whether or not such treatment was ever accorded Robert, he had undoubtedly heard of such incidents. They are echoed in a passage from the story "Rogues in the House." Young Conan, who has been making a precarious living as a thief, escapes from jail, only to learn that his girl has betrayed him to the law on behalf of a rival lover. After killing his rival, Conan picks up the faithless female and carries her along a window ledge.


  Reaching the spot he sought, Conan halted, gripping the wall with his free hand.... His captive whimpered and twisted, renewing her importunities. Conan glanced down into the muck and slime of the alleys below .. . then he dropped her with great accuracy into a cesspool. He enjoyed her kickings and flounderings and the concentrated venom of her profanity for a few seconds, and even allowed himself a low rumble of laughter.27


  For Robert any move—particularly a move to an area where such experiences were common—was extremely unfortunate. Moving to a new locality enhances whatever conflicts a seven-year-old may have and requires a major readjustment in terms of an unfamiliar environment. When a child, who is fearful to begin with, is placed in a situation like that in North Texas, he has no chance to adjust at all. And this was the tragedy of Robert Howard's life: time and time again, people or events made adjustment impossible for him.


  Aware of his son's misery and isolation, Dr. Howard, not surprisingly, accepted an offer to take over Dr. Steven's practice in Bagwell. This town lay in Red River County in East Texas, at the edge of the Piney Woods. The Howards lived about half a mile from the town center, in what was known as the old Baker house, just past the Church of Christ.


  Although Bagwell has gone the way of most little railroad towns, in 1914 it was a thriving community. It boasted a population of 500, including 170 voters, eight to ten stores, two banks, a hardware company, three hotels, and two drug stores. With its two cotton gins, the Texas and Pacific Railroad for shipping, and its surrounding fertile cotton fields, Bagwell was fast becoming a cotton center. Four freight and eight passenger trains stopped at Bagwell each day and were met by hacks from the local livery stable. There were three blacksmith shops for shoeing horses. Three churches ministered to the spiritual needs of the community.


  Sam Buzbee, who still lives in the house where he was born, remembers Dr. Howard well. Mr. Buzbee, now in his eighties and full of stories of the past, recalled a prank that involved Dr. Howard shortly after his arrival in Bagwell. Buzbee used to hunt regularly with a group of townsmen. After hunting, they would usually build a fire and cook a stew or barbecue some meat.


  One fellow was something of a cheapskate. He never paid his way, so the men decided to teach him a lesson. They persuaded their stingy friend to steal a chicken from Buzbee's hen house. Buzbee, alerted to the prank, dashed out of his house, gun in hand, and filled the thief full of bird shot.


  Scared half out of his wits, the fellow dashed to the drugstore. Jim Reese, the druggist, got excited and sent for Dr. Howard. When the doctor heard that a man had been shot, he did not take time to saddle his horse but grabbed his bag and ran all the way to the drugstore. In the interim Buzbee, with the druggist's help, had picked the bird shot out of his victim's buttocks, and when Dr. Howard arrived, the two men were arguing about who was to pay the doctor.


  "When the doc saw that the injuries were not serious," recalls Sam Buzbee, "he was mad as hell. He began cussing out everybody in sight, and he could cuss. Jim Reese tried to calm him down, assuring him we'd pay him for the visit."


  Finally Dr. Howard quieted down. "Hell, no," the doctor said. "I can't charge you for doing nothing."


  Mr. Buzbee continued: "I have heard he was a pretty good doctor. Mrs. McWhorter's mother named one of her boys after him."28


  Bagwell had a school. Although everybody called it "The Little Red Schoolhouse," it was a converted home, painted white, with lacy Victorian woodwork trimming the porches and eaves. Here Robert entered the first grade.


  Robert was eight years old and already knew how to read. Being an omnivorous reader all his life, he probably learned to read spontaneously at a very early age. Often early readers are eidetic as children; that is, they have a "photographic memory."


  In Robert's case this photographic memory persisted into adulthood. His friends wondered at his capacity to pull books off the library shelves, devour them rapidly, and then have perfect recall. Of course, interpretation was a different matter; Robert's understanding was often clouded by his continual self-references. This assimilation of the facts to his own experiences made the facts come alive but robbed him of objectivity.


  Although eight-year-old Robert was withdrawn and shy, he was able to overcome his fears enough to enter school and to make a few friends. These friendships were probably orchestrated by Dr. Howard, for they were largely with children of the doctor's colleagues. Throughout his childhood many of Robert's friends were the children of Dr. Howard's cronies, who were usually physicians. But once the affiliation was established, Robert was accepted by these youngsters because his lively imagination and good stories enriched their play.


  Being unused to the ordinary games that children play, Robert liked to make up a story, turn the tale into a drama, and assign roles to each of his playmates. Although he no longer felt that he might actually become the character whose part he was playing, Robert was cautious about the possibility of being contaminated by these roles. During the summer of 1914, for example, when the First World War began, Robert and his friends played at war. Quickly Robert threw his lot in with the


  Allies and thereafter refused to pretend to be a German soldier. Because of the widespread hatred of the German Army, Robert discovered to his delight that he was on the popular side, despite his enmity for the British.29 It was at this time that Robert developed a liking for the French. In the fiction of his later years, if the hero was not an American or Irishman, he was likely to be a citizen of France.


  Eight-year-olds are most anxious to overcome the fears of their earlier years. The unknown and unseen, though fascinating, are still fraught with terror; but such fears can be exorcised, they discover, if they can name and define them. Later, an adult Howard insisted that the most terrible fears arise from things that are sensed but not described or labeled, as was the dread that Poe suggested in his famous line: "dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before."


  A splendid way for a boy to rid himself of fear of ghosts and other supernatural beings is to frighten some less hardy soul with tales and myths of the boy's own making. The boys in Bagwell found a "witch," an ancient black woman who lived at the edge of the town. She went barefoot, drove a flock of black geese, and gathered manure in her bare hands to fertilize her garden. Although Robert did not say so in his letter to Lovecraft describing the Witch of Bagwell, the youngsters must have heckled their witch; for she put a "death curse" on one of his friends, which nearly scared him to death. It is just as well that she did not live in Salem, Howard went on to observe, for shortly thereafter the child died.30


  While eight-year-olds often discover an aged "witch," and while almost any small town will yield at least one eccentric who might be so dubbed, the coincidence of the curse and the child's death is arresting. The story may be a youthful example of what E. Hoffmann Price called Robert's "whoppers";31 still, it could well serve a young boy whose purpose it was to impress a friend or to alarm an enemy.


  The Howards' cook in Bagwell also tried to help Robert overcome his fears of the supernatural by telling stories that topped anything his eight-year-old imagination could conjure up. Old "Aunt Mary" Bohan-non had been born into slavery. She was light-skinned and at one time beautiful, and her mistress had been wildly jealous and cruel. Memories of the torture and sadism that Aunt Mary suffered persisted into Robert's adulthood, filling him with the same fascinated horror that he had experienced when first he heard them and—we venture to suggest— providing him with role models for the few incidents of sadistic practices that appear in his stories.


  Aunt Mary, moreover, had ghost stories enough to produce a never-ending tingle down the spine. A plantation house haunted by a headless giant; footsteps heard when no one else was present; rattling chains, chill winds, hot blasts; dismembered bodies; groans, moans, and other eerie sounds—all were part of Aunt Mary's repertoire. And Robert sat wide-eyed in the kitchen and listened.32


  The fact that the Howards had a hired cook suggests that Mrs. Howard was even less well than usual. Unless she were ill, Hester Jane Howard always did her own housework. Although in later years she sent out the shirts to a laundress, she was an excellent cook and proud of her skills.


  Robert's health was still uncertain. He was too thin and had a chronically running nose and a hacking cough, which his father attributed to the dampness. Bagwell was unquestionably a poor place for anyone with those allergic symptoms that used to go under the name "catarrh." In a short autobiography, probably a school assignment, fifteen-year-old Robert wrote:


  [Seminole] was prairie country—extremely so. Water was scarce there; too scarce; so we moved to Bagwell, Texas, which is between Texarkana and Paris. ... If we had too little water in Seminole, we had too much in Bagwell. It rained for weeks at a time; rained until the ground turned green; rained until the fish swam around in the roads.


  Robert went on to say that his chronic catarrh prompted the family's move to West Central Texas.33 Indeed, in January of 1915 Dr. Howard once more gathered up his ailing family and moved to the high, dry air of Brown County. Thus began the first more or less stable life that Robert had known. He was just about to turn nine years old.


  


  V. THE REALM OF THE -TRIPLE-BAR

  



  With the joys of the sun and love and growth


  All things of the earth are rife, And the soul that is deep in the breast of me Sings with the pulse of life.1


  Between the shadowy, ghost-haunted world of Robert Howard's early childhood and his adult creation of the shining kingdoms of his Hyborian Age, a very different realm lay under the bright West Texas sun, wherein visionary ranches drowsed beneath the big skies. Hither came the boy Robert, a world-builder, who claimed the longhorn cattle, the clumps of mesquite, and even the sandstone outcrops as his own. These vast holdings were the first coherent universe that Robert Howard dreamed into being; and here he roamed, carving his brand X— (X-Triple-Bar) on the trees and on the gabled roof of his family's house.


  Elsie Burns, the postmistress of Burkett, Texas, was probably the first person to discover the proprietorship of these broad lands. She learned about it on an early spring morning in 1915 as she rested on a large rock in one of the pastures of Robert's imaginary domain. Not thinking of herself as trespassing, she had settled down to read in the perfumed meadow. Suddenly Robert's dog, Patches, bounded down from a ledge behind her. Both woman and dog were startled, Mrs. Burns by the swiftness with which the big black-and-white animal appeared, the dog by the sheer bulk of the woman, who weighed over 350 pounds. A crisis was averted when Robert called: "Come, Patches; come, Patches!"


  Turning, Mrs. Burns saw Robert. Although the day was young, the nine-year-old climbed wearily over the fence and strode toward the seated woman. Leaving Patches to explore a small cave under a ledge, Robert apologized politely.


  
    V X

  


  "I'm Robert Howard," he announced. "I'm sorry if we frightened you. Patches and I are out for a morning stroll. We like to come here where there are big rocks and caves so we can play make-believe. Some day I am going to be an author and write stories about pirates and maybe cannibals. Would you like to read them?"2


  Assured of Mrs. Burns's interest, Robert and Patches vanished over a nearby hill.


  The Howards had decided to settle in Cross Cut, in the northwest corner of Brown County, eight or ten miles from the junction of Brown, Callahan, and Coleman counties. This well-wooded section is known as the West Cross Timbers,3 although at the western edge of the area the trees become sparse and the rolling prairie begins. Watered by the Brazos, the West Cross Timbers area supports large stands of a small oak, seldom over twenty feet high, called the post oak or jack oak.4 Among the post oaks one finds a moderately thick cover of grass, herbs, and wildflowers. In some places the oaks form solid patches of woods; in others the trees give way to pastures or fields of wheat or peanuts. When the first settlers arrived, they reported grasses as high as a man on a horse, but farming and stock-raising have destroyed the long grasses, and planters have cleared away many of the trees. In their place have come spreads of "shinnery"—thickets of shin oak and other bushlike species of dwarf oaks. Mesquite brush further clutters the pasture land and harasses the rancher; but where there is adequate moisture, the mesquite grows into a graceful tree. Cattle feed on mesquite beans, which in primitive times were ground and eaten by the Indians.


  The pale green of the mesquite contrasts vividly with the dark olive-green of the live oak,5 a species much larger than the post oak. The live oak is the shade tree of the western plains. This hardy evergreen, with its small, serrated leaves, adds a welcome touch of color to the stark winter landscape. Standing alone in the yard of a Texas home, a gnarled live oak with its spreading boughs provides young tree climbers with all the space they need to flee from imaginary foes.


  Scattered over the low hills are the "cedars"—two species of juniper—which provide fence posts for ranchers and Christmas trees for children. In Robert's day, families made expeditions into the hills to cut their own trees and gather mistletoe, which wreathes the bare branches of the mesquite with jade-green leaves and ivory berries. Robert, an experienced tree-climber, may have pulled down his own mistletoe for the season's decoration.


  Cottonwoods, river willows, and an occasional sycamore hug the water's edge, while pecan trees climb higher on the banks of creeks and bayou. Early ranchers found that, by budding these native trees, they could obtain a lucrative crop of "paper-shell" pecans. Local children often gathered pecans and spread them out in the sun to dry. In the autumn Robert, like the other boys, probably came to school with hands stained almost black from husking pecans. Perhaps, with a finger wet with pecan "gall," he stained a forearm with his secret brand X—, while his less imaginative schoolmates were content with mere initials on their wrists.


  The hamlet of Cross Cut lies along one of the two main roads between Abilene and Brown wood. Today it boasts about twenty houses and one church. In 1915 it was larger, with a drugstore, a school, a general store, and both a Baptist and a Methodist house of worship.


  The churches were the focus not only of spiritual guidance but also of the town's social activities. In the summer everyone attended the "tabernacle," a kind of open-air church in the middle of the village. It was a building without walls—a roof upheld by beams, beneath which a few feet of lattice hung to screen off the slanting rays of the sun. The only flooring was the platform for the choir and the pulpit. Here each denomination held revival meetings in turn.


  All the townsfolk made a party of it, no matter which church sponsored the occasion. First a shouting, sweating preacher delivered a hellfire-and-damnation sermon, interspersed with "yea verily's," "amens," and now and then a "hallelujah" from the worshipers. After the service the benches, pushed together to serve as tables, were spread with bright cloths and food from the farm kitchens: fried chicken, potato salad, sliced tomatoes, homemade pickles, and perhaps wild-plum preserves to heap on buttered rolls. In season a pot of boiling water yielded ears of corn, which willing hands spread with melted butter dipped from a pot on the bristles of a new paint brush.


  Members of both congregations sat on the grass and feasted, washing down the meal with iced tea or lemonade. Replete, the people would discuss the sermon or trade views, news, and gossip. Then cakes would be brought out for the cutting: old-fashioned pound cake, devil's food, sponge cake, and angel food with mocha icing. Although the stuffed picnickers groaned when the cakes appeared, the adults lined up with alacrity to receive their portions; while the children, big-eyed before such abundance, crowded around, holding paper plates.


  Finally, while the women cleaned up, exchanged recipes, and sought advice about their children, the men returned the benches to the tabernacle before settling down to smoke their pipes, talk of crops, cattle, and local politics, and watch their youngsters playing on the lawn.


  It was to this friendly community Dr. Howard brought his family: Hester, mortally ill, and Robert, ready to enter the fourth grade. He rented a white frame house a mile south of Cross Cut on the road to Brownwood, just a few hundred yards east of the local cemetery.6 The house had four rooms on the ground floor, and stacked above the two front rooms were two bedrooms. A detached cellar in the rear was connected to the house by a breezeway. This provided covering for a large cistern in which was stored the runoff rain water from the roof. Two outbuildings completed the premises: a privy and a barn for the horses and the milch cow.


  There was neither electricity nor running water in the house. Hence, although Mrs. Howard liked flowers, her garden was restricted to the hardiest species. Still, the absence of a garden was not necessarily a deprivation to a countrywoman in those days. Each spring the fenced-in pasture land behind the house and the meadow beyond the cemetery became a riot of wildflowers.


  If the spring is wet, the fields of Central Texas are transformed into a wonderland. After the redbuds begin to glow amid the post oaks, the wild plums blossom. Soon the verbena covers the raw earth with lavender blooms, and scattered among them are buttercups and wine-cups, small burgundy-colored mallows that spring from mosslike plants. Mid-March is the time of the bluebonnet,7 and the pasture behind the Howards' barn would have exploded into a carpet of blue lupines. Hester Howard must have enjoyed arranging these long-stemmed, cobalt-blue blooms in one of her prized cut-glass vases.


  After the bluebonnets fade, the prairie decks itself in daisylike Indian blankets, wild gaillardias whose yellow-tipped rust petals are reminiscent of a chiefs war bonnet. On his tramps across the hillsides, young Robert must have discovered many other wildflowers: the standing cypress, three-foot scarlet sentinels, erect among the post oaks; pale, spiky clusters of wild belladonna; violets along the creek banks; and in summer, Texas bluebells, Queen Anne's lace, black-eyed susans, and purple horsemint. Horsemint was thought to drive mites from hens' nests and fleas from dogs. Had Robert heard of this belief, he surely would have rubbed Patches with the leaves, just as he buttered his mangy cats later on in Cross Plains.


  Autumn in this part of Texas is all purple and gold against the terra cotta landscape. Amid the goldenrod and bursting milkweed pods the purple thistle stands, its royal color rivaled only by the flaming leaves of the sumac growing along the fences.


  Such were the fields, woods, and hills that made up the ranch of the X-Triple-Bar, and as Robert roamed among them, they became a part of him. Years later he splashed the same bright hues over his Hyborian landscape.8


  For Robert Howard, the years in Cross Cut were probably the happiest of his life. He had a constant companion in Patches. Patches was a large, short-haired, black-and-white mongrel, half collie and half Walker foxhound which had been given to Robert for Christmas 1917. "Patch" was a puppy with his eyes barely open when Robert got him, but under the boy's care the animal throve. Boy and dog became inseparable. When Robert ate, the dog sat beside his chair. When Robert helped himself, before eating a bite, he helped Patch to food.


  With the prescience that animals appear to develop in intimate contact with human beings, the dog gave his young master total, uncritical acceptance. A wish for just such perfect acceptance and understanding from human beings underlay Robert's disappointment with the world. "Take Patch, here," he once said wryly. "He's been around for years, and not once has he ever criticized me. He never so much as implied that he is better than I am, and he never has corrected me about my manners. He doesn't know anything about man's inlrumanity to man." He mused: "Humanity will probably destroy itself," adding: "It'd leave a good world for the animals."9


  We wonder how much nagging criticism and correction young Robert endured from his ever-present parents in their attempts to mold him into their image of a perfect man.


  Facing down whatever fears remained from his previous school experience, Robert entered the fourth grade of the Cross Cut school in the autumn of 1915. Although he never came to accept the confinement of the classroom and the authoritarian attitudes of his teachers, he made enough of an adjustment to get good grades and to take part in one-to-one games on the playground. In Cross Cut, Robert escaped the bullying that had made his early school years a nightmare. While the school did have a gang of four or five young hellions of about Robert's age, their misbehavior consisted mainly of fighting among themselves and plaguing their teachers. Rarely did they make trouble outside their own group.


  The school was small. According to Austin Newton, one of Robert's earliest friends:


  It was a three-teacher school. Each teacher taught about three grades. I remember our first grade teacher very well. Her name was Miss Mae Butler. She was an excellent teacher, and made quite an impression on me. Mr. Gage taught some of the middle grades perhaps fourth, fifth and sixth.


  Mr. Gage walked with a limp. He was very stern and all the kids were afraid of him.


  Miss Murrah taught the upper grades.10


  Even as late as 1932, Robert recalled these three teachers as "awesome and superior beings." He wrote that he had been wrestling with a schoolmate, a boy whom he regularly overpowered, when the teachers came out on the playground to watch. At once Robert fell into delighted contemplation of the easy victory he would have before this audience, when his opponent, for the first and only time in his life, seized him and threw him. Even sixteen or seventeen years later, Robert acutely felt this humiliation and disgrace, recalling his frustration in knowing that the teachers would think that day's outcome not a mere mischance but a true measure of his prowess. He hoped to stage a rematch to vindicate himself. But that, reported Howard, was not to be. A few days later, he said, the boy he had wrestled with perished, "shot through the heart."11 Since Robert's schoolmate, Norris Chambers, remembers nothing of such a tragic event, this tale appears to be one of Robert's many lapses into phantasy in order to liquidate discomfort; and nowhere else is the connection between Robert's whoppers and his ego defenses more clearly shown.


  For the first time in his life, Robert began to make friends, boys of whom his mother approved or children of Dr. Howard's cronies. Besides Austin Newton his buddies included Earl Baker, Percy Triplett, and a crippled boy, Fowler Gafford. Robert enjoyed wrestling and informal sparring, which developed into his lifelong interest in boxing. He read all he could find on the subject and practiced with his friend Austin Newton. Newton recalled:


  We didn't have any boxing gloves, but we spent a lot of time sparring. One afternoon we were sparring out in our back yard. I ran into a left jab which hit me on the Adam's apple and knocked me down. That ended the sparring for that day. But sparring continued to be one of our main pastimes.12


  Although Robert learned to play the local boys' games, such as snap-the-whip, wolf-over-the-river, hide and seek, and farmer-in-the-dell, the Cross Cut children found the nine-year-old odd. Robert seemed even more fascinated with violence than the other boys. One of the Baker girls noted that he always acted like a boy who wanted to kill someone. She added: "He was shy of girls and had a mind that wouldn't quit. 'Some day I will fly away on wings,' he said. We thought he was a little crazy."13


  Still, the children liked Robert. They found him interesting and went along with his imaginative schemes. Like all boys, he enjoyed playing cowboys and Indians or fencing with sticks or laths, but unlike most, his pretend play was choreographed like a ballet, and each role was supported by suitable language. He made up little plays and told Earl Baker and Austin Newton exactly what they should say.


  These games of make-believe were derived from the adventure tales that he so avidly devoured. Stories of pirates like Captain Kidd and Henry Morgan absorbed him until he came upon a realistic account of the squalid lives and violent deaths of pirates. When he was in the tenth grade at Cross Plains, some years later, he wrote a class paper expressing his disillusionment:


  I began to perceive that there might be disadvantages attached to piracy. At the back of the aforesaid book there was an illustration which shattered my hopes entirely. It portrayed a pirate of my acquaintance just after his execution. He was fastened to the mast of a man-of-war, by a great spike which was driven through his head into the wood . . . and his villainous features were streaked with blood and twisted with the awful agony that had been his before death came to his release.


  This gruesome picture haunted me for days and caused me once and for all time, to give up any thoughts of sailing under the skull and crossbones.14


  With Earl, Robert roamed the pastures with bows and arrows, playing Indians; at other times they were gunmen like Jesse James and Billy the Kid. Sometimes, aboard "Old Charlie," the infinitely patient horse on which Robert and the Baker children were taught to ride, each boy would round up a pretend calf or two. On other occasions they took two of the Baker horses, and the hillsides resounded to war whoops and Rebel yells as they charged the enemy.


  Robert later told colorful tales, apparently with a foundation in truth, of going out with a companion to bulldog a half-wild young bull, only to have the venture end in flight from the enraged animal. In the resulting stampede, Robert's horse ran under a tree limb, which caught the youngster in the chest and would have fractured some ribs had not the branch been so rotten that it broke off at the impact.15


  Years later Robert wrote Lovecraft a dramatic tale of going on horseback to locked-up country schoolhouses during the summer vacation to borrow books. These, he said, he carried off in a flour sack but always returned them.16 Since none of Robert's friends confirms this story, and since Texas schoolhouses of the time would have contained few books of interest to the precocious youngster, we suspect that this was just one more of Robert Howard's whoppers. He probably invented the tale to impress the sage of Providence, for whose intellect he entertained a somewhat exaggerated respect.


  But the boys did have other adventures as they swaggered over the wide lands of the X-Triple-Bar. They went armed, Robert with a big clasp knife, which had a catch to keep it from closing accidentally, and young Newton with an inoperative Civil War pistol. They bivouacked wherever the afternoon overtook them and practiced living off the land. "On one occasion," reported Newton, "we caught some fish out of Turkey Creek.


  We broiled them over an open fire and ate them, without any salt or other seasoning. They tasted horrible, but we thought it was fun."


  On these forays they pretended to hunt and trap, but they never really tried to kill any bird or beast; Robert was already a fervent wildlife lover. In later letters he wrote of detesting snakes and killing several, but a friend from his high school years said, "He wouldn't even kill a snake."


  One spring, in climbing down a bluff to look at one of his traps, Austin Newton found he had put his hand to within inches of a four-foot diamondback rattlesnake that had crawled out of a small cave to sun itself. Fortunately the rattlesnake, lately awakened from hibernation, was too sluggish to strike. With the agility of a squirrel, a howling young Newton scampered up the rock face, while Robert Howard rolled on the ground with laughter.17


  When not roaming over the fields with his friends, or engaging in games of combat with them, or absorbed in his reading, Robert perfected his skill with his knife. He practiced hours on end, throwing the opened knife at a tree or a post. To the amazement of friends fifty years later, he even learned to snap the blade open with one hand as he withdrew it from his pocket, although it was not a switchblade.


  On Sundays, when the Bakers asked the Howards to dinner, Robert invited the little Baker girls out back to watch him throw the knife. There, standing before a tree in their back yard, he would begin to hurl the knife rhythmically, each throw penetrating the tree. The little girls, huddled together, admired Robert's prowess. "We were utterly fascinated," Vera Baker (now Mrs. Nichols) confessed, "but we were scared."18 And sixty-odd years later she giggled as she recalled those early days.


  As young Robert had indicated to Mrs. Burns, the postmistress, his literary ambitions were already forming. In later years he wrote the editor of Weird Tales: "I've always had a honing to make my living by writing, ever since I can remember,"19 and he early put his plans into action. In Cross Cut he attempted a story which he later described as:


  ... the adventures of one "Boealf' a young Dane Viking. Racial loyalties struggled in me when I chronicled his ravages. Celtic patriotism prevented


  him from winning all his battles; the Gaels dealt him particular hell and the Welsh held him to a draw. But I turned him on the Saxons with gusto and the way he plundered them was a caution; I finally left him safely enscounced [sic] at the court of Canute, one of my child-hood heroes.20


  The text of this juvenile effort has not survived, nor have any other juvenilia from this period. We do know, however, that Robert very early conceived the character Francis Xavier Gordon, alias El Borak, a Texas gunman turned adventurer in the Orient. With him the typical Howard hero began to emerge.


  When he came to Cross Cut, Howard wrote later, he was "gaunt, spare and wiry, with lean, hard and unbeautiful limbs."21 His boyhood friends have confirmed Robert's view of himself at the age of nine. "He was just plain skinny—a skinny kid," recalled his playmate Austin Newton. Another acquaintance called him "practically emaciated." Since a third friend remembers him as a husky boy, we may infer that he grew and filled out during his four years in Cross Cut and Burkett.22


  Robert at nine was not only thin and small for his age, he was also timid and immature. Old residents of the village remember a shy little boy clinging to his mother or hiding behind her skirts at church.23 Dr. Howard recalled that his son seemed happy with his parents and doubted if Robert ever had any urge to leave them, "Especially his mother, around whose knees he stayed so close in baby and childhood. And his mother's devotion was equally as strong for him."24


  Mrs. Burns, also, observed the exceptional closeness of mother and son. "During the father's absence, while on duties made by an ever-demanding patronage, mother and son keep close contact, and are inseparable, portraying a devotion seldom known, even between parent and child."25


  Such devotion is suspect in a child of Robert's age. It suggests at the very least that the normal separation of child from mother will be difficult. While Robert's early manifestations of dependency may be attributed to the lack of stability in his home situation, as a result of so many moves from one locality to another, family resettlements were by no means the only cause of Robert's dominant, and eventually fatal, personality trait. The major part of his problem stemmed from the interaction between a sickly, bullied, brilliant child and unhappy parents who were intensely hostile toward one another during the years that their son was in grade school.


  By the time the family settled in Cross Cut, Hester Howard was becoming increasingly disenchanted with her marriage. The swashbuckling young physician who had swept her off her feet in Mineral Wells had proved a flash in the pan. Her former suitor from Goldthwaite26 began to assume all the exaggerated dimensions of the fish that got away, especially as his fortunes, Hester heard, were rising while Isaac Howard's dwindled.


  This was especially true when the doctor's collections were slow and he did not aggressively push the farmers for payment. Sometimes, to Hester's annoyance, he took his fee in farm produce, often in canned goods, home canning being common in Texas at the time. People who knew Dr. Howard agree that he was generous with medical service to patients who could not, or said they could not, pay his fees. Hester often quarreled with her husband over his profligate ways with money and his preposterous get-rich-quick schemes, which had kept the family wandering over Texas for nine years. He was still raring to go, while she was just as determined to stay put, wherever "put" might be.


  Although she must have been taught that comparisons were odious, Hester was not averse to reminding her husband of the virtues and financial success of the stalwart gentleman from Goldthwaite and deploring the folly of her choice. Thereupon the doctor would fling himself out of the house, whistling loudly to control his rage, and seek out a friend to tell his troubles to.


  The Howards' neighbor Annie Newton—later Mrs. Davis—thinks that this contention between his parents was responsible for Robert's problems with adjustment:


  Mrs. Howard was in love with ... a young man, and she expected to marry him. But this dashing young doctor came along, and she hurriedly married him. Then the rest of her life she lived in disappointment. . . . She had no love for him, and she didn't want the child to have anything to do with the father. She just wanted to hold him. And I feel like if Robert had been reared under different circumstances, he'd have been different. . . .


  I feel that [Robert] was what he was because of this family disturbance. ... I knew them because I talked to all of them; and of course I


  knew . . . the child. I have been with Dr. and Mrs. Howard and I know they were desperately unhappy . . . her being in love with someone else and married to this dashing young doctor. And then after she married him, she wouldn't divorce him, but she lived with him. She treated him fair, but he knew and they all knew that her heart was some place else. So she took it out on Robert. . . .


  But she didn't mind letting you know that this other fellow . . . became prosperous, and made more money than the doctor. And here she's married to this poor country doctor, and the other man was making lots of money, and what a mistake she'd made!27


  Hester Jane Ervin was no longer the handsome spinster who had been courted by her Goldthwaite suitor a decade earlier. Now in her mid-forties, her health failing, her face lined by the toil of a semifrontier existence, she showed every year of her life. Although her big frame had filled out, she carried herself well and seemed calm, self-assured, and ladylike—"the perfect Southern gentlewoman," as some acquaintances described her. When neither keeping house nor supervising her son, her main occupation was reading.


  When patients called at the Howard home for medication, Mrs. Howard always greeted them with graciousness tinged with melancholy. Although her home was well-kept and, by local standards, nicely furnished, she rarely invited neighbors in. Excellent cook though she was, Hester Howard almost never asked the doctor's associates to dinner, except when custom demanded that patients coming from a distance be offered refreshment; and such rare guests as she did have found her meals fancy and citified and thought she was putting on airs. One of the Baker boys reported that, while she did accompany her husband and son to the Baker farm for Sunday dinner, she returned the courtesy only at intervals of years. "A peculiar woman" was his assessment.28


  Hand in hand with her self-imposed isolation from the community went Hester Howard's total absorption in her son. Watching him every minute, she "just lived for Robert and Robert for her."29 This excessive preoccupation with her child had its roots in Hester Howard's deep-seated uncertainty about her competence as a mother. Moreover her constant fatigue led her to resent the demands of motherhood that she found herself unable to fulfill. This unconscious resentment toward her child leads the insecure mother to overprotect her young. So it was with Hester Howard.


  Abetted by her husband, Hester strove to protect Robert from all pain, shock, and frustration. Both parents tried to keep him from contact with anything "unpleasant," such as sex, childbirth, illness, and death.30 Since a child who is constantly protected from emotional crises does not learn to deal with difficult or painful situations, Robert never found out how to cope independently with his fears, hates, and angers. He grew up depending entirely on the presence and support of his mother in times of crisis, a dependence that was to have fatal consequences:


  All through Robert's life, his mother spoiled him. This may have been in part because of his early frailty, in part because of his great dependence. Perhaps his openness, his kindness, his vulnerability invited spoiling. Years later Kate Merryman, who criticized Mrs. Howard for making Robert a "mama boy," sheepishly admitted: "I petted him, too, I guess."31


  Everything seemed to conspire to keep Robert attached to his parents, especially to his mother: the frequent family moves, his early ill health, his mother's lengthy illness and negative attitudes toward life, the schoolyard bullies, his father's daily absences, and the failure of his parents' marital relationship.


  His mother's own feelings of dependency caused her to focus all her attention on her son, and her possessive overprotection magnified the boy's suppressed fears and rages. Robert must have felt at times enormous resentment of his mother's constant demands and the daily restraints she placed upon him. But by clinging to his mother, Robert, boy and man, could reassure himself that his hostile wishes would not come true and that he would never feel the helplessness, the guilt, and the loneliness that would engulf him if his death wishes for her were realized.


  Robert's extreme reliance on the presence of his mother to resolve his anxieties and control his turbulent emotions, while distressing, was reassuring to Hester Howard. She felt that her devotion was justified, that she was indispensable, a perfect mother. The sacrifice of life to love was the theme that ennobled Hester Howard's existence and dominated her relationship with her son. From the day she gave him birth to the day he died, she was unable to let him go.*


  Early in 1936, Mrs. Howard reported to her nurse that when Robert was a very small boy he began to tell his mother that if she died, he would die too.32 This remark, typical of a six-year-old, would have seemed poignant and memorable to Mrs. Howard because of her ill health; but to Robert it was probably only an expression of his normal fear of separation. A child of six has no understanding of death; he cannot comprehend the thought of his own nonexistence. We suspect that Hester, charmed by her son's devotion, conveyed her approval by smile or gesture; and that this unspoken approval reenforced Robert's youthful resolve.


  A child's concept of death involves some sort of reversible action. When, as an adult, Robert persisted in his decision to die with his mother, he made the same mistake that he made as a six-year-old: he confused the irreversible reality of death with its symbol of rebirth. As a rule, the child of nine or ten, having acquired a more realistic concept of death, understands that someday he will be left alone. He therefore strives for independence, for emotional separation from his mother, by making a hero of his father. Robert, however, never took this developmental step. His mother, disappointed in love, isolated from her peers, jealous of her husband's popularity, neglected and ill, was not about to let her offspring go. Convincing herself that the boy's efforts to free himself from her apron strings were the result of her husband's attempts to take her child from her, Hester set about thwarting the doctor's efforts to spend time alone with his son. In the end she won the battle and, in ho doing, sealed Robert's fate.


  One of Robert's Cross Cut acquaintances described the nine-year-old Kobert as "what a boy would term a sissy."33 Herself a dressier woman than the village wives among whom she lived, Mrs. Howard kept her son in white shirts when the local boys wore khaki or denim. This alone would have made Robert a marked boy in the neighborhood, but in addition he was shy and withdrawn. If he was, as we surmise, recovering I rom childhood tuberculosis or rheumatic fever, his lack of vitality would have increased his shyness and wariness.


  Moreover, his mother's obsessive devotion to his welfare and his consequent dependence on her fostered Robert's earlier dread of going to school. The bullying he had endured made him distrustful, and his mother's constant concern endowed him with the belief that he was the center of the universe. He could never feel comfortable in the classroom, l iven when, in Cross Cut, and later in Burkett and Cross Plains, he was no longer teased or threatened, Robert transferred his unconscious resentment of maternal restraints to resentment of his teachers and of all other authority figures. Many years later he wrote:


  I got through school by the skin of my teeth. I always hated school, and as I look back on my school days now, I still hate them with a deep and abiding hatred. Outside of mathematics—at which I was a terrible mugg —I didn't particularly mind the studies, but I hated being confined indoors —having to keep regular hours—having to think up stupid answers for equally irritating questions asked me by people who considered themselves in authority over me.34


  It is curious to note that, except in mathematics, Robert was a good student; and as far as his schoolmates remember, he seemed to get along well with his teachers. Yet, this intense resentment of restraint remained with him all his life and affected his decision not to go to college.


  All the doctor's friends knew that the Howards were not getting on well. They quarreled almost daily about money, about the doctor's boisterous-ness, and about their son. Isaac, loud and bombastic, was a constant! embarrassment to his wife. When annoyed with people, he would shout:! "I'd just like to take my knife and slash their entrails out and hang thern^ on the wire fence!"35 At patients' homes, he more and more ofteni demanded food and drink before refreshments were offered to him. He< monopolized the conversation with crude jokes and undisciplined hyper bole, not infrequently at Hester's expense. Trying to correct him only made matters worse.


  Her sense of propriety outraged, Hester drew further away. In time] she embroiled young Robert in the family tug-of-war as she tried to shut; her husband completely out of the family circle. She went on drives wit' father and son to monitor the conversations and keep the two fro growing closer. Isaac responded in kind. The more his wife regarded hi with distaste, the more he teased her in public with bad jokes an" egregious behavior. And when she answered his clowning with scornfu silence, he spent less and less time at home.*


  The doctor often sought solace from his neighbor-patients, Mrs. J W. Newton—an aunt of Austin Newton—and her attractive unmarrie daughter Annie. Dr. Howard regularly got his family's drinking wate.


  from the Newtons' cistern, asserting that their water was more palatable than his own. On angry evenings, if he found the Newtons' sitting-room lamps lighted, he would set down his bucket and come in for a visit.


  According to Annie Newton Davis, Dr. Howard was a great talker who wanted to chat with someone all the time. He presented himself as the misunderstood husband, not only rejected by his wife but also separated from his child by his wife's close intimacy with the boy. It was he who first told the Newton ladies of his wife's earlier attachment to the gentleman from Goldthwaite and of the bitter disappointment that robbed him of her companionship at home.


  These nocturnal visits worried J. W. Newton, who kept farmer's hours. Having to be up with the sun to tend his cattle, he retired early. A male caller who appeared after the head of the house had gone to bed, even if he were so esteemed a neighbor as the doctor, made him uneasy. He feared that people might talk. Still, Mrs. Newton was undergoing certain difficulties, and the doctor's almost daily attention seemed to help her. Grateful for that benefit, Newton did nothing, although he told his family that he did not like the situation.


  Isaac Howard enjoyed his practice. He made friends with all his patients and spent his days chatting and joking with them. Sometimes he told them stories of the supernatural; sometimes he prayed with them. Often he dined with them, keeping them laughing at his tall tales. "Everyone loved him," said Annie Newton Davis. "He had namesakes all around, and that shows that the mothers liked him."36 Even after he had moved to Cross Plains, when a contest was held to choose the most popular man in the area, Mrs. Burns clinched the honor for Dr. Howard by sending in a letter with 250 signatures.


  The doctor formed close bonds with the nearby families of the Newton brothers, with the rancher Stephen B. Stone, and with Calvin Baker, who farmed in the neighboring village of Burkett. Dr. Howard dropped in on all these friends while making his rounds. Sometimes he called on two or three of them in the course of a single round. Dr. Chambers's son recalls that "Dr. Howard came by our house at all hours of the day or night."37


  Dr. Howard's best friend was, without a doubt, Dr. Solomon Roe


  Chambers, whose presence in Cross Cut had induced Isaac Howard to settle there. His visits to the Chamberses' doubtless occurred on evenings when no lights showed at the J. W. Newtons'. The doctor asked advice on domestic matters of anyone who would listen. When relations with Hester were at their worst, he would sometimes threaten to "take out" —leave and get a divorce. Although most of his confidants could offer the stubborn, self-centered man no more than a sympathetic shake of the head, Dr. Chambers would set himself up as a marriage counsellor, "to iron things out." Then for a time the Howards' family life would run more smoothly.38


  Dr. Chambers shared Isaac Howard's intellectual interests. Together they studied and practiced hypnotism. When Calvin Baker's wife suffered a bout of pneumonia, Dr. Howard put her into a deep sleep, from which she awakened refreshed and free of respiratory distress. And she continued to improve from that point on.39


  Isaac Howard and his friend were also seriously interested in occultism. Solomon Chambers owned a book by "Yogi Ramacharaka" titled Fourteen Lessons in Yogi Philosophy and Oriental Occultism, published in 1903 and often republished. Isaac read this book and underlined many passages that impressed him. Ramacharaka was actually William W. Atkinson, a writer affiliated with the New Thought movement, founded at the turn of the century.


  During the twentieth century, many adherents of New Thought became interested in the Vedanta philosophy, brought from India in the 1890s by a young swami named Vivekananda. Ramacharaka's book— one of many he wrote—contained some authentic Yogic philosophy and a great mass of the pseudo-Oriental notions concocted by Helena P. Blavatsky and her Theosophical followers. It described such wonders as astral telepathy and an astral tube whereby an adept can behold scenes on other planets.40


  Robert Howard, avid reader that he was, would browse through the libraries of his father's friends whenever he could. The boy "was never interested in getting out on the farm. When he came down there, he just sat down and read."41 Ramacharaka's Fourteen Lessons, together with similar books that he read over the years, gave Robert a grounding in occult and pseudo-scientific doctrines, which he exploited in his fantasies. Both he and his father became, at least for a time, convinced reincarnationists. Dr. Howard liked to propound the theory that the human spirit evolved to a higher state with each successive incarnation. As a youth, Robert expressed the same belief. Later he declared himself a complete agnostic, neither affirming nor denying the existence of a spiritual world. Still, he continued to harbor at least a tentative belief in rebirth in other bodies.42


  Despite Hester Howard's efforts to separate her son from the mate she despised, Robert did accompany his father on some of his rounds and often visited at the Chamberses'. Sometimes Drs. Howard and Chambers would sit for hours, telling Robert and Norris, as well as adult friends, about comic or dramatic events that supposedly took place at a country syrup mill. Eager to outdo each other, they would pile one unlikely happening upon another; for in the days before radio and television, storytelling was a favorite form of entertainment.


  In Texas, where the tall tale is the currency of social conversation, one never knew what to believe. Youngsters of nine or ten, whose thinking is very concrete, cannot always distinguish between an exaggeration and a factual report. In Robert's case, hearing adults tell tall tales would have condoned his own invention of ego-saving whoppers. It would also have further blurred for him the line between fiction and reality.


  Neither Isaac Howard nor Solomon Chambers did much to edit their conversation before the boys, and sometimes topics were chosen less for humor than for shock value. Particularly grisly were their reminiscences about medical school and early practice. Dr. Howard liked to tell about a job he did for his medical school. He would take a corpse out in the woods and boil the flesh off it in a black iron wash pot or cauldron. When the bones were properly cured, the skeleton would be reassembled for use as a model for instruction. One day Isaac Howard was boiling a black body—most of the cadavers being Negroid—when he was discovered by a black man. The doctor's account of the poor Negro's fright and flight always triggered great mirth among his auditors; but to the young son of the pot boiler such a tale would inevitably acquire a sinister connotation.


  Years later Norris Chambers, who reported the story, added:


  Dr. Howard was a master at using strong language to describe violent action. No doubt this conversation influenced Robert's writing. [Dr. Howard] often told what should be done to certain characters in the community, and the list was longer than any torture routine ever described in fiction. My dad was good at this, too, and when they got together, the conversation was pretty smoky.43


  Norris Chambers believed that no one took these conversations very seriously. Although he did not, it is doubtful whether this was true for young Robert. As Robert grew older, he and his father did some yarning together, each trying to top the other's story, a competition which E. H. Price observed on his visits to the Howard home in the 1930s.


  Fortunately, not all between Isaac and his son was competitive phantasizing. Norris Chambers indicates that while "Much of the conversation was on the Bible and history," the doctor also "told about things that Robert was reading, so Robert must have discussed his business with him some."44


  Tales told during visits to the Chambers family were not alone in giving Robert ideas for later horror stories. His paternal grandmother, Eliza Henry Howard, was another source of ghostly happenings, which influenced young Robert's fancies and gave him material for his fantastic tales.


  When Robert and his family lived in Cross Cut, Eliza Howard spent her time shuttling between the farms of her son David and her widowed daughter Willie Howard McClung, both of whom lived just east of Waco. In time her eyesight dimmed, and a trip to Arkansas for a cataract operation failed to restore her sight. Although she became completely blind before her death in 1916, all her relatives—save for her daughter-in-law Hester Howard—remember her as a "tremendous woman."45


  Eliza Howard, though blind, continued to knit with great skill. On Sundays, with a relative to guide her, she marched to church with a Bible under her arm, clad in nineteenth-century style with a black bonnet tied under her chin and a black taffeta dress over four or five petticoats.46 And when the families visited back and forth, she told gl\pst stories to young Robert, tales he would never forget, tales that surpassed even the shockers that he had heard from Mary Bohannon in Bagwell. In 1930 Robert wrote to Lovecraft:


  But no negro ghost-story ever gave me the horrors as did the tales told me by my grandmother. All the gloominess and dark mysticism of the Gaelic nature were hers, and there was no light and mirth in her. . . .


  As a child my hair used to stand straight up when she would tell of the wagon that moved down the wilderness roads in the dark of the night, with never a horse drawing it—the wagon that was full of severed heads and dismembered limbs; and the yellow horse, the ghastly dream horse that raced up and down the stairs of the grand old plantation where a wicked woman lay dying; and the ghost-switches that swished against the doors when none dared open those doors lest reason be blasted at what was seen. And in many of her tales, also, appeared the old, deserted plantation mansion, with the weeds growing rank about it and the ghostly pigeons flying up from the rails of the verandah.47


  Years later, in 1934, Howard based his story "Pigeons from Hell" upon these tales. In it a New Englander, Griswell, and his friend Branner, wandering the Deep South on vacation, stop for the night at a deserted mansion. As they approach, "pigeons rose from the balustrades in a fluttering, feathery crowd and swept away with a low thunder of beating wings."48 Inside, Branner is mysteriously murdered and Griswell becomes involved in the voodooistic revenge of a former Negro servant for the cruelties of her onetime mistress. This story, not sold until a year after Howard's death, proved to be one of his most popular tales of supernatural menace.


  When Isaac Howard first settled in Cross Cut, his practice, like that of Dr. Chambers, covered a large rural area around the meeting point of Brown, Coleman, and Callahan counties. Both men visited their patients by buggy, driving the light vehicles along the graded dirt roads to the staccato beat of their horses' hooves.


  Soon after Dr. Howard's arrival, Dr. Chambers began to find these far-flung journeys in all weathers onerous. He felt that his patients' demands kept him too much away from his family, with whom he had a close relationship. Consequently he gave up his medical practice and bought the local drugstore. Dr. Howard, likewise finding the long and lonely buggy rides time-consuming and tiresome, became one of the first men in the region to own an automobile. He bought a Model T Ford and hired a workman, Ben Gunn, to teach him how to drive.


  All that winter Dr. Howard kept the Chambers family laughing with yarns about his travels with Gunn. Although Ben was at the wheel, the doctor would tell him where to go. He directed his driver across pastures, through post-oak flats, or around cedar brakes, until the hard-pressed Gunn began to collide with the landscape. Isaac Howard told the Cham-berses:


  You know, Ben didn't know any more about driving the car than I did, and here I was hiring him to teach me to drive! I looked back one time, and it looked like Christmastime. It looked just like the stars were shining on those little trees, where the boy was switching that old Ford back and forth and knocking the hub caps off. He didn't miss a tree.49


  When Dr. Howard became a motorist, he stabled his carriage and horses —a spirited pair of "Spanish" ponies—in the Chamberses' barn. Versatile though the Model T was, it could reach only those patients who lived along the better-kept roads. When rain turned the roads into deep-rutted, slimy mud, with water-filled potholes deep enough to swallow a whole wheel, Dr. Howard drove his car to the Chamberses' place and hitched up his horses and buggy. Later, as the roads improved, he relied entirely on the automobile, even though cars of the time often required the services of a strong dray when they had engine trouble or slipped off the bank of a narrow dirt road.


  In time Dick Pentecost, who had moved to Arizona after renting his Cross Cut house to the Howards, decided to settle permanently in the West. He notified the Howards that he had sold the house to Elijah De Busk and that it would no longer be available to them.


  In compliance with Pentecost's wishes, the Howards vacated the property and moved to Burkett, a village six miles west of Cross Cut, in Coleman County. Dr. Howard probably welcomed the move, if for no reason other than his liking for change. His dalliance with the Newton women—if it ever existed save in the doctor's mind—was drawing to a close. Mrs. Newton was recovering. Annie Newton was teaching out of town, returning home only for vacations, when her time was filled with the attentions of young Porter J. Davis, whom she married "in 1920.


  There is some uncertainty about just where the Howards first set up housekeeping in Burkett. Several of the townspeople remember Mrs.
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  Robert E. Howard, Dr. Isaac M. Howard, Dr. and Mrs. Solomon R. Chambers, Galveston, Texas, probably 1918


  Howard and Robert reading or playing together in a small gazebo on the lawn of the Cochran house, a large dual dwelling belonging to old Dr. Cochran. People tend to think in pictures, and the summer morning tableau of a mother in a white embroidered cotton dress seated beside a young boy in white shirt and knickers was an appealing sight still remembered by several residents of Burkett.50


  Whether the Howards briefly occupied half the Cochran place before they found the Pentecost house in Cross Cut, or whether this was a way station on their move to their Burkett home, we do not know. The former seems more likely.51 In any case, during their two-year stay in Burkett, the Howards lived in a big white house a stone's throw from the Pecan Bayou, which was visible from their porch. The porch, on which Robert used to sit and read, was extensive and surrounded by banisters. Set on a two-acre lot, the house was a single-story structure with a T-shaped floor plan. The living room, occupying the center of the cross-bar, was flanked on either side by a bedroom, while the dining room and kitchen formed the stem.


  The cistern, standing on an L-shaped porch at the back of the house, collected rain water from the roof, water that was evidently more potable than that from the cistern of the Cross Cut house. In the back yard stood a dirt cellar, a barn for the milch cow and horses, a buggy shed, and of course the privy. As in the house at Cross Cut, heat was supplied by an enormous fireplace in the living room and the cookstove in the kitchen.


  The move to Burkett caused no great change in Robert's life. He continued to see the same friends, to indulge the same fantasies, and to plow his way through countless books. He found a new playmate in Burkett, a boy named Loren Crocker, and the two eleven-year-olds had much business together. Every day they made their rounds, cutting across the L. L. Morgans' back yard on their way to the Post Office— a counter flanked by rows of mailboxes, at one end of the postmistress's living room. After collecting the mail, the boys would walk back through the village, stopping at Morgan's drugstore for a soda or a dish of ice cream before going home. On some days, being short of funds, they contented themselves with a penny candy or two.


  At the Burkett school, probably under the influence of Austin Newton and Earl Baker, Robert decided to try team sports. He went out for basketball but was quickly dropped from the team for persistent roughness. He could not understand the principles of team play. He saw his own function as a player personally to take possession of the ball and shoot the basket himself. Thus he reduced the game to a one-to-one combat, rushing upon the boy who possessed the ball and bowling over anyone who got in the way.52 After that, he was not encouraged to take part in team play—even in baseball, for which he had some liking. Later on, as an adult, he disparaged team sports as favoring the physical development of a chosen few, while the rest of the students grew flabby as spectators. Nevertheless he himself became an enthusiastic sports fan.53 He attended many football games, but his favorite sport remained boxing, a one-to-one contest.


  If the move to Burkett caused no immediate change in Robert Howard's life, it ultimately marked the beginning of a major transition. Both his father and his mother were becoming ill, and their competition for Robert's love and concern began in earnest. Mrs. Howard's tuberculosis became active again—if, indeed, it had ever been arrested—and more and more she took to her bed to recover her strength. Her increasing fatigue made greater demands on her husband's time, just when the doctor himself was showing the first signs of illness.


  Isaac Howard's symptoms were not noticeable at first because of the customs of the community. Whenever the preacher or the doctor dropped in, it was common practice to offer him food. When he first settled in Cross Cut, Dr. Howard took advantage of this custom only when necessary, since Hester was a splendid cook, and the doctor enjoyed eating at home. But before the family moved to Burkett, Isaac Howard had begun to eat wherever he went. Norris Chambers remembered: "Always my mother, and later my wife and mother, asked if he had eaten, and usually fixed him a good meal. He was a hearty eater, and nothing seemed to disagree with him."54


  If the host was slow in offering a repast, the doctor brought up the subject himself. One of the Newton boys writes: "Anytime Dr. Howard came to our house, he came in the door telling my mother he was hungry, and that he wanted ham or chicken, and always hot biscuits and gravy."55


  Late one night in Cross Plains, Isaac Howard cadged the entire half of a yellow-meated watermelon from the Jack Scotts without offering the family a bite. The Scotts were saying good night to friends with whom they had been playing cards when Dr. Howard appeared, went directly into the kitchen—where he discovered the melon—sat down, and ate it all. The Scotts remember the incident with a mixture of humor and exasperation, because they had not even tasted the melon, a gift from a friend.56


  Some gossips surmised that Hester did not feed her husband properly; and this view was supported by the doctor's frequent appearances at a patient's door, announcing: "Heck has just kicked me out!" before sitting down to a second supper. But this was unfair to Hester. The doctor's chronic hunger was not a comment on her cooking but rather a symptom of his failing health. Since, despite his colossal intake, Dr. Howard never got fat, we may infer that he suffered from a metabolic dysfunction—either a high metabolism, which burned up his food before his body could store it in the form of fat, or some other condition that limited his absorption of food.


  Exaggerated appetite is a typical symptom of diabetes. Since Isaac Howard developed diabetes later in life and since it contributed to his eventual death, a good guess is that this condition began to develop in Burkett, when the stresses of his life began to pile up. His marriage was failing; his wife was ill. His mother had lately died, much to Hester's relief. Not long before, Hester had rather callously remarked about the aged, blind Eliza Henry Howard: "She won't die, and she can't get well. She just won't die!"57


  Besides his other stresses, Isaac and Hester had entered into open competition for Robert's love and approval. Anxieties like these tend to elevate the blood sugar in those who have a familial disposition toward diabetes, because the body fails to supply the insulin necessary for the utilization of sugars. The patient, in effect, is starving in the midst of plenty. He may suffer from chronic, unappeasable hunger. Excessive thirst may also occur, and weight loss is common.


  In Burkett the Howards resumed the long family rides, either in the buggy or in the car. These rides were reminiscent of their Graford days. Here in this isolated capsule of the moving vehicle, the Howards seemed to establish a camaraderie they found nowhere else. For, these highly verbal people, the drives provided a situation in which they could talk with each other. Mrs. Howard probably entertained them by reciting poetry, for which she had a prodigious memory. According to Dr. Howard: "She loved poetry. Written poetry by sheets and reams, almost books of it, were stored in her memory so that from Robert's babyhood he had heard its recital day by day. She was a lover of the beautiful."58 Her presence on these jaunts, incidentally, made sure that Isaac had fewer chances to be alone with Robert.


  Dr. Howard no doubt contributed local gossip and tall tales, while Robert embellished the historical episodes of his reading with imaginative elaborations. Indian legends took on new dimensions with his telling-


  It was during these rides that Robert began to emerge as a gifted storyteller. Dr. Howard, in yarning with his cronies, sometimes quoted Robert's contributions to the conversation, retelling them half in pride and half in competition with the doctor's own tall tales. Isaac Howard said:


  . . . often in our rides I had but to suggest some historical theme, and he looked it up and talked interestingly and revealed a wide knowledge of history of which I had only a smattering. And on and on until he seemed to exhaust every bit of everything about that particular bit of history. Robert had a wonderful memory as well as a vivid imagination.59


  Klsie Burns, in a position closely to observe the Howard family, sensed that these long drives were something apart from routine activities. She wrote: "Frequently they stopped on their return at some shady spot near a stream and spread lunch which had been carefully prepared, and the little family seemed to live in a world of their own for a while."60


  Robert and his coterie of playmates were joined in Burkett by a pet raccoon, "which Patches seems to understand is one of the family." Mrs. Burns remembered:


  ... many romps and spills are enjoyed by the trio, Robert ever manifesting kindness and consideration for his pets. After a time the coon becomes so mischievous that the family holds council and agrees reluctantly to return him to his native haunts along the Pecan Bayou.61


  Late in 1917, Dr. Howard delivered the Chamberses' new baby, Nor-ri«, and thereafter Dr. Chambers became restless. As he had earlier discovered that the active practice of medicine kept him away from home more than he liked, so now he found his duties at the drugstore too confining. After the Armistice of November 11, 1918, he decided to move his family to Galveston, on the Gulf of Mexico, and take up truck farming.


  During the preceding summer, a plague of grasshoppers devastated Burkett. Indeed, this scourge might have prompted Dr. Chambers to leave the hail, floods, drouths, sandstorms, tornadoes, boll weevils, and other ills of West Central Texas, which Robert later called "this hard, drab land."


  What was an ill wind to Dr. Chambers and the local farmers was pure joy to the predatory mammals and birds. Coyotes feasted on grasshoppers until their bellies bulged, while Robert's raccoon stuffed himself with the insects until he could hardly waddle. Feeling his oats—or rather his grasshoppers—he made more mischief than ever, which behavior probably hastened his return to the wild. He had never been really tame, and Robert had taken some nasty bites and scratches from him. When released he departed, said Robert later, without a backward glance.62


  So passed the years of the First World War, with Robert Howard working his way through the grades of the Cross Cut and Burkett schools; exploring the countryside afoot and on horseback; developing a large, well-muscled preadolescent frame; thinking up tales of derring-do; imagining himself a cowboy, an Indian, a pirate, a Viking, or a highwayman; persuading other boys to act out his playlets; sparring with Austin Newton and Earl Baker; showing off with his knife; reading whatever he could get his hands on; and serving as a bone of contention between his ill-matched parents.


  A year after the war ended, the Howards decided to buy a house in Cross Plains, Callahan County, twelve miles northeast of Burkett and six north of Cross Cut. Cross Plains was a good choice for the Howards' permanent home. The doctor could maintain his practice, because under the energetic, if boundlessly corrupt, governor of Texas, "Farmer Jim" Ferguson, the roads were being rapidly improved. Moreover, the high | school at Cross Plains had better facilities than the school in Burkett, and the Howards were ambitious for their son. Dr. Howard expected Robert to study medicine and follow in his footsteps, despite the fact that the boy had shown no aptitude in that direction. Finally, if Mrs. Howard; was to remain at home, the family dwelling would have to b*e modified j to give her the best chance of recovery and to protect the rest of the family from her tubercular infection.


  So, in September 1919, the doctor bought a house in Cross Plains from Mr. and Mrs. J. M. Coffman. The price was $1,500, of which Isaac Howard paid $500 down and the rest in promissory notes at 10% interest.63 The doctor set about remodeling the house, installing electricity, running water, indoor plumbing, and a glassed-in sleeping porch.


  The new house, a white wooden one-story structure, stood on the western edge of town, on State Route 36, the road to Abilene. This house would remain Robert Howard's home for the rest of his life.


  


  VI. THE VIOLENT LAND

  



  From Sonora to Del Rio is a hundred barren miles


  Where the sotol weave and shimmer in the sun—


  Like a horde of rearing serpents swaying down the bare defiles


  When the scarlet, silver webs of dawn are spun.


  There are little 'dobe ranchoes brooding far along the sky, On the sullen dreary bosoms of the hills; Not a wolf to break the silence, not a desert bird to fly; Where the silence is so utter that it thrills.1


  Before the admission of Alaska to statehood, Texas was the largest state in the union. With 265,896 square miles, it is larger than the United Kingdom, Ireland, and Italy combined. Most of the state is flat, with a slight roll. The few hilly sections, like those west of Austin, are easily overlooked in the immensity of the plains.


  In the Southwest, from the Pecos River to El Paso and including the Big Bend region, where the Rio Grande makes a wide detour southward, the land is mountainous. Although its rugged peaks do not achieve the overall height, they compare in bulk with those of the Rockies and the Sierras. The highest point in the state is Guadalupe Peak, just inside the border from New Mexico, with an altitude of 8,751 feet or 2,290 meters.


  Walking in seven-league boots, the legendary Pecos Bill could stride across Texas by way of a giant stairway, which rises from southeast to northwest by a series of lifts and plateaus. These western lands step up from the coastal plains, which frame the Gulf of Mexico from Brownsville to the Louisiana border, rising every fifty to one hundred miles by a series of escarpments or faults hundreds of feet high. From below, these escarpments look like mountain walls; but once the top has been gained, the country opens out into broad, flat plateaus, through which rivers like the Brazos, the Pecos, and the Colorado have gouged deep canyons.


  If he paused at the threshold of his climb, the mythical traveler would find himself in Fort Worth, which, despite its central position in the state, advertises itself as "where the West begins." There is some truth in this claim. Although the Ninety-eighth Meridian officially demarcates West Texas, the dividing line between the blackland farms of East Texas and the grasslands of the West runs between Fort Worth and its easterly neighbor Dallas.


  The first giant step lies just west of Fort Worth, where it separates the watershed of the Brazos from the lands drained by the Trinity River. The step extends south and curves around to the west, becoming the great Balcones Escarpment.2


  After four giant steps westward, the traveler finds himself on the Callahan Divide, which separates the waters of the Colorado from those of the Brazos. Here in Callahan County, in the village of Cross Plains, Robert Howard grew to manhood and died. The staircase culminates in the Cap Rock, a broad mesa beginning just beyond Lubbock and rising by gentle slopes to the Continental Divide near Gallup, New Mexico.


  These canyons and broad grasslands are scourged by violent weather—high winds, blistering heat and freezing cold, cloudbursts and drouth, tornadoes and floods, sandstorms and blizzards. In the big skies, magnificent clouds cast shadows on the plains and explode each evening into sunsets unimaginably vivid. Night falls dramatically as a curtain of darkness. On a moonless night the Milky Way, wide and clear, tracks across the zenith of a sky that, in the clean Texas air, is smudged with stars. Pennants of flame herald the dawn as the red ball of the sun pauses briefly on the rim of the horizon before leaping into the sky. Violent thunderstorms scour the prairie; hail batters the ground. Then rainbows, often two and sometimes three, arch across the sky from horizon to horizon.


  Sunsets, prairie fires, cloudbursts, northers, tornadoes (in Texas called "cyclones"), plagues—everything that happens in that part of Texas happens in a big way. West Texas is always hyperbole, like Howard's passions, which were expressed in the rampages of the seasons.


  Dark Valley, Howard's first home, lies on the edge of the first of the escarpments that rise toward Cap Rock. The valley took its name from the deep shadows of its western bluffs, which in late afternoon lie like dark pools over the sunlit terrain below. If this play of shadow and sunshine reflected Howard's moods, the history of the region, and of the whole state for that matter, supplied the suppressed violence of his nature with adequate metaphors. Howard remarked that history dripped with blood, till it seemed miraculous that, despite wars, famines, massacres, and pestilences, enough children lived to grow up to carry on the race.3 But grow up Texas children did, while up and down the giant stairway, sped by ceaseless winds, from time out of mind men passed— violent men presaging violent events.


  Before the coming of Europeans, the Indians swept down the steps from the west, driving the buffalo4 before them into the canyons and chasing them over the wide plains. Prior to Columbus, most of the natives in the area that was to become the United States were Neolithic farmers, who supplemented their diet of maize, beans, and other vegetables by hunting and fishing. The indigenes of Texas were in a state of culture that can properly be called "barbarism"—that is, the style of life that follows the discovery of agriculture but precedes the rise of cities and writing. Some tribes were still in the preagricultural, hunting-gathering stage; the primitive Coahuilans, living in the inhospitable lower Rio Grande Valley, stayed alive by means of such unusual foods as spiders and deer droppings.5


  In most Amerindian tribes, hunting was the main occupation of the men, while the women farmed. With the coming of the horse in the sixteenth century, hunting, especially buffalo hunting, became much more profitable than before. Many Plains tribes gave up farming altogether to pursue the wandering herds. This return to nomadic life made agriculture almost impossible, so the tribes fell into the habit of raiding one another as well as the whites to supply their needs.


  The Indians quickly adopted the white man's gun; but, knowing next to nothing about making guns, gunpowder, and shot, they lacked the technology to support the weapon. They took poor care of their guns and were mostly indifferent marksmen, save for a few like Captain Jack's Modocs and Chief Joseph's Nez Perces. General George H. Crook, captor of Geronimo, once said: "If the Indian had ever realized what the rear sight was for, we would never have conquered the West."6


  Of all the Indians in Texas, the Comanches7 were the most formidable. They impartially raided and plundered sedentary Texas Indians, Spaniards, Mexicans, and Anglo-Texans.


  Robert Howard got most of his ideas of barbarian life and character from the Comanches. He had little or no interest in the more civilized, settled, or peaceful tribes, like the Caddo and the Pueblo Indians,8 who were raided by the Comanches, forced into Catholic missions— practically slave-labor camps—by the Spaniards, evicted or killed off by the Anglo-Americans, and depleted by Old World diseases, to which they lacked resistance. Not surprisingly their descendants are few.


  The Comanches had been one of the most primitive tribes on the continent. They were "savages" in the anthropological sense—that is, men who had not yet learned farming or stock-raising but depended for their entire subsistence on hunting, fishing, and gathering wild edible plants. Promoted from savage to barbarian by the advent of the horse, they were not about to sit down and master the techniques of dry farming when murder and robbery were so much more fun.


  The Comanche social organization and patterns of behavior were decentralized, simple, and informal. A Comanche man of fighting age was expected to be


  . . . vigorous, self-reliant, and pushing. Most of his social relationships were phrased in terms of competition. He took what he could get and held what he had without regard to any abstract rights of those weaker than himself. Any willingness to arbitrate differences or to ignore slights was a sign of weakness resulting in loss of prestige. . . . Warriors did not prepare for old age, thinking it a better fate to be killed in action.... loot was the main source of wealth.9


  With this outlook the Comanches became one of the most belligerent peoples on earth, regarding war as the only decent, manly occupation. Like Wordsworth's Scottish clansmen, they operated on


  . . . the good old rule . . . the simple plan, That they should take, who have the power, And they should keep who can.10


  A warrior so unfortunate as to survive to old age was expected—miraculously—to turn into a wise and gentle peacemaker, taking care of the band's material needs and adjudicating disputes among the younger men before they escalated to homicide.


  For the white settlements in Texas, the Comanches were a real and ever-present danger. Howard's imagination was fired by stories of their bloody depredations and of the white man's heroic stand against them, stories of which the old settlers told him. Robert's mother, who had no liking for Indians, repeated the tales heard in her childhood along with accounts of her actual experiences. This mixture of legend and history provided Howard, an enthusiastic if superficial historian, with a means of objectifying his own feelings.


  One oft-told tale of frontier hardships was the story of Cynthia Ann Parker. Cynthia Ann was nine years old when she was captured on a May morning in 1836 during an Indian raid on Parker's Fort in Limestone County, in East Texas. Her father, Silas M. Parker, and her grandfather, Elder John Parker, were killed; and her grandmother was left for dead. Cynthia Ann and her brother John were carried off by the Comanches and brought up in the tribe.11 From time to time efforts were made to redeem Cynthia Ann, but all ransoms were rejected. Cynthia Ann had become the squaw of a young chief, Peta Nocona, and borne him children.


  Over the years Cynthia Ann's situation was all but forgotten, until the Texas Rangers in 1860 surprised a Comanche camp. Cynthia Ann's Indian husband and one of their children were killed in the pursuit. Cynthia Ann was captured; and once she was identified, her uncle, Colonel Isaac Parker, was summoned. Howard wrote:


  And so Cynthia Ann Parker came again into the lands of her people. . . . She lived with her people, her brother, Colonel Parker, a member of the Legislature, but she was never happy, always mourning for her red mate and children, always seeking to escape back to that wilder life from which she had been brutally torn. In 1864 both she and her baby went into the long dark.12


  How different are the facts from Howard's treatment of them! Howard ignores Cynthia Ann's capture in East Texas and connects her instead with Parker County, Howard's own birthplace, halfway across the state from Parker's Fort. In Howard's version Colonel Parker, for whom Parker County was named, becomes Cynthia Ann's father, instead of Silas M. Parker, her actual father. Rather than dying in defense of his daughter, Cynthia Ann's dead father is resurrected by Howard, who dramatically casts him as a grief-stricken parent wandering the Brazos pathways, searching for his lost child.13


  Howard wrote of the heart-rending pathos of the story of Cynthia Ann Parker, the memory of which haunted the mind like a pitiful ghost wailing in the night. Although in later years Howard, by then better informed, gave a more accurate account of Cynthia Ann,14 it is his first, garbled version that is arresting. All through his life, the people and events of interest to Robert Howard were those in which he could see similarities to his own situation and feelings or in which he could find symbols of man's—and his own—quest for selfhood. The girl who was brutally torn from those she had come to love and the grief-stricken wanderer who spent his life in a fruitless search—both reflected the inner despair and sense of helplessness of the young man who could not find himself, who could not integrate his personality, who could not, if you will, win his personal struggle between phantasy and reality.


  In 1936 Texas celebrated its Centennial Year, thus awakening an interest in Texas history all over the state. For two years preceding the celebration, almost every publication in Texas featured articles on some aspect of the state's history. At Lovecraft's urging, Howard, long interested in history, wrote increasingly detailed accounts of the state's development.


  The theme of the Centennial was "Texas Under Six Flags"; but the flag that interested Howard was the one that symbolized the early and often violent American adventures in the state, the flag of the Republic of Texas. Just as his interest in the Plains Indians did not extend to the more orderly, ritualistic cultures of the Pueblo Indians, so, too, Howard found the formal elegance of the Spanish era of little interest. Yet some of the best of Texas, especially of San Antonio—Howard's favorite city —reflects Spain's Old World charm.


  Texans often classified themselves by the period in which they became a part of the history of the state. Members of the "impresario" Moses Austin's colony and other settlers who came to Texas before the revolution of 1836 called themselves "Texicans," as did the citizens of the independent Republic of Texas. "Texians" was the name applied to those who lived under the flag of the Confederacy, while just plain "Texans" have dwelt beneath the Stars and Stripes since 1865.


  Howard told Lovecraft that he would rather have been a Texican than a "king of Europe."15 He was endlessly interested in all the details of Texican life. He contemplated writing a history of the Southwest and had not completely given up the idea at the time of his death, although at one point he admitted that Texas was just too big for him. Indeed it was, at least as a model for his own behavior. He had no way to reconcile his hero Stephen F. Austin, the intellectual leader and organizer, with his other hero, the gunfighter and card sharp John Wesley Hardin; or Nathan Bedford Forrest, the great Confederate general, with Sam Houston, deposed as governor in 1861 because of his stubborn loyalty to the Union. Any sustained identification with more than one of these men would have torn his personality asunder.


  The history of Texas begins when, in 1727, the Spanish government organized the south-central part of North America, all of which was claimed as "New Spain," into the province of Texas, named for the Tejas16 (or Caddo) Indian Confederacy. Three invasions by bands of freebooting Anglo-Americans, inflamed with hopes of carving out their own empire, were undertaken between 1799 and 1821. All were defeated.


  Starting in 1810, the Mexicans of New Spain set in motion a revolt against Spanish rule and eleven years later won their war of independence. Although the rebellion was in part inspired by the doctrines of the American and French revolutions, the conflict was mainly between two groups of the Spanish minority: the gachupines, or Spanish-born Spaniards, and the criollos, or Creoles, the Mexican-born Spaniards. The government, based in Spain, gave nearly all positions of power and pelf to the gachupines, and the criollos coveted those posts. The Indian-descended majority—mostly abysmally poor and ignorant peasantry— were mere pawns in the struggle.


  In 1821 a massive immigration of Anglo-Americans into Texas began under Moses Austin and his son Stephen. At first the Mexican government welcomed this influx, hoping that the Anglo-Americans would form a barrier against the raids of the Apaches and the Comanches. The Mexicans could not cope with these fierce tribesmen because the Spanish monarchy, fearing rebellion and separatism, had long forbidden its subjects to bear firearms and had discouraged the formation of militias. Thus it had demilitarized its own people, somewhat as the later Roman emperors demilitarized the Italians.


  Hostility soon arose between Anglo-Texans and Hispano-Texans. Aside from their profound cultural differences, the Anglo-Texans quickly raised themselves economically above the Hispanos. An idealistic Mexican general, Jose Manuel de Mier y Teran, investigated the Anglo-Texan settlers and reported back to his government. Mier y Teran had not before seen the Protestant work ethic in action, and the sight filled him with foreboding. He warned that Mexico stood to lose the province unless the government sent thither Hispanos who were more willing to work. While the Anglos were busily plowing their fields and building houses and schools, the outnumbered Hispanos, who had inherited the Spanish tradition equating the good life with unlimited leisure, were content to sit in the shade and play their guitars.


  Slavery was another source of discord. Although the new Mexican constitution forbade slavery, many Anglo-Texans from the southern states had brought slaves with them and had no intention of losing them. The new landowners had been admitted to Texas under a compromise agreement whereby the slaves were to be freed in time; but the dispute continued, with the Anglos trying to keep their slaves and the slaves' children longer and the Mexican government trying to free them sooner.


  Finally, the Mexican constitution continued the Spanish statute that gave the Catholic Church a monopoly on religion, and the Anglo-Texans agreed to become Catholics upon entering the area. However, holding to American concepts of religious freedom, the religious among the immigrants gave this law lip service only and continued to practice their "heresies."


  In the 1830s the president-dictator of Mexico was a young adventurer-politician, Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna, the self-styled "Napoleon of the Western world" but better termed "as malignant and conscienceless an opportunist as ever lived."17 Whether to compensate for all his other villainies or simply to annoy the Texans, Santa Anna announced I hat he meant to liberate the Texans' slaves forthwith.


  To this combustible mixture, Santa Anna's arbitrary acts as dictator applied the match. In 1835 the Anglo-Texans revolted, and, despite the fall of the Alamo on March 6, 1836, they defeated Santa Anna's armies and forced the captured generalissimo to concede their independence. The Mexican government disowned Santa Anna and for the next decade considered itself at war with the Republic of Texas, though only minor fighting ensued.


  Around the Texas Revolution, the true Texas mystique developed. Of what someone has called the typical Texas triad—piety, patriotism, and politeness—patriotism looms large in Texan thinking, that is, loyalty to the Republic of Texas. Howard's defense of the Texicans' position sums up this feeling.


  Revolution, he claimed, was the only way to solve the conflict of interests between Mexico and the Texicans. Whatever the expansionist ambitions of American politicians, the Texicans had no choice; failure to resist would have cost them home, property, and citizenship and condemned them to lives of poverty. The Texicans, when they came to Texas at a Mexican invitation, had burnt their bridges. The colonists, Howard wrote, with more enthusiasm than accuracy, had complied to the letter with the requirements of the Mexican government. They had defended the land against savage Indians while developing their territories. Before Mexican oppression the Texicans had even put down a revolt led by an American adventurer in Nacogdoches.


  Only after Santa Anna had violated all governmental guarantees, rejected peaceable negotiations, and imposed tyrannical, cruel, and oppressive measures in retaliation had the colonists resorted to arms. While somewhat oversimplified, Howard's argument—which he earnestly put to Lovecraft—was compelling to Texans a century and a half ago and so remains to this day.18


  For Texans everywhere, the Alamo and Goliad are still rallying cries. As far away as New York City, sophisticated expatriate Texans gather on San Jacinto Day and, half in jest, half in earnest, solemnly raise a glass to their great state, the former Republic of Texas.


  In 1846, at the urging of the Texicans, the United States annexed Texas and presently stumbled into war with Mexico. In promoting the outbreak of this war, both parties showed a maximum of chauvinistic belligerence and a minimum of pacific reasonableness. Both governments were spoiling for a fight. The Mexicans, who had the larger army, thought they could win; but between the incompetence of their criollo officers and the miserable training and equipment of their largely indio enlisted men, they never had a chance.


  The Americans won the Mexican War and thereupon annexed the whole northern half of the Mexican nation. To most of this area—the present states of California, New Mexico, Arizona, Colorado, Utah, and Nevada—Mexico held only a paper title. This title went back to the grandiose claims of sixteenth-century Spanish and Portuguese kings, who averred that they had divided the entire non-Christian world between them; the Pope, they said, had given them clear title to their respective hemispheres. Spain claimed all of North and South America except for the bulge of Brazil. Needless to say, neither the Americans nor the Mexicans, who still argue about who had a "right" to these vast lands, gave any consideration to the wishes of the people, mostly uncon-quered aboriginal tribesmen, who actually lived there.


  In the end the United States paid a modest sum to Mexico, and the end of slavery in Texas was postponed for another twenty years. With the annexation of Texas, the English-speaking population rapidly increased. By 1852 these new Texicans, as they called themselves, had settled the land and coped with the problem of the warlike Comanches.


  Violence continued unabated as the Comanches raided, robbed, raped, burned, and murdered, while the whites retaliated not only on the raiders but also on any peaceable Indians they encountered. At length the Comanches allowed themselves to be herded into reservations. One group settled on the Brazos Reservation to try out the white man's plan to transform them into farmers. Their efforts, however, were defeated by drouth, grasshoppers, and the harassments of neighboring whites, who were prevented only by the U.S. Army from invading the reservation to kill every living Indian.


  For all the villainy and brutality of white-Indian relationships, it must be remembered that men have followed similar courses all over the world whenever a technically advanced people has confronted a more primitive one. For peace to exist between populations separated by such a wide cultural gap


  . . . requires some sort of constituted central authority and a considerable degree of control by the tribe over its component individuals. In the absence of such control wars are easy to begin but almost impossible to stop. Our own frontier history is full of cases in which peace, made in good faith on both sides, was broken through the acts of irresponsible individuals. Most Indian tribes had no effective techniques for preventing determined men from going on the war-path, while our own government was unable to control its frontier population.19


  Stephen E. Austin in the 1820s recognized the lawlessness of the frontier: "Among the ignorant . . . Americans, independence means resistance and obstinancy, right or wrong. This is particularly true of frontiersmen."20


  Violence did not cease when practically all the Indians were finally expelled from Texas in 1859. A white man who long tried to get justice for the Indians, and whose melancholy task it was to manage their exile from their native land, was Major Robert S. Neighbors. His efforts to obtain fair play were rewarded by an Indian-hating fanatic, Edward Cornett, with a fatal shot in the back. But in Texas nobody was allowed to shoot a white man—even an "Indian-lover" like Neighbors—in the back; so Cornett was lynched.


  In the Civil War most Texans sided with the Confederacy, as did the Howards and the Ervins. Those who did not suffered for their convictions. Sam Houston, governor in 1861, held out for the Union and was driven from office. Less fortunate Unionists were terrorized by torchings < and lynchings until most of them fled the state.21 Robert Howard gleefully recounted the massacre of a party of German settlers who, unwilling to aid the Confederacy, tried to flee from Texas to Mexico.22|


  While Texas saw practically no Union-Confederate fighting, the ; frontier garrisons were sharply reduced to supply the Confederate ranks; and as a consequence the warlike Indian tribes resumed their raiding undeterred. Although in the two decades after 1865 the Indian Wars broke the final resistance of the Western tribes, Texas continued to be plagued by bands of white horse thieves, who dressed in Indian regalia! so that the blame would fall on the aborigines. Fearing retaliation if they proclaimed the truth, the victims of these raiders pretended to believej this fiction.23


  The last battle of the Civil War was fought in Texas on May 13, 1865, near Palo Alto in the southern tip of the state. A Confederate* regiment met a smaller body of Federals and forced them to retreat, only to learn later that the war was already over and everybody might as well go home. The Civil War ended slavery, but the former slave-owners were outraged by what they viewed as confiscation of their honestly acquired property. As late as 1910, when Confederate veterans held conventions in Texas, they passed resolutions calling upon the U.S. Government to pay them compensation for the loss of their slaves, notwithstanding the fact that Section 4 of the Fourteenth Amendment specifically declared all claims to such payments "illegal and void."24


  Texas underwent the pains of Reconstruction and, with the election of Governor Richard Coke in 1874, the reestablishment of Democratic Party rule and the advent of the white-supremacy movement. Howard often alluded to the outrages of carpetbaggers and Negroes during the period of Reconstruction. Many of these outrages were real enough. Anglo-Texan anger and acts of violence were largely directed against black freedmen who were being offered the full rights of citizenship and against Texan Unionists who had fled the state during the Civil War and now returned to take up their old way of life.


  With such a background of interethnic violence, it is not surprising that Texans should become one of the most ethnocentric peoples on earth. Having fought for their lives against Mexicans and Indians, they viewed both groups with contempt and hostility, despite the facts that several Hispano-Texans had died in defense of the Alamo and that the vice-president of Texas under the first provisional government was a Hispano, Lorenzo de Zavala. A Texan gunman, bragging of the many men he had killed, often ended the tally by adding: "And that don't count Indians and Mexicans, either!" Captain L. H. McNelly, a Texas Ranger renowned in the 1870s for his courage, had no more compunction about torturing and killing "greasers" than most men would have about swatting a fly; and the Rangers were described by an admiring historian as "Indian exterminators."25 As for the Negro, although Texas has changed with the rest of the country and a main street in Austin is now named after Martin Luther King, it took Texans a long time to regard blacks as anything more than lost property.


  Robert Howard, who romanticized the frontier era, expressed a view not uncommon among Texans of his time when he explained that he did not consider it a criminal act to kill a man in a feud or in a fair stand-up fight.26 A casual attitude toward murder had been a feature of Texan culture ever since the first influx of Anglo-Americans in the 1820s. Besides brave pioneers, industrious settlers, genteel Southern aristocrats, and public-spirited citizens, the land attracted a horde of footloose, lawless adventurers. Sam Houston said:


  All new states are infested, more or less, by a class of noisy, second-rate men, who are always in favor of rash and extreme measures. But Texas was absolutely overrun by such men. There seemed to be few of that class which could give character to the institutions of new states, which suddenly spring into power,—men who are brave enough for any trial, wise enough for any emergency, and cool enough for any crisis.27


  With such a population, the Anglo-Texans' tendency (when not shooting Indians, Mexicans, or Negroes) to shoot each other is not altogether to be wondered at. "The bars of Houston," writes a contemporary Texan, "are among the beet places in America to get killed."28 And for over a century the utterance of any threat, slight, or lecherous remark about a Texan's womenfolk—or any words so construed—was tantamount to an invitation to murder or mayhem.


  Between 1870 and 1880, West Texas underwent a complete transformation, something rarely seen in a single generation. The buffalo that for centuries had roamed the grasslands of the high plains were practically exterminated, and their place was taken by cattle. Instead of Indian and buffalo, the cowpuncher and his cattle began to move through the tall grasses of the open range. This was the fabled Cattle Kingdom, where restless beasts were herded over vast fenceless territories common to all. From the loneliness of these ranges emerged a uniquely Western man, the cowboy, or cowpuncher as he called himself.


  The cowpuncher was more than a hired man on a horse. The two, man and horse, formed an efficient working unit, the likes of which is seldom seen, although neither was worth much without the other. Working against a hostile environment and the stubborn beasts they herded, the Texas cowpunchers managed to drive cattle hundreds of miles to their markets.


  Cattle drives had to move slowly, to allow the cattle to graze as they went. The animals had to be watered frequently and herded carefully; for they were skittish, and any disturbance might set them off. A stampede not only jeopardized the lives of the animals and the men who herded them, it also presaged financial disaster; for it ran the fat off the animals and seriously reduced their market value.


  The responsibility for the success of the drive lay with the drive foreman or trail driver, a rare breed of man whose task it was to bring the cattle through intact. The best of these trail drivers learned their trade on the ranges of the Cattle Kingdom of West Texas, where the isolation of the open ranges forced them to understand the behavior of their beasts and the psychology of their men in a way no one else had attempted.29


  In clothing derived from that of Old Mexico, the cowboy was equipped for utility. His broad-brimmed hat not only protected him from the elements but also served in an emergency as a fan to encourage a fire, a wash basin, a canteen, a feed bag, and now and then as a prod or weapon against a cantankerous cow. The bright-red bandana knotted around his neck as a protection against sunburn identified him from afar. It filtered out the dust, provided a towel, napkin, or kerchief as needed, and in a pinch could be used to blindfold a calf or bandage a wound.


  The cowboy's shirt, as bright as his bandana, was tucked into tight-fitting blue jeans, which were held up by the wide belt that supported his Colt .45. In brush country he wore chaps (from the Spanish chaparajos) over his legs to protect him from thorns and brambles. Boots, spurs, and gauntlets completed the outfit.


  The cowboy's dearest possessions were his boots and saddle. Custom-made, hand-tooled boots at $25 or $30 a pair might represent two months' pay, where a reasonable wage was $15 to $20 a month; but the pointed toes, soft soles, and high heels were designed for the cow-puncher's job and helped him to perform it better.


  The cowpuncher's horse was his best friend and confidant. Man and horse taught each other. Between them they worked out the psychology of the cow, knowledge that they exploited daily. Every cowboy owned at least one fine horse, and he lavished affection on it by providing it with the finest saddle and accouterments he could afford. Often the tooled leather and silver mounting were works of art; but the saddle and bridle, silver-mounted though they might be, never sacrificed utility to appearance.


  On the trail the cowboy carried his wardrobe on his back. He rarely


  bathed or shaved, and he saw no reason to change clothes. Astride his horse, with his lariat coiled and tied to the right side of his saddle, his scabbard and short rifle secured on the left, and his rations, coffee pot, and skillet rolled in his blanket and fastened to the cantle, the cowboy was ready for whatever the trail might bring.


  As the size of the herds to be moved increased into the thousands, the chuck wagon came to be the center of social solidarity. It hauled the men's equipment, including their bedrolls and their food, and was driven by the camp cook, who barbered, mended, doctored, and consoled the men. Around the chuck wagon in the light of the campfire, the men met at the end of the day, gossiped, traded tall tales, recounted legends, and sang the songs that have made this period famous. These hours of camaraderie melded the disparate personalities of the range into an outfit.


  The cowboy and the outlaws with whom they were continually at war shared certain traits. Living on the frontier, separated from organized society and codified law, they formulated laws of their own and enforced them if necessary at the muzzle of a six-shooter. Some of these rules reflected the moral and ethical systems of the society in which they grew up, but more often the rules merely reflected the ornery mood of the cowboy at the time. Often the line between cowboy and outlaw was thin, and some cowboys crossed it.J


  The cowpuncher's basic loyalty was to his fellow cowboys and to i his outfit. Such personal quarrels or disputes as arose during roundup ! or on a drive remained unsettled until the men were released from their "j duties. Then they settled their differences man to man without interfer- I ence. A shoot-out that ended in death was not considered murder but merely the combatants' private affair. Sheriffs and marshalls found it hard to arrest a man on the range, since the other cowpunchers always helped the culprit to escape.I


  The average cowboy was an indifferent shot; first, because he could ! not afford to spend cartridges by the score in daily target practice; and j second, because the mass-produced Colt revolver was not a precision firearm. It became even less accurate after the cowboy used it to drive i nails in fence posts and to pound his coffee beans to powder. Many j cowboys did not even carry pistols, figuring that they were thus less ;j likely to be challenged and killed by some gunman looking for trouble. A cowpuncher took more pride in his riding than in his shooting.30 !
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  On the range, as on the trail, the cattle grazed on open, vacant land, so that food for the animals presented no problem or cost. During a long drive, a certain number of mavericks were rounded up. A maverick was originally an unbranded calf, usually born during a cattle drive, on which was placed, as soon as practical, the brand borne by its dam, assuming this to be the brand of the owner. But there were always other unbranded calves—strays that had wandered off or been left behind. These were branded in the name of the outfit that found them, without trying to discover the animal's true ownership.


  "Mavericking" thus easily evolved from branding unbranded calves with their owner's brand to branding strays with one's own brand, and thence to changing brands. Cowboys permitted to brand indiscriminately for their employers soon found they could just as easily steal cattle and brand them for themselves. Many Would-be planters, who had come to West Texas to farm, became cattlemen instead by capitalizing on this loose habit of branding mavericks. Texas is still rife with rumors of big cattle outfits whose initial capital was nothing more than the price of a branding iron, and the line between rancher and rustler is not clearly drawn even today.31


  By 1890 these Western cowpunchers, now legendary heroes, had managed to move ten million head of cattle and one million horses over trails that are still sung about; yet the period that produced the heroic cowboy lasted less than two decades. Transformations of cultures in such brief periods are characteristic of the Texas frontier; they account for much of the violence of the time. Without the guidance of established social systems and a body of codified law, the law west of the Pecos became very elastic indeed.32


  The years from 1865 to 1885 witnessed the extermination of the buffalo, the Mason County war, the Horrell-Higgins feud, and the Sutton-Taylor feud. Cattle rustling across the Rio Grande in both directions reached its peak: Mexican rustlers stole Texan cattle, and Texan rustlers stole Mexican cattle, with much informal Mexican-American border warfare. The period spanned the careers of Sam Bass and his robbers and of "Billy the Kid" (Henry McCarty, alias William H. Bonney), John Wesley Hardin, and other noted gunmen who blazed a bloody trail across the state. It was the great age, romanticized in countless stories, movies, and television shows, of the cowboy and the gunman. Robert Howard was especially fascinated by the violent men of that violent time.


  According to the celebrated "Code of the West," one might with impunity kill any armed man, provided that one approached him from the front and challenged him by crying: "Draw!" In practice, gunmen got around these restrictions either by suddenly shouting "Draw!" and shooting before the victim could react, or more practically by ambushing him and shooting him in the back with a rifle or a shotgun.


  Robert Howard especially admired John Wesley Hardin, considered writing a novel about him, and, we suspect, modeled some of his heroes —notably Conan—on him. He wrote of Hardin's steel-trap quickness of nerve and muscle and of his mind, one of the finest on the continent.33 Howard apparently took at face value the self-serving autobiography that Hardin composed while serving nineteen years of a twenty-five-year sentence for murder. When he was jailed, at the age of twenty-six, Hardin had killed at least forty-four men. Howard claimed that every one of Hardin's victims merely got what was coming to him.34 Since the victims did not survive to tell their side of the story, there was nobody to contradict Hardin or his admirer.


  Hardin was certainly intelligent—he became a lawyer by study in jail—and a dead shot with marvelous reflexes and coordination. He also had a hair-trigger temper and gave not the smallest damn for human life. As nearly as one can judge, he supported himself mainly by gambling. Since the laws of probability are no respecters of persons, one can make a steady income from gambling only by cheating. Although some card games, like bridge and poker, involve skill as well as luck, even in these a run of bad luck can wipe out the most skillful player.35


  It would seem, therefore, that Hardin's main career was that of cardsharp. He got away with it so long because, whenever someone caught him dealing off the bottom of the deck, he instantly killed his accuser. Although his autobiography was meant to justify all his homicides, he did let slip that he had killed one man just for fun.36 Forgetting his statement that Hardin's victims had merely received their just reward, Howard narrated the incident with relish and amusement. Hardin, he said, was coming out of a saloon drunk, with a friend. The friend pointed to a man lounging on a barrel down the street and bet Hardin that he could not shoot the man off his barrel in his present state. So Hardin whipped out his .44 and shot the man through the head.37


  When he got out of jail, Hardin practiced law for a while but proved "unequal to the task of becoming a useful citizen."38 He drifted back to gambling. In El Paso, he threatened a policeman for arresting his girl friend when she got drunk and walked down the street shooting a pistol at random. So the policeman's father came up behind Hardin in a saloon and shot him through the head.


  The Civil War had a double-edged impact on Texas. The settled Texans —pioneers and the children of pioneers—had always tended to be forward-looking, and the reality of the war accentuated this tendency. On the other hand, the wave of immigrants who arrived after the war, having fled Reconstruction, brought with them the influence of the antebellum South. These refugees came with a view of the world and a set of expectations different from those held by the already established Texans.


  The Southern immigrants' dream of the future was always tinged with nostalgia. Unlike the adventurous men who had come earlier and accommodated themselves to the land, the white Southerners were the dispossessed. Having seen better days, many expected to reestablish these former times of glory in this raw new land. Thus the white settlement was split into two factions: one group reaching for the future, the other striving to restore the past.


  Although Hester Jane Howard was born in Texas and Isaac Mordecai Howard first entered the state in the 1880s, the two exemplified these contrasting attitudes. Isaac displayed the adventurous, speculative, forward-looking spirit typical of the original Texicans; while Hester showed the nostalgic yearning for a lost gentility characteristic of immigrants, including her own parents, from the South after the Civil War.


  In such a time of turmoil, the legend of the "good" outlaw nourishes. This mythical character is supposed, like Robin Hood, to oppose the "bad" establishment. The concept of the good outlaw, part of the messianic fantasies of adolescence, is especially seductive to a young person confused about the social system he wants to reform. The myth was rife in post-Civil War Texas, when Sam Bass and his gang were riding and robbing. Bass had many sympathizers among the settlers, who willingly furnished the gang with food for the men and their horses and warned them of the whereabouts of the Rangers.39


  In periods of cultural conflict and change, with popular morality in a state of flux, the line between the lawful and the lawless is faint. Man} crossed it, switching roles from robber to peace officer and back, mucli as Conan alternates soldiering with pillage and piracy. Thus Hardin onc« served as a sheriff's deputy. But few achieved the versatility of Henr) Plummer, who in Montana in 1863-64 served simultaneously as sherif and leader of a band of robbers.


  The extension of railroads into Texas ended the need for the lonj northward cattle drives. Shipping the cattle to market became easier With the advent of barbed wire and the laws that supported it, the drives already dwindling, disappeared entirely. By the early 1890s, the days o: the Cattle Kingdom were drawing to a close; but even the breakup of thi ranges did not take place without a struggle.!


  Until the invention of barbed wire, the fencing of large properties was almost unheard-of and, in a treeless country, practically impossible, But the "bob wire" fence made it practical to enclose vast areas. Home steaders—the small farmers who followed the railroads westward anc took up plots of free government land—were enemies of the open range They enclosed their small plots to protect themselves from large-seal* cattle drives. Yet those among them who were also cattlemen counted 01 government-owned lands to support their small herds, and they felt fre< to cut any fences that included these public lands. This practice led t< so much controversy that in 1884, after a heated debate, the legislature passed a law making fence-cutting a felony. To spare the cattlemen! however, the law forbade the fencing of public lands, public roads, an< the lands of other landowners without their permission. Each fence ha< to have a gate every three miles.


  So bitterly were the fence wars fought that, for a time, Texa Rangers were stationed in Brown and Callahan counties, where th damage was especially severe. Memories of this bitterness lingerec providing Robert Howard with additional tales of violence. He describe the cowboys driving their longhorns north, while squatters and home steaders stole stray cattle. Big ranchers retaliated by stringing rustle* to the nearest tree, but they themselves augmented their herds by bram ing mavericks.;


  Ranchers cut homesteaders' fences, burned their farmhouses, an sometimes wiped out whole families as ruthlessly as any Comanche. Th homesteaders in turn fouled the ranchers' springs and dammed their streams; they lay in wait for cowboys and shot them out of the saddle. In the long run, the homesteaders won by weight of numbers, persistence, and legislation. Soon the land was fenced, save for some government-owned tracts kept open for the use of cattlemen. Howard sympathized with the cattlemen, who seemed closer to his beloved barbarian warriors than the farmers who wrested the land from them and tamed it.


  Texas was catapulted into the twentieth century with the discovery of oil. There had been a small oil boom in Corsicana in 1896, but its production was a trickle compared to Captain Anthony B. Lucas's gusher of 1901, which erupted on a marshy hillock called Spindletop, near Beaumont in the southeast corner of the state. Refineries, largely owned by Rockefeller's Standard Oil trust, sprang up. The furnaces of ships and locomotives were converted from coal-burning to oil-burning. The sale of fake oil stock, centering in Fort Worth, became a major industry; 2,700 corporations sold an estimated $250,000,000 worth of worthless stock certificates.40


  Eastern capital came into the state, starting a long-term conflict between those who claimed to stand for "the people" and those whom they accused of alliance with "the outside interests." Oil companies became politically powerful. The increasing use of automobiles around the time of the First World War made the petroleum business more profitable and the hunt for oil fields more frantic than ever.


  During the First World War, Texans showed themselves second to none in patriotic zeal and warlike virtues, and Robert Howard's boyhood games reflected the martial preoccupation of the times. Besides the European conflict, this period saw a great resurgence of Mexican banditry. After the fall of the Mexican president-dictator Porfirio Diaz in 1911, Mexico suffered a decade of revolution and civil war. The bandidos raided into Texas, often with the connivance of Mexican officials; the Anglo-Texans retaliated, often on more or less innocent Hispano-Americans, who were killed on general principles.


  The twenties brought convulsive changes to the United States as a whole —Prohibition and bootlegging, women's suffrage, the revolution in women's dress and work habits, the Jazz Age, the Florida boom and bust, and so on—but nowhere did these changes strike with a heavier impact than in Texas. Oil booms exploded in several parts of the state, especially along a line that was for a time called the Oil Belt. This tract extended from West-Central Texas, where Robert Howard lived, north along the Panhandle into Oklahoma. Cotton-growing by irrigation spread in West Texas, while the subtropical lower Rio Grande Valley developed a flourishing fruit industry. The increasing mechanization of agriculture would eventually force out many tenant farmers.


  Improved roads, motion pictures, and radios began to homogenize the whole American population, so that the differences between Texans and other Americans dwindled. The contrast between countryman and city dweller also blurred, until eventually small-town Texans began to play golf and give cocktail parties, like other middle-class Americans. In 1920 they would scarcely have dreamed of doing such exotic things.


  The rapidity of these social and economic changes was in itself a kind of violence. Robert Howard's Texas was at the point of impact of a head-on collision between an industrial and an agrarian society, each viewing the world in a quite different way. With such divergent sets of expectations, time-honored social controls are inadequate. It is not surprising that Howard experienced a complete crisis in values. Although many shared experiences were made possible through improved communications and the expansion of mass media, the meaning of these experiences and their interpretation differed widely between the two cultures. Often the differences between these separate life-styles were more profound than the differences between the generations.


  When Texans were not busy defending themselves from each other, they were defending themselves against the elements. Fire, flood, and drouth stalked the plains. Fire, erupting apparently from nowhere, would sweep over the prairie, threatening the farmer's crops and driving all living creatures before it. Prairie fires were not only a financial disaster but also an immediate threat to the men who fought them. Firefighters had to be alert for snakes and other animals, which, threatened by the blaze, would strike out blindly.


  The winds that blew constantly over the prairie sometimes eddied into little whirlwinds, which picked up sparks and cinders from one blaze and deposited them hundreds of yards away, thus starting new fires. These could trap the firefighters between two blazes, threatening them with incineration, anoxia, and lung damage from breathing hot gases. Men learned to stay away from the cedar brakes that dotted hillocks and pastures. When these were ignited, they went up with a roar that consumed the whole stand, often in a matter of seconds.


  A prairie fire marshaled the resources of the whole community, the men fighting the fire in shifts and the women furnishing food and drink and, when necessary, nursing care. If the fire was near a town, hoses, pumps, and even bucket brigades were manned to wet down the area and divert the blaze from the houses.


  The battle might go on for days. When the immediate danger had passed, one might see a sooty man resting against an outcrop, and a few yards away a jackrabbit, peering at him from under singed ears; or a coyote, dragging a blackened tail, limping along on burned pads and ignoring both man and rabbit—natural enemies bound in a truce of exhaustion.


  As the frontiersman stood under the big sky of the prairies, it never occurred to him that he could have anything to do with the weather. Neither did it occur to Howard, who felt himself a pawn of fate. Mountains of cumulus clouds might pile up without blotting out the sun; anvil-topped thunderheads might hurl thunder and lightning. "Here," a contemporary writer puts it, "the age-old litany of the wind . . . blows impartially on the just and the unjust. Here the single eye of the sun, blazing indifferently on good and evil, is rarely out of sight. Under such a sky, time itself seems eternal."41


  The sky seemed immutable, its nature remaining unchanged even when tornadoes swept out of it. Howard knew about storms and "cyclones." One of his earliest childhood recollections was that of crouching in a storm cellar, dank, dark, and perhaps reptile-haunted, while a storm raged without. Thunder rattled the cellar door shielding him from the downpour. Through the cracks between the boards he could see vicious blue flashes of lightning, which, like a stroboscope, fixed blown leaves and branches in a tableau of destruction.42


  Howard describes another storm with the authenticity of experience. A tornado roared through Cross Plains in the middle of the afternoon, in July of 1935. The storm struck just as Robert was lowering the east window of his room. The doors and windows were still open when the wind hit, or the low pressure in the center of the twister might have caused them to burst outwards. Robert had the impression that the house expanded as the wind roared in; but then Robert, and probably most other Texans as well, failed to grasp the principles of the physics of; tornadoes.43j


  Several homes were damaged and many windows broken—"blown out," Robert said. This storm, which swooped down upon Cross Plains without thunder and lightning or even threatening clouds, brought a ; spatter of rain, which turned to hail, followed by the scream of the twister. It was over so quickly that Robert had no time for fear—onl\ a confused bewilderment and a curious exhilaration.


  As Howard explained to Lovecraft, Callahan County lies in th "cyclone belt," which includes most of West Texas and all the Great Plains.44 Terrible storms sweep down the Callahan Divide; occasional tornadoes swirl over the land like avenging angels. Howard railed against the helplessness of man before such a storm. He must cravenly crawl into cellars while all he has built is destroyed.


  In Robert's bleak view of the world, the earth and its creatures are locked in an endless war of extermination among individuals, races, : species, climates, and terrains. A man must either fight or flee, be master I or slave. If the universe is a matter of blind accident, thought Howard,, a mindless contraption in which man is trapped, then man's only major ; goal is to win freedom from it.


  The sky, however, is not so immutable as it seemed to Robert. It was built by life acting on life; for the very air is the product of organic metabolism. As Lewis Thomas wrote: "[The sky] is a vast permanent bubble of air breathed out by chloroplasts, tough enough at its outer membrane to glance away and ignite all the meterorites that have made ■ gray rubble of our neighboring undeveloped, underprivileged planets. "It is our planet's unique possession, the sky, and we made it all by . ourselves."45 That we could also destroy the sky all by ourselves became^ clear with the arrival of the dust storms of the 1930s. Unlike the earlier ; sandstorms, the dust storms were man-made. This difference troubled Howard.


  Sandstorms are typical of West Texas, especially in February and. March. Northers, howling down from the Arctic Circle, drive sand beforej
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  them, assaulting the bare legs of children, abrading faces, filling mouths with grit, and irritating eyes. These conditions obtain whenever the wind is high on the prairie, as before a thunderstorm, or when a hurricane sweeps inland from the Gulf, passing over a sandy area with a wind velocity high enough to carry the sand aloft. But these sandstorms are short-lived, either blowing themselves out in a few hours or being wet down by the rain that follows the wind.


  In contrast, the 1930s saw thousands of tons of soil rise up and invade the stratosphere. Boiling black clouds thundered away, but the squalls that followed showered dust instead of rain. Dust storms assumed many shapes; some rolled in like thunderheads, darkening the sky until the chickens went to roost. Some soared into the upper atmosphere, occluding the sun with a reddish haze and sifting down silt over everything.46


  Although the windows were closed, all furnishings would be covered with silt as fine as talcum powder. Dust clung to curtains and walls and rippled across plates laid for dinner. Beds, toothbrushes, clothes in the closet, and even food in the refrigerator were filmed with dust. There was no way to keep it out.


  On the Great Plains, the dust drifted into dunes. Animals died, and there were reports of migrating birds falling out of the air, suffocated by flying dust particles. In Nebraska in 1933, a "blood rain" fell, composed of gypsum, volcanic ash, and silt particles that had lain for a quarter of a billion years in the red Permian beds, which stretched from Kansas to Texas.


  The stage was set for these storms when the first settlers broke up the thick grass-root systems that shielded the prairie from the winds. The technological advances of the twenties replaced the plow horse by the tractor to pull plows through the heavy sod. Soon the mechanized combine displaced the hired hand, as the tractor had the horse, and the "wheat kings" of the twenties came into being. They plowed and sowed and reaped an ever-growing area, breaking more and more sod until finally only the rainfall held the soil in place. And they prospered until 1930, when Nemesis struck.


  In the summer of 1930, according to the Weather Bureau, the longest recorded drouth began. It receded in 1931 and worsened in 1932. In 1934 no end was yet in sight. No moisture held the topsoil to the land. A wind not strong enough to create a sandstorm could easily
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  «coop up the powdery soil that lay naked to the sky, no longer glued together by a film of moisture.


  The first major dust storm to reach the East Coast was borne on a gale that originated in Canada, swept through the Midwest, and turned New York's sky yellow, making dusk of its afternoon. Another dust storm, which spun out of the Midwest, covered 1,350,000 square miles, towered three miles into the sky, and simultaneously eclipsed the sun in six states.


  During the 1930s, some states reported from one to three hundred dust storms a year. Each "black blizzard" further diminished the arable land. Snows in New England were yellowed by New Mexico's soil. Three hundred miles out in the Atlantic, liners were powdered with Midwestern silt.


  By 1935 droves of people fled what had come to be called the Dust Bowl. Among those who stayed, a gallows humor developed into the typical Texan tall tale, lost, ran an ad in a weekly paper, in last week's sandstorm, a small 160 acre farm. anyone knowing anything of its whereabouts please contact the owner. Next week the reply appeared:


  found, one acre of the lost farm in my vacuum cleaner. owner can claim it by presenting himself. . . .


  Callahan County suffered the same drouth and was battered by many dust storms; but the county, already arid, lay on the southern edge of the eroded area and so was spared some of the devastation. Furthermore, the discovery of oil had turned people's attention away from farming. Since the natural contours of the land were not suited to the plowing of vast fields of grain, less land was laid open to wind erosion. But the people did not escape an erosion of the spirit as the heat bore in and the dryness permeated their very bones.


  Howard wrote dramatically of the dust storms. He told of a scorching sun in a cloudless sky; then the rising gusts of wind; then the appearance of a long black bar across the northwestern horizon. The bar rose like a vast black cloud and swept on like a sable curtain miles wide and hundreds of feet high. Before it, whirling black dots resolved themselves into buzzards and other birds fleeing the storm. Then with a roar it was upon one, turning reddish-brown and filling the victim's hair, eyes, and ears with sand, sometimes continuing for days on end. After the wind fell, dust veiled the sky for a day or two, tinting the sun yellow and giving the landscape an ensorcelled appearance.47


  Thus the terrain of Texas, awesome in its immensity, variety, and cataclysmic climate, nourished Robert Howard's view of the world. The violence he saw around him in the natural world was reenforced by vividly-remembered tales of violence; for Texans were great storytellers who enjoyed talking about their heritage. Each had a different tale to tell of conflicts between pioneers and Indians, cowboys and gunmen, Rangers and outlaws, cattlemen and rustlers, Texas and Mexicans, as well as the grass wars, the fence wars, and the railroaders' stand against train robbers.


  The very society in which he lived, moreover, underwent rapid and violent change with the coming of the oil boom, with its fortune seekers, roustabouts, and dance-hall girls. The onslaught of Northeastern industrial ideas and mores on Western agrarian culture was itself cataclysmic. Together these elements nurtured the violent phantasies of a youthful writer who never learned to cope with reality.


  


  VII. BARBARIAN IN A BOOM TOWN

  



  And so his boyhood wandered into youth, And still the hazes thickened round his head, And red, lascivious nightmares shared his bed And fantasies with greedy claw and tooth. . . .l


  Sometime in 1933 Robert Howard decided that tackling the story of frontier Texas was too much for him. He told August Derleth that, if he wrote any chronicle, he would deal only with Callahan County in the years following his arrival in Cross Plains. While a history of the county might lack the general appeal of the story of frontier days in the whole state, Howard observed, the oil boom was vibrant with color, violence, and sudden change.2


  And so, indeed, it was. A few miles up the road from Cross Plains, during the early years that Robert Howard lived there, lay the town of Pioneer. Here, for example, a jail break was accomplished in a most unusual way. When a bunch of Jack Tindall's mule skinners whooped it up in Pioneer, the constable threw the more obstreperous members of the group into the small local jail, planning to keep them there until the effects of the liquor wore off. Their comrades, scarcely more sober than the prisoners, demanded that the constable free the jailbirds. He refused. Thereupon the teamsters loaded the jail, inmates and all, onto their wagon and headed for home.


  The sheriff—more angry than alarmed—placed a long-distance call to Jack Tindall, demanding the return of his jail and his prisoners.


  "Let them go," advised Tindall. "Tell me how much their fines are, and I'll take the amount out of their pay." On the strength of this promise, the men were released; and once freed they gallantly returned the jailhouse to its rightful owner.3


  The history of Callahan County was both colorful and violent, and the past left an indelible stamp on the people who lived there in the twentieth century. Callahan County, an area of some twenty-eight miles on a side, was named for James A. Callahan, a Georgian who came to Texas in the 1830s to fight for Texan independence. Callahan was taken prisoner when Colonel James W. Fannin lost the battle of Coleto to the Mexican army. The Mexican general Santa Anna, who had captured the Alamo and ordered all the male defenders killed, sent orders for the massacre of Fannin's men.


  Although General Jose Urrea, who had promised the captives mercy, protested this order in vain, a heroic Mexican lady, Panchita Alvarez, with the connivance of her husband's fellow officers, smuggled several of the prisoners away in time to save their lives. Callahan was one of the survivors, either because of the efforts of Senora Alvarez or because his skill as a wainwright made him more valuable alive than dead.


  Still, Santa Anna's cruelties inspired a ferocious hatred in Anglo-Texans that has ever since reinforced interethnic hostility between Anglo-Texans and Hispano-Texans. In his letters Robert Howard revealed his share of rancorous contempt for persons of Mexican descent. When telling Lovecraft how a rancher killed a Mexican and sewed the corpse in a cowhide, only to have a detective come searching for the body, Robert wrote: . . just why so much trouble was taken about a Mexican I cannot understand." In another letter he stated: "The main thing I dislike about Mexicans is their refusal to speak English. . . . You know he's lying, but there's nothing you can do about it. You restrain your impulse to strangle him."4


  Fear and hatred of Indians, likewise, persisted in Callahan County in Robert Howard's time. The unsettled land that later became Callahan County had belonged to a peaceable and sedentary tribe of Indians, the Tonkawas, who had been farmers until they got horses and learned to hunt buffalo. Later, reduced by smallpox and wars to a few hundred survivors, they reverted to an agricultural life. They were mainly friendly to the whites, although this tolerance did them little good. In 1859 they were driven into Oklahoma with other Texan Indians and were massacred there by fellow Indians when they refused to join in an uprising against the whites who had driven them forth.


  The warlike Comanche raided the county, especially during the


  Civil War; and the settlers' hatred, inspired by Comanche brutalities, carried over for generations to all Indians, no matter how peaceable.


  Howard reflected this common attitude. He told with relish of a quirt made from the skin of the last Indian killed in Callahan County before his corpse was fed to the hogs. Robert's mother likewise viewed Indians with loathing. When Robert sat near a window at night, he reported: "I notice my mother by force of habit pull down the curtain. It is an involuntary relic of the old days when it was not wise for any man to give his enemies a clear shot of him."5


  Harassment of blacks was so integral a part of the culture of West Texas that Robert seemed unaware of it. He wrote that Texans had never persecuted any class or race because of accident of birth; yet he also noted that no Negro was allowed to remain overnight in Callahan County.6 When in the 1920s an oil magnate came through in his limousine, his black chauffeur was allowed into the county only on condition that he stay in the car the whole time.7


  The years after the First World War saw the revival of the Ku Klux Klan, which professed such ideals as "the preservation of law and order, protection of virtuous womanhood and orthodox Protestant moral standards, abstinence from alcoholic beverages, pre-marital chastity, marital fidelity, respect for parental authority, and maintenance of white supremacy."8 These ideals were enforced by terrorism aimed at Catholics, Jews, Negroes, and persons against whom individual Klansmen harbored grudges.


  Violence in Texas did not abate during Robert Howard's youth. In 1924, after "Farmer Jim" Ferguson had been impeached for stealing public funds, he ran his wife Miriam for the governorship, telling the voters that they could have "two governors for the price of one." "Ma" Ferguson won the Democratic primary, tantamount to election in the Texas of the time, and served her term as governor.


  The Scopes evolution trial—the famous "Monkey Trial"—was held in Dayton, Tennessee, the following year, while the Fundamentalist anti-evolutionary movement was in full cry. "Ma" Ferguson ordered that all references to evolution be snipped out of textbooks, declaring: "I'm a good Christian mother . . . and I am not going to let that kind of rot go into Texas schoolbooks."9


  But the tug-of-war of ideas did not merely result in mayhem on books. In Fort Worth, the Reverend J. Frank Norris, a leading anti-evolutionist, furiously attacked the Catholic Church in his paper The Searchlight. When an official of the Knights of Columbus, D. E. Cripps, went unarmed to Norris's office to protest, he was shot dead. Norris was tried but, with the support of the Grand Dragon of the local Klan, was acquitted on grounds of self-defense. He returned to his pulpit to the cheers of the congregation.


  The Fergusons had worked out a system of graft safer than the one that had earlier gotten James Ferguson into trouble. Persons whose dear ones languished in Texas jails hired Mr. Ferguson as their lawyer to secure the prisoners' release, and Mrs. Ferguson routinely acceded to her husband's recommendations. Hence Texas went through a period of easy pardons for any crime, provided that the petitioners could pay the legal fees of the governor's husband.


  Still, true to her campaign promises, "Ma" Ferguson pushed through such strong legislation against the Ku Klux Klan that it slowly withered away. Young Robert Howard, who believed in evolution and opposed the Klan, supported the Fergusons. While aware of their faults, he considered them champions of the common folk of Texas against "the interests."


  Cross Plains, where Robert Howard lived during his last seventeen years, lies in the southeast corner of Callahan County, about forty-three miles southeast of Abilene and thirty-two miles north-northwest of Brownwood, the community in which Howard studied for two years. This cluster of towns comes close to marking the geographical center of Texas.


  Cross Plains stands on the ridge of the Callahan Divide at an altitude of 1,715 feet. Like most of Texas, the land is flat with a slight roll. In winter, when the leaves are off the trees, the level horizon to westward is broken only by the larger of the two Caddo Peaks, named for the Caddo Indians. Beyond the northeastern horizon marches a range of low hills called the Baker Mountains.


  Lying in a north-south strip of land, called the Cross Timbers, the county has no permanent rivers—only such intermittent streams as Turkey Creek, which wanders past Cross Plains to the west; the Pecan Bayou, whose several branches drain most of the area; and in the southwest corner the Jim Ned Creek, named for a noted scout of the Tonkawa Indians.


  Rainfall in Cross Plains averages about twenty-five inches a year, but it may drop to a low of only thirteen inches in dry years and rise to a high of forty-one in wet. Despite the claim of the Texas Guidebook that "Texas as a whole has the best all year climate in the nation,"10 this land is given to sudden changes and disturbing extremes. The rainfall is irregular, alternating between cloudbursts and drouths. The wettest month is usually September; the driest, February.


  Although the average temperature in Cross Plains is 50°F, in summer it may rise to 96° or even to 110° and in winter fall to 32° and, on occasion, to 10°. Texas is a notoriously windy state. The Panhandle— the northernmost part—has the highest mean yearly wind velocity of any place in the nation.


  The area around Cross Plains is suited to certain kinds of agriculture, the main crops being wheat, oats, and other small grains; "Spanish" peanuts; and pecans. Some cotton is raised, although much less than in Howard's time, when this was the major crop. More of the acreage is suitable for grazing; and cattle of the Hereford, Angus, and Charolais— as well as the American Santa Gertrudis—breeds roam the pasture lands.


  In the 1870s several German families clustered at Cross Plains, in log cabins at the start, then in small frame houses. They named their settlement Schleicher, after Gustav Schleiche , who came to Texas in 1847 in the stream of German immigrants of the 1830s and 1840s. A huge man, Schleicher became a highly successful businessman, land promoter, organizer of German settlements, and politician. In 1874 he was elected to the U.S. House of Representatives. There, despite being a reconstructed Southerner with a German accent, he gained popularity by urging the installation of an elevator in the Capitol, using his own 300-pound bulk as a telling argument. He was still serving there when in 1879 he died.11


  By 1880 the town of Schleicher had a population of twenty-five. The next wave of migrants came mainly from the Deep South. Successive groups of new arrivals changed the name of the town: first to Turkey Creek, then to Greenbriar, and finally to Cross Plains, the name that the U.S. Post Office made official.


  In 1911 the town boasted about six hundred residents. The year before, the Texas Central Railroad (later part of the Missouri—Kansas—


  Texas system) extended a line from Waco to Cross Plains via De Leon, Sipe Springs, Rising Star, and Pioneer. The coming of the railroad touched off a minor boom, causing the town to move itself half a mile to the east, from the banks of Turkey Creek to the vicinity of the railroad station.


  As the town took shape in its new location, the railroad entered it from the southeast, cut diagonally northwest, crossing Main Street to reach the station half a block west of Main, between Fifth and Sixth Streets. The track continued on for several blocks to dead-end in a Y, used for a turnaround. In Howard's time a single mixed way freight with a day coach attached arrived from De Leon every afternoon or evening, spent the night, and returned to De Leon the following morning. With the coming of the automobile, fewer and fewer passengers rode the train.


  As a youth and young adult, Robert Howard got around by whatever means were available—hitchhiking, bus, mail truck, or train. After visiting his friend Tevis Clyde Smith in Brownwood in the summer of 1923, Howard returned home by taking the train from Brownwood to May, a village in northern Brown County. There he picked up a "mail hack" (a car or truck used by a rural postman to haul mail) headed for Rising Star. Thence he rode another mail hack to Cross Plains. Thus, says Smith, he was forced to make "what is now a short trip by modern means into the greater part of a day's journey."12


  By the time Robert Howard and his family moved to Cross Plains, the town had grown to some 1,500 souls. Although it expanded remarkably in the boom days of the 1920s, it now harbors only about 1,150. This is why some people say that Cross Plains is a town that time forgot.


  Cross Plains was a pleasant-looking little town when the Howards chose it for their permanent home, and it has not changed much in the intervening decades. Neat modern bungalows surrounded by clipped lawns and colorful plantings line the residential streets. Streets that were dirt-surfaced in 1920 are now paved—Main Street was paved in 1928—and several service stations have risen at major intersections. And the lawns are greener now; for in Howard's day water was not abundant enough to maintain them well in this land of devastating drouths.


  Although several of the business buildings on Main Street rise two stories high, most of them were, as they are today, single-storied. In the 1920s Cross Plains had two banks, the Farmers National and the First State Bank. Sauntering southward along Main Street, the shopper would come upon two drugstores, Smith's and the City Drug Store owned by Barney Lindley, each with a magazine rack and a soda fountain, which of an evening provided curb service to young couples affluent enough to order ice-cream sodas served to them in their cars.


  Across the street stood the impressive tan brick building that housed the Higginbotham Department Store, a landmark in the town for nearly fifty years. A block or two away, on a side street, one could see the broad-glassed windows of the local newspaper office and print shop, wherein Jack Scott sold advertising space and took orders for handbills when he was not busy writing or editing copy for the next edition of The Cross Plains Review, owned by his father.


  There were four churches in town: the Methodist, the Baptist, the Presbyterian, and the Church of Christ, the last an offshoot of Alexander Campbell's Disciples of Christ. Mrs. Howard joined the Methodist Church and remained a steadfast member, although never a regular churchgoer. Dr. Howard joined the Baptists but did not strictly adhere to their creed. Although a deeply religious man, the doctor's inquiring and restless mind led him to seek out and follow a number of different religious beliefs.


  Cross Plains in the 1920s boasted two motion-picture theaters, the Ideal and Dad Childs's Movie Theater. The latter, seating about seventy-five viewers, was the more colorful. Henry Childs, the proprietor, at show time stood on the sidewalk loudly proclaiming the virtues of the current attraction while his daughter sold tickets. His grandson, of course, did not have to pay to get in; but other children, at least in theory, did. So the friends of little Joe Child would cluster around him at the entrance, looking longingly at the inviting door, until Dad Childs, losing patience, would roar: "Get out of here!" and shoo them all in without tickets. Inside, an elderly Indian was hired to sit near the player piano and look picturesque. Sometimes local boxing matches were held on the stage.13


  After the Great Depression claimed these movie houses, the Liberty Theater took their place. Robert Howard became an avid motion picture fan, devoted to William S. Hart's silent Westerns. Many of the settings of oriental palaces and other exotic scenes that appear in Howard's stories are essentially descriptions of the lush movie sets of the twenties and early thirties. The 1923 version of Victor Hugo's The Hunchback of
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  Main Street, Cross Plains, Texas, 1977


  Notre Dame, with Lon Chaney, Sr., grotesquely made up as Quasimodo, impressed Howard enormously. The cinematic version of the thieves' quarter in medieval Paris may have inspired Howard's creation of the Maul in his Conan story, "The Tower of the Elephant." But we are running ahead of our story.


  For America, for West Texas, for the Howards, and for young Robert, 1918 was a pivotal year. Change was everywhere. In Europe the tides of battle had turned. Along the Western Front the Germans were forced back until by November 11, 1918, they signed an armistice. The world was once more considered safe for democracy.


  The jubilation of American soldiers returning from their European victory was dampened by an epidemic of "Spanish influenza," which swept the country in 1918 and wiped out almost as many lives as had the fighting in the unspeakable trenches along the Western Front. About 200,000 Texans had served in the armed forces during the First World war; but of the five-thousand-odd men who lost their lives, only one-third perished by enemy action. Another third died of flu.


  Dr. Howard, back in Burkett, had his share of flu victims. He was either more skillful or more fortunate than many of his colleagues, for he was able to pull most of his patients through. Dr. Howard believed that he was so successful because he "treated the heart." The minute he knew that a patient had "war flu," he began to treat the heart. He so confided to a patient whose flu had "settled in her ear" and who was cured by Dr. Howard's ministrations.14


  In the Howards' West Texas, overshadowing both victory and the specter of disease was the discovery of oil. In Eastland County near the town of Ranger, in Jake McCleskey's pasture, on the afternoon of October 21, 1917, the first oil well—later called the McCleskey—blew in. The boom was on.


  During the six months that followed the drilling of the first well, the population of Ranger leapt from 1,000 to an estimated 80,000 people. The Ranger field produced 10,000 barrels of oil a day at a time when oil was selling at $3.50 to $4.50 a barrel. This strike coincided with a research report published by the Smithsonian Institution, which concluded that the nation's oil reserve had reached such a low point that there were only seventy barrels of oil available in the United States for each man, woman, and child.


  Those were exciting times. Everybody was affected by the oil boom. Local labor shortages, postwar unemployment in the north, a demobilizing population already on the move—all stimulated a migration toward the Oil Belt that surpassed even the California gold rush of 1849. Oil activity focused the attention of people within a radius of fifty miles of the McCleskey well. Drilling spread from this center to the periphery of a widening circle that first reached Pioneer in Eastland County and later the town site of Cross Plains itself.


  The Texas pools of "black gold" were shallow and scattered. Some wells came in at about 1,500 feet; others went as deep as 3,000 feet. The wells came in dramatically. There would be a tremendous rumble just before the oil spurted out of the hole to rise higher and higher, sometimes over the top of the derrick, before fountaining out on the ground in a stream of 2,000 to 6,000 barrels a day.


  Now all this is gone. The forest of derricks that rimmed the horizon, stretching above the mesquite and oak, have disappeared. The few remaining wells are serviced by pumps, which stand like gigantic praying mantises, rhythmically nodding up and down in the cotton fields or pastures.


  Robert Howard was thirteen years old when his family bought their home in Cross Plains. Although Robert had not outgrown the Burkett school system, which lacked high-school facilities, we surmise that Mrs. Howard's nephew, Earl Lee Comer, who had come to live with them, had already reached high-school age. Very little is known about this nephew, except that he shared the Howards' house for several years. Robert, in his later letters to Lovecraft, never once mentions the slightly older lad whose presence must have affected him in one way or another. Since the two boys shared the sleeping porch, ate at the same table, and even attended the same high school, it is indeed curious that no mention of him appears in the correspondence of either Robert or his father.


  Queries to former teachers at the Cross Plains school and to others who lived in the neighborhood have revealed nothing. All we know is that after completing his high-school courses, Lee Comer left Cross


  Plains to work for one of the oil companies in Dallas. Perhaps no one will ever know what Robert thought of this interloper in his home or what this orphaned youth thought of his thirteen-year-old cousin.


  Cross Plains built its first electric plant in 1919; but by and large, rural Texas was slow to modernize. As late as June 1931, according to a Texas A&M survey of five Central Texas counties, eighty percent of the homes were lighted by oil lamps; fifty percent of the people cooked and heated their houses with wood; ninety percent of the women still boiled their clothes in a big iron pot in the yard, scrubbed them on a washboard, and ironed them with a flatiron. Only fifty percent of the homes had telephones, and there were very few radios. For a third of the population reporting, the Bible was the only book in the house. But since the land was large and travel difficult, eighty-five percent of the people owned automobiles.


  The new Howard home stood on a lot 107.5 by 200 feet.15 Bounded by a picket fence, the property lay on the south side of State Route 36— then graded but not paved—where the road snakes from Cross Plains to westward. A large open field lay behind the house, providing a spacious if unbeautiful view.


  A large ornamental cedar softened the outline of the northwest corner of the house; a smaller one stood near the front door. On the other side a mature mulberry, separating the Howard from the Butler property, gave the local boys a satisfying climb. Mrs. Howard grew roses and crepe myrtle in the yard, while under the east windows boxes were planted with ruffled petunias or nasturtium. In times of drouth, like other housewives, she probably watered her flowers with used dishwater or bathwater. An enormous mint bed grew around the outside faucet on the west side and pressed against the wall, a bed which Robert was forever recommending to his friends for mint julep or iced tea.16 West of the fenced-in yard a j dirt driveway (labeled "Coffman Street" on the map) led to the barn and ; other outbuildings in the rear, in which were housed the cow, the doctor's car, and years later, at various times, Robert's horse, two goats, and many cats.


  The house was of a kind Texas call a "boxed house"—a frame house with a single layer of wooden walling, not two layers separated by; studs with an insulating airspace between as in the "balloon house" of


  The Howard House in Cross Plains (north and east sides)
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  The Howard house in Cross Plains (south side, showing the field overlooked by Robert E. Howard's study windows)


  "Old Main," administration building, Howard Payne College
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  more northerly climes. A hall ran from the front door straight through to the rear. To the right of the hall were three connecting rooms: first the living room, projecting several feet northward of the front door; then the dining room; and beyond that the kitchen.


  To the left a single large bedroom stretched eastward from the main body of the house. A front porch filled the area between the projecting side wall of the living room and the outer limits of the bedroom wall. Here, not far from the front door, hung a porch swing, and here the family often sat and talked in the cool of the evening.


  When Dr. Howard bought the house, there was also an L- shaped porch in the rear of the building, which occupied the recesses between the bedroom and the southern extension of the house. Without going to the expense of sealing off the window in the southern end of the bedroom, the doctor had this porch rebuilt and glassed in. This alteration created a small, airy room with three windows facing south, one facing east, and one on the north wall, beyond which lay the main bedroom. An enclosed sleeping porch stretched southward from the end of the center hall of the original building.


  Adjacent to this sleeping porch, and entered from it, was constructed a large bathroom, the first bathroom the Howards had. Against one wall a long, white enamel tub stood on claw feet with the other facilities opposite it. The entire west wall of the room consisted of closet space. Although, no doubt, originally intended as a general storage area, it gradually became the repository for Robert's firearms. While few rural Texas families in the 1920s were without guns, a bathroom armory was uncommon; yet here, in addition to swords and knives, Robert Howard kept the .25 Colt automatic pistol that he often carried during his high-school years. At various times he also owned a .32 hammerless revolver bought in a pawnshop in East Texas, a .380 Colt automatic, and an old single-action .45 revolver. He said that, despite considerable practice, he never would become a first-class marksman.17


  The remodeled house, small as it was, could have functioned as an individual tuberculosis sanitarium; for in that period the medical profession considered it advantageous for tubercular patients to spend most of their time in the open air. A definitive work on tuberculosis, published in 1906, shows that the value of fresh air and rest was almost an obsession with the physicians of the time, who recommended that the patient spend twenty-four hours of every day outdoors, both for his own welfare and for the protection of other family members.18 Even in 1919 pure air was the only known cure for tuberculosis; and Dr. Howard doubtless had this in mind when he ordered the renovations of a home that was to house his ill wife and a son who was approaching adolescence, a vulnerable age for the onset of the disease.


  It is a good guess that, when the Howards settled in, Dr. and Mrs. Howard shared the closet space in the bedroom but that she slept in the little room beyond it with all the windows open. Several years later, when Lee Comer moved out, the family's sleeping arrangements were entirely rearranged.


  Robert got the little room with four windows, three of which looked out across the meadow at the rear of the house, and this became the bedroom-study, which he occupied for the rest of his life. Mrs. Howard moved into the main bedroom. Although there were two double beds in this fairly generous room, Dr. Howard appears to have largely retired to the sleeping porch, especially when he and Heck were not getting on or when her repressions precluded intimacy.


  In those days the married consumptive was advised to avoid intercourse during periods of illness or fatigue.19 Awareness of this medical caveat would surely have intensified Dr. Howard's sense of guilt about his sexual desires, if indeed the restraints imposed by his Victorian upbringing and the years of rejection by his wife had not already completely estranged the couple. Since "nice people" in Texas did not talk about such personal problems, their lack of communication must have driven them further and further apart. As a modern writer from North Texas puts it: "Sex is still a word to freeze the average Texan's liver, particularly if the Texan is over forty and his liver not already pickled."20


  In contrast to the Cross Cut and Burkett houses, the new Howard home had no fireplace, being heated like other dwellings in the area by small individual space heaters standing in each room. These "heating stoves" were often ornate little radiant heaters, burning gas from the local wells.


  The living room was furnished with a leather davenport, two leather chairs, and a library table on which Mrs. Howard always kept flowers or plants—fiddlehead ferns, mother-in-law's tongue, and possibly the ubiquitous aspidistra, so well beloved by the Victorian housewife. Maroon velvet draperies contrasted with the plants and furnished color to this small sitting room.


  Cut flowers brightened the living room from time to time. We have seen a handsome blue glass vase with crystal handles, which ornamented the room, and a small earthenware container whose chocolate-brown glaze was enlivened with light-beige fronds. In addition to a painting of three small ships at sea hanging behind the davenport, an unusual object of art may have reposed on the table. This was a painted plaster bust of Cleopatra, whose Classical Greek beauty remained chilly and composed despite the asp crawling upward between her breasts. This four-teen-inch-high statue, crafted in France, was, we were told, Robert Howard's favorite work of art; and we wonder whether her queenly serenity somehow added to the glamour of her suicide.21


  The dining room, in which Robert probably did his homework as a growing lad, was dominated by a heavy, round oaken table and chairs of quarter-sawed oak. On a matching buffet, Mrs. Howard displayed a collection of cut glass inherited from her mother. Her finest piece, a cut-glass bowl, stood on the dining room table, sparkling with rainbow hues when the late afternoon sun slanted in.


  "Prisms in the windows make rainbows in the room," children used to chant as they hung up their wind chimes. Young Robert doubtless felt the same delight in these miniature rainbows, and years later they may have splashed with color his many-hued Hyborian Age.


  The kitchen adjoined the dining room. It was of generous size and contained a simple kitchen table at which the family often ate and at which Mrs. Howard shared an occasional cup of tea with her younger neighbor, the cultivated Mrs. Hester Butler. There was a gas stove and a wooden ice chest, to which a burly iceman regularly carried on his leather-covered back fifty- or seventy-five-pound chunks of ice.


  For most Cross Plains housekeepers of the twenties, electric refrigerators, along with washing machines and vacuum cleaners, were things to dream about.22 The automobile could not compete with the horse and wagon for the delivery of ice. The beast came to know the route and would move ahead and wait at the next stop while his master made each delivery afoot. In summer children would often follow the wagon, begging for the shaved ice that the ice man would scrape into waxed-paper cornucopias for them. Robert and his friends may have brought their cones of shaved ice into the kitchen to flavor them with a little milk, sugar, and vanilla, or the sweetened juice from canned crushed pineapple, before savoring the fluid and crunching the ice between their teeth.


  The large bedroom, which eventually became Hester Howard's room, contained two full-sized metal beds of simulated walnut and a dainty oaken chiffonier. Of this piece Mrs. Howard was especially fond and would proudly throw open the pair of small doors to display the rank of well-crafted drawers within. A sewing machine stood against the east wall, where in summer white ruffled curtains fluttered in the windows and white ruffled petunias nodded in the window boxes. Rag rugs chased the chill from the floor in winter. Scattered about the room were many souvenirs—a conch shell from Galveston, an ornamental fan, postcards and photographs of relatives, and a watercolor of pale peonies set against a blue background. Perhaps there was even a "Kewpie doll," a decorative pillow, or some similar prize brought back by Robert from one of his trips to Brownwood or from a day's outing to one of the carnivals that visited Cross Plains regularly.


  The small many-windowed room made from a part of the rear porch became Robert Howard's bedroom-study after the departure of his cousin Earl Lee Comer. Here, against the windowed wall that separated Robert's room from his mother's, stood a narrow bed. Since this window remained undraped and usually open, Robert had no recourse to the privacy necessary to a young man whose strict family attitudes toward sexual conduct precluded visits to a house of ill repute or even occasional necking parties with a high-school classmate of the opposite sex. During a time of rapid bodily changes and the onset of powerful sexual desires, the normal inhibitions and feelings of guilt that accompany early feelings of desire, enhanced as they were by these exceptional sleeping arrangements, could not have failed to affect Robert's adjustment to, and satisfaction with, life.


  Some of Robert Howard's admirers have stated in public that Robert patronized houses of prostitution. While we understand their wish to promote a macho image for the creator of Conan, all the evidence points the other way. Robert Howard was a most proper young man. His devotion to his staid mother and his respect for his father would have discouraged such conduct in his home town, if indeed such institutions existed there after the oil boom faded away.


  Furthermore, Robert seldom traveled far without his mother, even when he had a car. His dislike of the tawdry women who followed the oil boom is manifest in his letters and in his unpublishable autobiographical novel. While it is not impossible that, on some unaccompanied visit to Brownwood, his friends there took him to "Sal's House," as one ofi the three local whorehouses was called, the weight of such evidence as we have makes it more than likely that he died without ever having) enjoyed the pleasures of sex.


  This is not to say that Howard was in any way a deviate. He was a young man of normal sexuality, but his sexuality was thwarted by an unkind environment. Had he lived longer, his maturation might well have overcome the repressions of his youth. What effect that change would have had on his fantasies and their written expression we do not know, but perhaps we owe Conan with all his flamboyant swordplay and sexual triumphs to the fact that his creator was forced to sublimate his own dreams and fancies to bring his character to life.j


  Opposite the bed, facing southward, Robert's writing table abutted! the triple windows, giving him a pleasant view of the open field beyond. This writing table was a sturdy, handsome piece of furniture, somewhat higher than the usual typing table. The thick mahogany top, measuring! 28 by 48 inches, was upheld by two pairs of massive four-by-four-inch; legs that terminated in a single expanded foot on either side. The table ; was furnished with a center drawer, in which Robert surely kept pencils, erasers, and other writing supplies. When he began to write in earnest, a chair, an old Underwood typewriter, and an elderly flat trunk, serving as a filing cabinet, completed the furnishings.23


  It appears that a narrow chest of drawers to hold his clothing; huddled in the hall just outside the room; but since Robert favored khaki pants, work shirts, and ankle-high work shoes, the small chest was all that was needed to store his limited wardrobe.


  Little is known about the furnishings of the sleeping porch at the' end of the hall, except that it contained two white-enameled iron beds' in tandem and that on the nearer bed Robert spent the last few hours of his life. Since the door to the bathroom opened from this narrow glassed enclosure, one may assume that there was little charm or privacy; about it.i


  Whether or not the Howards moved to Cross Plains before the renovations on the house were completed is unknown; but in a letter to Love-
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  Robert E. Howard's worktable (with its legs cut down to make it a coffee table) craft, Robert stated that he was nearly fourteen years old before he lived in a community large enough to support a law enforcement office.24 This suggests that the family arrived in Cross Plains late in the fall of 1919 and that Robert entered the eighth grade there. Since the Cross Plains school system covered only ten grades at that time, he could expect to graduate in the spring of 1922.


  Although the new boy in town, Robert did not have too much difficulty adjusting to life in the Cross Plains school. As ever, he hated school; yet he went through the eighth grade with acceptable grades. The hazing he feared did not materialize. He even made a few new friends. Among these was Lindsey Tyson, who was to remain Robert's closest and most steadfast pal for the rest of Robert's life. Tyson was the son of one of the six doctors practicing in Cross Plains when the Howards moved into the town. Although the friendship initially may have been encouraged by Dr. Howard, who always introduced his son to the offspring of his colleagues, it ripened because of the boys' mutual love of sporting events and hunting expeditions.


  It was a curious relationship in some ways. While Lindsey was always a welcome and frequent visitor at the Howard house, Robert never introduced him to his writing friends or to his inmost thoughts. Lindsey Tyson had no idea that Robert had ever contemplated taking his own life. He never understood the reasons for some of the unusual things Robert did or the anger that churned inside him. He could neither share nor sympathize with Robert's passion for writing. And yet, as the years went by, Lindsey—who could not remain in college because his father's protracted illness demanded a decade of his nursing care—continued to be the major person with whom Robert tramped the woods, talked of guns, and attended football games. Thus did Robert Howard compartmentalize his relationships with people.


  While Robert kept up with Earl Baker in Burkett, he and Austin Newton drifted apart. Young Newton had developed an interest in team sports, to which Bob, as his friend called him, remained indifferent, and grew up to become a professional athletic coach.25 Tom Ray Wilson, who lived in Cross Plains until 1924, became another intimate. As a high-school boy, Tom sometimes drove Dr. Howard on his rounds while the doctor dozed in the back seat of his car. From time to time, Bob slept over at Tom's house, but later Tom reported that he had been scared of


  Bob because he always carried a hunting knife and often a pistol and suffered from nightmares. So severe were these nightmares that Tom used to tie Bob's toe to the bedpost with a piggin string lest, in his sleep, he rise up and attack his roommate.26


  Adjoining the Howards' lot stood the Butler house. There Robert found another playmate in LeeRoy, one of the Butler children, about two and a half years older than he. Two great trees—an ancient live oak in the Butlers' back yard and a burgeoning mulberry on the property line —became ship and shore, mountain and swamp, for pirates who clambered among their branches, complete with eye patches and Jolly Rogers. Bright sashes wound around corduroy knee breeches, while tousled heads were covered with red bandanas or floppy black hats with turned-back brims emblazoned with skulls and crossbones.27


  On other days, if some of the gang were armed with "rubber guns" —weapons whittled out of scraps of pine and loaded with rubber strips salvaged from inner tubes—the pirates turned into cowboys and Indians. Those who did not possess rubber guns had "nigger shooters"—slingshots made by attaching a rubber band to a forked stick. Many of the boys learned to shoot these weapons with surprising accuracy, sometimes bringing down a bird, a prairie dog, or even a cottontail. All of the youngsters, including the girls, wanted to acquire proficiency with their slingshots. They believed that this was the instrument with which David conquered Goliath; and, like him, they hoped to win glory by means of a slingshot and a smooth stone held in sweaty hands under the mulberry tree.


  Robert was still fond of creating little plays and assigning to the other boys parts which he had outlined. On such afternoons, when the Indians' bows had become Norman crossbows, the live oak was transformed into Sherwood Forest, whence Robin Hood's merry men would harass the Sheriff of Nottingham while Patches darted about giving tongue.


  Sometimes, sitting in the shade with Patches beside him and other children gathered round, Robert would spin a yarn for them, his power as a storyteller overcoming any difficulty his listeners might have had in overlooking his exceptional ways. His father's new automobile made it possible to visit back and forth with friends from Cross Cut and Burkett. Occasionally Robert would have Earl Baker and Austin Newton up for the weekend. Once he took Lindsey Tyson with him to ride horseback at the Bakers.


  For a long time Cross Plains observed a tradition: the town held a picnic in the middle of the summer. The town picnic was usually staged at the time a traveling carnival passed through. Besides the usual attractions of a carnival midway, there were speeches by aspiring politicians, boxing matches, and sometimes less formal battles between drunken celebrants.


  The arrival of the carnival was a major event; without doubt Robert and the other youngsters hastened to make the rounds that summer of 1920. Although the carnivals provided an exotic dazzle of color in many routine lives, relations between the carnies and the townsfolk were hostile, each regarding the other as fair game. Robert was scornful of the yokels who came to gawk at the garish outsiders or who played the gambling games, hoping to get something for nothing, and then waxed furious over the all-too-obvious fact that the games were rigged.


  He also hated the town bullies who assaulted carnies just for the fun of it. He told how a friend of his attended a game where the object was to knock wooden cats off a rack with hard baseballs. Instead the joker threw a ball at the girl who ran the game, knocking her unconscious. Earlier, when Robert was just fourteen, he himself had worked at a similar concession, setting up the cats after they had been knocked down. One day a beefy citizen beaned Howard with a ball, nearly flooring him, and then walked off laughing.28


  The town picnic was discontinued early in the Depression. It was revived in 1932 and held for several years before it finally fell into disuse for good.


  Thus passed the summer days of 1920. They proved to be a happy hiatus before Robert's world was once more overwhelmed with change. The autumn of 1920 did not vouchsafe Robert an uninterrupted school year. Dr. Howard decided to take a course in "Special Lens" in the ophthalmology department of the Graduate School of Medicine of Tulane University in New Orleans. The course ran for six weeks, from October 18th to November 27th, and cost seventy-five dollars. So, in mid-October, the Howard family headed for New Orleans.


  The doctor's sudden interest in ophthalmology may have been triggered by the remembered plight of his mother, who was totally blind at her death in 1916; but it is more likely that he was motivated by anxiety over the visual changes that he had observed in himself. As we know, early symptoms of diabetes appeared in the doctor before he left Burkett: The water in his cistern did not quench his thirst, and he developed a prodigious appetite. In addition to these symptoms, some diabetics experience visual discomfort early in their disease, long before there is any evidence of the cataracts that occur in more advanced cases. Indeed, Dr. Howard did suffer from cataracts during the final years of his life, and his diabetes was medically confirmed; so we may assume that between 1915 and 1919 Isaac Howard developed diabetes mellitus.


  In New Orleans the Howards rented rooms in the house of a family of shabby-genteel Louisianians named Durrell, who had been compelled by economic necessity to take in boarders. The Durrells spoke French among themselves, and although they were natives of the city, their English was strongly accented. They despised the Italians who had come into the area and within a few years raised themselves financially by hard work and thrift.29


  Fourteen-year-old Robert was amazed at the sight of one Joe Rizza and his wife standing in their shop, shucking oysters as if their lives depended on it when, as everyone knew, the man was rich and owned a chain of Italian restaurants. While Robert did not share the Durrell ladies' dreams of lost aristocracy, he thought it ridiculous to chain oneself to a dull occupation when one could afford not to do so.


  Years later Robert recalled the Old French Market. He felt it should be preserved. For all its noise and bustle and its mixture of smells, it had an old-world charm that the boy Robert found hard to define. Here he savored genuine Creole gumbo cooked in the French manner and called it "food for the gods." Here he learned to enjoy seafood, although the sight of Italian women haggling at the top of their voices revolted him. Like H. P. Lovecraft, with whom he shared his New Orleans memories, he was repelled by the noisier, more extroverted Mediterranean culture in action, having—like his pen pal—grown up in a more taciturn, inhibited tradition. What offended him most was that the haggling sprang less from need than from greed, "hard shameless avarice!"30


  Howard stretched his youthful memories to encompass a delectable drink of good whiskey mixed by an old French-German on Canal Street —an unlikely recollection. Since Robert was only fourteen at the time, and an immature fourteen at that, he was not apt to be buying alcoholic beverages in the French Market in New Orleans. The banana fritters or "plantains" that delighted him at the old market were more appropriate fare for adolescents.


  While in New Orleans, the Howards wandered about on little sightseeing tours. They visited Ponchartrain, saw the duelling oaks, inspected the ruins of the old Spanish fort, and took a boat a few miles up the Mississippi to look at the stately old plantation houses along its banks. Howard said that he was grateful to have seen the old city before modernization obliterated all traces of Creole New Orleans. He felt Lovecraft was also fortunate to have seen the famous duelling oaks before some local vandal chopped them down to make room for a hot-dog stand.31


  Young Robert enjoyed the museums of New Orleans, especially those displaying relics of the Civil War. He was always interested in history, particularly that which related to Texas.


  Whereas Howard's accounts of historical events are bathed in blood and in his stories he fills the air with severed heads, legs, and arms, this was sheer bravado. In real life he was squeamish about violence and bloodshed. When, as a young man, he fell into conversation with an East Indian whom he met in San Antonio, and the Hindu told in a matter-of-fact way about witnessing mass beheadings of Communists in China, Robert found himself actually nauseated.32


  While he was in New Orleans, according to Robert's account, he had an experience he could not forget. He was present during a street fight in which one man killed another with a knife, nearly cutting off the victim's head. For years the memory of this incident evoked horror by day and nightmares by night. Howard told several of his friends about this event. If his tale was one of his whoppers, it was at least more probable than most of his tall tales; for New Orleans at that time led the nation in crimes of violence. Unnerved by the experience, he may have wanted to talk about it in an attempt to liquidate his anxiety.


  One of Robert's first enterprises after his arrival in New Orleans was to hunt up the nearest public library. He found it on Canal Street, and there he spent happy hours racing through book after book. A history of Britain from early times to the Norman Conquest particularly impressed him. Written for children, this book dramatized the life and limes of the Picts, the pre-Roman aborigines of northern Britain; and a fascination with these obscure folk remained with him for the rest of his life.


  Robert felt a strong affinity for these people, who seemed to him to be the perennial victims of early conflicts. With his typical sympathy for the underdog, Robert's imagination reshaped their history, their character, and their life-style. Howard's aborigines were the opposite of those presented in the history text—indeed, they were the opposite of young Howard himself. Whereas the book depicted a sly, furtive, and timid band of hunters and food gatherers, Howard's Picts were a strong, warlike race. Where they were shown as inferior, Howard's were superior. Where theirs was a loosely-knit tribal organization, regulated only by ritual and tabu, Howard gave them a central government under the leadership of a great king, Bran Mak Morn. Their network of desultory legend and superstition was chronicled by Howard as a coherent history of past glories.


  Unlike Robert who, as a child, was blond, blue-eyed, and slender for his age, the Pictish king whom he idealized was short, stocky, and muscular, with coarse black hair, dark skin, and black, inscrutable eyes. Even the meaning of his name, Bran Mak Morn, Howard explains, is lost in antiquity, although it is phonetically coincident with the modern Gaelic Bran Mac Morn, meaning "Raven, son of Morn."33


  This identification with the Pictish king guided Robert Howard in his nearch for his own identity—a name that was constant, a personal history, a viable past and foreseeable future, and an adequate system of defenses for a chaotic world: in short, a coherent self. Although Bran Mak Morn has no real historical basis, the contrasts whereby he was constructed are artistically significant. They clearly show Howard's creative processes at work and the ageless psychological needs that underlay them.


  Howard's earliest hero was Francis Xavier Gordon, nicknamed "El Borak," a man of medium size but great strength and catlike agility. Then, as Howard himself tells us:


  The next was Bran Mak Morn, the Pictish king. He was the result of my discovery of the Pictish race, when reading some historical works in a public library in New Orleans at the age of thirteen. Physically he bore a striking resemblance to El Borak.34


  Although Howard's memory had deleted a year from his true age, thes< progenitors did indeed sire a line of Howard heroes, the greatest of whon was Conan the Cimmerian.


  To understand the uses to which Robert Howard put history and histori cal misconceptions, we must digress a bit into the historical background for the concepts of "Pict" and "Aryan," which played so large a part ii his later thinking and writing. Robert discovered in that child's historj of Britain the then current belief that the Picts were a small, dark rac( of Mediterranean type, who had been conquered and driven into woodec refuges by tall, blond Celts. This idea seems to have originated in & medieval history of Norway, which briefly described the Picts as a litth folk who lived in holes in the ground, like Tolkien's Hobbits, and wh< lost all their strength at noon and so were forced to hide. This legenc passed into folk anthropology in Robert's time and became entanglec with the Aryanist doctrines of the late nineteenth and early twentietl centuries.}


  In the early nineteenth century, scholars had noted the resemblance between languages as far apart as those of India and Iceland. They alsd discovered that, around 1,500 b.c., India and Iran had been overrun by horse-taming barbarians who called themselves Arya, or "Nobles." Linguists adopted the word "Aryan" for the far-flung language family that includes English, Swedish, Russian, Italian, Greek, Armenian, Persian, and Hindi. Later the term "Indo-European" came to be preferred.


  Although the term "Aryan" was never meant to designate a race but only a linguistic community, the most eminent of these early philologists^ Friedrich Max Muller, once carelessly spoke of an "Aryan race." He soon retracted the statement; but meanwhile, in the 1850s, a French diplomat and writer, Comte Joseph Arthur de Gobineau, had popularized the idea of a race of superior Aryans in his book, On the Inequality oj Human Races.35 Gobineau identified the Aryans with the tall, blond; long-headed Nordic type common in northern Europe. Certain of thj Aryans, the Germanic Franks, he said, had conquered France in the fiftl century and had ever since furnished that land with leadership. Franc* had ruined herself by killing off or exiling the Nordic aristocracy during the French Revolution. It was no coincidence that Gobineau was himsel: a French aristocrat.


  These ideas were taken up by Richard Wagner, the composer, and by Houston Stewart Chamberlain, an Englishman who became a German citizen, a friend of Kaiser Wilhelm II, and a son-in-law of Wagner. Chamberlain's book, Foundations of the Nineteenth Century,36 appeared in German in 1899 and in an English translation in 1911. The work, published in an American edition a year later, and very influential at the time, is a dreadful farrago of misstatements of fact and errors of interpretation. It is not surprising that, before his death in 1927, Chamberlain hailed Hitler as the savior of Germany.


  The American edition of this book was probably the source of the vehement Aryanism espoused by Robert Howard's later friend H. P. Lovecraft. Chamberlain's ideas were adopted by other American writers as well, among them Madison Grant and Lothrop Stoddard, whose popular works influenced the American immigration law of 1924.


  The burthen of all these books was that the white or Caucasoid race was superior to all others, and that the Nordic or Aryan type was far and away the best kind of white, being responsible for all advances of civilization. Since the blood of these noble Nordics must be guarded against contamination by the lesser breeds, Aryanism provided Wagner and Chamberlain with a rationalization for their loathing of the Jews— an obsession not, however, shared by Gobineau.


  Modern anthropology tells quite a different story. According to present-day science, the distinctive physical characters of the various racial types evolved in prehistoric times as a response to climate. The Negro's rangy build, dark skin, and built-in sun helmet of kinky hair are protections against the African sun; while the Nordic's pale complexion evolved as a response to one of the world's most cloudy climates, where a lack of sunlight tends to cause rickets in dark-skinned children. Moreover, there is no reason to think that there ever was a pure blond race. Physical types have always varied within any group. Although the frequency of any trait varies from place to place, the percentage of a character such as blondness changes gradually, not sharply, as one travels across the face of the earth.


  Furthermore, the original advances in civilization were made, not by Nordics, but by swarthy southerners in the Near East and by yellow-skinned easterners in Farther Asia. The self-styled Aryans were seminomadic, cattle-raising barbarians who, around 2,000 b.c., first tamed the horse somewhere in Poland or the Ukraine. Thence they set out in all directions in their rattling chariots and, with this terrifying new weapon, conquered their neighbors, imposed their language, customs, and beliefs upon them, and eventually mingled with them. Their progeny in turn conquered their outlying neighbors, and so on until the descendants of the original horse-tamers had spread their steeds, their bronze swords, their sky gods, and their grammar from Portugal to Assam.


  These Aryans—if so we may call the horse-tamers and their near descendants—never did constitute a race. They were probably stocky, broad-headed people looking like present-day Slavs, but whatever their original type, it soon disappeared through intermarriage with the more numerous peoples they conquered.


  Robert Howard's thinking was tinged by Aryanism, partly through his reading and partly through his later correspondence with Lovecraft. Less enchanted by mere blondness than Lovecraft, he was proud of the dark hair and blue eyes of his adult years. Since the combination of very dark hair and blue eyes appears more frequently in Ireland than elsewhere, his coloring probably fed Howard's phantasies of being an Irishman and a Celt.


  Although nineteenth-century British archaeologists, coming upon the remains of pre-Roman Celtic storage pits, decided that these were the underground houses attributed to the Picts by Norwegian legend, in the light of modern knowledge there is no reason to believe that the Picts differed appreciably from the folk of modern Scotland. The original Scots were Irishmen who, in Roman times, invaded Scotland from the west. The Picts held their own against them until Norsemen also attacked them from the east. Then in the ninth century Kenneth MacAlpin, a Scottish leader who was himself half Pict, conquered the Picts and set up the united kingdom of the Picts and Scots. The two groups merged, and their descendants became the Scots of today.37


  So far from the Nordic Celts' suppression of small, dark Pictish aborigines, it looks as if the opposite train of events ensued. The original Nordics of Britain were at least twice overrun and conquered by smaller, darker southerners, first by the prehistoric Beaker Folk from Spain, around 1,700 b.c., then in the first century by the Romans. From early times to the Norman Conquest, Britain was subjugated over and over again, each time by conquerors who had some technical advantage— bronze weapons instead of stone; iron instead of bronze; or Roman discipline instead of slapdash Celtic onslaughts.


  At any rate, Robert Howard embraced the legendary doctrine of small, dark Pictish aborigines, as did Rudyard Kipling in two of the tales in Puck of Pook's Hill: "On the Great Wall" and "The Winged Hats." A great admirer of Kipling, Howard paraphrased the second stanza of Kipling's poem A Pict Song in the first stanza of his own verse, The Song of a Mad Minstrel.


  Howard mixed several concepts of the Picts in his stories. In the early tale "The Lost Race," they are small and dark but lithe and active. In the north of Britain dwell others, he wrote, also called Picts but stocky, gnarled, with beady eyes and receding foreheads. A Pictish chieftain explains that these lumpish Northerners are the fruit of matings between Mediterranean invaders and "red-haired barbarians" whom they found in Britain. These, it is hinted, are survivors of the Neanderthal race, which occupied Europe before the last retreat of the glaciers.


  In Howard's stories of Roman Britain, the Picts resemble those of "The Lost Race"; but later, in the Conan stories, they more nearly resemble the Iroquois as described in the novels of James Fenimore Cooper and Robert W. Chambers.


  Robert Howard brought his new historical perspective from the Canal Street Library in New Orleans to the pastures near Cross Plains. Here the war whoops of marauding Comanches and the shouts of cowpunchers at a roundup for the X— Ranch were transformed into the battle cries of Scottish Highland warriors pouring out of the hills in full attack on English armies below. Later Howard wrote:


  I had a distinct Scottish patriotism and liked nothing better than reading about the Scotch and English wars. I enacted these wars in my games and galloped full tilt through the mesquite on a bare-backed racing mare, hewing right and left with a Mexican machete and slicing off cactus pears which I pretended were the heads of English knights. But in reading of clashes between the Scotch and the Picts, I always felt my sympathies shift strangely.38


  In those early years in Cross Plains, more than Robert's historical perspective changed. His whole world was changing, and changing with dizzying speed. "How are you gonna keep 'em down on the farm after they've seen Paree?" asked the lyrics of a popular ragtime melody, and of course the answer is that you cannot. In 1920 the balance between urban and agrarian populations, heretofore weighted toward the rural communities, shifted. For the first time in the history of the United States, more people lived in cities than in small towns or on farms. 1 Callahan County—which had suffered the vicissitudes of Comanche: raids; cattle drives from 1867 on; the great slaughter of the buffalo inl the 1870s; horse thieves, gunplay, and casual homicide; vigilantism and lynching; plague, pestilence, and drouth—now underwent another major j cataclysm: a population explosion.j


  Amid the peanut fields, the pecan groves, and the grass lands, oil j derricks began to rise. Every day saw new wells "spudded in" and new people entering the area in search of black gold. Villages with only a few hundred inhabitants found themselves overrun with thousands of oil-j dazzled invaders rushing toward the land of derricks, where the hungry drill bites continually into the earth. Each wanted to arrive first. Each wanted his well to be the one whence rose the coveted dark-green pillar of oil.


  An inexorable movement westward toward the oil fields became a feverish rush. Vans, trucks, dray horses pulling covered wagons, teamsters hauling pipes, hacks piled high with jumbled belongings passed along the dust-filled roads night and day. Opaque-eyed, stolid, blind to each other, the fortune-seekers drove on in dust-enveloped lines. Lexie Dean Robertson, who became the poet laureate of Texas in 1939 and who knew Robert Howard and encouraged his poetry, well described the scene:


  The tents pop out like marbles from a conjurer's bag.


  One day the village lies somnolent beneath the blazing sun, the only sign of life one speckled hen with seven mongrel chickens.


  Next day the quiet groves are filled with dirty tents, while yellow shacks of raw unpainted pine are going up on every vacant lot.


  Already one industrious tent-wife's weekly wash is spread out to dry, coarse woolen shirts and dingy blankets smothering the tender young buds of the bush on which they lie.


  Opposite the village church a sign is being hung at the front of a hastily-constructed plank store:


  wild cat inn-fried oysters, chile, hamburgers-


  open all night.


  Men stand about in groups; they look foreign and prosperous; some of them wear high-laced boots and carry bundles of blue-prints which they read as they walk along. Everywhere the talk is oil and leases.


  Two hundred automobiles are parked about the little stores. The native villagers eye it all in astonished wonder.


  An energetic housewife catches the spirit and advertises her rooms for rent. Before dark every cottage window bears the same label.


  Under a great oak, where yesterday two children built a playhouse, a strident-voiced individual has located a gasoline stove and is selling doughnuts. A crowd gathers as he spears them deftly from the boiling grease.


  The oak tree's leaves are dusty now and shrivelled.... But the town grows.


  The gambling hall came, and the dancing girls. Whores and bootleggers plied their trades openly and undisturbed—painted girls leaning against unpainted steps, watching blackfaced clowns selling "medicine" that was a sure cure for what ailed you. With a few telling strokes, Mrs. Robertson sketches a passing moment in Pioneer during the oil boom:


  A little ragged boy selling city papers; two stray dogs fighting; furtive-eyed men gazing greedily at bulging hip pockets; a gambling hall with wide open doors; smells of gasoline, garlic, crude oil, dust, crushed roadside flowers; and over it all sounds the clickety-clack clickety-clack of hammers building a rig in the graveyard.39


  A decade later Robert Howard still remembered the oil boom with disgust. He told Farnsworth Wright, the editor of Weird Tales:


  ... oil came into the county when I was still a young boy and remained. I'll say one thing about an oil boom: it will teach a kid that Life's a pretty rotten thing about as quick as anything I can think of.40


  To his pen pal Lovecraft, an adult Robert Howard deplored the seamy side of human nature to which a boy was exposed during an oil boom. Its "violence and bestial sinfulness" were enough to send a kid straight to the Devil. In graphic detail he revealed the long-remembered feelings of sexual excitement and abhorrence that had been aroused in him when, as a youngster, he held a job as pickup and delivery boy for a tailor. The local dance-hall girls (Howard called them harlots) would hand him their dresses for cleaning. Fine silk, delicate lace, exquisite workmanship— all were dreadfully stained. Such dresses, Bob Howard told Lovecraft, always symbolize boom days and nights to him—"shimmering, tantalizing, alluring things—bright as dreams, but stained with nameless filth."41


  In addition to the confusing community transformations going on around young Robert, the people who came in with the oil boom further confounded the thinking and perspective of an adolescent boy. No longer were "good people" and "bad people" clearly distinguishable. The Southern gentleman and his persecutors; the cowboys and the Indians; the cavalry and the border bandits; the Wells Fargo rider and the outlaw; the cattleman and the homesteader—all were studies in contrast. The newcomers were a mixed lot, neither of the Southern tradition nor of the Western. These people came from the industrial North and East, and they came to exploit the opportunity for big money made possible by an oil strike.


  Besides the usual dregs of the boom—the drifters who came to the Oil Belt out of curiosity and stayed, hoping for adventure—there were young men, unsettled by the war, who were looking for a good place to establish a business and grow up with the country. Many brought their wives and children with them and later, as colonists, joined the employees of the fast-growing oil companies. Other newcomers were company people, transferred by their employers to the region. These lived near a refinery on small "tank farms"—compounds of identical houses built by the oil companies to provide workers' housing in the midst of a housing shortage. These more or less permanent residents were true colonizers, and some of their descendants still live in the area.


  In contrast to the colonizers were the exploiters, the promoters who conned their way to riches. Trading and lying and cheating, they parlayed fraudulent leases into fortunes and in many cases preyed upon and bilked the country folk and townspeople of the profits of the boom. Although the new settlers tried to dissociate themselves from the promoters, they often found themselves forced into business associations with the very con artists for whom they felt only contempt.


  At the same time, these city-bred newcomers had little patience with the old-time residents, whom they rejected as ignorant and archaic. The Howards often found themselves with a foot in each camp. Young Robert must have felt particularly confused and disillusioned by these cultivated swindlers. If the very people toward whom he had every right to look for leadership, understanding, and literary appreciation, themselves turned out to be crooks, who could be trusted? Bitterly he wrote:


  You have built a world of paper and wood, Culture and cult and lies;


  Has the cobra altered beneath his hood, Or the fire in the tiger's eyes?42


  While boom streets were dominated by day by the speculators from Wall Street and the lease brokers, by night the hell-raising roughnecks took over. Oil-field workers, tool dressers, mule skinners, roustabouts, well shooters, rig builders, and bootleggers strutted about with their booze and babes in noisy defiance of the Fundamentalist Southern Protestants who, drawing their shades primly against the sounds of revelry, refused to let even the moonlight in.


  The cleavage between morals and moonshine was symbolized by the political struggle between the Prohibitionists and the anti-Prohibitionists —the "wets" and the "drys"—and later, with the abuses of the Prohibition era, between the law-and-order people and the bootleggers, a lawless element no one really liked. Even with the repeal of Prohibition, Callahan County, under strong Southern Baptist influence, continued to be dry and so remained until recently when Abilene, in adjacent Taylor County, voted to go wet. The vote coincided with a minor earthquake, about 2.5 on the Richter Scale, a rare occurrence in these parts. One of our informants alerted us in good Texas fashion: "Forget the Richter Scale; that was ten thousand Baptists turning over in their graves."


  In the interstices between hell-raising and horse-trading, life for the citizens of Cross Plains ran its daily course. Children were being born, growing up, and going to school. Their parents, both old settlers and newcomers, found common cause in establishing schools, churches, clubs, libraries, and the other institutions necessary for the promulgation of civilization. For the new people this meant introducing their neighbors to the beliefs and mores of the big Northeastern cities. For the old settlers it meant struggling to maintain the customs and traditions of their agrarian past. This mix of new ways and old added another element of conflict to Texas life in the 1920s, which must have had an unsettling effect on the mind and emotions of adolescent Robert.


  Still, the influence of old-time religion remained strong in Cross Plains, and it so remains to this day. People do not hesitate to make their convictions known. A Northerner, brought up in the belief that a man's religion is nobody's business but his own, may be startled when a Texan whom he has just met asks as a conversation opener: "Are you church people?" or "What church do you go to?" or even "Are you saved?"


  Churches of four denominations still graced the town of Cross Plains after time swept away the rowdy oil boom. Dr. Howard, always restless, sampled the services at all four churches and years later asked the ministers of each to preach at the funeral of his wife and son. Although he and Mrs. Howard appeared to have attended church irregularly, fourteen-year-old Robert faithfully went to Sunday school. He attended the Baptist Church until his friend Lindsey Tyson urged Robert to go with him to the Methodist Church, opposite the newspaper office.


  Later, as an adult, Howard abandoned churchgoing. He called himself an agnostic but developed a lively interest, along with his father, in the Hindu idea of reincarnation. His lifelong love affair with suicide was reenforced by his adoption of this philosophy. Strict adherents to Christian doctrine count self-destruction a sin for which the penalty is eternal damnation. Hindu philosophy, which embraced reincarnation, and the rash of cults based upon its tenets, on the other hand, fitted neatly with the potential suicide's belief that death is not a descent into the night of oblivion but instead an ascent into the clear bright light of a better day. Howard's poem The Tempter is a magnificent expression of this tragic supposition. After describing his disillusionment with life and the release offered by death, the poem mentions reaching for a gun and ends with the lines: "As my soul went gliding, gliding, / From the shadows into day."43


  Despite his frequent moves and endless schemes to discover the pot of gold at the rainbow's end, Isaac Howard never accumulated much in the way of worldly goods beyond what he needed to pay his bills and to maintain his family in moderate comfort. Money, as ever, remained Hcarce in the Howard household. Some patients "forgot" or delayed payments to their undemanding doctor; others settled their bills in produce from their gardens or in steaks from a slaughtered steer.


  This scarcity of money continued to be a bone of contention between Isaac and Hester, who, seemingly unaware of the postwar recession, scolded her husband for bartering his services. Although the family lived about as well as the majority of the townsfolk in Cross Plains in the years after the First World War, the lack of ready cash for such luxuries as ice cream and magazines made Robert feel poor indeed. He said so later in a letter to Lovecraft: "I have been poor all my life, and so have all my friends."44


  Robert had to earn all his own pocket money, since his parents gave him no allowance. He mentions with a good deal of contumely various small jobs held and errands run. At various times during his adolescence, Robert hauled garbage, clerked in a grocery store, picked cotton, "smashed baggage," and "dug ditches." During one vacation he worked in M. Polishuk's Model Store:


  I used to work in a Jewish dry-goods store. Before each sale—and Jewish sales go on forever—I would "mark down" the goods according to instructions. For instance, the regular retail price of a pair of trousers would be $5.00. I would mark in big numbers on the tag—$9.50, and then draw a line through that and mark below, $5.50.4S


  In 1921, fifteen-year-old Robert became a regular reader of Adventure Magazine, the aristocrat of the pulps, which was published three times a month. One day, having exhausted all the local reading matter and being desperate for some new material, he suddenly realized that magazines could be bought at the drugstore. Tramping into town, he pawed avidly through the bright covers on the rack, made his selection, then discovered that he lacked the twenty-five cents to pay for his prize. Undaunted, he charged the magazine and paid for it ten days later when the next issue appeared, to be charged and enjoyed in its turn.


  Young Robert and his cronies sometimes went "hunting." Such expeditions were what we should call nature walks. As Tom Wilson explained: "He'd go hunting, but he wouldn't kill anything."


  Robert's purpose, he liked to say, was to "get back to nature." Once, in 1923, after his graduation from Brownwood High School, Robert went hunting with Baker, Tyson, and Wilson, purportedly to hunt raccoon and opossum. They caught a 'possum; the creature played dead. Robert picked it up and examined it. When he set it down, it suddenly came to life and fastened its teeth into its captor's calf, biting hard enough to draw blood. Robert hopped about, frantically trying to kick the 'possum loose. Eventually he freed himself from the needlelike teeth. "Even then he wouldn't let us kill it," said Wilson.46


  Robert's love of nature and wildlife fits the pattern of his personality. A psychiatrist, Harold F. Searles, argues that a child first experiences complete dependence upon and attachment to its parents. Then some of the childish interest shifts to material objects, such as a favorite teddy bear or security blanket. Dr. Searles calls these "transitional objects." In the normal person, love of things gradually matures into love of persons, and this change is triggered by the growth of sexuality in adolescence. Thus, most children move from complete dependence on their parents to a self-reliant relationship with their peers—classmates, sweethearts, friends, neighbors, and fellow workers. Searles goes on:


  Those persons who . . . fail to make this final achievement of normal adolescence continue throughout their lives to identify themselves more with Nature than with mankind. Toward Nature they experience a passionately close relationship, toward mankind they have a misanthropic attitude; their fellow men seem alien to them.47


  Dr. Howard, at least to some extent, shared this feeling for nature. Jack Scott, the distinguished editor of The Cross Plains Review, recalls an autumn afternoon when the doctor stopped his car in front of the newspaper office and repeatedly honked. Extricating himself from a confusion of customers ordering ads, posters, and other handbills, and the ringing of the telephone with reports of news items—all concerns of the town's only printer and newspaper publisher—Scott went out.


  "Hell, Doc," he said. "We don't give curb service here! What do you want?"


  "Get inside," commanded Dr. Howard, indicating the seat beside him. "I want to tell you something."


  His natural courtesy overriding his impatience, Scott climbed in and sat, ignoring the customers who stared at him through the plate-glass window.


  "I just came from Cottonwood," the doctor began. "You know how driving down that road is? The trees grow so close together on either side of the road that they overlap above. The leaves kept falling down on me or floating across the road. I just stopped my car and thought about these people, the ones I brought into the world, and the ones I had seen during their last illness. People are like the leaves on the way over to Cottonwood. They live, and then they just float down to earth and die. They're dead and forgotten."


  The doctor sat in a moment of quiet reverie. Then he said, "That's all there is to it. Get out! Just wanted to tell you that!"


  In his brusque way, Dr. Howard was expressing the same notion that Robert put to his friend Harold Preece. To the Celt, said Robert, the fall of a leaf can have more significance than the fall of an empire.48


  During adolescence Robert Howard increasingly showed two traits that fit Searles's picture of the misanthropic nature-lover. One was his estrangement from the human world; the other was his tardy, hesitant approach to sex. While adolescence is usually a time for delighted discovery of the opposite sex, Robert made a fetish of trusting few men and no women, save his mother. He ignored the fair sex in the classroom and avoided school dances and class outings. On the rare occasions when he found himself in a mixed company of his peers, he acted shy and ill at ease, escaping as quickly as he could.


  The nearest he came to an attack of puppy love occurred in the summer of 1921 when, aged fifteen, he meandered through the midway of the annual carnival. He wanted to see the boxing matches, since he had kept up his boxing and sometimes entertained notions of a pugilistic career.


  Shoving his way through the throngs of the curious, he was dazzled by the sight of a carnie girl, presumably with the heavy makeup and the free-and-easy manner of her kind. He glimpsed the girl for a few seconds only; then she disappeared into a tent. But Robert was smitten with the terrible aching, delicious yearning that descends on adolescents with their first love—a passion of which the love object is seldom aware. To Robert this girl represented freedom, color, adventure, excitement—all the things his life lacked. For years he cherished a mental picture of the carnie girl while ignoring the more mundane and available local lasses. She—or his idealized concept of her—unquestionably shaped some of his fictional women.49


  For three years, from the fall of 1919 to the end of the spring term of 1922, Robert attended the school in Cross Plains. Although, as he said later, he was seething with resentment during the entire time, he kept his feelings under control. A barbarian—or his idea of a barbarian—to the core of his being, Howard could never abide the enforced discipline of the schoolroom or work place and could never accept gracefully rules set by others or standards he had not imposed upon himself.


  Yet, when he made up his mind to follow some course of action, nothing could deter him from it, as the following example shows. Like many boys embarking on the stormy sea of adolescence, thirteen-year-old Robert experimented with tobacco; but about the time that the Howards moved to Cross Plains he gave up smoking for good and all. Years later he offered E. Hoffmann Price a whimsical explanation: "The most contemptible stinker I know of smokes, and so I refuse to." With considerable insight he added: "I'm afraid I'm not consistent. I breathe, and so does that son of a bitch!"50


  Robert's classmates remember him as a big, good-looking, slim, but well-built youth. In school he was very quiet and reclusive. Polite but reserved, he took no part in school activities, gave his teachers no trouble, and got better-than-average grades. His best subject was history, in which he led his class; his worst, mathematics, in which he just squeaked by. He studied Latin on the theory that it would help him with Spanish in college, but he never went to college and his Spanish remained rudimentary.


  Robert called himself lazy and asserted that he could have done much better if he had put his mind to it. Perhaps it was not so much laziness from which he suffered as an unconscious misdirection of his energies. People who labor under severe chronic emotional stress, whether on the conscious or subconscious level, devote so much of their energy to controlling unresolved hate or anger or fear that they have little residue for constructive activities.


  When not in school or doing after-class jobs for pocket money,


  Robert was reading voluminously. In later life he attributed the trouble with his eyes, which compelled him to wear glasses for reading, to having been punched in the eyes while boxing and to "sitting out on the woodpile and reading until after dark." He was supposed to wear his glasses all the time but feared to do so lest, as he said, some enemy hit him in the eye while he was wearing them.51


  Diligent inquiry has been made about these "enemies" of whom Robert continued to speak all of his adult life. The unanimous opinion of those who knew him is that these enemies were figments of his imagination. Since the boundary between the real and the imaginary was always fuzzy to him, Robert treated his imaginary enemies as an ever-present menace. When, in his late twenties, he asked E. Hoffmann Price about the latter's enemies and learned that Price had none, Robert was incredulous. How could a man exist without enemies? After all, every hero of adventure fiction had at least one or two. That an enemy is a liability and that constant concern about enemies is stressful and time-consuming, as well as emotionally depleting, never crossed the mind of Robert Howard.


  Doctor Howard still cherished the vain hope that his son would become a physician; but as each year passed, Robert's determination to live by writing grew. Aside from his mother, who boasted to neighbors of her son's literary promise, the only person who encouraged his youthful literary ambitions—so strange and suspect to friends and acquaintances—was his English teacher, Doris Pyle.


  With Miss Pyle's encouragement, Robert wrote a story and sent it to Adventure Magazine. It was promptly returned with a rejection slip. Although this is the usual fate of an early literary effort, Howard seems to have taken the rejection as a personal affront. Twelve years later he complained: "I never have been able to sell to Adventure; guess my first attempt cooked me with them for ever!"52


  To sell a piece to Adventure was Howard's lifelong ambition. While he submitted many stories, he never sold one there; although they did publish, gratis, two minor contributions by him. The magazine had a department, "Old Songs That Men Have Sung," and in 1926-27 they ran the words of two traditional songs that Howard submitted: Young Johnny and Sanford Burns.


  Robert's failure to sell to Adventure had nothing to do with his 1921 effort, which the editors had long since forgotten. The fact was that


  Robert was competing with such able and finished writers as Harold Lamb and Talbot Mundy. Howard's stories, then and later, were not up to the literary standards set by these talented men. Had he lived to mature further, both as a writer and as a human being, while Adventure writers of the older generation passed from the scene, he might well have achieved his goal.


  When he was sixteen, Robert conceived one of his major heroes: Solomon Kane, an English Puritan who adventures around the world in the late sixteenth century, during the closing years of the reign of Elizabeth I. Solomon Kane differs from most of Howard's heroes. Instead of a hell-raising roughneck, a lawless plunderer, or a rapacious opportunist, Kane is a sternly moral man who devotes his life to righting wrongs. Somber of dress, dour of manner, and rigid of principles, he is troubled by doubts about his soul, his worthiness, and his faith. Kane is more complex and—within the limits of adventure-fantasy fiction— a more credible character than some of Howard's later, more popular heroes.


  In creating his protagonist, a fictioneer often takes certain aspects of his own character and personality—including some of his secret urges, fears, and hopes—exaggerates them, and builds his hero around them. Of Solomon Kane, Howard wrote:


  Solomon Kane ... I created when I was in high school, at the age of about sixteen, but, like the others I have mentioned, several years passed before I put him on paper. He was probably the result of an admiration for a certain type of cold, steely-nerved duellist that existed in the sixteenth century.53


  Solomon's dueling expertise aside, Howard's actual personality came closer to Kane than to Conan. Like Kane, he was basically a Puritan. So far from being lawless was he that he would not even cut across other people's lots, as everyone else did in walking about Cross Plains. Instead he punctiliously strode around the corners of his neighbor's lawns. The only exception that he made was the lot of his friend Lindsey Tyson, across which he would cut. When he found a wallet containing fifty dollars—equal to several hundreds of dollars today—he hunted down the owner despite difficulties and returned it to him. The owner gave him ten dollars. Later, with wry irony, he remarked to Tyson: "I make ten dollars by being honest; at the same time I lose forty dollars by being honest." Another time his friend Tevis Clyde Smith shrewdly observed that Robert "was Solomon Kane, off paper, even more than he was Conan."54


  In Texas in the 1920s, eleven years of precollege schooling was required for college entrance. Since the Cross Plains school system in those days offered only the first ten grades, pupils with collegiate ambitions went to Brownwood, some twenty-three miles away, for their final year. Even pupils from towns that offered eleven grades were often sent to Brown-wood High to complete that final year, for the Brownwood school was larger, had better facilities, and offered a wider variety of courses.


  In the autumn of 1922, after a family trip for a seaside visit to the Chamberses in Galveston County, Robert Howard entered the eleventh or senior grade at the high school in Brownwood. The school was badly overcrowded, with three pupils jammed into a seat designed for two, a condition eased the following year with the completion of the junior high school.


  Mrs. Howard decided to go to Brownwood to keep house for her son throughout the school year. Dr. Howard opposed the plan. He complained to the Bakers that Hester and Robert were isolating him from his own family.55 But he gave in and rented a house for them at 316 Wilson Street, a few blocks south of the center of town, at the corner of Hawkins. Isaac Howard remained in Cross Plains to tend his practice, but he went to Brownwood every weekend or two for a visit.


  Perhaps Isaac realized, however dimly, that something ought to be done to break, or at least stretch, the cord that bound Robert to his mother, or perhaps he simply hated living alone. We shall never know what arguments raged and what compromises were struck.


  Robert signed up for the science course, a surprising choice for one who had never shown any interest in science. Dr. Howard probably pushed his son into this elective—an obvious preparation for a premedi-cal college course—hoping that Robert would discover a true medical bent. This hope well illustrates a total lack of realism on the part of a parent who failed to perceive that his son's dislike of people and revulsion at the sight of gore and suffering precluded his selection of this particular career.


  The result of this course of study was unexpected. Although Robert considered his biology teacher a poor misfit, unable to control the hel- i lions in the class, he got excellent marks in science. He made 100 on the final examination, compared to 85 for economics and 80 for English. Yet he remained totally indifferent both to economics and science.56 ■ Both subjects represented the drab, prosaic, confining, unromantic aspects of the universe to a young man whose imagination beckoned in \ another direction.,


  A decade later Robert was inveighing against the vain and ephemeral god of science and the tyranny of his materialistic reign. He excused himself by saying that he meant nothing against "true science," merely against the pretensions of some scientists and engineers whose self-confidence outran their knowledge. He also claimed that he had never tried writing science fiction because he had forgotten all the science he had learned at Brownwood High and was too ignorant of the subject to write convincingly about it.57j


  Robert said he had the ability to be a good biologist; in fact his teacher had urged that career upon him. He might, he said, have made a better biologist than a pulp writer, but he had not the slightest desire to become the first and a burning desire to become the second.'


  Actually, Howard had a lively interest in such social sciences as ( anthropology and archaeology. He wished he could have spent his life digging up the ruins of ancient cities, but without college he never had ! a chance to study those subjects in a systematic way. What he learned \ about them he acquired by wide and indiscriminate reading of books— books that often set forth already obsolete views. In one story Robert mentions the anthropologist "Boaz," but it is unlikely that he ever read anything by Franz Boas (1858-1942), an early debunker of Aryanism.58 i Howard uttered similar strictures on economics, saying that he j found it a repellent subject of which he knew nothing. This did not stop } him from expressing strong opinions on governmental economic policies or showing, during his last years, considerable shrewdness in slanting and selling his stories.59 Still, his disdain for economics did affect his writing. Solomon Kane would be a more plausible character if he had ' a regular means of support, instead of conveniently stumbling upon : caches of treasure whenever he needed money to finance his wanderings. ( Robert would probably have flunked his mathematics course had, not the examination been given in two installments. When he appeared


  Cor the second part, he was the only pupil to show up. The teacher remarked that he had barely passed the first half and expressed the hope that he would improve on the second. No, said Robert; he had already worked the only problem in the book that he could solve. Learning that Robert's other marks were good to excellent, the teacher saved himself trouble by letting his student's grade of 60 on the first installment stand for the year.60


  The high-school teacher who influenced Robert most was young Osee Maedgen, who taught early American literature and acted as censor of the school paper, The Tattler. Miss Maedgen took Robert's prose in hand, taught him to polish it, and explained such mysteries as similes and metaphors.61


  His Brownwood High School period saw Robert's first appearance in print. The Tattler, which began publication the year before Howard's arrival at the school, magnanimously offered prizes for the best short Htory. Robert swept the field with two tales, both of which appeared in the issue of December 22, 1922. For "Golden Hope Christmas" he received a ten-dollar gold piece; for "West Is West," a five-dollar coin. While neither story is immortal, both are literate and well above the standard of the usual high school theme.


  "Golden Hope Christmas," a sentimental trifle, tells of a Western badman who sells a worthless gold-mining claim to a tenderfoot and is outraged when the tenderfoot strikes it rich. He lies in wait for the lucky miner but gives up his plan to shoot him because it is Christmas morn. "West Is West" is a mere three-page anecdote about a tenderfoot who rides a bucking horse. It is informed with arch, juvenile humor:


  "Get me," I told the foreman of the ranch where I was spending my vacation, "a tame and peaceful bronc for I would fain fare forth among the hills to pursue the elusive bovine and, as thou knowest I have naught of riding skill, therefore I wish a quiet steed and if it be aged I care not.62


  Although he never joined the staff of The Tattler, Robert remained a regular contributor. In fact, he sent in so many stories that the paper was ntill publishing them a year and a half after he had graduated. In the issue of March 15, 1923, appears a laudatory editorial, which foreshadows by some fifty years the opinions of his modern admirers:


  DARK VALL1Y DBIT1WY_


  ROBERT HOWARD, SHORT STORY WRITER


  Have you been reading Robert Howard's short stories in The Tattler for several issues back? If you haven't you are missing a treat. His Christmas story received commendation from the editor of The Brownwood Bulletin and his later stories are just as good.


  We are fortunate in having such a good writer here in our school and we hope he will keep up his contributions. The stories are mostly written in the style of O'Henry [sic], Bret Harte, and Mark Twain, and are just as interesting as their stories. His stories have plenty of action and are spicy with near-cuss words and slang. If for nothing else The Tattler is worth a dime and over if it has a story written by Robert Howard. Read "The Sheik" in this issue!63


  Another of these youthful tales that has survived is "Aha! Or the Mystery of the Queen's Necklace." This is a Sherlock Holmes burlesque, but one which would have given Sherlock's creator little cause for alarm.


  During his first year at Brownwood High, Robert had made friends with a classmate, a youthful resident of the town, named Truett Vinson. One spring day in 1923 a fellow student asked Vinson if he knew Robert E. Howard. This other student—a very tall, lean boy with a commanding voice, named Tevis Clyde Smith—still remembers:


  We were on the school grounds at Brownwood High, and Truett said, "Yes, there he is now." I told Truett that I'd like to meet Bob, and he called Bob over, introducing us to one another. We shook hands, if it could be called that, for Bob extended a limp hand and executed what is known as a "dishrag shake."64


  Clyde Smith, as his friends called him, although two years younger than ; Howard, also had literary ambitions. With Vinson's help, he had been publishing a small amateur journal on a hand press. Not long after this] meeting, he and Robert began collaborating on a story, "Under the Great? Tiger," which they meant to run serially in Smith's magazine. While they soon abandoned the project, the three young men remained good friends until Robert's death thirteen years later.


  To the other students at Brownwood High, Howard presented the same facade as at the Cross Plains school. He was always courteous but remained isolated, taking no part in collective activities. The school had a society, the Heels Club, for outstanding male students. (The girls had an equivalent sorority.) On the strength of his grades, Robert was en-
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  Robert E. Howard at seventeen years of age, Brownwood, Texas, 1923


  rolled in the Heels Club and is so listed in the yearbook, along with Truett Vinson and Austin Newton, his earlier friend from Cross Cut. The activities of the Heels Club seem to have consisted in the main of "outings"—picnics in the woods—with, perhaps, some surreptitious tippling. Yet, despite Robert's love of the outdoors, survivors of the Heels Club do not remember him as taking part in these excursions. He did not even sign the imprint of the sole of a shoe, which bore the signatures of all the other Heels and which was reproduced in the yearbook.


  One unhappy event cast a long shadow over Robert. As Clyde Smith tells it:


  At the period of which I write, Bob was a Senior and I was a Sophomore. One of his classmates killed himself a few weeks before graduation. Bob was 17 at the time, and I was 15. The suicide had an impact on him, and, as the years went by, he became more constant in defending the right of self destruction, dropping hints of the value of such an ending.65


  We have not been able to learn much about this tragedy beyond what Smith reports. After Howard's death his father is said to have stated that, at Brownwood, Robert had joined a suicide club, members of which were pledged to kill themselves when their mothers died. It was also said that two other members of the club killed themselves before Robert did, but this sounds like village gossip of the sort that credited Robert with leaving an estate of ten thousand dollars or of having rigged a contraption in his car so that his pistol would automatically fire the fatal shot when he got in. Such tales are not to be taken seriously.66


  Late in the spring of 1923, Robert received his diploma, and Dr. Howard came to fetch home his wife and son. Then the question arose: Since Robert was determined not to follow a medical career, should he go to a liberal arts college? Brownwood had two, Howard Payne and the smaller Daniel Baker.


  Even though Hester Jane Howard risked letting her son slip out of her grasp, she urged him to matriculate along with his friends Tyson and Vinson. But Robert Howard balked. He did not want to go to college, he said. He had had all he could take of sitting in classrooms, being droned at by teachers, and keeping to schedules. Moreover, in college lie would have to take a lot of required courses in subjects that did not interest him.67 He professed to despise writing courses in particular, although he had never taken one. He preferred to stay at home, perfecting his skill as a writer and earning his keep by such jobs as he could find.


  Here Robert made an elementary mistake, one which other young people—especially would-be writers—often make. This is to think that, because some required college subject might bore them or seems to have no immediate application, they should not waste time on it. A writer never knows what odd body of knowledge may come in handy; in a lifetime of writing, practically everything a writer learns will prove useful. A decade later Howard seems to have had, too late, an inkling of this truism. He wrote:


  A literary college education probably would have helped me immensely. That's neither here nor there; I didn't feel I could afford it, and that's all there was to it.


  I might have liked college, but I hated grammar and high school with a vindictiveness that has not softened in later years.68


  Howard's claim that poverty kept him from college can be dismissed as an ex post facto rationalization of his blunder. In reality he could have managed. Tuitions were low, and he could easily have found part-time work. Certainly Dr. Howard, ambitious for his son, would have helped. The real reason, we think, was that which Robert Howard gave for his dislike of his grade-school days:


  I hated school as I hate the memory of school. It wasn't the work I minded; I had no trouble learning the tripe they dished out in the way of lessons —except arithmetic, and I might have learned that if I'd gone to the trouble of studying it. ... I generally did just enough work to keep from flunking the courses, and I don't regret the loafing I did. But what I hated was the confinement—the clock-like regularity of everything; the regulation of my speech and actions; most of all the idea that someone considered himself or herself in authority over me, with the right to question my actions and interfere with my thoughts.69


  In other words it was not poverty but fierce independence of spirit and intolerance of any sort of supervision, except from his mother, carried by an imperfectly socialized human being to the point where it became counterproductive, that kept Robert Howard from going to college. Few of the ironies of Robert's life are more poignant than the fact that in this matter, for one of the very few times in his life, he flatly disobeyed his mother's behest; and that in this matter, for one of the very few times in her life, Mrs. Howard was right and her son was wrong. College might have given Robert Howard his final chance to escape the fate awaiting him.


  


  VIII. APPRENTICE PULPSTER

  



  Oh, brother coiling in the acrid grass, I lift not for me your sibilant refrain: l-rss deadly venom slavers from your fangs Than courses fiercely in my every vein.


  A single victim satisfied your hate, Hut I would see walled cities crash and reel, (irey-bearded sages blown from cannon-mouths, And infants spitted on the reddened steel.


  And I would see the stars come thundering down, The foaming oceans break their brimming bowl— Oh, universal ruin would not serve To glut the fury of my maddened soul!1


  Five years after his graduation from Brownwood High School, Robert Howard made his single serious attempt to write realistic fiction. This was Post Oaks and Sand Roughs, an autobiographical novel about 54,000 words long. He submitted the work to Dodd, Mead & Co., who rejected It on September 13, 1928, whereupon he apparently shelved it for good and all.


  The rejection is not surprising. The work has little audience appeal. Neither is it very skillfully executed. Yet the manuscript is invaluable to anyone interested in the thoughts and feelings of the youthful author. When Robert was working on it, he told his friends what he was doing and warned that they would all appear in easily recognizable guise.2 This in indeed the case. Both characters and places are, practically speaking, undisguised. Cross Plains appears as "Lost Plains"; Brownwood is "Redwood"; Howard Payne College is called "Gower-Penn"; Clyde Smith is "Clive Hilton"; Robert's story "The Shadow Kingdom" becomes "Thj Phantom Empire"; and so on.


  For himself Howard chose the name "Steve Costigan." The name "Stephen" (or "Steve") and "Costigan" held a curious and inexplicabl fascination for Howard. At least five Costigans and eight Stephens a Steves appear in his stories. Two of his fictional heroes, in addition t his alter ego in Post Oaks, are Steve Costigans.j


  A few incidents in the novel, especially toward the end, are patentl fictitious and clearly express the author's unfulfilled wishes. In on scene, for example, "Steve" beats up an employer who gives him wigging for tardiness.3 But for the most part the narrative closely follow Robert's life history from the autumn of 1924, when he went to Browt wood to attend Howard Payne, to the time of writing four years latei Wherever we have been able to compare the novel with the actui incidents in Robert Howard's life and with the real people he knew, th work follows the facts with almost literal exactness. Thus, used wit caution, Post Oaks will serve as a factual source of information aboi Howard's physical existence from eighteen to twenty-two and—eve more fascinating—as a study of his emotional life during this period Allowing for the self-consciousness, egocentricity, and extremism 4 youth, Howard presents a convincing picture of his inner being. It cann< be said that he flatters or whitewashes himself. If anything, he reveal more about his various emotional states than he probably realized.


  Seventeen-year-old Robert had returned to Cross Plains in the earf summer of 1923, determined to start his writing career while workiri at odd jobs to earn his spending money. Since he lived at home and pa| neither room nor board, his expenses were small. He had no taste ft gambling with real cash. He did not smoke or drink or date girls. AsiJ from buying books and attending movies, his main amusements well walking in the woods and boxing with his friend Tyson.I


  Lindsey Tyson, "Pink" to his friends, was gentle, good-nature< and unassuming, yet so physically powerful that he could tear a pack < cards in two. Although he had little interest in Howard's flights of fane and none in his literary aspirations, the two continued to find each oth« congenial. Besides admiring Tyson's strength, Bob undoubtedly felt thl this longtime pal did not criticize him, put him down, or make him fe< like a hick, as did his more sophisticated Brownwood friends from time to time. When Howard records resentment at what he considered the huperior attitudes of his "city-bred" or "sophisticated" acquaintances, or "young members of the intelligentsia," he is probably referring to Smith and Vinson.4


  Howard spent little on clothes. Perhaps as a reaction against the white shirts imposed on him in boyhood by his mother, he made a fetish of dressing in rough work clothes. For all but the most formal occasions, u shirt and a pair of unpressed pants were attire enough, with a sweater udded in cold weather. As Steve, Bob's alter ego, explains in Post Oaks, he


  .. . always felt out of place when nicely dressed. He despised coats, vests, ties and hair brushes. He preferred for his curly black hair to look wild and unkempt, and always had it cut very short so as to avoid combing it as much as possible.5


  All through his adult life, Howard affected a deliberately scruffy appearance, foreshadowing the uniform of ragged blue jeans adopted by the rebellious young Americans of the 1960s. When complaining to his friends that girls ignored him at social gatherings, he confessed, "I suppose there is something forbidding about my appearance, which is usually unshaven and careless. . . ."6 When Steve Costigan broods over a supposedly superior attitude taken toward him by his Redwood friends, he blames their condescension on his "ragged old clothes and slouchy ways and queer ideas." Although Howard imagined his Brownwood friends saying of him: "He'd be all right if it wasn't for the outlandish clothes he wears,"7 he refused to change his habits.


  Robert's use of English followed a similar pattern of rebellion. Although he wrote English with a flair and sometimes with the pen of a poet and could speak standard English perfectly well, frequently (whether as a part of his tough-guy pose or to shock his acquaintances) he would fall into proletarian locutions such as: "I don't know nothin' " or "I ain't got no education." Steve Costigan nearly always speaks in this manner.


  During the year and a half that Robert Howard remained at home, struggling to earn a living as a professional writer, he held several modest jobs, but the precise chronology of these forays into the business world are lacking. The town was still crowded with oil operators, oil-field workers, and the raffish characters attracted by booms of all kinds, and his contacts with these people continued to be distasteful.


  At one point the idea of a musical career obsessed him. In the spring of 1924, he writes, he


  . . . started taking violin lessons from a wandering old fiddler who'd gone on the rocks because of drink. But he took up with a wandering minstrel show and skipped the country, so I started taking lessons from an old Scotchman who led the local band. I took one lesson and then the Scotchman came to a sudden and violent end. I then made arrangements to continue my lessons with a German but before I could begin, he jumped town just ahead of the law, leaving a trail of deft swindles behind him.8


  Thus abruptly ended an abortive musical career.


  While Howard was presumably working at his writing, little literary evidence for the period exists. He may have made numerous false starts and thrown the fragments away. One short piece of 1,500 words—a synopsis rather than a fully developed story—survives among his unsold manuscripts and may well belong to this time of apprenticeship. Called "The Last White Man," it is a racial fantasy, which present-day taste would find repugnant but which was quite in keeping with the climate of literary opinion in the 1920s.


  The tale begins with a sullen-faced, sandy-haired giant awaiting an attack by a band of Negro warriors. Rifle and scimitar in hand, he ruminates on the downfall of the Caucasoid race. He knew that there had been a time when his race had ruled the world. "Then the decadence set in. . . . The ruling race forgot the art of war, forgot all except the search, for new pleasures, and in so doing, they descended to the depths of degeneracy. . . . And a new, strong race had risen."


  The tale goes on to explain that the high birthrate of the Negroes I enabled them to overwhelm all the rest of mankind. Organized by an Arab chieftain, they had allied themselves with the Asians to exterminate the whites; then, turning on the Asians, they slaughtered them in turn.; The protagonist, the last non-Negro left on earth, reflects with grim satisfaction that: "the black race was doomed. They were destroyers, not' builders. When they slew the white men, progress ceased. The blacks reverted to savagery."9


  At length the Negroes charge. The white man expends his last < cartridge and then rushes among them with his scimitar, until a flight of spears brings him down. A rising sun shines on an earth that bears a single race of man.


  This undeveloped tale from Howard's early fumbling sets forth several themes that run through his fiction. For one thing, his protagonist is almost always a physical giant. For another, the author favors tales of universal, bloody destruction. Fascinated by swords, he seizes upon every chance to bring swords into play, even in modern settings where real conflicts would be settled by firearms.


  Howard also emphasizes the idea that civilization breeds "decadence" or "degeneracy." In his time it was commonly held that the Roman Empire fell because the Romans had become "decadent." Modern historians interpret the facts differently. If "decadent" has any meaning, it refers to behavior of which the user disapproves. By this standard, when the Romans were at their most "decadent," they conquered the Mediterranean world; when they reformed their manners and morals, adopted Christianity, and abolished gladiatorial games, they were overcome by northern barbarians.


  "The Last White Man" illustrates Howard's parochial attitude toward other races. Most of his ideas of non-Caucasoid peoples came from his acquaintances and from the popular fiction of the time—fiction, which we should call racist. The writers used ethnic stereotypes as their stock in trade, assuming that all Scots were thrifty, Irishmen funny, Germans arrogant, Jews avaricious, Negroes childish, Latins lecherous, and Orientals sinister. Howard's Negroes, for example, are all "ebony giants," even though—save for some groups like the Nilotic subrace of the Sudan—Negroes vary in stature much as any other race.


  Moreover, Howard accepted the then common white American's belief that Negroes were persons of arrested mental development, incapable of creativity. At the same time, his view of the black race contained a subtle paradox. Influenced by the romantic primitivism of Kipling, Burroughs, and London, and holding a jaundiced view of civilization, he could not altogether condemn barbarians for being barbarians. In many ways he found barbarism admirable. In discussing French authors, he wrote, "Dumas has a virility lacking in other French writers—I attribute it to his negroid strain."10


  Hence he often adhered to an indulgent if condescending view of


  Africans and other barbarians. Toward American Indians he was some-! what more friendly. His mother's hatred of Indians and his Texan traditions based on the depredations of the Comanches were counter-; balanced by his readings of Indian lore and by his association with his^ part-Indian uncle. He thought the Indians had had a "raw deal" from; the whites and that they might have developed their own civilization if; left to themselves.11 Although he agreed with Lovecraft's rhapsodies on the nonexistent "Aryan race" and for a while accepted Lovecraft's disapproval of non-Nordic immigrants, Howard never displayed the frenzied hatred that Lovecraft at times developed for non-Anglo-Saxons, foreigners, and ethnics.I


  Howard's view of the institution of slavery reflects his family background. As a descendant of slaveowners, he is complacent about the enslavement of blacks by whites, assuring a correspondent that "the slaves on my ancestors' plantations were never so misused." Yet he could' work up a fine head of steam over the enslavement of whites by blacks or Orientals: "I hate to think of white people being wiped out and enslaved by niggers."


  Still, he does not exactly defend the institution of slavery. He says merely that "mistreatment of slaves is, and has been somewhat exaggerated." Yet, again, citing old Aunt Mary Bohannon, an ex-slave, he speaks of "tales of torture and unmistakable sadism that sicken me____"12


  If a racist, Robert Howard was, by the standards of his time and place, a comparatively mild one. He noted the superior qualities of the industrious Bohemian immigrants who settled in Texas. He praised, individuals of various backgrounds whom he admired: certain Jewish prizefighters merited a kind word, as did the Negro cowboy who invented bulldogging. He thought ridiculous the county custom of forbidding] Negroes to spend the night within its borders.


  While Howard's late story "Black Canaan" has gallant white men dashing about the Deep South to forestall "nigger" uprisings, elsewhere; he shows sympathy for the downtrodden blacks. In "The Dead Remem-' ber," his sympathies are with a Negro couple abused and murdered by a drunken, vicious cowboy. He even wrote a few stories with black heroes.


  Over the years Howard, like Lovecraft, came to take a more impar-; tial view of the races of man. Although he never became a racial egalitarian, Howard was less ethnocentric than many of his contemporar-ips. If he did not mature further in such matters, the main reason was I hat, living in a county with a negligible nonwhite population, he had little contact with any nonwhites save for casual traffic with proletarian Negroes and Mexicans in his travels about the state.


  In the summer of 1924, Robert Howard sent one of his early stories to a new magazine called Weird Tales, a monthly periodical of fantasy and ncience fiction. This magazine, which replaced the earlier, defunct Thrill Hook, was the brainchild of Jacob C. Henneberger, publisher of the nuccessful College Humor. Weird Tales, which based its title on a line from I'oe, began with the issue of March 1923; but after a year it fell on such hard times that Henneberger lost control of it. The editorship passed from Kdwin F. Baird to a gaunt Shakespearean scholar named Farnsworth Wright, who suffered from Parkinson's disease. After a hiatus from April to November 1924, the magazine resumed publication and staggered along in shaky financial condition for over thirty years. It proved to be the chief outlet for the works of the fantasist from Cross Plains.


  Howard's story "Spear and Fang" is scarcely more than a juvenilium—a caveman tale of the kind favored by many young writers of imaginative fiction. Such stories lie on the border between science (iction and historical fiction. Even the great H. G. Wells wrote at least two.13 A common theme of such stories is the supposed conflict between men of the Neanderthal race and those of the tall, aristocratic Cro-Magnon race, which overran Europe in the Pleistocene period, at the end of the fourth glaciation.


  This, too, is the theme of "Spear and Fang." The story tells how the artistically gifted Cro-Magnard, Ga-nor, rescues his girl, A-aea, from the clutches of a Neanderthaler who has carried her off. The apish Neanderthaler "plunged forward on short, gnarled legs. He was covered with hair and his features were more hideous than an ape's because of the grotesque quality of man in them. Flat, flaring nostrils, retreating chin, fangs, no forehead whatever, great immensely long arms dangling from sloping, incredible shoulders. . . ,"14


  In Howard's day, Neanderthal man was described in print as having m hunched, apelike posture and a shambling gait. This assumption derived from the first nearly complete Neanderthal skeleton found, that of an arthritic old man whose deformed bones lay in the cave of La


  Chapelle-aux-Saints until they were recovered in 1908. Later discovers have narrowed the gap between Neanderthal men and modern man, $ that now Neanderthal men are believed to be merely a primitive type < Homo sapiens, persons of short, stocky, muscular build, probably ligli colored, who stood as straight as other men. Instead of falling victim a war of extermination, it now appears that Neanderthalers were mere assimilated by waves of immigrants into Europe, waves of which til Cro-Magnons were only one. Robert Howard, however, could only haV used what information was available at the time he wrote.


  In style "Spear and Fang" is hardly distinguishable from the pros of scores of other pulp-magazine writers of the day, whose work wa competent but in no way extraordinary. There is only a hint of the ra1 vitality, the headlong rush of action, and the hypnotically vivid cadence prose of later years. Not for several years did Howard begin to develo the style that makes his writings memorable.


  That summer of 1924 it seemed to Robert Howard that he was gettin nowhere with his long-cherished career as a writer. He had not sold single piece and was still working at odd jobs for petty wages.


  Robert at eighteen was hammering out his manuscripts on an ol secondhand typewriter by the time-wasting method of hunt-and-pecl Yet his ineptitude was more than counterbalanced by his passional desire to write. In Post Oaks and Sand Roughs, Robert tells how Stev Costigan


  ... would sit down to his typewriter and scarcely eat or sleep until he ha pounded out what seemed a masterpiece. He would mail it, and then woul follow days of haunting the post office. His heart would sink as he woul finally receive a bulky envelope, and his mood would be almost too bitti to open it. However, he would open it, hoping to find a line from the edito He would curse savagely at the sight of the rejection slip, and plod hom< to sit down and write another story.15


  As the pile of rejection slips grew, so did Robert's sense of futility; y< he continued to write. A rejection slip so deeply wounded his basi egotism, Robert said, that he seldom submitted a story to more than om magazine. A hardened professional, which Howard eventually became learns to take rejections in stride and to send out rejected works ove itnd over again until every possibility has been exhausted. By that time I he first magazine may have a new editor who will snap up the piece the old editor turned dowh.


  This and similar advice of value to a professional writer might have heen available to Robert Howard had he sought out a course for writers. Hut such courses he affected to despise, saying: "I'm determined to succeed, if I do, without any help of that sort."16


  It is quite possible that there was no one in the vicinity capable of giving the young author significant advice. In a town the size of Cross Plains and even in surrounding communities, there were few if any who possessed the skills he needed. Robert was well aware of his utter isolation from professional contacts. As he wrote a decade later, his was


  ... a profession which seems as dim and faraway and unreal as the shores of Europe. The people among which I lived—and yet live, mainly—made their living from cotton, wheat, cattle, oil, with the usual percentage of business men and professional men. . . . But the idea of a man making his living by writing seemed, in that hardy environment, so fantastic that even today I am sometimes myself assailed by a feeling of unreality. Never the less, at the age of fifteen, having never seen a writer, a poet, a publisher or a magazine editor, and having only the vaguest ideas of procedure, I began working on the profession I had chosen. ... I had neither expert aid nor advice. I studied no courses in writing; until a year or so ago, I never read a book by anybody advising writers how to write. Ordinarily I had no access to public libraries, and when I did, it was to no such libraries as exist in the cities.17


  It was at last decided, whether by Robert or by his parents or by a family conclave, that he should at least improve the manual skills required for commercial writing. When the fall term of 1924 began at the Howard Payne College in Brownwood, Howard was enrolled in the commercial school for noncredit courses in typing and shorthand.


  Howard Payne had a subdivision, the Howard Payne Academy, which was a college preparatory school offering classes all the way from kindergarten through high school. Many aspiring college students, whose high-school preparation did not qualify them to matriculate as college freshmen, took a year or two at the Academy prior to entering the college.


  The Academy in turn had a branch or division, the Howard Payne Commercial School, which offered noncredit courses in such practical subjects as bookkeeping and commercial law. Robert was a student it the Commercial School, which was run by James Edward Basham, a lean distinguished-looking oldster with white hair and a drooping mustache A kindly, gentle man, Basham taught Robert shorthand. Robert also tool classes in typing.


  Since Bob Howard's friend Lindsey Tyson had already complete* the college preparatory course at the Academy and was matriculated iij the academic course in Howard Payne College, Bob made arrangement* to room with him at 417 Austin Avenue, a couple of blocks from th< campus. It was a happy arrangement.I


  Lindsey had continued to be an avid sports fan. One fine fall daj he persuaded Bob to attend a football game between Howard Payne an< a neighboring college. For all his distrust of group activities and his pos< of aloof cynicism, Bob—perhaps to his surprise—was caught up in th« vicarious thrill of battle aroused by the sight of struggling, tumbling bodies. Here was a living simulation of those imaginary spectacles o: bloodshed and slaughter that had so long occupied his mind and, later his typewriter. Steve Costigan, Robert wrote, "sat in the grandstands t< see men clash and bleed, and he was frank in his admission of the fact.'' He found himself yelling: "Tear their god-damned guts out! Kill th« bastards!"18 whereas others only rooted for a touchdown. From that da) forward Bob Howard remained an ardent football fan.i


  One happy day that autumn, Robert received a letter from Farns-worth Wright, the editor of Weird Tales, saying that the magazine hat accepted "Spear and Fang" and would pay sixteen dollars on publica* tion, at the magazine's regular rate of half a cent a word. Tyson latel reported that, when Bob got that letter, he was "about the happiest mai that I have ever seen." Declaring, "I am going to thank my God for this,' Bob knelt down by the side of the bed and was silent for a few minuted When he rose, he said: "I'm so grateful, not just for this story, bu because now it won't be so hard for me to sell. Now that I've finallj broken in, it'll be easier.":


  For a while thereafter Robert Howard walked on air. When hi! friends congratulated him, he replied expansively: "Yes, I'm prettj young to be selling stuff. Looks like I'm going right on up. . . ."19 Sucl optimism, he later learned, was premature. He haunted the newsstand! for each monthly issue of Weird Tales, hoping to see his story in print but month after month went by without the story's appearance. i


  In the meanwhile, spurred on by thoughts of success, Robert continued to turn out poems and work on stories whenever his classwork was done. Sometimes the creative urge was so compelling that he typed far into the night, and his long-suffering roommate made no complaint. At times, he later admitted, he even neglected his homework for his writing.


  Unfortunately, that autumn Howard's prickly personality deprived him of a source of information of the greatest value to a writer. He had a row with the librarian in the public library at Brownwood and felt that thereafter the library was barred to him. Since, for some unknown reason, he had never investigated the library at Howard Payne College, he now had no ready supply of reading matter and became a person who rarely opened a book. He relied on The Saturday Evening Post and followed with insatiate interest a series of articles by Charles Francis Coe, which set forth the reminiscences of notable prizefighters.20


  Robert's silent prayer of thanksgiving, that day when he received the notice of acceptance of his story, was his most definite recorded commitment to a belief in God. Some of his friends have said that "he believed deep down in God and in God's forgiveness for sins" and that he "claimed to have his own personal kind of religion."21 Actually he flitted about among religious beliefs somewhat as his father did but was more inclined to disbelief.


  Like his father, Robert loved to talk and argue on the subject. At one time, they say, he would be an enthusiastic Campbellite; at another, a Baptist; at still another, a convinced reincarnationist or a dyed-in-the-wool agnostic. He was somewhat anti-Catholic, sitting out the Hoover-Smith presidential election of 1928 on the ground that "I won't vote for a Catholic and I won't vote for a damned Republican. . . . My ancestors were all Catholic and not very far back. And I have reason to hate the church." To Clyde Smith he expressed


  . . . detachment toward the Christian Faith, stating that he did not know what he believed, adding that he supposed he was an agnostic, and saying that no Howard had ever had any religion after leaving the Catholic Church. Then he'd add: "I say all that, and when my time comes I'll probably die howling for a priest."22
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  Robert sometimes avowed that, if a supreme being existed, he suspected it of being malignant rather than benevolent:


  If mankind's affairs are tinkered with from Outside, it must be with malicious intent. If a man walks across a ten-acre tract in the dark, with one rock on it, he'll invariably bust his toe on that rock.23


  Later he said he had been joking about the rock. But since there are sq many hints scattered through his writings that he viewed the universe as actively hostile, we may doubt if he wrote altogether in jest. It seema likely that he really thought the cosmos was out to get him.


  Among the tangled threads of the skein of his supernatural beliefs, reincarnation was one of the strongest. All his life he had heard his father speculate endlessly on the subject. A couple of his young friends dabbled in the occult, and of one Bob said:


  An occultist of my acquaintance, who has gone deeper into the matter than any man I ever knew, says I have a very ancient soul, am a reincarnated Atlantean, in fact! Maybe if there's anything to this soul business, or to reincarnation, that theory may be right.


  The acquaintance was probably S. T. Russell of Cottonwood, who wrote Howard letters full of portentous phrases extolling Cosmic Consciousness and exhorting Robert "to keep his Spiritual Eye on His Star—His Planet —which is always leading upward towards The Light.' "24


  In later years H. P. Lovecraft wrote Howard long, learned letters, arguing with elaborately reasoned logic for the philosophy of scientific materialism and dismissing all supernaturalism as too unlikely, in the light of evidence, to bother with. But he never fully convinced Bob. Wilfred Branch Talman published in Weird Tales a poem titled Death:


  A stately ship stands in the offing now,


  Out past the reef where broken waves are drumming, Her sails lit up with sun, bright gilded prow,


  And rigging taut through which the breeze is humming. Some day another ship is coming; No breath of wind shall whisper through her spars, And I, through phantom sails, shall view the stars.25


  Howard wrote Talman, praising the poem and saying: "It's difficult to capture a completed thought in so short a verse, but you seem to have succeeded admirably."26 The ideas expressed in this poem seem to have coincided with Howard's basic belief of death as a promising rite of passage, an escape or liberation. He never became reconciled to the idea of the finality of death.


  Yet Howard was able to tailor his supernatural pronouncements to the views of the recipient of his letters. In the early stages of their correspondence, he wrote with boyish enthusiasm to Lovecraft:


  Some senses of connection with past ages seem so unerring, so strong and so instinctive that I sometimes wonder if there is a bit of truth to the theory of reincarnation. . . . Perhaps you were an armored Roman centurion and I was a skin-clad Goth in the long ago, and perhaps we split each other's skulls on some dim battle-field!27


  Though inept and impractical in worldly affairs, Lovecraft was a skilled debater, a lover of intellectual argument, and an aggressive materialistic atheist. He promptly punctured his pen pal's balloon of speculation, so that Bob had to retreat to a dignified agnosticism, writing:


  My mind is open; I refuse either to deny or affirm. . . . I've never heard a theological argument which convinced me beyond the shadow of a doubt in the existence of a Supreme Being; nor have I ever heard a scientific argument that convinced me that such a Being did not exist. ... I guess Agnostic is what I am, if that means scepticism regarding all human gropings. Perhaps the main reason that I dislike to take a firm stand in any direction, is because of the respect I have for my father's intelligence. He is not by any means convinced that there is nothing in the matters mentioned.28


  Robert went on to say that he favored the same open-minded attitude toward life after death and reincarnation. Yet he harbored a mystical dense of the existence of unknown forces and beings that affected the lives of men:


  I am by no means certain that unseen and only dimly suspected forms of life and energy do not impinge upon us from Outside. ... I am not certain there are not invisible beings and forms of matter, above and below our senses of discernment, which are not altogether oblivious or indifferent to mankind. This is no question of the supernatural; there may be beings and forms of life natural enough in their sphere and plane, yet still intangible to us.29
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  He said of himself that he "was prone to lean vaguely toward the belie of Hindu philosophers that the creation of anything set spheres an elements in motion that endured down the ages."30


  Since his fellow fantasist Clark Ashton Smith, in California, provei more receptive than Lovecraft to such otherworldly speculations, How ard continued to indulge in them in letters to Smith:


  While I don't go so far as to believe that stories are inspired by actuall existent spirits or powers (though I am rather opposed to flatly denyinj anything) I have sometimes wondered if it were possible that unrecognize< forces of the past or present—or even of the future—work through th thoughts and actions of living men. . . .


  It certainly does seem that certain individuals occasionally get in contac with forces outside themselves; something like cog-wheels grinding awa; in their spirits, that suddenly, perhaps only momentarily, slip into th notches of gigantic, unseen cog-wheels of cosmic scope. . . . Sometimes il seems to me that the interlocking of unseen cog-wheels lifts a man tq heights he would never have attained by his own efforts.... Then the samq cosmic law that locked the wheels, unlocks them, leaving him in the gap, Dazed, stunned and helpless he comes down crashing in the ruins of his glory. . . .31


  This mechanistic mysticism—this sense of otherworldly wheels within wheels—stayed with Howard. It first appeared in 1928, when he wrote to a "Fort Worth newspaper predicting the outcome of the Tunney-Heeney prizefight. He prophesied that Tom Heeney would beat James J. "Gene' Tunney because of parallels between the career of Tunney and that o: an earlier fighter James J. Corbett. Both men had the same first nam< and middle initial. Howard pointed out that Corbett had defeated Johl L. Sullivan in 1892, just as Tunney had defeated Dempsey in 1926. Il each case the more scientific boxer had triumphed over the harder hitter Moreover, both challengers, Robert Fitzsimmons in 1897 and Tom Heeney in 1928, were New Zealanders of Irish ancestry and ex-black smiths to boot. Just as Fitzsimmons beat Corbett, so now Heeney was bound to beat Tunney as the cosmic cog-wheels repeated their revolution This time, alas, the cosmic cog-wheels evidently "unlocked," for on July 26th Tunney knocked out Heeney in the eleventh round and retiree undefeated from the ring.32


  Probably Howard's half-belief in reincarnation remained with him,


  although in his more mature years he spoke about it less than he had in his youth, when for a while he was wholeheartedly committed to the doctrine. One of his friends has even suggested that a contributory cause of his suicide was an intense curiosity about the afterworld and an impatience to explore it.33


  Robert Howard often used the reincarnation theme in his stories. Whether or not an author believes in a doctrine makes little difference; in writing a fantasy, he can assume the truth of any theme that will enhance the plot. Yet, belief tends to make the theme more convincing to the reader of the story.


  One of Robert's favorite boyhood books, which he read and reread many times, was entirely based on the concept of reincarnation. This was Jack London's The Star Rover (1915), a long novel told in the first person by one Darrell Standing, a man in a California jail, awaiting execution. This book influenced Howard's adult thinking and writing in a number of ways.


  For one thing Standing enjoys dreams in which he relives many earlier lives. In one he is an Elizabethan sea rover on a South Pacific island. In another he is the man who tamed the horse. In still another he is a giant Viking commanding a Roman legion in Palestine at the time of the Crucifixion. "I was of the flaxen-haired ^Esir, who dwelt in Asgard, and before I was of the red-haired Vanir, who dwelt in Van&heim. ... I have been an Aryan master in old Egypt ... I have been a king in Ceylon, a builder of Aryan monuments under Aryan kings in old Java and old Sumatra. . . ."


  Undoubtedly the AEsir and Vanir of the Conan stories come straight from London's novel, although Howard also read popular books on mythology. Around 1933 he wrote a series of stories told in the first person by a man named James Allison, a cripple who dreams of his past lives as Standing did. In these dreams Allison always appears as a primitive hero of the ^Esir or some other Nordic tribe.


  While London was addicted to Aryan-race nonsense, incongruously combining Marxism, racism, and romantic primitivism, one passage in The Star Rover must have struck a sympathetic chord in Howard. London's hero says: "I do see myself today that one man who appeared in the elder world, blond, ferocious, a killer and a lover, a meat eater and a root digger, a gypsy and a robber, who, club in hand, through millenniums of years, wandered the world around. . . ,"34 Here is a preliminary sketch for one of Howard's stalwart barbarians—Hunwulf, Kull, or Conan.


  Finally, Standing's confession of the uncontrollable temper that has brought him to his present pass must have struck an iron bell in Robert Howard's inmost being. Standing says: . . ."the snarl of my anger was blended with the snarls of beasts more ancient than the mountains, and the vocal madness of my child hysteria, with all the red of its wrath, was chorded with the insensate cries of beasts. . . ." Robert Howard was aware that he, too, had a murderous temper, so much so that he actively feared that he might some day kill somebody in a fit of rage. In describing a drugstore job Steve held in 1926, Robert writes of his alter ego:


  He had been keyed up for murder, swift and without warning, had been frozen to such a point that the reaction was slow in setting in. And when it did come, it left him with the firm conviction that if he worked very much longer at this hellish job, he would, in a moment of semi-insanity, either kill or be killed.35


  But this was later.


  Lindsey Tyson dropped out of college after the Thanksgiving holidays, and Robert found himself with a new roommate, a young man with whom he was merely on terms of mutual tolerance. The new roommate staged poker and crap games in the room while Robert was trying to sleep and snored like a sawmill when at last he did retire.


  After Lindsey's departure from Brownwood, Robert had no sparring partner with whom to practice boxing. Although Tyson's enthusiasm still inspired Robert to continue to lift weights and to take long walks, he found it harder to keep up his exercises. As his lean, spare body grew harder, his unquiet spirit yearned for someone to box with, because battering another human being was a mode of expression with him. We see his boxing as an acceptable way of working off some of the accumulated fury that seethed within him and that, from time to time, erupted like a volcano, spilling its hot hate over bosses and innocent bystanders.


  To add to his deprivations, Robert was hungry all the time. Having the voracious appetite of an adolescent, he could never seem to get enough to eat. He had practically no money, since his parents gave him no allowance, and he was too shy to ask his landlady for extras between meals. One day he found a dime in the pocket of an old pair of pants and feasted on two apricot tarts from the local pastry shop. Years later he remembered those tarts.36


  Robert Howard, however, could always find consolation at the keys of his typewriter. When he was not practicing typing, he wrote stories. That autumn of 1924, he turned out several boxing and Western tales, confident that, since he was now an "established writer," whatever he wrote would sell. When all returned with small pink slips, he could not imagine what was wrong.


  He hesitated to try Weird Tales again so soon after his first acceptance; but as other markets proved obdurate, he undertook a second tale of primitive life, laid in Bronze Age Britain. In "The Lost Race," the Briton Cororuc, a blond giant of a man, is returning from a visit to a Cornish tribe when he spies a wolf being mauled by a panther. After he saves the wolf, the creature vanishes. Later he is captured by a band of dwarfish Picts, whose five-hundred-year-old shaman plans to have Cororuc burned at the stake in retaliation for ancient wrongs. Another Pict, wrapped in a wolf's skin, arrives just in time to save the blond giant who had earlier rescued him and sends him on his way laden with gifts.


  Even as published in its revised form, "The Lost Race" is amateurish. It assumes that a clear-eyed man in daylight could mistake a man in a wolfskin for a genuine wolf. Cororuc bears a shield of buffalo hide, although no animal of that species had existed in Britain for thousands of years. And the fauna includes a panther.


  Howard loved panthers and introduced them into many of his stories. It is unclear what sort of animal he had in mind, for the term may be applied to several of the larger cats—the leopard, the cheetah, and the American puma or cougar. Howard's probable source for this ubiquitous beast is the "black panther" of Kipling's Jungle Books, for Howard was a great admirer of the works of Kipling. Be that as it may, Britain has harbored no such feline since the Pleistocene. Had the eighteen-year-old writer spent a little time in research, his tale would have had a louder ring of truth. But this he had yet to learn.


  Howard's next tale was "The Hyena," a short first-person fiction set in the East Africa that Robert recreated from his reading. The hero, one of Howard's many "Steves," is a young American visiting at a Boer ranch. As the story develops, we detect many of the plot elements that later became identified with Robert Howard's works. We see, too, some of the author's feelings and beliefs, which—as with all writers—are woven into the fabric of the tale.


  The young hero early acquires a violent hatred of a local fetish man, Senecoza. Such hates, for trivial causes or none, came easily to Robert Howard, and he readily attributed such passions to his characters. Years later E. Hoffmann Price found Howard to be "A man of strange, whimsical, bitter and utterly illogical resentments and hatreds and enmities and grudges." Howard took a perverse pride in his rancorousness, writing of himself (in the guise of Steve Costigan) as "a black Celt, and there is no race which cherishes a hate longer."37


  The Steve of "The Hyena" explains his hatred for the abhorred native thus:


  Because I came from Virginia, race instinct and prejudice were strong in me, and doubtless the feeling of inferiority which Senecoza inspired in me had a great deal to do with my antipathy for him.38


  Though a scoundrel, Senecoza is tall, magnificently built, dignified, and courteous. Here we see Howard's mixed racial feelings clearly expressed: on one hand, a white Southerner's traditional hostility toward the lesser breeds whenever they step out of their servile roles; on the other, a grudging acknowledgment of the barbarian's physical and personal superiority. Admiration for the barbarian—or Howard's idea of the barbarian —is a theme that runs through nearly every story and through his every waking thought.


  The hero also expresses Robert's deep feeling for wildlife. When riding through the veldt, the American visitor refrains from shooting because "it seemed to me a shame to shoot so many things. A bush antelope would bound up in front of me and race away, and I would sit watching him . . . my rifle lying idle across my saddle-horn."39


  Finally, Robert introduces one of those magical elements that so enliven his later stories. As if violence in the tale were not enough, the fetish man turns out to be a were-hyena. This, added to chases, shootings, and a knife duel between the main protagonists, keeps the action moving in the manner for which Howard is justly praised.


  Christmas vacation arrived. All the boarders left for home except Howard, who gallantly practiced his typing and shorthand against the final examinations. His roommate having gone with the rest, Howard occupied the upstairs room alone in a nearly empty house, and


  ... all his old horror of upstairs rooms returned in full force. Closets opened in the rooms, each letting into the attic, and it froze [his] blood to lie there in the darkness and silence and reflect that a man, or anything, could make an ingress and prowl all over the house without coming into the open. Time and again he bounded from his bed, to stand shivering in the cold dark, his heart in his mouth and his muscles clenched in knots of iron, as he awaited the attack of some ghostly marauder.40


  For several days a blizzard delayed the older Howards' coming to pick up their son. When he finally reached home, he was delighted to find a letter from Wright, accepting "The Hyena" and promising twenty-five dollars for it on publication. The letter also urged changes in "The Lost Race" before Weird Tales would take it.


  Like many writers, Howard disliked the idea of revising his work. When he finished a story, he felt he was through with it and was eager to start another.41 But at length he undertook the revision, sent the altered story off, and added two others. The latter Wright rejected, but he accepted "The Lost Race," promising thirty dollars on publication. Robert's hopes rose like a hot-air balloon.


  He confided to his mother that he could scarcely believe he was actually selling his stories. When she cautioned him that he had a long row to hoe before he was truly established, he brushed the warning aside. "With the start I got, I'd be a dub if I didn't succeed in a few years. . . . But the first story is the hardest, and after that it's comparatively easy.. . . All the great ones amounted to something by the time they was |sic] twenty."42


  Fired by the sale of three stories, Robert sought no job but remained at home, writing furiously. He tried stories on several markets other than Weird Tales; when they were rejected, he sent five others to Wright, with no better success. In some of his letters of rejection, Farnsworth Wright took the trouble to point out flaws in style or plot, and this the young, untutored author accepted with negligible grace, believing the faults to be minor.


  A short werewolf tale set in medieval France was Howard's next


  story. The plot of "In the Forest of Villefere" is simple: the narrator, walking through the woods, meets a stranger who, when the moon rides high, turns into a wolf and attacks him. The tale has its shortcomings^ The nature of the sinister stranger is glaringly obvious from the start; in fact, he even bears the name "Lee Loup." In addition the authoi experimented, not too successfully, with slightly archaized English^ Nonetheless, Wright called the story a "gem" and promised eight dollars upon publication.


  For several weeks, Howard took a respite from his typewriter. He visited R. Fowler Gafford, a slightly older playmate from his Cross Cut days. Gafford had been a farm boy who was crippled by a hip disease and now made a living as a real estate agent. He, too, had literary ambitions and had once sold a story to a confessions magazine; but, although his work had strength and power, it was rendered unsalable by impossibly poor grammar, spelling, and diction. Still, he was somebody to talk shop with, and so Robert renewed his acquaintance, despite Mrs. Howard's disapproval.;


  Howard now had four acceptances from Weird Tales but had received no money whatsoever. To earn a little ready cash, he took a part-time job as a stringer on several papers in Texas and Oklahoma, | agreeing to furnish oil-field news on a regular basis. He pestered oil-j company officials and accosted oil workers on the street to glean materiajj for his weekly columns. He made around twenty-five dollars a month.J


  f


  At last, in June of 1925, "Spear and Fang" appeared in the July issue] of Weird Tales. In the once-in-a-lifetime euphoria of seeing his first; by-line in a professional magazine, Howard bought several copies and gave them to his friends. This policy, he soon found, was a mistake, for people came to expect him to provide them with copies of every issued containing one of his stories, a practice bound to wipe out his meager profits. After the August issue, in which "In the Forest of Villefere"; appeared, no more Howard stories were published in 1925. His total earnings from his literary work for the year were, therefore, twenty-four dollars.


  About the time that "Spear and Fang" hit the stands, his discouraging shortage of cash drove Robert to take another salaried job. This time , he became an assistant to an oil geologist at three dollars a day, hauling


  a stadia rod to areas indicated and holding it upright while his employer sighted on it with a transit. Howard later said that he was no good at this job, being as likely as not to take the rod up the wrong hill; but this evaluation smacks of an excess of modesty. He liked the outdoor nature of the work; the heavy boots he bought to fend off rattlesnakes, however, proved to be too large. As a result, during the whole two months of surveying, he was plagued by bleeding blisters.


  The geologist, "a slow, good-natured Easterner who feared rattlesnakes and occasionally told a joke," was patient with his assistant's mistakes. This, Robert said, was a good thing, because his "quick, passionate nature made him restless of any restraint, and the lonely surroundings in which they usually worked made him more untamed, more leaning to violence, than ever."43


  Robert wrote that he asked his boss about many of his techniques but that he could never remember the oral explanations. This inability to profit from oral instruction contrasts markedly with the extreme eye-mindedness that permitted him to memorize a whole printed page in a matter of seconds. This is not a unique mental organization. Parents of children who never seem to follow oral commands may do well to offer their young written directions instead of punishments.


  Although Robert disliked this job less than any other he held, one scorching day he collapsed from heat exhaustion. This episode led him to believe that he had a heart defect, an erroneous conclusion in the light of his medical records; but he was glad when early in August the geologist completed his survey and departed.


  A short time later, he took a job as a stenographer in a law office specializing in oil leases. Although the pay—thirty dollars the first month—was a fraction of what he had made lugging the stadia rod, he was lured by promises of monthly increases as his work improved. But, ns he reports, he was an inefficient stenographer, absentminded and untidy. He approached this job, as he did every new job, afraid that he could not measure up; then, as he became familiar with it, he viewed it with loathing and did not hesitate to let his employer know just how he Celt.


  He spent long evenings writing his oil-news columns, another task with which he was disenchanted, and found he had no time at all for creative writing. To make matters worse, his old typewriter broke down completely, and he had to spend all the money he had saved to buy a new one. He was lonely. Lindsey Tyson now moved in another crowd; and a rare visit from his Brownwood friends, Truett Vinson and Clyde Smith—the latter full of reminiscences of his recent tour of the Old South—left him depressed.


  One day several oil promoters with offices in the building where Robert worked invited him in for a glass of beer. He had once promised his mother never to drink alcoholic beverages; but on this occasion she; was out of town, and Robert found it easier to go along with the friendly offers than to keep his childhood promise. Sipping the brew hesitantly, he found it pleasant and refreshing. Soon he was drinking occasional bottles of beer and even buying some of the fine whiskey imported into the town by ever-busy bootleggers.


  As the weeks went by and his mother continued her visit away from home, Robert learned the formula for making beer and brewed a quantity in his family kitchen. His father did not approve, but neither did he forbid the unaccustomed activity. And the twinges of conscience that had assailed Robert faded as he assured himself that his mother had been unreasonable to extract the promise from him.


  Later Robert did get "uproariously drunk" on several occasions; then, swinging to the opposite extreme as was his wont in so many situations, he gave up drinking altogether for a time. Finally, he reports that, while he detested the taste of all drinks except beer, he spent from three to four dollars a month on a regular basis for "wine elixir, alcoholic tonics, beer, and, occasionally, bootleg whiskey. . . . When he drank, hei got terrifically drunk, but between these debauches he seldom touched liquor of any kind."44


  The midsummer heat made dust devils dance on the unpaved roads of Cross Plains. Business was slow. Robert decided to take a few days ofl and go to Brownwood to see Clyde Smith and Truett Vinson, who ha( a summer job as a bookkeeper. Bob, whose sensitivity enabled him tc read the intentions and reactions of people he knew from a shadow o: a smile or a flip of a wrist, sensed that his friend Clyde planned to play a trick on him to humiliate him in some way. He was, therefore, preparec when his friend drove him to the home of a young girl and invited hei to go on a short drive with them. As all three of them sat in the fronl seat, the girl suddenly asked: "Why are you afraid of women?" She snuggled close to him, her eyes inviting.


  Bob caught a glimpse of Clyde's half-smile, perceived the trick, and with a sardonic grin kissed the girl. Though appalled at his own temerity —it was the first time he had ever kissed a girl—he was determined not to let his friend embarrass him. Since the girl seemed not to mind and Clyde seemed amused, Bob kept his arm around her throughout the ride and showered her with kisses.


  Later Smith and Vinson confessed that they had planned to have the girl bestow endearments on Bob to discomfit him. But he had turned the tables on them. In fact, Clyde's girl found Bob a romantic figure, and she made this all too plain.


  After Robert returned to Cross Plains, letters from Brownwood revealed that his friends thought Bob had taken too many liberties with another fellow's girl. The exchange grew alternately angry and apologetic. While they finally agreed to forget the whole thing, Bob's next visit to Brownwood stirred up more controversy. Bob went with Clyde to the public library to display his extraordinary skill at leafing rapidly through a book and accurately photographing each page on his mind. But then he saw a young woman across the room who resembled the recipient of his first kiss. Brimming with embarrassment and unwilling to meet her, Bob clambered out of a window and dropped to the lawn. Clyde's hilarious laughter brought the librarian on the run, and her disapproving remarks compounded Bob's discomfiture.


  Nursing his wounded pride, Robert returned to Cross Plains, got drunk, and discovered the next morning that another oil boom had swept into town. Oil workers and magnates strutted along Main Street. The wells lay under the very buildings; one derrick operated in the front yard of the First Baptist Church. Movable spudders towered up in many backyards.


  Although acquaintances told him here was great material for a story, Robert despised the promoters and swaggering roughnecks and "hated them all too much to write about them."45 The town was jammed; and with his mother still away Robert ate in restaurants and developed indigestion.


  He had already given up reporting on oil-field matters, saying quite correctly that he would never make a good reporter, who had to be thick-skinned enough to ask questions of hostile strangers and not react to their indifference with flaming anger. Now he lost his stenographic job. The work load grew heavy as oil leases multiplied, and his employers found a girl who could do the work better and more cheaply—and, we may guess, present less of a personality problem.


  Robert did not particularly mind the loss of his job. He was much more interested in the fact that Farnsworth Wright finally sent him eight dollars for "In the Forest of Villefere." An oil man offered to let him use a room in his office and set himself up as a public stenographer. There he typed letters for other oil men, some of whom went away without paying his modest fees.


  In this small office, amid the bustle and clatter of the town-site boom, when business was slow, Robert wrote. He wrote of mist-shrouded lands and hate, lust, and death among strange men who walked like giants on the earth. At first he was timorous, fearing that he had lost whatever talent he had; but as his confidence grew, he began a work longer than a short story, a serial-length fantasy called "The Isle of the Eons." This is a tale of two men cast ashore on a Pacific island when their ship goes down in a storm.


  Robert was well into "The Isle of the Eons" when he abruptly stopped work on it and wrote instead his first novelette: "Wolfshead." This 7,500-word tale is a sequel to "In the Forest of Villefere" and a more impressive work. The style is the same, and the time remains vaguely Renaissance or early Baroque. But Howard has a stronger, denser plot and a larger cast of characters, whom he makes more effort to characterize.


  While de Montour, the narrator of "Villefere," appears in the story, this time the tale is told by another Frenchman, called simply Pierre. Pierre tells how, years before, he visited a Portuguese slave trader on the west coast of Africa, who had invited a host of European friends to a party in his lonely castle. After a series of shocking murders interrupt the party, Pierre learns that de Montour, one of the guests, is animated by the demon who once inhabited the body of the werewolf and has become a killer in spite of himself.


  While the tale is lively and readable, it is not completely free of inconsistencies. We never learn, for example, how the wealthy trader fetched his highborn guests from Europe—a feat which in those days would have taken months and cost a fortune. Moreover, the rules for killing a werewolf without being haunted by its demon are somewhat clumsily contrived.


  It is interesting to note that the story reflects the occult dabbling of Robert and his father. When de Montour tells of the curse upon him, he explains that, when the earth was young, grotesque, fiend-ridden beasts wandered over the wild land, and the forces of good warred with those of evil:


  A strange beast, known as man, wandered among the other beasts, and since good or bad must have concrete form ere either accomplishes its desire, the spirits of good entered man. The fiends entered other beasts, reptiles and birds; and long and fiercely waged the age-old battle.46


  Anyone with ears attuned to the occult world of the 1920s can hear echoes of the works of the queen of the occultists, Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, the founder of Theosophy. Madame Blavatsky, a fat Russian adventuress, launched her cult in the 1870s. She published her famous chef d'oeuvre, The Secret Doctrine, in 1888. This six-volume work, riddled with plagiarism and fakery, is based on a mishmash of contemporary scientific, pseudoscientific, mythological, and occult works, all cribbed without credit and used in a way that showed only skin-deep acquaintance with the subjects discussed. One quotation from The Book of Dzyan, an imaginary work from ancient Atlantis, reads in part:


  The Wheel whirled for thirty crores more. . . . The great Chohans called the Lords of the Moon, of the Airy Bodies: "Bring forth Men, Men of your nature. . . Animals with bones, dragons of the deep, flying Sarpas were added to the creeping things. . . . The Lhas of the High, the Lhamayin of Below, came. They slew the Forms which were two- and four-faced. They fought the Goat-Men, the Dog-Headed Men, and the Men with fishes' bodies. . . .47


  An echo of these pronouncements reverberates through the quoted passage from "Wolfshead," although the resemblance is not so close that we can be sure Howard actually read The Secret Doctrine. He may have read one of the books put out by Madame Blavatsky's followers. Or perhaps he borrowed the ideas of his occultist acquaintance from Cottonwood, S. T. Russell.


  While Howard was intrigued by the occult, he never became a True Believer. Like H. P. Lovecraft and William Butler Yeats, he used occult doctrines as a springboard from which to develop imaginative fiction. In "Wolfshead," the tale that established him with the readers of Weird Tales clearly shows his growing command of the elements of plot and style. He built his theme around the doctrine that the human body evolved here on Earth, but the human mind or spirit immigrated hither from some other planet.


  The forty dollars offered by Wright for "Wolfshead" made Howard feel, like a millionaire; but since the money was payable only on publication, and since typing letters for oil men was a nebulous source of income, in the early fall of 1925 Howard took a job in the Cross Plains Post Office. The job was short-lived. In Post Oaks his alter ego Steve claimed that the postmaster, whom Robert described in the most unflattering terms, played a scurvy trick on him. The man, he said, offered him a regular job at eighty dollars a month if he would work for one month without pay. After dutifully putting in his free month as an apprentice, he was told that the postmaster could afford to pay only forty dollars a month. At this Robert quit in indignation and added the skinflint to his enemies list.48


  Next Robert took a job in the office of a natural gas company, but [ he soon ran afoul of this employer, too. He considered the man an "ignorant and arrogant swine" who demanded "bootlapping" from his subordinates. Howard apparently went to the opposite extreme. Considering that he was bound to be fired anyway, he adopted "a swaggering and insolent attitude which was intolerable." When summoned to his boss's desk by the sound of a bell, he remarked to his co-workers in a tone his employer could not fail to hear: "I wonder what that Goddamned son of a bitch wants now?" As he anticipated, he was soon dismissed. Although the reason given was a slump in business, this employer also joined the lengthening list of lifelong enemies.49


  As autumn changed her russet dress for wintry brown, Robert was back at home typing away. He could have found work as a laborer in the oil fields, but his mother discouraged it. She "objected to the company in which he would be thrown" and dreaded having her slender nineteen-year-old son undertake such heavy labor. Robert, by now aware I hat he would have little chance for success in any but his chosen field of writing, used her objections as an excuse for staying home, although he was still convinced that he had a weak heart.50


  Back at his own desk, Robert found it hard to concentrate. Some stories sent to Weird Tales came back pink-ticketed. Others, started in the hot fire of enthusiasm, resisted his efforts to hammer them into completion. From this period dates much of Howard's poetry, but even ill is did not come easily. Poems and stories, long and short, were relumed "with soul-killing regularity."51


  Sometimes he would write steadily for days with scarcely any time out for food or sleep; at other times he called himself "lazy" and could not bring himself to face the typewriter. Only another writer can guess I he heights of hope and the depths of despair he must have felt in the months that he clung precariously to the lowest rung of the slippery ladder of success.


  That winter of 1925-26 Howard made another try at finishing his serial, "The Isle of the Eons." Contrary to his usual practice of sending nu editor the first—and only—draft of the manuscript, he wrote three drafts before he gave the project up. The fragmentary story was finally published in 1979 in a paperback collection, The Gods of Bal-Sagoth.


  It is easy to see why he could not finish the tale, though the part lie did write is lively enough. There are far too many menaces and complications for a single story to carry. The story begins with two shipwrecked men who discover a cave at the border of a beach. Therein I* an octopus squilching about outside its watery element, a giant statue of an ape-man, which comes to life at night, and a scroll of parchment covered with cryptic runes of an ancient time. As if these elements were not enough, the men suffer hallucinations, feel an urge to kill each other, light with hairy beings in the forest above the cave, try to elude the walking statue, and hear an evil and mysterious piping.


  This plethora of plot elements show the danger of starting a story without a clear idea of whither it is going. In addition they shed light on Robert Howard's reading. One of the protagonists in the story discovers that the parchment is a memoir of a priest-sorcerer of Mu, telling of the downfall and submergence of that mythical continent. Since James Churchward was the first to apply the name "Mu" to an imaginary Pacific dark valley destinyi
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  continent, in his 1926 book The Lost Continent of Mu, we can be sure that Howard read this book while he was working on "The Isle of th< Eons."52


  It seems likely that Howard also read Lewis Spence's Atlantis ii\ America, published in 1925. During the two previous decades, Spencei a Scottish mythologist, published books on the mythologies of varioui peoples. He also wrote several Atlantist books—full of errors in the lighi of modern knowledge but relatively sane and sober when compared wit} most speculations about a sunken continent. In Atlantis in America^ Spence claimed that the Cro-Magnard people of postglacial Europe wen Atlanteans driven from their island home by the great subsidence. On< of Howard's characters mentions this hypothesis.


  During that winter of lonely struggle to write amid the endless, disheart ening rejection slips, there were some bright moments for the younj author. He was pleased to receive a letter from the editor of Adventuri giving advice along with the notice of rejection. Among these helpfu comments was: "You have piled up so many exciting incidents that clos< to the end my mind was completely jumbled."53


  He also visited Fowler Gafford on occasion and asked him to critij cize his manuscripts. It was rather like the lame leading the blind, bij for a young writer without any professional training, even this advici from a man who had sold a single story was better than none.


  Robert had, moreover, made his peace with his two Brownwoot friends. After Christmas 1925, he made plans to visit Clyde Smith an< Truett Vinson in order to introduce them to his new pen pal, a youn| man of literary tastes: Herbert Klatt, the son of an oil driller. Howari hitchhiked to Brownwood to meet his friends; then the three drove th forty miles to pick up Klatt, who was to come from his home town bj train. The boys were somewhat disappointed to find Klatt, not the sc phisticated man of the world they expected, but a rustic youth with German accent, who had brought a huge homemade sausage along ai a treat.


  The four drove to the unoccupied ranch house of Smith's unci* There the three friends got gloriously drunk, ruining a borrowed phon< graph and terrifying the nondrinking Klatt. The next day, with splittin headaches, they drove back to Brownwood in a snowstorm. Ever aftei


  Robert remembered this party as the greatest orgy of his life. Years later he was still describing it with relish.54


  The year 1926 got off to a good start. Robert received a letter saying that "Wolfshead" would be featured in the cover painting for the April issue of Weird Tales. Once more his heart leaped like a salmon; now surely he had made it and the road would be smooth henceforth. But shortly there followed another letter from Wright, reporting that the manuscript had disappeared and asking Howard to send the carbon copy forthwith.


  Robert was thunderstruck. He had no carbon copy. Quick-witted in an emergency, he dispatched a telegram stating that his carbon copy was incomplete and that he would complete it at once and mail it promptly. Working all night, he rewrote the tale and sent it off. At this juncture he received another letter saying that the missing copy had turned up, all but the first page, and this Wright would take from the second manuscript. To repay the author for the extra throat-drying work, he would receive fifty dollars instead of the agreed-upon forty dollars. Robert felt the gods were being kind.


  As spring brought a carpet of fresh field flowers to the land, Robert received the galley proofs of "Wolfshead." Reading the printed text, he was appalled by the story's errors and infelicities. Despondent again, he accepted an offer of a job from the manager of the Cross Plains Drug Store, a store owned by Dr. Randolph Robertson and run by one of his sons. The work was very hard. Howard was on duty every day of the week, with no time off, no vacations, from about nine-thirty each morning until one or two in the small, dark hours of night. He rushed to serve ice cream all day; and when the shop was at its busiest at night, the manager, fearful of the raucous crowd, ducked out, leaving Howard to fill orders, mix syrups, tend the cash register, sell patent medicines, and cope with surly customers who were spoiling for a fight.55


  Robert's disposition was soured further by the Robertsons' nagging refrain that he was too generous with the ice cream, the roughnecks' demand for larger portions, and the realization that he was held in contempt by the giants who clambered about on eighty-foot rigs all day and at night demanded his attention. As ever, hate bubbled up inside him like lava in the crater of a volcano, ready to flow out as molten fury.


  The long hours and stress hammered at Howard's health. His weight dropped from 165 to 151 pounds; he went to bed exhausted and woke up fatigued. There was no time to write—yet, for him creative writing was the internal gyroscope that kept his body and spirit on an even keel. He caught the flu, stayed in bed a week, and dragged himself back "in a state bordering on homocidal insanity." He himself reports that he was "as dangerous as a cornered wolf."56


  That was the night when an oil worker-cim -pugilist tucked a magazine into his shirt, daring the lone soda jerk to stop the theft. He came to the counter and demanded a glass of water. Robert's self-control snapped; the volcano of his wrath erupted. Snatching up a five-pronged ice pick, he prepared to do murder. He addressed the man in a dangerously quiet voice: "Are you pregnant?" and pointed to the bulge in his shirt. Taken by surprise, the man guffawed, and the tension was released. But Robert knew how near he had come to killing or being killed.


  Robert kept the drugstore job all through the summer in spite of his fatigue and repressed anger. While he had no time for visiting his literary friends, he did get to know one or two of the more genial roustabouts who frequented the drugstore. One turned out to be a boxer, and on a scorching summer night after the store closed, he wandered down to the ice house where some of the workers gathered at a makeshift clubhouse. There, in a windowless room, with a few loungers to cheer them on, Robert and the migrant worker staged a fight. Sweaty, bruised, and bloody, with the room reeling crazily around him in his vertigo, Robert felt not the blows but a heady uplifting of the spirit that he never forgot. Later he wrote that he "was a dreamer and a dweller in citadels of illusion, but tonight he had tasted Life, red, material, ferocious. And the tang was good."


  As summer drifted lazily into autumn, Robert lent a receptive if reluctant ear to his parents' proposal that he return to Brownwood and take the entire bookkeeping course in the Commercial School of Howard Payne. It was not that bookkeeping attracted him, but he had to prepare himself to do something other than jerk sodas for the rest of his life.


  Robert and his father made a pact: Robert would take the bookkeeping course, get his diploma, and then make one last effort to support himself by writing. If he should not succeed in a twelvemonth, he would give up writing for good and seek a job as a bookkeeper. To some of


  Howard's admirers, it may seem tragically insensitive of the senior Howards to force their son to train for a career in which he had no nptitude or interest instead of providing him with college courses to enhance his writing skill and knowledge of publishing.


  Robert, however, had already rejected college and had not yet changed his mind on the subject. Two years later he was still declaring: "I'm prejudiced against all colleges—to Hell with them." Up to that point, his literary career had shown no evidence that he could support himself by writing. Sometime between 1928 and 1933 he began to alter his views about college, but this occurred too late to affect the course of his life.57


  At any rate, since Lindsey Tyson was also going back to Howard I'ayne, the two young men made arrangements to room together again, this time at the home of a family named Powell, and to take their meals til a boardinghouse across the street. It was during this school term that Robert, while walking in his sleep, plunged out of a ground-floor window. Thereafter, he regularly tied his big toe to the bedpost to jerk himself «wake should he start to wander unawares.


  Robert signed up for courses in bookkeeping, commercial law, business English, and business arithmetic. He discovered to his relief that the bookkeeping course was being given by the same kindly old man who had taught him shorthand.


  Following Tyson's example, Robert resumed his routine of bodybuilding and weight-lifting exercises, and these he continued for the rest of his life. Occasionally he boxed. He became as eager a prizefight fan ah he was a football enthusiast. He particularly admired a promising young middleweight named Arthur "Kid" Dula and predicted that Dula would become world middleweight champion. But in this he was too sanguine; Dula achieved no more than a local reputation.


  An epidemic of measles swept through Brownwood in the fall of 1926. The Powells' baby girl caught the virus and eventually died. When the elder Howards heard of the visitation, they rushed down to Brownwood lo rescue Robert, who had never had the disease. But Robert did not want to go home. In a rare, flaming rebellion against his parents' wishes, lie went to the bathroom used by the sick child, drank out of her glass, mid buried his face in her towel, hoping no doubt to be quarantined. But


  dark valley destinyj


  his parents took him home anyway; and presently he came down wit a severe case of measles, which confined him for two months. Thus wa his attempt to break away from parental domination thwarted, and thu did he become even more dependent on his parents' ministrations.


  In this whole episode and in the events that followed it, we see tha Howard, while able to appraise himself coolly, was not able to tak appropriate action based on that appraisal.j


  Later Robert tried to persuade the bursar's office at Howard Payn either to refund his fall tuition or to credit it against a second term. Th college refused. He had to start the course over at midyear, payin another tuition fee. He entered upon the spring term in a leisurelj fashion, neglecting his studies, spending most of his time at the movie or in playing seven-up with his fellow boarders, and writing poetry. Lat« he reported that one of his reasons for returning to college was thi college was easier than work.58j


  During the school year of 1926-27, Robert became a regular co^ tributor to the Howard Payne student paper, The Yellow Jacket. Hi contributions were mostly slapstick comedy sketches, which—as is ofte the case with writers of comedy—contrasted markedly with the "fiero melancholy" of his personality.59 In the issue for January 13, 1927, ra: "The Thessalians," a short skit about the havoc wrought during a plaf by a drunken stagehand, a hornet, and a skunk. "Cupid vs. Pollux, which appeared on February 10, tells of a boxing match in colleg between "Steve" and "Spike," the names Robert gave himself an Lindsey Tyson in Post Oaks. There were other contributions, too, amon them "Ye College Days," an amusing satire on a college football gam< Although Lindsey Tyson again had to drop out of college to ten his invalid father, Robert completed the spring term of 1927. He pass0 all his courses, but he later admitted ruefully that at term's end bool keeping "was a bigger mystery to me than when I started it."60 j


  Robert's classes ended in May, but commencement exercises were n< held until August, at the end of the summer-school term. To fill the gap, I 8:00 p.m. on Saturday, May 21st, Robert departed with Truett Vinson oni vacation trip. The Santa Fe was offering bargain rates for round trips froi Brownwood; and the boys, sitting up all night, reached Galveston at eigl the following morning. The high point of the trip was the Miss Univera
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  l>cauty contest, technically the International Pageant of Pulchritude and Annual Bathing Girl Review, a spectacle that has been held each year since 1921, save for a break during the Depression years of the 1930s.


  On Sunday morning, when the vacationers took a motorboat ride around Galveston Bay, Robert had his first experience on the sea. This was a dream fulfilled; for he had long relished the marine poems of Masefield and Flecker, and four years before had composed The Sea, a |>oem of eight sestets, having a fine swing, despite its conventional imagery:


  The sea, the sea, the rolling sea!


  High flung, wide swinging, so wild and free,


  The leaping waves with their white-capped crest


  That plunge and lunge on the ocean's breast


  Like wild, white horses racing free,


  With the swing of the rolling, surging sea!61


  The afternoon was devoted to the Pageant of Pulchritude. The young men sat like gulls along the sea wall. Although a sea breeze riffled through their hair, the bleachers were so crowded that no refreshing coolness drifted through the press of bodies. People stepped on their loes. Yet, despite the sudden rise of women's skirts after the First World War from instep to knee, the sight of shapely female legs was rare enough to excite curiosity and to pin the onlookers to their uncomfortable perches. Robert wrote:


  But we were there to see legs, and legs we were going to see if we sat there till Hell froze over and the Devil took sleigh rides on the ice. At last they came—riding in floats, which the designer fondly believed to resemble Neptune's dolphin chariots.62


  That evening Robert and Truett took another twelve-hour day-coach ride hack to Brownwood, not tarrying until the twenty-third to see the blond Miss New York (Dorothy Britton of Jersey City) crowned Miss Universe, while Miss Florida (Ada Williams) became Miss America.


  On August 3, 1927, Robert Howard received his diploma in bookkeeping. His mother and some family friends and relations drove down to ilrownwood for the ceremony. They arrived early to be sure of seats well
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  down in front. The stage was masked by heavy curtains, which sway< rhythmically in the hot breeze that blew through the open window Watching the rippling draperies, Robert found his imagination churnin As soon as the ceremony was over, he rushed off to write a poem inspir< by the waving drapes. This poem was probably Crete, which begins^


  The green waves wash above us Who slumber in the bay As washed the tide of ages That swept our race away.63


  Then Howard returned home to settle down to his writing for the pr cious year allotted to him by the compact with his father. Still restlei two weeks later, when Vinson had a short vacation, Howard decided i join him for a trip to San Antonio to see the sights. The young men mi in Brownwood, but Robert was in one of his black moods, as True Vinson later reported to Clyde Smith, who repeated the tale in an articlj


  . . . Bob reached into his pocket and found, to his dismay that he had le his knife at home.... Bob, somewhat shaken, stated that he would as so< board the bus without his britches as leave without a knife. ... A spri was made to a source of supply. A green-handled switchblade, never high regarded by Bob because it was so quickly selected, was purchased almO as soon as shown, and hurriedly pocketed before the return sprint to tl station. They got there on time. Bob's companion, anticipating the scint lating conversation so usual in such moments of association, was in fo| rude jolt.... Bob pulled the knife from his pocket, threw his left leg aero) his right, and began to whet his new-bought knife on his left shoe uppo at the same time addressing his remarks to the bus driver. I understai that this stropping and talking continued for most of the 192 miles in San Antonio.64


  Vinson was not the only victim of Howard's unpredictable moods. Hoi ard had a literary pen pal in the East. The man's identity is not know for certain, but he was probably Benjamin Francis Musser (1889-195 poet and prominent Catholic layman), with whom Howard is known have corresponded. On a trip through Texas, the pen pal stopped off see Howard, who tells what happened next:


  I once met a noted poet, who had been kind enough to praise my ver( most highly, and with whom I'd had an enjoyable correspondence. But reckon I didn't come up to his idea of what a poet should be, because li didn't write me, even after he returned East, or even answer the letter I wrote him. I suppose he expected to meet meet some kind of an intellectual, and lost interest when he met only an ordinary man, thinking the thoughts and speaking in the dialect of the common people. I'll admit that after a part-day's conversation with him, I found relief and pleasure in exchanging reminiscences with a bus driver who didn't know a sonnet from an axle-hub.65


  We may guess that Robert accorded the visitor treatment of the sort he gave Vinson on their 1927 trip and that the Easterner lost his enthusiasm for keeping up the acquaintanceship.


  Thus Bob and Truett rode to Brady, where they changed to the bus that ran from San Angelo to San Antonio, with a stop for lunch at Fredericksburg. They stayed for several days with Mrs. Howard's friends the Allen M. Blackburns in San Antonio. Bob enjoyed his first sight of this most picturesque of all Texan cities, through which runs a channeled stream whose banks are always decked out as if for a fiesta. The boys attended movies and prizefights, one of the latter being an open-air affair in the city and the other held in Fort Sam Houston. Save when Mr. Blackburn gave them a tour of the city in his Ford, they got around town by streetcar.


  On the morning of Monday, August 22d, Vinson and Howard took the train to Austin, since neither had seen the state capital. They registered at the Stephen F. Austin Hotel and spent the afternoon sightseeing and climbing to the top of the capitol building for a view of the city.


  Howard also bought several books, among them a collection of poems by the much-publicized child poet Nathalia Crane. Born in 1913, she had several volumes of verse published in the twenties, poems which are best described as sweet little jingles.


  Another purchase was a novel by Olive Schreiner, a South African woman. The novel, The Story of an African Farm, which made a strong impression on Howard, was originally published in 1883 under the pseudonym of "Ralph Iron" to circumvent the British male chauvinism of the time. In the 1880s the reading public was so opposed to women writers that Gilbert and Sullivan listed "that singular anomaly, the lady novelist" as one "who never would be missed."66


  Olive Schreiner's story is a good example of slice-of-life fiction, the very antithesis of Howard's romantic and fantastic tales of adventure and gore-spattered derring-do. It gives a realistic account of a girl's dreary life on a farm in the flat, sandy, colorless Karoo. The latter half of the| novel is rendered ineffective by endless lectures inflicted by one character on another.


  Robert was especially struck by a small section of the work, a dreami sequence about a primitive Bushman hunter. He may also have identified! himself with a minor character, Waldo, a boy whose ideas and yearnings! were forever thwarted by a sly, villainous overseer, who smashes Waldo's model of a sheep-shearing machine and burns his books. Aftef leaving the farm to drift through several jobs, Waldo returns to die quietly while still a youth.!


  At the Austin hotel, Bob and Truett met one of Truett's corresponds ents, who had been alerted to their coming. This was Harold Preece, a' young man almost exactly Robert's age, who was enrolled at Texas Christian University and who also cherished literary ambitions. Preec€l in turn had a friend of similar inclinations, a farm youth of fifteen named Booth Mooney, who lived near Decatur, Texas. Both Preece and Mooney! had been active in the Lone Scouts, one of several organizations promoted in the 1920s as rivals to the Boy Scouts of America. Preecef persuaded Howard to join the Lone Scouts, but he took no active pai in the organization and soon dropped out.


  In the course of conversation, Preece mentioned a young woman^j Maxine Ervin, who worked for a Dallas newspaper. Although Robert told| his friends that Maxine was his cousin, it appears that the two never met!


  That evening the young men hatched a plan to form a literary! clique, named the Junto by Preece after the famous Philadelphia Junto; of which Benjamin Franklin was the star member. They agreed that thd club should issue a periodical publication, of which a single typed copy was to circulate among the members. Mooney was chosen editor. Early members, in addition to Howard, Preece, and Mooney, included Tevil Clyde Smith and Maxine Ervin, as well as several other persons witl literary interests. They were Texans for the most part, but one lived far away as Michigan. The Junto began its round-robin circulation nin< months later, in April of 1928.


  The autumn of 1927 found Robert Howard back in Cross Plains, writinj furiously. His spirits were buoyed up by a wave of successes. "Thl Dream Snake" and several poems were accepted by Farnsworth Wrightf and not long after, "The Shadow Kingdom" was also accepted for the munificent sum of one hundred dollars. Of course, "The Dream Snake" sold for twenty dollars, and the poems for less than five dollars each, and for none of them was payment offered until some distant date of publication. But delight of delights, Howard was a professional writer with regular sales and so need not go looking for a job.


  The euphoria did not last. Puffed with pride, Robert wrote a story, "Red Shadows," and sent it to Argosy, spurning the lower-rated Weird Tales. The story came back promptly but with a personal letter written by the assistant editor. The criticism was welcome to a young writer who had never received any suggestions from an editor before. After complimenting Howard on his knack of writing vivid action, he said that the story was diffuse and disconnected and relied too heavily on miracles. After some revision, Bob sent the tale to Wright, who offered eighty dollars and promised to feature the work the following summer.


  During the winter of 1928, Howard had the pleasure of seeing "The Dream Snake" and "The Hyena" in print, and in the May issue of Weird Tales his poem The Sea Curse appeared. Moreover, his health was improving. He had filled a flour sack with sand from the bed of Turkey Creek and hung it from the rafters of the sleeping porch as a punching bag. There he exercised daily, and when the weather was good, he pounded for hours with a sledgehammer at a log in the backyard. This exercise and his mother's cooking transformed him from a slender stripling into a massive-shouldered, barrel-chested man of 190 or more pounds, much to his satisfaction.


  Even his father ceased to demand that he seek a bookkeeper's job and began to speak proudly of his author son. In fact, when a magazine appeared with a story by Robert in it, the doctor made a practice of buying up the three or four copies that the distributor supplied to the drugstore—whether to give them to his friends or to make certain they would not sit unsold on the stand, we do not know.


  But Robert Howard's other dream did not come true. His sales to Weird Tales no longer thrilled him as they once had. He felt he needed a better market, one that paid on acceptance; and he wanted desperately to sell to Blue Book and Adventure Magazine. This dream eluded him.


  Robert decided to write a book, "a tale of his own life ... a realistic account of the drabness of small town life, the futile and abortive grop-ings of humanity, and the failings and ambitions of such strugglers as himself." And as a title he chose Post Oaks and Sand Roughs, a name descriptive of the land in which he lived.


  As the reader may have already discovered from previous quotations, the book describes the author's life between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two. It catalogues the friends he made, the jobs he held, and the early poems and stories he sold, with the names of people and places too thinly disguised to fool anyone. With a few exceptions for the sake of the story, the facts match closely those we have uncovered by careful research.


  Howard thought the work would be easy; but as the book progressed, he found that turning the incidents of daily life into vivid and exciting fiction was the "hardest of all feats." Before he was through with it, he realized that the story was "too vague," "too disconnected," "too full of trivial incidents," and "violated all rules of literature." He was not surprised when the book was rejected.67


  Howard's artistic sense did not desert him. Yet, while the work ,' would have no appeal whatsoever to the general public, it affords his [ biographers a treasure trove of information about the workings of Rob-1 ert's mind. With a cool and sometimes jaundiced eye, he looked at himself and, wearing the transparent mantle of "Steve," unhesitatingly set the record straight as to the direction of his inmost thoughts. The picture he paints of an inexperienced, struggling, poverty-ridden young writer, set by an unkind fate in a boom town among people who could not understand him, evokes in all who have striven to establish themselves as writers a compassion beyond words.


  Howard, in the guise of Steve, reveals that when at last his spare adolescent body filled out at the age of twenty-two or twenty-three—and for the first time in his life he achieved "really impressive proportions" —he "felt as if he had been transported to the peaks of glory."68 He had always dreamed of being a broad-shouldered, powerful man, like the giant heroes of his stories. At least this wish was granted to him by the careless gods.


  In his later letters, Howard revealed a dread of living to an age at which the mighty physique he had built up would inevitably decline. In


  1933 he wrote: "I'd like to round out my youth----But good God, to think


  of living the full three score years and ten!" He told August Derleth: "I don't want to live to be old. I want to die when my time comes, quickly and suddenly, in the full tide of my strength and health."69


  One facet of Howard's personality stands out above all others: the ■oppressed fury that ate into his soul like a canker. He was furious at everybody who, he believed, belittled him or took advantage of him. He wus a Black Celt, he said, and they never forgive or forget. An athletic coach who once spoke harshly to him became an implacable enemy. Years later, when the man was down and out, Robert took delight in I Hunting him when they chanced to pass on the street. He hated all the patrons of the soda fountain, particularly the roughneck who with a sneer purloined a magazine and nearly paid for it with his life. Robert later wrote that, while he served his sodas with an "immobile face, all hell •teethed in his brain."70


  From childhood his fury waxed a bright red against anyone who had authority over him, with the single exception of his mother, and this fury was transmuted into implacable hate. Even teachers, who found the lad ipiiet and mannerly, became the unknowing recipients of this festering hatred. Save for the geologist whose stadia rod Robert carried, everybody who gave him a job and then sought to supervise him became Robert's lifelong enemy. Sooner or later he exploded into anger at his bosses and ipiit or grew so surly that he was fired.


  For all his astuteness at self-appraisal, Robert Howard never divined the fuel that fed the fires of his destructive fury. We venture to •uggest that the unending domination of a strong-willed mother, whose demands were reinforced by her long years of invalidism, evoked in her | *on an urgent desire to rebel, but that this desire was forever thwarted j hy his pity for her suffering. Compounding this frustrating situation was (he forceful presence of an imposing father, whose freely-expressed pronouncements had the force of law both in the community and in the home, and whose commands were to be respected and obeyed without question. Unable to burst the iron bonds that wore the guise of tender j restraints, Robert suppressed his anger and displaced it onto all others


  who directed or thwarted him. 'Robert Howard thus became a man at odds with the world. Such


  n man must either adapt himself to the world or modify the world to suit himself. Howard refused to adapt, and changing the world was beyond liin power. Hence he spent his life in a fury of frustration. As he later wrote, life was "full of things that punish you fiercely and that you can't come to grips with. Punishment isn't so bad if you're handing it out at ihe same time . . . driving your knee to his groin, sinking your fists in
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  his belly. . . . The hell of it comes when you're up against a battler yoi can't hit. . . . That's Life, fighting shadows, taking lickings you can' return."


  He defended his emotionality: "I am motivated more often h emotion and sentiment than by cold logic ... my nature is emotioni rather than intellectual. ... I had rather be dead than live in aj emotionless world. . . . Without emotion or instinct I would be a dead stagnant thing." But he admitted that he might be better off if let intransigent: "A materialistic resignation to unalterable laws is sensibli but repellent to me. A man who does not resign himself is like a cagei wolf who breaks his heart and beats his brains out against the bars q his cage . . . resignation isn't in my blood. . . . Defeat awaits us all, bu some of us, worse luck, can't accept it quietly."71


  A deep savagery seethed within Robert Howard. For example, hi rejoiced in the pain of an injured oil-field worker who had earlier arouse* his enmity. Sometimes, when he boxed with a friend, a "ruthless barba rism" took over and made him as dangerous as a wild animal.72 j He nearly always, however, kept his violent urges under control Only once that we know of did he use direct action against an offendei He and his parents, probably during one of their family trips by automat bile, went to dinner at some restaurant or boardinghouse. Their place ai table was back in a corner, and a man already eating had his chair il such a position that the Howards could not squeeze past. Robert politely asked the man to move his chair a little. Ignoring him, the man continuei to eat. Robert repeated his request with the same result. Then Robej picked up the chair, diner and all, dumped the man out on the floor, an waved his parents through.j


  Nevertheless, Robert harbored much kindness, too. He was gene] ous in his praise of the literary work of other struggling writers, eve; when he secretly thought little of their efforts. He often expressed coj cern for the financial strain imposed on his aging parents by a son wh had little to contribute to the family income. He admired his polish® Brownwood friends, sometimes with an extravagance that was unmet ited.


  Like most shy people, Robert was painfully aware of his socil shortcomings. While he early learned to cultivate the pose of not givin a damn for the approval of classmates, friends, or townsfolk, he wt extremely sensitive to their reactions to him. Everyone in town, he wrot<
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  "knew he was a jest, an eccentric." And he accused his Brownwood friends of laughing at him behind his back because of the way he dressed. But instead of protecting his ego by conforming in dress and manners, Howard flaunted his eccentricities like an unfurled flag in the foremost battle line. Except for the most formal occasions, his clothes were baggy and shabby, partly because he had little money to spend and partly because he refused his parents' offers to buy him new garments.


  Robert's adoption of working-class English was another affectation lliat further estranged him from the townspeople of Cross Plains. His frequent use of such sentences as "I don't reckon him and me will ever he the friends . . . you and me are" contrasts vividly with the genteel speech of his parents and his own excellent written English.


  While pent-up fury is the most constant and compelling feature of Howard's character, scarcely less remarkable is his acting ability. With hit* clear self-knowledge, he wrote in Post Oaks about himself in the guise nf Steve:


  But the basic honesty of Sebastian's nature prompted Steve to be as much like his real self as it was possible for a natural actor to be. After all, what was his real self, he who had acted so many parts in his life?73


  An example of his acting skill—that protective coloration for an exposed mid aching spirit—may be seen in the way that Robert, who had never kiHsed a girl before, copied the ubiquitous clinch-before—fade-out seen in nearly every movie of the time. Observant moviegoer that he was, he followed the actors' techniques so closely that the astonished recipient of the kisses asked: "What sort of bunch do you run with . . . anyhow? Are they all as wild as you?"74


  Despite this bit of clever acting to foil a cruel joke, Robert had a rather skewed and low opinion of women. This is not surprising, since he never dated a girl until he was over twenty-eight and, except for his mother, had had no contacts with the opposite sex. In Post Oaks he several times expresses a curious sort of gallantry mixed with condescension, an attitude with which he—and later his barbarian heroes—regarded the fair sex.


  He believed that women are weak: ". . . the co-eds were kowtowing us women will ever kowtow to the victor, right or wrong." "Women are the spoils of the victor, and they know it and are afraid." Women—and men, too—were unconsciously dishonest as they watched a football game, said Robert. Although they claimed to come to see a touchdown! like the ancient Romans in the amphitheaters who talked of the skill andf beauty of the chariot races, they really came to see bloodshed and deaths in battle.(


  Women, he said, use their charms to lure men for their own endl, Beneath the gray eyes of the girl he kissed, "lurked the hard calculation of all women's eyes when they rest on a man—any man." Robert said that he knew little of women and "did not know how to entertain them without making love to them—and who does?" Women are anxious and] nosy about things that are none of their business. Of a librarian he wrote that she "came running, anxious, womanlike, to poke her nose intdf something which did not concern her."'*


  After Robert had "proved himself a man" by kissing and then cuddling the young woman, one of the perpetrators of the trick asked whether he had become sexually excited during the contact. "She didn't get me hot at all," he answered truthfully. Then going on to say that th« girl was too young and frail, he added: "I pity her. . . . Weakness is tht most pitiful thing in the world, even the natural weakness of woman."7® In a final barbed thrust at womankind, he reflected that the "only reason a woman could give for [a man's] lack of interest in her was— another woman." Later, when he discovered that what had started as I joke nearly ended a friendship, he "detested the sight of women," particularly bold women "cutting their cow-like eyes" at men.


  In Post Oaks, Howard frankly reveals his strict code of morality, He "did not gamble, drink, and ogle ten-cent whores"; and like many a young man before him, he wondered if those who did so considered him a weakling because of his abstinence. Writing of himself at the agf of twenty-two, he said that his "innate virility was submerged by hit ambition and his love of his work. The cold white fire of his intellect . . . had burned his body free of desires and almost bare of flesh and muscle."


  Although he broke his nonalcoholic promise to his mother, madt some beer, and from time to time got drunk—"uproariously" accordin| to him, "mildly" according to his friends—Robert "despised a drunkefl man, and saw neither cleverness nor humor in his maunderings." If hi had no sympathy for a drunkard, "he despised and even hated a liber« tine, whom [sic] he was convinced was the lowest mortal living."76 While "his inferiority complex rode him with burning spurs," HoMf« ard was endowed with a modicum of self-assurance as far as his writing was concerned. As untaught and inexperienced as he knew himself to be at eighteen or twenty, he could write: "I'm not a great writer now, but I will be some day." A friend with writing ambitions once told Bob that he lacked fire, and in that same friend Bob sensed "there was power there, struggling and halting, groping for life and expression, chained down by ignorance . . ." It was this very poetic fire, this power to turn cold words into hot action, that Robert Howard, himself chained down by ignorance, managed all unaided to develop in the ensuing years. So fertile was his imagination that it was easier to start another story than to rewrite and revise tales that had met with no success. When he got going, "he was most prolific, hammering out, sometimes, several short stories and many rhymes in one day."


  
    J
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  Finally, in the closing section of Post Oaks and Sand Roughs, a section where the autobiographical narrative gives way to a labored and tapering ending, we find a stunning summation of Howard's life experience, as wistful as it is replete with self-knowledge. "Bewildered and baffled by life, full of a savagery he could not control and knew not where to direct, hurling his ferocity at random against what seemed to him to be obstacles, battered and beaten, never winning, never admitting defeat, doomed to go down that rough road forever. Was that to be [his] fate?"


  And like a counterpoint, he answers with a prisoner's bar-rattling cry: "I want to live awhile." But could he break free? Could this man, who was "a dreamer and a dweller in citadels of illusion," survive in a world that was "vibrant with reality?"77
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  IX. SINGER IN THE SHADOWS

  



  A silver scroll against a marble sky,


  A brooding idol hewn of crimson stone, A dying queen upon an ebon throne, An iron bird that rends the clouds on high, A golden lute whose echoes never die—


  A thousand dreams that men have never known Spread mighty wings and fold me when alone Upon my couch in haunted sleep I lie.


  Then rending mists, the spurring whisper comes


  "Wake, dreamer, wake, your tryst with Life to keep!" Yet, waking, still a throb of phantom drums Comes hauntingly across the mystic deep; Their echo still my thrilling soul chord thrums— Which is the waking, then, and which the sleep?1


  Robert Howard proved to be a noisy neighbor. He continued to write in spasms, often sitting up all night or even for two nights in a row. In the warmer weather, when the windows were open, the all-night clatter, disturbed the Butlers' sleep. Mrs. Butler complained to Mrs. Howard, but the doctor's wife would brook no criticism of her son. She cut the Butlers from her list of friends, and the next time young LeeRoy Butler innocently dropped in for a chat with Robert, Hester Howard made him feel unwelcome.\


  Robert continued to pound his log by day and type by night. When resting from these labors, he sat in the porch swing, bellowing out a song in a voice that wafted across most of Cross Plains. The song was usually Bye, Bye, Blackbird, to the tune of which he would improvise verses by the hour. When stimulated—whether by joy, or anger, or potent brew—«


  he would sometimes rush out of the house to run, jump, and yell.2


  Robert also did a lot of walking. He could be seen each weekday triding down the dusty road to the post office in the center of town, and many a time he carried home bags of groceries from the little market run by Annie Newton Davis and her husband. While this exercise built him up into a mass of muscle, it also increased the appetite he had developed in earlier years. He drank much milk, loved cheese, and had a special weakness for pancakes. Kate Merryman, who kept house for the Howards during Hester Howard's last illness, said: "I bet I've cooked a million hotcakes for him. He loved them for dinner, supper, or breakfast."3 But he showed an un-Texan preference for tea over coffee.


  As a result of this gargantuan appetite, Robert's weight rose to 200 pounds and sometimes topped that figure. His broad face grew round and a little jowly. In the fall of 1928 he boasted to Preece that, by Spartan Helf-denial, he had brought his weight down to 184 pounds for a boxing match.4 This struggle between his appetite and his hatred of obesity continued all his life.


  As opportunity and finances permitted, Robert began to collect weapons, some of which decorated the bathroom wall itself, while others were stashed with his guns in the long closet built into the west wall of the room. The collection eventually included a pair of foils, a cavalry naber of Civil War vintage, a Latin American machete, a boomerang, and several knives and daggers, one of which was a World War I trench knife with a triangular blade and a scalloped knuckle guard. He even obtained a long French double-curved bayonet of a type copied from the Turkish yataghan.5


  Robert and Lindsey took a pair of empty brass cartridge cases, taped them over the ends of the foils, and tried to fence without the fencer's usual mask, jacket, and gloves. Luckily no eyes were injured. Robert also fenced a little with Earl Baker. As far as we can tell, Robert Howard never knew an experienced fencer nor read a book on the art. Presumably he got his ideas about handling the foils from the movies in which Douglas Fairbanks, Sr., tried to put on a good show without neriously endangering the other actors.


  Viewed objectively Howard's life, during the years that followed his graduation from Howard Payne, may seem dull and uneventful. As the oil boom petered out, the town settled down to its former quiet, Godfearing ways. Changes in the weather, local births and deaths, the coming of paving on Main Street—these were the concerns of the townspeople of Cross Plains.


  But for Robert Howard the realities of the world around him were never so enthralling as his own dreams and illusions. Thus, for him the years spent in his tiny room, hunched over his typewriter, were rich and wonderful years of adventure and action. The bustle and clutter of the! oil-boom days, with huge derricks in backyards, brawling roustabouts on' the streets, oil magnates vying to snatch an oil lease from some less luckyj fellow, and painted girls in handsome dresses brazenly selling their! charms held no interest for him.


  Yet, where he could vest with drama some strange idea or event that! caught his fancy, his imagination seized upon it and made it scintillate! like fireworks across a velvet sky. To give an example: Two days before! Christmas 1927, in the town of Cisco, four robbers entered the First National Bank, the leader in a Santa Claus costume. A gun battle erupted during the holdup, and when the robbers escaped with hostages, they left the chief of police dead and seven citizens wounded. One bandit died; but after a three-day manhunt, the rest were captured, tried, and sentenced. One man was sentenced to life; one who tried to escape was lynched by aroused citizens; the leader was electrocuted. The president of the bank, in his memoir of the incident, says that while Helms, the leader, struggled as he was taken from his cell, he finally walked to the chair and submitted to execution in silence. Howard in his dramatized report wrote: "Helms .. . went to the chair, roaring and cursing blasphemies, fighting against his doom so terribly that the onlookers were appalled."6


  In the year that his father allotted him to establish himself as a writer, Robert Howard not only worked on Post Oaks and Sand Roughs, his unsuccessful autobiographical novel, but also saw both "The Dream Snake" and "Red Shadows" published in Weird Tales. "The Dream Snake" is one of Howard's least distinguished works, a simple formula piece of average acceptability. In it a man tells his friends about a recurrent dream of being pursued by a giant serpent in Africa. Each night the creature undulates through the long grass, coming ever closer. After his friends retire—as any Weird Tales reader could guess—the friends hear a shriek and rush in to find the doomed man crushed as though by a huge constrictor. And as every Howard enthusiast knows, giant snakes regularly slither into his stories and coil their hideous bodies around the sore-tried hero.


  "Red Shadows," originally called "Solomon Kane," is of more pith and moment. It introduces Solomon Kane, the upright hero of one of Howard's most popular series. Conceived while Howard was in high school, the fighting Puritan had lain fallow in his creator's brain for five years before he burst into print and bestowed fame on the twenty-two-year-old author.7


  Set in West Africa, like several of Howard's early tales, the story involves a murderer, witchcraft, a giant black who moves with catlike ease, and a gorilla. Here we see the beginnings of the distinctive prose style that makes much of Howard's later work hum with vitality. There are many elements of his verse in his prose: rhythm; alliteration; a kaleidoscope of color words richly sprinkled with names of gems; leaping, plunging verbs; memorable metaphors; and a generous use of personification—treating inanimate objects and impersonal forces as if they were living beings. When Kane first arrives in Africa, we hear the beat of the drums in the very words that describe the sound and message:


  Thrum, thrum, thrum came the ceaseless monotone of the drums: war and death (they said); blood and lust; human sacrifice and human feast! The soul of Africa (said the drums); the spirit of the jungle; the chant of the gods of outer darkness, the gods that roar and gibber, the gods men knew when dawns were young, beast-eyed, gaping-mouthed, huge-bellied, bloody-handed, the Black Gods (sang the drums).8


  Note that this pounding prose is reminiscent of the poetry of Edgar Allan Poe or Howard's contempoary Vachel Lindsay—a lush, dramatic style of writing, which a decade later fell into disfavor to be replaced by the Hemingwayesque style of short sentences, bald fact, and laconic terseness. But, fortunately, the Hemingway revolution was still in the future. For the kind of fantasies that Howard wrote, his robust, imaginative style is decidedly more suitable. The picture of black Africa, so eloquently evoked, is, we scarcely need to say, one which Howard gained from reading pulp fiction. It bears but slight resemblance to a modern anthropologist's view of native life.


  Between 1928 and 1931, Howard wrote nine Solomon Kane stories and three poems about him. Howard also started but apparently did not finish four other stories. The tales became longer as he got used to the novelette length, which runs between ten and twenty thousand words, an advantageous length for stories of fantasy-adventure.


  One completed tale, "Blades of the Brotherhood," lacks the supernatural element of the other Kane stories. It is all swordplay. Although he hoped to sell it to one of the better-paying pulps, both Adventure and Argosy rejected it. The story appeared only in recent years, when it was published both in its original form and as rewritten by John Pocsik, who furnished a touch of the supernatural.


  Another Kane story, "The Right Hand of Doom," also failed to sell in Howard's lifetime. The plot revolves around the concept of a dead man's hand crawling spiderlike to take vengeance on the slayer of the deceased. The idea was a strong one when it was first introduced into fiction; but by the time Howard made use of it, it had become too familiar to stir up either horror or excitement.


  One of the best Kane novelettes, "The Hills of the Dead," appeared in Weird Tales for August 1930. In it Howard takes an unexpectedly benign attitude toward African Negroes. N'Longa, the fetish man whom Kane had met in "Red Shadows," joins forces with Kane to vanquish a tribe of immortal vampire-men who prey on nearby villagers. To accomplish this, N'Longa's soul leaves his body in a distant coastal village and takes possession of the body of Kran, a young lover of a native girl whom Kane had saved from a vampire. After the vampires have been destroyed, N'Longa returns Kran's body to him, remarking that Kane knows little of the ways of magic and adding:


  My friend, you think only of bad spirits, but were my magic always bad, should I not take this fine young body in place of my old wrinkled one and keep it?9


  In the spring of 1928, while he was struggling with Post Oaks, Howard struck out in another experimental direction. In answer to his friends' urging to write about places and events he knew from personal experience, Howard wrote a novelette entitled "Spanish Gold on Devil Horse." In it he attempted to tell a conventional Western adventure story with his home town as a setting. As in Post Oaks, Cross Plains became "Lost Plains." The protagonist this time is "Mike Costigan" instead of "Steve Costigan." With a touch of wishful thinking, Howard makes him a young writer who has already achieved success, with several books to his credit, several published magazine stories, and a comfortable bank account. Mike helps a beautiful girl of Spanish descent to overcome a pair of villainous treasure hunters who plan to steal her claim.


  While the tale is lively and holds the reader's attention, it is marred by amateurish elements. For one thing the villains are so patently wicked that each should have had a V tattooed on his forehead. The leader's eyes were, for example, "inhumanly cold and inhumanly expressionless— more like a snake's eyes than those of a man."10


  Howard, moreover, falls back on the idiot plot—subjecting his characters to attacks of stupidity to keep the plot moving. In one place the bootlegger Leary passes up a chance to shoot Mike, or at least to cover him with his gun, in order to indulge in a fistfight. This ploy gave the author a chance to detail every straight left, uppercut, and right hook, as well as to dwell on the evil bootlegger's battered face and gore-bespattered lips.


  While these flaws were not necessarily fatal to a tale designed for the Western pulps, whose fiction was the world's most conventional, cliche-filled, and formula-ridden, this story met with rejection. Howard put it away and returned to writing stories laid in Africa, Afghanistan, the lost Atlantis, and other exotic milieux far removed from the little town he lived in.


  Robert also continued to write for The Junto, the round-robin monthly sheet that circulated among his literary friends. The things he wrote were strictly for amusement. They were mostly minor poems and little pieces of the sort that now fill the pages of numerous fan magazines. There were a review of several movies; an article attributing Lindbergh's sudden fame to carefully-organized hero worship; a piece urging that beer be guzzled, not sipped; and a jibe at sophisticates who mock at sentiment.


  Two of these little pieces are of more than passing interest. In "Etched in Ebony" he indulges in a phantasy of making violent love to a black woman: "Her fingers, hooked like talons, rent the skin from my face in strips until I smashed my fist into her panting mouth and dropped her across my knees with a trickle of blood starting from the corners of her lips. ... I struck her again and again full in the face. Each blow was a mad caress. She knew—she laughed."11


  The passage shows plainly the extreme violence seething under


  Howard's usually quiet exterior. It also shows that he embraced the common white man's myth that Negroes are more sensual, more sexually potent and intense, than Caucasians. And it shows the extreme sexual frustration that unleashed such phantasies as this in a young man whose only contacts with women were with his mother. He had in all probability never even talked to a black woman since the days of his childhood; he admired blond, Nordic women—golden girls; and yet thoughts of a black woman aroused both cruelty and passion to fever pitch.


  The other piece, "Ambition by Moonlight," recounts a perhaps not wholly imaginary conversation among Clyde Smith, Truett Vinson, and Robert Howard, in which each tells of his secret ambitions. Smith wants luxury, including a yacht, and far-flung travel. Vinson wants to reform the world, eliminate sham and prudery, start a renaissance of art, and abolish war. As for Howard, he wrote: "I'd like to be the strongest man in the world. ... I want to know all the hidden, secret things. ... I want to delve into all the secret cults and demoniac mysteries. ... I want to write dark and forbidding books which will freeze the blood and burn the ears of men . . . And I'd like to have about four hundred women who thought they understood me."


  Despite this sultanic phantasy typical of a healthy young man, Howard's more usual attitude toward women is reflected in an article called "Something About Eve." This short work is an appreciation of the novel of that name, written by James Branch Cabell (1879-1958), an aristocratic Virginian who started as a writer of sentimental romances.


  In the first decade of this century, Cabell began a series of elegant, allegorical fantasies about an imaginary medieval land. The work was full of subtly ribald humor and comments on the war between the sexes. This richly embroidered work, full of puns, anagrams, and mythological allusions, attracted a small, devoted following; but it was largely unknown to the public until John S. Sumner of the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice tried unsuccessfully to suppress Jurgen for obscenity. This 1919 case made Cabell famous and, for a time, a best-selling author. Later his writings fell back into their pre-Jurgen obscurity, and there they remained until their recent revival in paperback.


  Something About Eve, the Cabell novel so admired by Howard, was published in 1927. The story relates how, in 1805, a supernatural being named Glaum persuades Gerald Musgrave, a young Virginian poet, to trade bodies with him. Glaum will thus take over the mistress of whom (lerald has wearied, while Gerald fares forth on the silver stallion Kalki lo the city of Antan, to reign as a god. But, alas, Gerald en route settles in with a middle-aged woman who makes him so comfortable that he puts off indefinitely going on to Antan. This woman, it transpires, is Eve, the prototype of all women.


  In this allegory Cabell rides his favorite subjects: the futility of ambition; the masculine illusion of the perfect, irresistible, but unattainable woman; the conflict between achievement and domesticity. In the preface he muses:


  Antan remains, they say, the home of all true poets. Yet no man is entirely a poet. A part of him is a husband, a part is a father, for example; and with these considerable fractions of a man's being, Antan has no concern. ... so many men are poets in their youth, yet, with age, and the accompanying growth in complexity of each man's nature, all men, and most certainly all poets, fail more or less completely as poets. I would but point out that to fail as a poet may very well be to succeed as a human being. Gerald did not reach Antan: yet he gained, so far as he could discover, the most nearly satisfying prizes which human life affords.12


  Howard praised Cabell's style with enthusiasm, saying that he "writes with a diamond pen." He also relished Cabell's censor-baiting "elegant knack of being beautifully vulgar, and of concealing—from the mass— the most jubilant depravities in innuendo." We may guess that Howard had in mind Chapter XVI, wherein Gerald, before the idol called the Holy Nose of Lytreia, argues with his hosts that this object is not really a nose but a tongue. Cabell's description, however, is of quite another organ.


  What most appealed to Robert Howard was Cabell's classification of women into the Evadne type, the dangerous vampire or enchantress, and the Maya type, the "good wife," who spiderlike traps men in a sticky web of domesticity. He rationalized his own gaucherie with women when he said of Cabell that he made it very plain that women—whether home-loving or wild—destroy the men who consort with them:


  For in the arms of Evadne, a man loses only his manhood, his reputation, his honor, and frequently his life, while with Maya he loses his only worthwhile possessions—ideals and ambition. . . . Well, the Adversary be thanked, there is nothing about me to attract either a daughter of Eve or one of Lilith—so I will ride relentlessly down the long road to Antan and the doom that waits there, while the great majority of you, my sneering masculine readers, will be sitting under your chestnut trees. . . . watching the antics of your brood through rose colored glasses.131


  For all this brave bluster, Howard did fall victim to a woman, one who i destroyed him as surely as the fangs of Cabell's Evadne would have f destroyed Gerald Musgrave had he not disposed of her first. And that woman was his mother.


  The members of the Junto kept their publication going for two years. In; the fall of 1928, Mooney went away to college and soon found that study jj precluded his continued editorship. Preece's sister Lenore, a student at the University of Texas, took over the editorship and carried it on until * March 1930. Then the publication died a natural death from the pres- j sures of the Depression, Miss Preece's college schedule, and the inevita-,' ble seduction of the members by competing interests. Mooney (1912-77) went on to work as a newspaperman, to serve in the Air Force in the; Second World War, to become an assistant to Lyndon B. Johnson, andj to author ten books.|


  Although the oil boom was past its peak in early 1928, housing war! still tight in Cross Plains. Thus the Howards, as usual hard up for money, | rented two rooms of their house—the living room and the dining room1 I —to a young couple named Oliver. Opal Oliver was one of Isaac HoW« | ard's patients; Nathan Oliver was an oil-field worker. While the twoj families shared the bathroom, and the Howards ate in the kitchen, we1 do not know what arrangements the Olivers had for preparing meals. , The crowding of this small house must have aggravated the strains\ in the Howard family. About a year later, the Olivers moved to roomier I quarters; but then for a while the Howards rented the rooms to someone else, about whom nothing more is known. By the middle of 1930, whem Robert began corresponding with Lovecraft and other fellow writers, hei makes no mention of roomers. Therefore, we may assume that by this ! time the Howards had their house to themselves once more.


  During the summer of 1928, Robert and Lindsey Tyson took a; vacation trip. They traveled by train to Galveston, the city which Robert and Truett Vinson had visited the previous year. The young men rented;


  ii cabin near the. sea and boarded an excursion boat, which took them more than ten miles out into the Gulf of Mexico. This second sight of the sea so excited Robert that he sat on the beach most of the night, composing another poem, probably The Call of the Sea:


  White spray is flashing O'er the grey sea White waves are lashing Calling to me, "Follow the sea-ways, "Follow the sea."14


  Later he confided to Tyson that, when he died, he wanted his ashes cast into the sea from the bow of a ship.


  Before 1928 faded into 1929, Robert Howard wrote another Solomon Kane story, "Skulls in the Stars." It tells how Kane, crossing the moor at night, becomes involved with the murderous ghost of a murdered lunatic. Crazed as in life, the ghost tears to pieces everyone it catches near the site of its demise. This tale, while competent, may be classed with standard Weird Tales fare, in contrast to the outstanding previous Kane story.


  He also sold "The Shadow Kingdom," written the year before. This vigorous, fast-moving, colorful novelette of 13,000 words presages Howard's greatest fictional success: the Conan stories. While "The Shadow Kingdom" owes something to the author's readings in occult and Atlan-liMt literature and to the fiction of Lord Dunsany and probably of William Morris, it is largely the product of Howard's own exuberant imagination.


  The story takes place in the heyday of Atlantis, which the author assumed to be over 15,000 years ago. The scene is laid, not in Atlantis itself, but on the continent of Thuria, corresponding to Eurasia, whose i name the author borrowed from Edgar Rice Burroughs's moons of Mars. The leading nation of this fictitious continent is the decadent kingdom of Valusia.


  Kull, the hero, is an Atlantean who flees his native land, becomes a soldier in the Valusian army, and fights his way to the throne of that kingdom. In creating Kull, Howard had in mind the careers of the


  Germanic chieftains—Genseric, Odovacar, Clovis, and the several Theo-dories—who in the fifth century overthrew the West Roman Empire andj carved it up into Dark Age kingdoms.


  Of the three Kull stories that sold in Howard's lifetime, he reported that they "wrote themselves, without planning on my part." He also said that he had dreamed them before he put them on paper. All this may be true. But although Howard liked to talk as if he raced through hit stories without advance planning, in many cases he actually planned' them rather carefully, writing out a detailed synopsis before embarking! on each story proper.15j


  The Atlantis of the Kull stories is presented not as a center ofj civilization but as a wild land inhabited by skin-clad savages armed with flint-tipped spears. Kull is one of these primitives, reared in the jungle by tigers, much as Mowgli was by wolves. Despite his rude background, Kull is described as clean-shaven. Perhaps more significantly, we are?


  informed several times that Kull has no interest in women.I


  1


  Howard posits Lewis Spence's theory, which links the Atlanteani f with the Cro-Magnard folk of postglacial Europe, although Kull's army I includes a force of Lemurian archers, straight out of Churchward's Mu, I The story assumes that a race of serpent-men, men with reptilian heads, | once disputed the earth with true men. Defeated but not exterminated, 1 the serpent-men plot to seize Valusia, using their hypnotic power to disguise themselves as ordinary men. This conflict is but one battle in the long war between men and monsters—a concept from the higher wisdom of Madame Blavatsky. Kull's friend, a Pict named Brule, telll the legend of this struggle in terms resembling those which de Montour employed in his speech to Pierre in "Wolfshead."


  Later, when Kull ascends the throne, Brule becomes his right-hand man, since the Picts are allies of the Valusians. Howard derived the namt ) of "Brule" from Brude, the appellation given a number of Pictish kinglf in the medieval manuscripts collectively called the Pictish Chronicle. J Other characters in this story are Ka, Ka-nu, Kaanuub, and Tu. One of f the other Kull stories even mentions a Kananu.J


  Here appears one of Howard's weaknesses. Because of his linguistic ! naivete, or perhaps because he simply refused to take the time and ( trouble, he tends to give his characters names that are often unpleasing j and confusingly similar. In the Conan stories, for example, three of th| monsters bear the names Thak, Thaug, and Thog. This curious disregard] for the sounds of words reminds us of his similar lapse of imagination in choosing names for his modern characters; hence the plethora of Steves and Mikes, and Costigans, Allisons, and Gordons. It is probably a result of his extreme eye-mindedness. The choice of names in his later prehistoric fantasies are more varied and interesting. For those he adopted or adapted historical names for the inhabitants of his imaginary lands, even though Lovecraft carped at this usage.


  Delighted with the acceptance of "The Shadow Kingdom," Howard dashed off eight Kull stories and began but failed to finish three more. Some of these tales are only marginally fantasies; they have an imaginary setting but little or no supernatural element. One of these, "By This Axe I Rule!" tells of a plot against Kull by dissatisfied noblemen. The plotters burst in on Kull in the dark of night; but hastily arming himself, the giant lays them down one by one in pools of their own blood. Although this Kull story was rejected by both Adventure and Argosy, we shall hear of it again.


  After the manuscript was returned, the young author bundled it up with all the other Kull stories and shipped the lot to Weird Tales. Wright selected one and sent the others back. Howard had not as yet learned never to submit more than one piece to any publication at one time; for if the harried editor receives more, he is likely to pick the one he likes best and return the rest. This was the discouraging fate of the bundle.


  The second Kull story accepted by Weird Tales was "The Mirrors of Tuzun Thune." This story is deemed by some critics one of Howard's best, perhaps because he put more of himself into this tale than into his other prehistoric fantasies. Bored with kingship, Kull is persuaded to visit the House of a Thousand Mirrors of the wizard Tuzun Thune. In one the wizard shows the king visions of the remote past. In another the king sees the future when, after the sinking of Atlantis, the very continents have changed their outlines. So fascinated is King Kull that he neglects his kingdom to spend hours each day before the mirrors, listening to the wizard's philosophy. "Live now, Kull, live now," Tuzun Thune admonishes. "The dead are dead; the unborn are not. What matters men's forgetfulness of you when you have forgotten yourself in the silent worlds of death?"16


  It is regretable that the author of this momentous thought did not relate it to himself and abjure his already-formed plan to die by his own hand. We wonder whether Howard was reflecting, in his writing of that passage, the philosophy of Omar Khayyam, who struck from the calendar "Unborn To-morrow, and dead Yesterday."17 We do know that Robert Howard shared with his generation a fondness for the Rubaiydt and could quote at great length Fitzgerald's elegant translation of it.


  When, viewing his reflection in the magic mirror, Kull wonders which is the real Kull and which the image and yearns to go through the mirror to explore the world on the other side, his faithful friend Brule slays the wizard and exposes the plot to get rid of the barbarian ruler. After the rescue, when the king asks what could have made so learned an ascetic become a traitor, Howard, with refreshing realism, has Brule explain: "Gold, power and position. . . . The sooner you learn that men are men whether wizard, king or thrall, the better you will rule, Kull."18


  With his questioning and brooding, Kull, like Solomon Kane, has more in common with his creator than have the more extroverted heroes like Conan and Terence Vulmea.


  A little later Howard wrote one more Kull story, "Kings of the Night." The central character, who made his first appearance on paper in this tale, is Bran Mak Morn, the Pictish king of imperial Roman times. To resist a Roman invasion of Caledonia, Bran—a descendant of Kull's friend Brule—forms an alliance among Britons, Gaels, Picts, and Norsemen, although in actual fact there were no Norsemen in Britain at that time. To assure victory, a wizard summons King Kull from the past by magical time travel.


  Thus did twenty-two-year-old Robert sing of strong-thewed warriors striding like giants on ancient continents. As his pen pal Lovecraft so aptly observed, he put much of himself into all his stories; but this was the self that he dreamed of being as he sat huddled over his typewriter in a very small room whose triple windows faced a dun-colored meadow. Fortunately for Robert Howard, he could dream. He could see the tides of battle sweep across that open field, reddening the grasses. And when night set the purple skies ablaze with stars, he peopled the dark land with stalking panthers and hideous monsters fugitive from Hell.


  Robert did not spend all his time in the euphoria of authorship. During 1928 he kept up a lively correspondence with Harold Preece. Several of these letters, alone of all his correspondence from that period, survive. They contain much youthful cynicism; at least we would so label it if we did not know the lengths to which such thinking would eventually lead the letter writer. Howard wrote:


  I am convinced of the utter, complete, absolute and entire futility of human effort, accomplishment and achievement. Man is merely a manifestation of blind energy, working through and controlling, matter. . . . it's all a game, this life, with death as the wager and the Devil holding the stakes.19


  He tells of movies he had seen, beer he had drunk, boxing matches he had slugged through, an abortive attempt to become a prizefight manager, and meetings with Smith and Vinson. He openly envies their success with women, grumbling that, while they get attention from girls, when he is along, even the girls who know all of them pass by without stopping to chat. Sadly he adds: "I suppose there is something forbidding about my appearance."20


  It is clear from this and other remarks that his lack of contacts with women is not, as in the case of King Kull, a matter of choice. In recounting a visit to the Cisco dam, where he watched the bathers, he found them so beautifully built that he "revelled in their perfection," until it occurred to him that these thoughtless creatures were the natural enemies of dreamers like himself. Seeing their grace and self-confidence,


  I hated them as the weak must ever hate the strong, as I thought how these splendid swine could by virtue of their physical prowess, trample the dreams of the dreamers and bend the dreamers themselves to their selfish and materialistic will. Then, Hell, my self confidence came back and it came to me that I saw no man whose ribs I could not crush. . . .21


  Any sort of sensual appeal could touch off thoughts of bloody violence in Howard's psyche, and here was an explosion against handsome men who were luckier in love than he.


  But Robert was not always angry. In one letter he twits Preece about his fondness for what was then the un-Texan pastime of golf. He does it by telling his friend a story, which in its comedy is reminiscent of the stories told by his cowboy character Breckenridge Elkins. Robert relates how he stopped to watch a golfer who was getting ready to swing on a ball. Since in comic books a player always calls "Fore!" before he swings and since this golfer was silent, Robert, with tongue in cheek, says he decided to make himself useful:


  So being of a helpful nature I yell "Fore!" and this bird lets out a squawk and jumps seven feet into the air. He also gives me a very filthy look but says nothing—maybe because I'm a couple of times larger than him. That's gratitude for you.22


  In yet another letter to Preece, Bob sneers at higher education, saying, "I'm prejudiced against all colleges—to Hell with them."23 And he tells of a party with Smith and Vinson in which all three stripped down to improvised loincloths and took pictures as they threatened one another with pistols, knives, and homemade spears—just as he and his grade-school friends had played pirates ten years before. Looking at a faded photograph of this scene, we note that Smith's eyeglasses rather spoiled his personation of a fighting caveman.24


  After Christmas 1928, Robert worked his way to Brownwood to see his two old friends; and Harold Preece came from Fort Worth to join them. They repaired to a wooded ravine outside the city, Bob furnishing a bottle of liquor obtained at a drugstore as a medical prescription. Preece recalled later: "I can remember his bawling at the top of his voice a verse from an Irish revolutionary song, 'The Rising of the Moon,' but he rendered it to the tune of that sentimental popular ballad, 'Where the River Shannon Flows.' "2S


  Robert also enjoyed lecturing his friends on the theory of myths then being championed by Margaret Alice Murray, the British Egyptologist, from whose book, The Witch-Cult in Western Europe, published in 1921, Robert probably got the idea. This now discredited hypothesis traced European myths and legends about fairies, leprechauns, and other Little Folk to the survival in out-of-the-way places of a race of dwarfish aborigines, driven into these refuges by the invasion of modern European peoples. As with all writers, every new idea becomes grist for the mill; and Robert Howard exploited the concept in his Pictish stories.


  Bob also indulged his extreme Celtomania in letters to Preece, writing him about the Celtic languages, the genealogy of the clans of Ireland, and even, on occasion, Gaelicizing his name to "Raibeard Eiarb-hin hui Howard." He studied the complicated phonology and orthography of Irish Gaelic and regularly gave his fictional heroes Irish names like Costigan, Dorgan, Kirowan, and O'Donnell.


  Then, in moments of reaction, he denounced Celtic fickleness and treachery, damning the Irish blood within him that "makes me like driftwood fighting the waves and gives me no peace waking or sleeping or riding or dreaming or traveling or wooing, drunken or sober, with hunger or slumber on me. . . . Bah. My ancestors thought little enough of Ireland to leave her." But, in a more reasonable mood, he allows that "All men are swines, more or less; each race has its scuts and its saints."26


  After Preece left college and, sometime in the early months of 1930, moved to Kansas, Howard saw little of him but continued a lively correspondence. Once, when Preece wrote disparagingly about women, Haying that the great ones could be counted on the fingers of one hand, Bob vigorously disagreed with him. He defended women, citing among the world's greatest minds Sappho, Aspasia, and Hypatia.27


  Other letters to Preece show the ease with which Howard developed irrational hatreds. He denounced Kansas, his friend's new home, as a backyard of hell, although he had never been there. He hated George Bernard Shaw, whose works he had never read but whose whiskers he wished to pull out hair by hair. He quoted approvingly from G. K. (Ihesterton's narrative poem The Ballad of the White Horse, emphasizing with capitals and an exclamation point the line: "And hate alone is true."


  A fear of old age and infirmity recurs in Howard's letters. He felt that his youth was slipping away and that at twenty-four he was becoming old: ". . . Age steals upon me in the autumn of the year, and though I am young, my soul is old and wavering like a thread-bare garment . . ,"28


  After 1930 he saw Preece but rarely, and their correspondence languished. Their final get-together was on St. Patrick's Day of 1936, in San Antonio. In honor of the day, Howard sported a cloth shamrock two feet across. Preece noted with regret that his old pal was "only casually friendly to me at that last meeting. . . ."29


  Ah 1928 drew to a close, Howard found he had earned only $186.00 from his writing. Nonetheless, he had received an encouraging number of acceptances from magazines that had not yet published and paid for the stories. The two Kull and two Solomon Kane tales accepted by Wright eventually furnished him with a total of $170.00. More substantial yet was the expected royalty on the 33,500-word novella, Skull-Face, liits second attempt at so long a tale. When it appeared in Weird Tales


  late in 1929 as a three-part serial, Howard received three hundred dollars, the payment of almost a cent a word being higher than that magazine's usual half-cent-a-word rate.


  Critics, nevertheless, generally rate Skull-Face as an inferior story. It is virtually a pastiche of Sax Rohmer's The Insidious Dr. Fu-Manchu (1913). Instead of Rohmer's Chinese supervillain, we have Kathulos, an immortal Atlantean sorcerer, with the same "high, thin shoulders" as the Chinese sage. In Skull-Face John Gordon plays the part of Rohmer's gallant English detective; a Circassian girl replaces Rohmer's Oriental heroine; and one Stephen Costigan, a reformed drug addict, plays the j role of Dr. Petrie, Rohmer's dim-witted narrator-pal of the clever detec-tive. Together Gordon and Costigan strive to thwart the Atlantean's plan j to unite the colored races against the ruling whites.


  Howard's characters display the same sort of idiocy that assails ! those in Rohmer's story. While Howard was always at his best when h<j | followed his own bent instead of copying the ideas of other writers, the • fast-paced action and fountains of gore gave the whole an appeal for the , Weird Tales audience.


  Aside from Skull-Face and other tales of an Oriental and mystery-murder type, Robert Howard's stories fall into three periods. While he wrote in , all three genres throughout his career, this rough classification may prove helpful to people trying to understand the man and his work. Howard's boxing period occurred in the late 1920s; his fantasy period ; in the early 1930s; and his Western-story period in the middle 1930s.


  After some years of fumbling with various types of fiction, Howard j succeeded in placing three of his boxing stories, thus launching hit t sport-story period. The first of these tales to appear, "The Apparition in ' the Prize Ring," was published in Ghost Stories for April 1929 under the pseudonym of John Tavarel. Strictly speaking, this is a fantasy more than a boxing story, even though the chief character is a Negro prizefighter named Ace Jessel.


  While no masterpiece, the story is of interest to Howard's biogra* phers. Ace, the "ebony giant," who is described as clever, brave, good*


  natured, indomitable, and unselfish, attests to the mildness of Howard's ;


  t


  racism, or at least to the tolerance he sometimes felt toward other races. His antagonist, a "full-blooded Senegalese," is closer to the then current


  hostile stereotype of the Negro, being pictured as a man with a bullet head, massive shoulders, and a pelt of matted hair on his chest. At the climax of the bout, Jessel is visited in the ring and inspired by the ghost of Tom Molyneaux, a real black nineteenth-century boxer who became the first American heavyweight champion.


  As with his fellow pulpsters of the period, Howard's handling of dialect is crude. Ace Jessel speaks a "dese and dose" English. Moreover, his description of the Senegalese indicates the peril of writing about foreign peoples unless one has had some personal acquaintance with them or has done some intensive research. In reality most Senegalese are slender and rangy and have hardly any hair on their chests. One can only Hpeculate on Howard's reason for selling the story under a pen name. Could it have been that, knowing the intensity of Callahan County's dislike of the black man, he wished to avoid the accusation of being a "nigger-lover"?


  The second of the three successful prizefight stories is "The Pit of the Serpent," wherein is introduced a third Steve Costigan: Sailor Steve Costigan, hero of a series of burlesque boxing tales.


  Howard's boxing stories fall into two groups: serious and humorous. The serious stories are undistinguished standard pulp fare, but his burlesque boxing tales are something else. They show that Howard had a lively sense of humor of a broad, slapstick kind, which he developed further in his humorous Westerns. In these delightful tales, his heroes, usually sailors who fight while their ships are in port, are invincible roughnecks with fists of iron, muscles of steel, hearts of gold, and heads of solid oak. The author explained the reason for his use of thickheaded, strong-armed characters: "They're simpler. . . . You get them in a jam, and no one expects you to rack your brains inventing clever ways for them to extricate themselves. They are too stupid to do anything but cut, whoot, or slug themselves into the clear."30


  The humorous boxing stories center on prizefights, usually in Oriental port cities, which are colorful impressions of Shanghai, Singapore, and similar exotic places by one who had never been there. They quiver with plots, skullduggery, mayhem, Mack Sennett chases, and virtue triumphant. The heroes are incorrigible suckers for a hard-luck story, especially one told by a fair but designing female. These featherweight yarns would probably have never been disinterred and reprinted in recent years had it not been for the popularity of the Conan stories. Still, they show ingenuity, action, and humor and are fun to read even at their pulpiest.


  After the sale of "The Pit and the Serpent," Howard plunged ahead; by the end of 1930 he had sold six more Sailor Steve Costigan stories to Fight Stories and had seen them in print. Altogether he wrote twenty-seven Sailor Steve tales, tried two others—which he failed to complete—and placed twenty of the lot in Fight Stories, Action Stories, and Jack Dempsey's Fight Magazine. After Howard's death Fight Stories reprinted several Sailor Steve tales under different titles, using the by-line of "Mark Adam," evidently hoping that unwary readers would mistake them for new works. The remaining stories appeared years later in other publications.


  Howard turned out Sailor Steve stories faster than the fight-story magazines could absorb them. So ten stories that started out as Sailor Steve tales were published with a different protagonist. When in late 1930 Farnsworth Wright launched a companion magazine to Weird Tales under the title Oriental Stories, Howard sold him several yarns of Oriental adventure or fantasy. Then he had a marvelous idea: take some unsold Sailor Steve stories with Oriental locales, change a few names, and submit them to Wright. Thus Sailor Steve Costigan became Sailor Dennis Dorgan; Steve's white bulldog, Mike, metamorphosed into Dennis's white bulldog, Spike; and Steve's ship The Sea Girl sailed forth as Dennis's ship Python.


  Unfortunately Oriental Stories, begun as a bimonthly, never paid for itself. It presently became a quarterly, changed its name to Magic Carpet at the beginning of 1933, and ended with the issue for January 1934. Thus, while Wright accepted four Dennis Dorgan stories, only one, "Alleys of Darkness," was published, and that in the final issue of the magazine. Because Howard had another story in that same issue, "Alleys of Darkness" carried the by-line Patrick Ervin.


  The entire series of Dennis Dorgan stories has been printed in recent years in a hardcover book, The Incredible Adventures of Dennis Dorgan. The stories are entertaining parodies of real life. Two of the yarns, "In High Society" and "A Knight of the Round Table," introduce Dorgan to the upper crust in San Francisco. These children of Mammon flutter limp paws, stare through lorgnettes or monocles, say "my deah" and "rawthah," and swoon at the sight of blood. They obviously reflect impressions of the privileged few by one who had never met the breed; lmt then, neither had most of Howard's readers.


  A serious boxing story was also among Howard's early sales in this genre. "Crowd Horror," sold to Argosy All-Story Weekly, appeared in the iHHue for July 20, 1929. He received one hundred dollars for the 8,000-word tale, much his best rate so far. To sell to the high-class pulps, such Argosy, had long been Howard's burning ambition, and this sale must luive given his self-confidence a tremendous boost. As things turned out, however, he was not to sell to Argosy again for many years—in fact, not until the last months of his life.


  "Crowd Horror" tells how true love saved a virtuous young boxer in a championship bout. "Slade" Costigan, like most of Howard's heroes, is an idealized version of the author, being about six feet tall, "slim-wuisted and tapering of legs, with remarkably broad shoulders and heavy arms. Dark-skinned, with narrow, cold gray eyes, and a shock of black hair falling over a broad forehead. . . ."31


  By the end of 1929, Robert Howard had received checks for the year's work totaling $772.50. While this was not affluence even in the year of the stock market crash and the descent of the Great Depression, many local farmers might have envied him. And Robert's parents made no further suggestions about his getting a "regular job," for instance as a bookkeeper.


  In the spring of 1929, when Tevis Clyde Smith graduated from Howard I'ayne College, he and Bob celebrated by repeatedly riding down the k iddie slide at the amusement park. But such lighthearted pastimes were lew, for a minor upheaval was brewing in the Howard family.


  Isaac and Hester Howard had long been somewhat estranged. Hester confined her affections and attentions to her son and scorned her ItiiHband for his crudities of manner and financial fecklessness. She objected to his constant gossiping with the patients and to his curious habit of carrying no cash but paying for even the pettiest of purchases, Mich as fifty cents' worth of gasoline, by check.


  The rift was widened by Hester's growing phantasy that she and Hubert were of royal descent and so entitled to the prerogatives of noble blood, while Isaac was an untutored commoner. Not unnaturally, the doctor spent most of his time away from home and complained to all who would listen about the treatment accorded him by his wife. He had hinted that one of these days he would leave home and get a divorce. Furthermore, as Robert began to sell his stories regularly and so grew in self-confidence, he started to take his father to task for neglecting his ill mother. The result was a series of furious quarrels between father and son, sometimes followed by emotional reconciliations. Their loud voice** raised in anger could be heard in neighboring homes.32


  Early in 1929 a professional colleague had told Isaac Howard of a cotton boom in sparsely-inhabited Dickens County. This was the real West Texas cattle country, the Lower Plains adjoining the High Plains still further west. The vegetation there was thin. The climate, while not so severe as on the High Plains, was exacting enough, with over twenty inches of annual rainfall, temperatures ranging from 10°F to well over 100°, and lots of wind.


  Dr. Howard learned that many new people would be coming into the region to grow cotton by irrigation. Undoubtedly they would have need of a physician. Thinking this a chance to make some quick cash, Isaac Howard went to Spur, a town of moderate size in Dickens County, 112 miles northwest of Cross Plains.


  On May 4, 1929, he took out his licence to practice medicine in Dickens County. He transferred his letter of membership in the First Baptist Church of Cross Plains, which he had joined in 1924, to the Baptist Church in Spur. He evidently meant to stay for some time in Spur, one of those places on the fringe of things to which he had always been drawn. We can only guess what part was played in Isaac's move by his discomfiture over his wife's royal pretensions, his son's animosity, and the necessity of sharing his small house with a roomer.


  While the dates of Isaac's moves are uncertain, it appears that his sojourn in Spur lasted at least half a year. He must have come back often to Cross Plains to visit his family, for the townsfolk of Cross Plains seem to have been unaware of his absences. In mid-1929 he probably returned home to stay for at least half a year, because of Robert Howard's absence during this time. We do not know whether the doctor returned to Spur during the first half of 1930; in any event he transferred his church membership back to Cross Plains on August 28, 1930.33


  The doctor's departure was not the only change that disturbed the little house. In mid-1929 Robert Howard left home in his turn. Gather-tng up his typewriter, he moved to Brownwood and spent the latter half of the year in a cheap hotel and then in a room at Mrs. Keeler's boardinghouse at 816 Melwood Avenue. There he stayed until early


  1930.


  The occasion for this move was probably the impending death of the dog, Patches. The records of this event are contradictory. In telling of it in a letter to E. Hoffmann Price, Dr. Howard implied that the dog died in 1927, and that at the time of the death Robert stayed in Brown-Wood for a few days only.


  On the other hand, Robert's sojourn in Brownwood through the Utter half of 1929 is proved by the address he gives in The Junto, from the issue of August 1929 to that of February 1930. The doctor's aging memory was far from infallible about details like dates when he wrote of them a decade or more later.


  Since no other explanation of Robert's remove to Brownwood is known, we agree with Glenn Lord, who consulted with Tevis Clyde Smith •bout the matter, that events probably unfolded as follows: Dr. Howard returned from Spur for a long stay at home in the summer of 1929. Soon thereafter Robert moved to Brownwood. (He would not have gone before his father returned home, since the men would not have left Hester alone In the house.) Robert remained in Brownwood until the dog died, probably about January 1930, and returned to Cross Plains in February.34


  The aging Patches, now over twelve years old, was more than a pet to Robert. He furnished the uncritical, warm-hearted friendship that Howard generally found wanting in human beings. The thin-skinned young man's eccentricities had always drawn criticism from kith and kin ind disparaging remarks from townsfolk, who wondered why he did not gtt a decent job instead of fooling around with silly stories, which Appeared in magazines with lurid covers. Since Robert would not or OOuld not change his ways, the disapproval continued. He knew his own Intolerance of even the most well-meant correction, writing, "... one of the main reasons I'll never amount to a damn, is I'm too damned tonderskinned. . . ."35


  To such a spiritual outcast, the dog's devotion was so precious that Ml master could not bear to see him die. When the dog declined, Robert picked a suitcase and told his mother: "Mama, I'm going." Although he telephoned home every morning, he did not return home until the dog Was dead and buried. Robert's father later reminisced:


  He always spoke thus: "Mama, how are you?" When his mother would reply, he would say: "How is Patch?" After the fourth day when his mother told him the dog was going, he never inquired any more. ... I had the dog buried in a deep grave in the back lot, then had the lot plowed deeply all over to destroy every trace of the grave, so sensitive was he to the loss of the dog. And only once did he ever allude to the death of hi* dog again. He said to his mother one day: "Mother, did you bury Patch under the mesquite tree in the corner of the lot on the east side?" She said yes, and the matter was never mentioned by any of us again.36


  As usual, the Howard family coped with unpleasant facts by pretending they did not exist. Robert's despondency over the death of Patches was so marked that for a time the older Howards feared he might kill himself. Some of his friends considered it incomprehensible that e grown man should "run away and hide" from the death of a pet, no matter how beloved.


  Although the pages of his stories drip with gore, in the real world Robert was usually hypersensitive to suffering in others, whether human or animal. On the one hand, this made him sympathetic and compassionate to the weak or ill. On the other, this sensitivity triggered selfish revulsion at the idea of a medical career and forced the abandonment of his faithful, dying dog. Except in the case of his mother, while he might sympathize intensely with the sufferer, the need to protect his own raw feelings from the sight of pain was so imperative that it overrode any wish to comfort the afflicted.


  Howard was equally solicitous of his own normally robust health —"overly solicitous," a friend called it, to the point of hypochondria.37 By protecting him from the harsh realities of life, his parents aggravated these tendencies. Robert Howard was like an infant raised in a sterilized, germ-free environment, who, when exposed to this unsterile world, promptly dies of some minor disease to which he never developed immunizing antibodies. And like that infant, Howard's exposure to reality wan fatal to him.


  Yet, this very sloughing off of reality is the essence of a poet. And Robert Howard was a poet. The poet lives, untrammeled by reality, strolling through a world of rainbow-tinted dreams and fancies or—an with Howard—shouldering his way to despair among horrors beyond the ken of ordinary mortals.


  To understand this singer in the shadows, we must take a long, thoughtful look at the poems he left behind him.


  Robert Howard's first published poem, The Sea, appeared in the weekly newspaper of his hometown in 1923, when he was seventeen. By the time that he had turned twenty-two, he had written the bulk of his poetry. True, he continued to express himself in rhyme upon occasion and, from time to time, to polish poems lying unsold in his files. But—like most of the world's poets—thoughts and feelings poured forth more readily in his early writing days.


  Because of Glenn Lord's enterprise in collecting and arranging them for publication, many of the more than four hundred known poems have now appeared in limited hardcover editions under the titles Always Comes Evening (1957), Singers in the Shadows (1970), and Echoes from an Iron Harp (1972). The latter two titles were selected by Howard himself for collections that he never saw in print.


  Of the thirty-odd poems published during Howard's lifetime, most were accepted by Weird Tales. A few appeared in such minor publications as The Fantasy Fan and The Daniel Baker Collegian, of which Tevis Clyde Smith was editor while a student at Daniel Baker in Brownwood. Howard compiled a manuscript of his poetry under the title Singers in the Shadows and sent it to Albert & Charles Boni, Inc. of New York; but in April 1928 they returned it, averring that they were not publishing poetry. A year later the little poetry journal American Poet published two poems under the pseudonym of Patrick Howard; one other poem, Skulls and Dust, won a three-dollar prize as the best poem in the issue of The Ring, a magazine devoted to prizefight lore. What was this poetry like?


  Howard's verse, like his prose, is vigorous, colorful, strongly rhythmical, and technically adroit. Although, as he said, he "was born with the knack of making little words rattle together," he was unduly modest about his abilities: "I know nothing about the mechanics of poetry—I couldn't tell you whether a verse was anapestic or trochaic to save my neck. I write the stuff by ear, so to speak, and my musical ear is full of flaws."38


  Actually Howard had a better command of poetic techniques than he admitted. He knew perfectly well what a ballad was, and a sonnet. He was familiar with feet and meter, internal rhymes, and a wide variety of verse and stanza forms. We should be less than honest if we said that Howard never took liberties with his stressed and unstressed syllables. But such flaws are minor in view of the passion, vitality, and splendid imagery in the works.


  Howard's models were the major Anglo-American poets of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, men such as Benet, Dunsany, Harte, Kipling, Masefield, Noyes, Service, Swinburne, Tennyson, Vie-reck, and Wilde, although with a man of Howard's eclectic tastes and omnivorous reading habits, the influence of many other poets can be seen in his verses. At full maturity, Howard's serious work far outranks the rather pedestrian rhymes of Dunsany and Tolkien or Lovecraft's leaden Georgian couplets.


  Robert Howard made superb use of personification. This endowment of inanimate objects with the attributes of animals and people comes naturally to children and primitives and adds enormously to the vitality and richness of the language. One of Howard's favorite verse forms was the iambic heptameter triolet, a three-line stanza favored by Kipling. This verse form and his effective personification both appear in these lines from Howard's The Ghost Kings:


  The ghost kings are marching; the midnight knows their tread,


  From the distant, stealthy planets of the dim, unstable dead;


  There are whisperings on the night-winds and the shuddering stars have fled.39


  Considering the outstanding quality of the lines already familiar to readers of this biography, why was so much of Howard's poetry ignored during his lifetime? One of the editors who returned his submissions stated that the poems were too bitter and rebellious. Bitter and rebellious some of them certainly were; but this per se would not condemn a poet's work. The problem lay in part with the change in fashion that was taking place at the time that the skald of the post oaks was tuning his lyre. Fixed-form verse, the mode of the Romantics of the nineteenth century, was giving way in the early twentieth century to a new concept of poetry. The carefully crafted meter, rhyme, and stanza were becoming things of the past. Save for the work of a few well-established poets like Edna St. Vincent Millay and Robert Frost, "free verse," the unschooled, untamed expression of confused emotions, was becoming the only acceptable mode of expression.


  At the time we are writing, this condition still obtains. If public taste ever veers back to fixed-form verse, the true worth of Howard's poetry may be reassayed. In the interim, those of us who admire the sheer poetic power of the man may look at his poems with a less prejudicial eye and point out the features that make them memorable.


  While Howard was not unaware of the revolution then beginning in English and American poetry under the leadership of Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot, he remained almost untouched by it. He favored the well-established forms like the ballad and the sonnet. He relied on an exquisite choice of simple words, unlike the turgid language of his contemporaries. And he obtained his sonorous effects by carefully crafted rhyme and meter, which from earliest times have made poetry easy to remember.


  Although a few of Howard's longer poems are narrative, telling a story—sometimes a comic story—the vast majority of his works are lyric poems, setting forth the writer's feelings and philosophies. There is no archness in him; his unswerving honesty shines through every line, revealing the essence of the man himself. Since honest poems are a window on the poet's soul, consideration of the major themes of the poems show us the main concerns of the lonely young man in Cross Plains.


  Howard's love of nature is clearly revealed in both his prose and poetry. From tiny field flowers to the broad expanse of a Texas sunset or a star-stitched velvet sky, the colors, textures, smells, and changing vistas of the land were precious to him and carefully recorded. One of Howard's very few poems in free verse was Adventure. It is not only a superior example of this form of art, but also valuable in illustrating his Wordsworth-like view of nature in terms of Greek myth, his rich fantasy life, and his sublimation of sex into love of adventure during his post-adolescent years.


  Adventure, I have followed your beck


  Through all the ages. I have sought no other lover.


  I have followed o'er land and sea, dim vale and mystic moon mountains.


  I have heard Pan's pipes amid moon-dappled woodlands and have seen the satyrs frolicking with nymphs upon


  The fragrant sward, while the night-breezes murmured among the leaves. ...


  And I've seen your nameless mountains rise from the sea of tangled


  forest, and stand like sightless sombre gods Against the twilight. Adventure, I desire no other lover. . . .40


  Even more emotionally exciting to him was the sea, and this is odd in view of the fact that he saw it but a few times in the entire course of his life. Lovingly he describes its breaking waves, its quiet surge, its storm-tossed, angry waters, and the cockleshells of ships in which puny man endeavors to conquer his ancient, timeless enemy, the raging main. Ships held an enormous attraction for him and for his heroes Kull, and Kane, and Conan. Shades of Masefield's verse can be found in the following noble lines:


  Sailing-ships are anchored about that ancient isle, Ships that sailed the oceans in the dim dawn days, Coracles from Britain, triremes from the Nile. Anchored round the harbors, anchored mile on mile, Ships and ships and shades of ships fading in the haze. ...


  High ships, proud ships, towering at their poops, Galleons flaunting their pinnacles of pride, Schooners and merchantmen, and long, lean sloops, Kings' ships riding with galleys on the tide.41


  And in a touching passage from "The Song of Belit," Conan of Cim-meria's true love, Belit the pirate maid, is consigned to the gentle bosom of the deep:


  Now we are done with roaming, evermore;


  No more the oars, the windy harp's refrain; Nor crimson pennon frights the dusky shore;


  Blue girdle of the world, receive again Her whom thou gavest me.42


  With striking frequency, the poems speak of Howard's all-consuming hatred and violence, as do his letters and the recollections of those who knew him—to say nothing of his stories. His Hymn of Hate, quoted at the head of Chapter VIII, overflows with the venom he feels for man and the works of man. We do not know the reason and can scarcely understand this always-present hatred for his fellow human beings; it speaks to his childhood rejection by infant playmates, to the sidelong stares of townsfolk who regarded him as something of a freak, and possibly to the seemingly negligent attitude of a father who was always uut among his patients and who, himself, suffered perennial hurt from (He rejection of his wife. So possessed by hate was the man who penned the following lines that the wonder is it never spilled over into acts of violence:


  There burns in me no honeyed drop of love, Nor soft compassion for my brother man: I would indeed humanity possessed A single throat a keen-edged knife could span.43


  Basic to Howard's nature and frequently expressed in his poetry is a sense of the sweetness of death, death that rejects no one, death that is a gateway to a happier tomorrow. Because of his deep devotion to his 111 mother, he early determined never to leave her; and he set his days' number on the life span of the one person on whose affection and companionship he could fully count. If anyone doubts that Howard's decision, made early in his life, was irrevocable, he has only to read the poetry written when Howard was in his late teens or early twenties. The famous lines in The Tempter state his feeling simply and unequivocally:


  I was weary of tide breasting, Weary of the world's behesting, And I lusted for the resting As a lover for his bride.44


  In another poem, The Bride of Cuchulain, Howard beseeches some woman (his mother?) to leave the dreary world with its bent and ancient moon and slip away with him beneath the breaking waves:


  There where the spent spray lashes white sands forevermore, I will weave the pale sea flowers To twine on your pallid brow


  That you may forget lost hours and Time be only Now.


  Then all Earth's joys and sorrows Shall pass like ocean spray


  Till all the sad tomorrows fade in one dim Today.45


  Closely allied with Howard's celebration of death is his sincere belief that life is an obscene joke played by fate; that human beings are bestial, lust-ridden, and degenerate; and that the perceptive man can see—just beyond the ken of ordinary folk—the monsters, fetid corpses, and Devil-nurtured fiends that people the earth:


  Life was a cesspool of obscenity— He saw through eyes accursed with unveiled sight— Where Lust ran rampant through a screaming Night And black-faced swine roared from the Devil's styes; Where grinning corpses, fiend-inhabited, Walked through the world with taloned hands outspread; Where beast and monster swaggered side by side, And unseen demons strummed a maddening tune; And naked witches, young and brazen-eyed, Flaunted their buttocks to a lustful moon.46


  Robert Howard was a man who talked with demons in hells beneath hells, reeled under the assault of a soul-sucking monster with gryphon feet, saw crawling, slimy serpent-shapes at midnight, and followed the paths of ghosts. So vivid and unrelentingly persistent were these creatures of the dark, and so varied their myriad hideous forms, that we have no need to wonder why Robert, boy and man, was given to nightmares, or why as a student alone on the upper floor of a rooming house he shivered in terror when he heard a door creak. It is even less surprising that, feeling himself monster-haunted and unloved, life held no charm, gold turned to rust, and even success lacked the power to lure him back from the welcoming arms of death.


  And yet, in Recompense, one of his most beautiful poems, Howard, ever fiercely prideful, exults in visions that transcend the horrors writhing like maggots in his skull. Undoubtedly those soul-shaking ghouls and black fiends among whom he lived were the price the artist had to pay to gain the intensity of feeling and that secret pool of magic, mysticism, and myth whence he dredged up wizards, warriors, serpents, and scoundrels to disport themselves with ceaseless energy throughout the Hyborian World. From this same intensity of feeling sprang the poetic imagery and arresting concepts, which so often enthrall us and which are so bountifully scattered throughout the following lines:


  And I have felt the sudden blow of a nameless wind's cold breath, And watched the grisly pilgrims go that walk the roads of Death, And I have seen black valleys gape, abysses in the gloom, And I have fought the deathless Ape that guards the Doors of Doom.


  I have not seen the face of Pan, nor mocked the dryad's haste, But I have trailed a dark-eyed Man across a windy waste. I have not died as men may die, nor sinned as men have sinned, But I have reached a misty sky upon a granite wind.47


  There is some fun and laughter in Robert Howard's rhymes. Readers Stay enjoy the lighthearted ballad called The Kissing of Sal Snooboo, fklhioned as a parody of a poem by Robert W. Service or the narrative Vtrse titled Fables for Little Folks, which tells of a massive boxer knocked Hit by a smaller man. Howard's humorous verse is, in marked contrast to lis serious lines, uniformly undistinguished. He himself said: "Poetiz-Ing's work and travail, rhyming's pleasure and holiday. I never devoted lifer thirty minutes to any rhyme in my life."48 Yet, while he classed all ||a poems as mere rhymes, they vary from superb poetry to unexceptional terse.


  There is one truly happy poem of childhood, quoted as a heading p Chapter VI. And in one poem—just one—the young poet sets forth If'1 less than lethal way to escape from the trials and confinement of a Pookkeeper's job. In Emancipation the miserable underling gloats over his newly gained freedom: i


  But I've told the boss he can go to Hell. ^ I left him singing his hymn of Hate—


  And I'm headed West on a Red Ball freight!49


  I


  " This life-loving alternative to suicide—riding the rails as a hobo— || also the solution selected by Steve Costigan, Howard's alter ego in |rOtt Oaks and Sand Roughs. But a realistic alternative for Robert himself


  twas not. A sheltered dreamer, brought up in an environment of othering protection and poor at interpersonal relations, could not have irvived the bufferings of weather, poverty, and sharp-eyed fellow hobos.


  Much more real to Robert Howard were the demons and goblins )m the depths of hell, the strange and evil creatures from other worlds, the hate-filled, unregenerate humanity—the larcenous oil men, the prostitutes, and the witches who passed as fellow mortals along the


  streets of Cross Plains. These "swinish" creatures, as he called them, started to gather more than ten years before that fateful dawn of Junr 11,1936. And stamping their cloven hooves and taloned feet, they began to beat out a measured funeral march from which the haunted man found no avenue of escape and sought none. He had already turned his back on life a decade or so earlier, when he penned Lines Written in the Realization That I Must Die:


  Let my name fade from the printed pages;


  Dreams and visions are growing pale,


  Twilight gathers and none can save me.


  Well and well, for I would not stay:50


  Some of Robert Howard's friends, including Lovecraft, have said that Howard was primarily a poet. We disagree. We consider him a great storyteller first and foremost, and one who made his prose soar at time* because he brought poetry to it. Uneven as are his poems and his prose, some of the great passages in his fiction possess the color, the imagery, the verve, the precision of language, and the rhythm that give them a dimension akin to poetry.


  At times his sentences have the simple but sustained rhythmic roll that we associate with the King James Bible, possibly because in childhood his parents often read to him from the Old Testament. Or possibly that marvelous, fluid rhythm descended to him through earlier generations of Ervins and Howards, who came from the Southeast bringing with them to Texas some of the lilting speech patterns of the seventeenth century Scotch-Irish settlers. Howard liked to say: "All Celts are poets," and although he was not so pure a Celt as he wished to believe, some of the fine old speech rhythms may have come down to him through hi* storytelling Howard grandmother.


  Whether the rich fabric of Howard's poetry had its origin in exotic phrases from many earlier pens, or whether he owed his intensity to the singing rhythms of Scottish and Irish speech, he was entirely original in his modes of perception. The world he saw was not the world we know or want to know, save as a momentary escape into the fantastic. Yet, we stand amazed at the sheer power of his imagery. The iron harp of Conan'h creator, which echoes the fiend-haunted depths of Howard's troubled spirit, can also reverberate to bear aloft the sparkling lines "that set the stars on fire."51


  


  X. SERPENTS, SWORDS, AND SUPERMEN

  



  The stars beat up from the shadowy sea, The caves of the coral and pearl, And the night is afire with a red desire For the loins of a golden girl.


  You have left your girdle upon the beach, And you wade from the pulsing land, And the hot tide darts to your secret parts That have known one lover's hand.1


  By spring of 1930, Robert Howard's stories were being accepted with encouraging frequency. He felt that he could now afford to buy something he had long desired: a horse. Since the death of Patches, he had regretted having no animal of his own.


  The horse, which he installed in the backyard barn, was a steeldust mare, a medium-sized mouse-colored animal of Mexican breed resembling the Western mustang. People remember Gypsy as a good-looking horse and Robert as a regular rider during the time he owned her. He rode her to visit people in and around Cross Plains and took long outings into the country. He later claimed that one of his enemies tried to kill him by slicing a stirrup leather almost through so that when he put his weight on the stirrup, the strap would break and cause him to fall.2


  Then, early in 1931, Gypsy vanished. Howard probably sold her. We do not know why, but we can guess. Owning a horse without a groom to handle the chores is time-consuming, and Howard's time was increasingly preempted by his writing. The animal must be fed, watered, brushed, and exercised, and the owner must muck out the stable. Moreover, the Howards either had or soon acquired a cow, a Guernsey named Delhi,3 and there may have been a problem about keeping two animals at once in a tiny bam that also served as the doctor's garage. Besides, as the year progressed, Howard began to travel more, leaving someone else to tend the animals.


  Anyway, Howard got rid of Gypsy, though not without a pang. Years later, when he drove past a lot in which a similar horse was grazing, he would tell his companion that his horse looked like that. Thereafter he satisfied his longing for animal friends by feeding stray cats, until a dozen felines had taken up residence in or around the Howard house and barn. Robert even trained some of them to sit up and receive a stream of milk squirted from Delhi's teats as he milked her.4


  At that time Robert, then aged twenty-four, tried to correct the fact that he had no girl. His friends were either dating or had already married. Tevis Clyde Smith had wed Echla Laxon in 1927, although that union proved ephemeral. For years Robert had excused his misogyny by assuring people that no one would want to look at a big hulk of a man like him. Besides, he preferred his freedom, he said, quoting Kipling:


  Down to Gehenna or up to the Throne,


  He travels the fastest who travels alone.5


  If, as seems probable, Robert had never touched a girl except for the one little necking party staged to best his friends, he nevertheless entertained lively fancies about the fair sex. Many of his poems, like that at the head of this chapter, prove the point.


  Robert Howard set his sights on Ruth Baum, the pretty blond daughter of a leading Cross Plains family who, like Hester Howard, were Methodists. Ruth attended Sunday school and belonged to the Epworth League, the young people's auxiliary of the Methodist Church. Robert joined both organizations, writing Booth Mooney that he did so in hopes of getting to know the girl better. Soon he was elected vice-president of the Sunday-school class.


  The members of The Junto were horrified. They deemed themselves sophisticated people who, while not atheists, did not take their elders' piety seriously. And here was Bob, their star litterateur, freethinker, and iconoclast, clasped to the bosom of a highly respectable Protestant denomination. They need not have worried. Robert's con-


  Ucts with Ruth Baum never got beyond passing the time of day. He never said anything personal to her and never worked up the courage to ask her for a date. As Ruth recalled: "He was very shy; but then so !/Was I at the time."6


  I Moreover, the discussions in the Epworth League and Sunday-pchool class failed to capture Robert's interest. With every week his fboredom grew more excruciating. He told Preece: "It's nothing but a lot |of infernal tripe, a lot of muck .. ."7 He began to skip meetings and soon Idropped out altogether, girl or no girl. And Ruth Baum never knew that 4 Robert Howard had eyed her with longing.


  I,


  fi


  Despite Howard's failure to establish ordinary social contacts with a girl, he wrote of slim, passionate women whose "marble limbs caught fire from my passion. . . ."8 He brooded over his lack of female companionship and wondered if, after all, he was normal. The fear that he was not became so strong that in October 1930 Dr. Howard sent his son to the Scott and White Clinic at Temple, south of Waco, for a physical examination. Incidentally, the "personal history" that formed a part of the medical report showed the continuation of two of the family's little pretenses: that Hester Howard was five years younger than her husband and that she did not have tuberculosis.


  Robert told the examining physician that, besides having gas pains, he had been slow in developing, not acquiring strong sexual desire until • he was nineteen; that he thought he had a varicocele (a varicose vein in his scrotum); and that—a common adolescent fear—his penis was of subnormal size.


  The doctor thumped, and poked, and tested, and measured. The record gives Robert's height as five feet eleven inches, his weight as 191 pounds. His heart action was normal, with a tendency to tachycardia (overspeeding under stress). The doctor sent Robert home and wrote to Dr. Howard:


  We do not think there is anything wrong with Robert. We can find no varicocele of any consequence, his organs are normally developed and he tests out good in every respect.


  His trouble, in our judgment, is due to his thinking there is something


  wrong. After he has dispelled this thought from his mind he will be in fine shape.9


  His stomach gas can probably be accounted for by his enormous consumption of pancakes; for the rest, the only thing Robert Howard had to fear was fear itself. Thus, Robert was confronted with the fact that his failure to get a girl was due not to any physical abnormality but to his emotional attachment to his family, his basic disinterest in the usual pursuits of the average small-town girl, and his preoccupation with literary matters. In short, he was unlikely to find any of the local lasses interesting beyond first acquaintance.


  Conversely, girls were not likely to be fascinated by Robert. His repute as the town eccentric, his unconventional views, and his spells of misanthropy and moroseness made him unattractive to the local girls. While some of the behavior that Howard indulged in would not have seemed so odd in an urban or academic setting, other of his ways, such as his obsession with hatred and "enemies," would have seemed strange anywhere.


  Even his friends found Bob an enigma. One said, "He just didn't give a damn for a lot of things that other people do. . . . Bob had a funny habit. He'd be walking along the street, and you'd see him suddenly start to shadowbox. He'd box for a few seconds and then go back to walking again." When a young woman was visiting at the Bond house across the street, she took fright at the sight of Robert walking down the middle of the road in the moonlight, shadowboxing as he walked and singing at the top of his lungs.10


  Another person remembers that, when walking, Howard would now and then stop, turn back, and take a few steps in order to upend a stick or stone and peer beneath it. In the street he often passed people he knew without a sign of recognition, being completely wrapped up in his own world of imagination. This inattention to his surroundings, like his shadowboxing, may have indicated that he was plotting a story. As Derleth said: "He lived in a world that was at least quasi-make-believe."11


  Unpredictably Robert would blow up over trifling annoyances but meet major misfortunes with outward calm. His temper flared easily and burned hot. Once The Cross Plains Review ran a story that did not give his mother the credit he thought she deserved. Robert stormed into the


  [image: ]


  newspaper office, threw a copy on Jack Scott's desk, and told him not to send the damned paper to his house any more. The next day Dr. Howard came in to reinstate the subscription.


  Howard was certain that enemies lurked behind every bush, waiting to destroy him. He kept up with his boxing and fencing in part to protect himself should the need arise. Yet, he never, apparently, got into a brawl with anyone. Probably people took care not to cross a man with Howard's physique and volatile temper.


  Still, Robert's virtues were not unappreciated. His friends speak of his kindliness and sympathy, his uprightness, and his sparkling humor when he was in a good mood. He was the star of The Junto; and the members' fascination with his erudition and soaring imagination held the group together. The only girl he ever dated said that, as she came to know him, she was surprised at how charming Robert could be.


  Forty-odd years later, these friends still mention Bob with love and respect. When reminded of his strange ways, they warmly defend him, shrugging off his eccentricities by saying: "Oh, well, in some ways Bob never grew up." It infuriates them to hear him described as "crazy," a term some of his fellow townsmen applied to him during his lifetime.


  Yet his friend E. Hoffmann Price wrote: "R.E.H. was a strange character: gracious, likeable, congenial—and nutty as an almond bar. Since you knew he was harmless, it was easy to like him very much, admire him for his many admirable qualities, and ignore his pure strain crazy facets."12 Another close friend said: "He was very strange and plain 'weird.' "13


  Withal Bob Howard's friends remained faithful. He kept up with Lindsey Tyson and with another youth in Cross Plains, David C. Lee; with Clyde Smith and Truett Vinson in Brownwood; with Earl Baker, with whom he had learned to ride in Cross Cut; and with F. Thurston Torbett in Marlin, Texas. Several years older than Bob, Torbett was the son and nephew of a pair of physicians. His uncle, J. W. Torbett, owned a sanitarium specializing in the treatment of rheumatism, while his father, Frank Torbett, worked in the institution.


  The senior Howards often visited the sanitarium and took their prescribed baths in hot-spring water. Robert went on long walks with Thurston, who was a student of the occult. They talked out their philosophies of life and discussed a writer's problems. While sometimes active and cheerful, at other times Robert would be "blue and depressed" and talk of suicide.14


  Torbett collaborated with Howard on a successful story, "A Thunder of Trumpets," which was published a year after Howard's death. It involves a girl living in India and a withered, toothless yogi who can will himself to appear to others as a handsome young man.


  In the early 1930s, a new interest came into Robert Howard's life and added a welcome new dimension to it. He began a correspondence with H. P. Lovecraft and later with other professional writers in the fantasy field. His letters to Lovecraft, by far the most numerous, offer a rich lode of information to anyone who mines them, and much credit is due Glenn Lord for collecting and preserving them.


  Howard Phillips Lovecraft (1890-1937) was a gaunt, lantern-jawed, erudite, unworldly man who lived with a pair of aged aunts in Providence, Rhode Island. Although he wrote sixty-five outstanding horror stories, often compared to Poe's, and sold most of them to Weird Tales, he had to supplement his small income by rewriting the works of assorted would-be authors and by drawing on the principal of a small legacy from his mother.


  As individualistic as Howard, Lovecraft seldom stirred from his house during the day but loved to prowl the streets of Providence by night. He idealized eighteenth-century England and thought that civilization had been declining ever since. Ultraconservative in dress, manners, and political convictions, he hated immigrants and foreigners, especially Jews, Negroes, and Latins, who, he felt, had robbed him of his old Anglo-Saxon birthright.


  Despite these feelings, he was kind and polite always. To younger writers, like Howard, he was ever generous both with praise and urgings to make use of elements from his most famous tales, the Cthulhu mythos. He was a voluminous letter-writer and one who enjoyed a good debate. Therefore he and Robert Howard argued and sometimes battled over a wide range of ideas.


  Such was the man of whom Robert Howard wrote in glowing terms to the editor of Weird Tales in June 1930: and thus began the longest and most intimate correspondence of Howard's life. In it the young writer confided to Lovecraft things he would not dream of discussing with the townsfolk of Cross Plains.


  Although the two men differed widely in background, Howard found in Lovecraft a man who shared his passion for historical, prehistoric, and mythological lore. In the early stages of this friendship by correspondence, Howard assumed that Lovecraft was a professor, or at least the holder of advanced degrees. Consequently he treated the older man with deference and tended to accept all of his ideas, even the more untenable ones, as if they were gospel. Howard even prophesied— correctly, as it turned out—that Lovecraft would have a lasting influence on American fantasy writing. Later, when he learned more about Lovecraft's limitations, Howard became more critical. Although he finally realized that Lovecraft pretended to profound knowledge on matters he knew little about, such as the Southwest, the friendship lasted until Howard's death, and the voluminous correspondence brought new perspectives to the young Texan's writing.


  Together they ranted against immigrants, foreigners, and the equality of the races of man. Lovecraft pointed out that "Two-Gun Bob's" "sense of placement" with ancient barbarians (like Lovecraft's own involvement with ancient Rome and Georgian England) was merely a reflection of things they had read or heard about in childhood. He also debunked Howard's mystical ideas of ancestral memories and reincarnation, but these concepts fell on deaf ears.


  The pen pals discussed current events and international affairs. Lovecraft admired Mussolini and, until shortly before his death, took an indulgent view of Hitler. Howard, an antiauthoritarian, libertarian democrat, had no use for either; and he denounced Mussolini as a racketeer and Hitler as a madman. At one time Robert, like Vinson and some of the other Junto members, had vaguely considered himself a "socialist." But he soon found repellent the degree of organization and regimentation inherent in even the most democratic socialism. Later he drifted toward a kind of Nietzschean anarchism as his ideal, thinking this condition obtained in barbarian and frontier societies. He admitted, however, that such a regime was an impractical form of government for twentieth-century America.


  Lovecraft confided to Howard that the American Revolution had been a terrible mistake; in rebuttal the Texan cited English oppression of his own Irish forebears. Lovecraft advocated an Anglo-American military alliance, while Howard, turned isolationist, wrote: "Let each nation defend its own."15


  On a more intimate level, Robert wrote about rattlesnake lore, Negro ghost stories, the sanguinary career of "Billy the Kid," and the feuds of the old Wild West. He told of his hopes—unfulfilled save for a single article—of writing a serious history of his region or of the frontier, or the Southwest, or Texas, or at least of Callahan County. He wrote of Scottish, Southern, and Southwestern folk songs.


  Lovecraft replied with disquisitions on the history, scenery, and architecture of his beloved New England. The Northerner asked whether his young friend had taken the name of the Atlantean sorcerer in "Skull-Face" from Lovecraft's Cthulhu mythos. Howard said no; the name "Kathulos" was merely a coincidence.16


  Late in 1930 Howard began to correspond with another member of the Weird Tales circle, a blond, burly youth of German extraction who lived in Sauk City, Wisconsin. August William Derleth (1909-1971) became a successful writer in a wide range of genres: fantasy, detective stories, and realistic regional fiction, and, in the course of twenty-nine years, published over 130 stories in that magazine. At Lovecraft's urging, Derleth, along with Robert Howard, Clark Ashton Smith, and other Weird Tales writers, traded imaginary deities, fictitious books of sinister lore, and other props for the fantastic tales they wrote. After Lovecraft's death, Derleth devoted much of his life to publishing Lovecraft's stories. Arkham House, the small publishing firm that he founded, still exists.


  Robert Howard's letters to Derleth were shorter, more factual, and less argumentative than those to Lovecraft; for the down-to-earth Derleth was not given to high-flown, fine-spun philosophical arguments. But one notable letter to Derleth gives a long dissertation on the Indians of Texas, telling the story of Cynthia Ann Parker and her son Quanah Parker, the last great war chief of the Comanches.


  As the months passed, Howard began corresponding with other members of Lovecraft's circle. One was Wilfred Blanch Talman, who worked for the Texas Company and who sold a few stories to Weird Tales. Through Talman, Howard sold a short article, "The Ghost of Camp Colorado," to the company's house organ, the Texaco Star. Howard hoped that this little article about an abandoned U.S. Army post might become the first of a series on Texan lore.


  This was not to be. In June 1931 he sent the magazine a second article, "Kelly and the Conjure-Man," about a Negro who, in the mid-nineteenth century, practiced folk medicine and magic in Arkansas and who vanished under mysterious circumstances. The Star rejected the article, whose content was slight, and Howard is not known to have tried again. Perhaps he found reality so confining that he let himself be easily discouraged from writing about it.


  Howard's attempts to engage other writers in correspondence proved less successful. Clark Ashton Smith (1893-1961) of Auburn, California, was perhaps the most brilliant member of the circle, being both an eminent West Coast poet and a writer of fantasy and science fiction. His letters, however, tended to be short and dryly factual, inviting only brief replies.


  More serious problems than a dearth of intellectual fellowship beset the young Texan. When Herbert Hoover replaced Calvin Coolidge as president, it looked to many as if the United States government had solved the problems inherent in capitalism and ensured for all Americans a life of perpetual affluence. But in the fall of 1929, the stock market began to sag; and on October 29th, it crashed. Millions of investors who had bought stocks on small margins were wiped out. Several bankers and stockbrokers killed themselves by jumping from skyscraper windows. Through the following months unemployment spread like a plague.


  The impact of the Great Depression on Texas varied. The state was still largely rural; and the farm population, long inured to hard times, was comparatively self-sufficient. Although the West Texas oil boom had dwindled, in October of 1930 a new boom struck East Texas, starting in Rusk County near the Louisiana border.


  The new governor of Texas, a rotund oil millionaire named Ross Sterling, who had replaced "Ma" Ferguson in the statehouse, was not one wantonly to interfere with business enterprise. But the glut of petroleum spewing forth from the new fields so depressed the price of oil that he was impelled to ration production. This action caused litigation and scandals over bootleg oil and may have contributed to his defeat two years later.


  Counterbalancing the hectic prosperity generated by the oil boom was the severe drouth that set in during 1930. Once more the cashless farmers of Callahan County paid Dr. Howard's bills with promises or farm produce.


  Despite the Depression and the drouth, Robert Howard's fortunes improved. He ended 1930 with twelve stories and four poems published and $1,303.50 in pocket, a respectable earning in those days for a young man without dependents. The following year seventeen stories, an article, and a poem brought him $1,531.26. Thenceforth Howard was one of the best-paid men in town. With typical Texas exaggeration, it was said that one year he was the only man in Cross Plains with income enough to pay an income tax.


  Howard never got rich, but now he had enough money to do some of the things he wanted to do—to buy books and weapons, to travel, and to help the family when occasion demanded. The occasion demanded more and more; for Hester Howard's health worsened, and Robert was called upon to aid with her medical bills.


  He had no sooner built up a savings account than he received another heavy financial blow. In June 1931 the Farmers National Bank of Cross Plains failed, and his modest savings were wiped out. He then began to put his savings into the other town bank, the First State, only to have that institution go under in September. All over the nation, financial institutions toppled like dominoes. So widespread was the epidemic of bank failures that Franklin D. Roosevelt, right after his inauguration of March 4, 1933, ordered a general bank holiday for four days. Thereafter Howard kept his spare money in a postal savings account, which was backed by the U.S. Treasury.


  Drouth and Depression notwithstanding, Robert and members of his family enjoyed a number of outings and short trips. In telling his pen pals about these travels, Howard usually omits such details as with whom he traveled and what transportation was used; but we do know that on many trips the doctor, who alone had a car at this time, drove the others and that Mrs. Howard accompanied her son on nearly every trip he took ifter he finally became a car owner.


  In 1930 Robert went to the cattle country of Northwestern Texas, the Llano Estacado, probably in connection with Dr. Howard's setting Up a practice in Spur. In February of 1931, he was again in San Antonio, visiting the Alamo but reporting that the Latinized city was "rather too cosmopolitan for my tastes." He also met a Communist Slav with "mutual distrust and lack of understanding; tinged with resentment on my part and a hint of contempt on his."17 The resentment stemmed from the young Slav's poise, versatility, and perfect manners—qualities Howard realized were in short supply in his own personality.


  In May, Howard set out to go to Fort Worth, Waco, and Temple, where in all probability Mrs. Howard went to resume her treatments. Later in that summer he again visited Fort Worth, this time returning by way of Peaster, his birthplace, and Dark Valley, the scene of his early childhood. In the autumn he made a longer trip, going southwest to San Angelo and Sonora; then southeast to San Antonio and Victoria, a dozen miles from the Gulf coast; and finally home via Austin and Brownwood. Since it would have been impossible in that day to ride a train to all those places in the course of a one week's journey, and since some of the towns even lacked rail connections, it is probable that this, too, was a family outing by car. We suspect that Dr. Howard was trying to make up for his previous neglect of his ill wife.


  During this comparatively peaceful period, Robert Howard's days were largely spent at home, in the small room that served as his study-bedroom. He must have been distressed to learn that Weird Tales, his most steady market, was forced to go bimonthly and give up running serials. But, like every dedicated writer, he not only continued writing heroic fantasy but also branched out into other fields. By early 1932, when the magazine recovered enough to go back to a monthly schedule, Howard had sold a fight story, "The Apparition in the Prize Ring," and experimented with a short fantasy about a man who had a vision of his own future murder. Both were written under the pseudonym "Taverel," another of Howard's favorite names.


  At this time Howard had another unsuccessful try at his incomplete sequel to Skull-Face, to which he gave the title Taverel Manor. He wrote three more Solomon Kane stories: "The Hills of the Dead," "The Moon of Skulls," and "The Footfalls Within." These stories feature typical Howard elements: giant serpents, lost cities, ferocious black warriors, assorted fiends, and noble, Tarzan-like heroes. In "The Moon of Skulls" however, Howard introduces a new note, a scene in which one woman flogs another—but offstage. This sadistic act reappears boldly onstage in several later stories.


  "The Footfalls Within" appeared in the September 1931 Weird Tales with an interior illustration grotesque enough to dishearten any writer. The artist, gnomish C. C. Senf, who painted most of the magazine's covers from 1927 to 1932, merely glanced at the text and learned that it involved an Englishman, Arabs, and an oasis. Then he carelessly portrayed Solomon, the seventeenth-century Puritan, in the cork sun helmet, peg-topped riding breeches, and spiral puttees of the year 1900. To complete the monstrosity, Solomon is still wielding his seventeenth-century sword.


  Howard sold only one more Kane story, "Wings in the Night," which appeared in Weird Tales for July 1932. This tale, involving aerial demons, is one of the best of the series.


  Other heroes shared Howard's small writing room during the early 1930s. The comic boxing hero Sailor Steve Costigan, as already noted, inspired thirteen successful stories in Fight Stories. In a similar series of boxing tales, written for Sport Story Magazine, the mighty-thewed, dim-witted hero is called Kid Allison. This fighting man proved less popular, for only three of the ten tales about him sold during Howard's lifetime.


  The Kid's name probably derives from one of the Southwest's more notorious thugs of the post-Civil War period. A man whose wanton killings have been estimated between fifteen and twenty-six, the real Clay Allison came to an ironic end. Reeling out of a saloon, he jumped aboard a wagon, lashed the horses, fell off, and was run over.


  Although Howard had explored the Celtic theme in earlier years, in 1931 his use of Irish elements ballooned. A major stimulus for this interest was the young Texan's discovery of a book by P. W. Joyce, A Short History of Celtic Ireland. Dr. Joyce, while himself a patriotic son of Ireland, exposed the turbulent factiousness, implacable vindictiveness, and jealous egotism that kept the Irish kinglets at each other's throats while the invading Vikings and later Anglo-Normans overran the land. Howard ardently identified himself with these Irishmen, who treasured their enmities and hatreds as other men treasure their precious jewels.


  A number of Howard heroes spring from Joyce's pages. Am-ra, who appears in the Kull story "Exile of Atlantis," comes from antra, an Irish word meaning "elegy." Cormac Mac Art was a legendary third-century High King. Conn the serf, in the unsold tale "The Grey God Passes," derives from Conn Cedcathach, or Conn of the Hundred Battles, another legendary king of the second century. There were also two historical characters named Turlogh O'Brien: the first a grandson of Brian Boru, who died at fifteen in the battle of Clontarf in 1014; the second a would-be High King in the late eleventh century.


  In 1931 Howard launched a series of Dark Age fantasies about an eleventh-century Irishman, Turlogh O'Brien, a man who was outlawed by his clan. It is notable that several of Howard's heroes (whatever the psychological explanation) are men on the dodge from their own clans, tribes, or nations, usually for having killed outside the law. Perhaps they expressed some of the pent-up violence that seethed within the mind of their creator.


  Turlogh represents a theme, hinted at in some of the earlier stories, that became increasingly prominent in Howard's later works: the man obsessed by hatred. Into such characters Howard could pour his own feelings toward his "enemies." This roiling emotion gives the stories a peculiar intensity, but the hate-ridden characters are not easy for normal readers to identify with.


  Howard sold two Turlogh stories to Weird Tales but failed to finish two others of the series. Turlogh, whom fate sends on a mission to rescue a princess from invading Vikings, is a tall, black-haired man, "combining the strength of a bull with the lithe quickness of a panther. . . . From under heavy black brows gleamed eyes of hot volcanic blue."18


  Readers of Howard stories will meet many heroes of this kind. In fact, this description of Turlogh fits nearly all of Howard's heroes. Although we never learn what shade of blue might properly be called "volcanic," the description fits perfectly the young Isaac Howard, whose great height, black mane, piercing blue eyes, and air of authority have often been remarked upon by those who remember him in his youth. To a small child this huge man, whose eyes, alight with anger, would burn with inner fire, could readily become both the role model of the hero and the man his son would have liked to be.


  The Turlogh tales, like so many of Robert Howard's heroic fantasies, are replete with cities of barbaric splendor, strange beasts, evil


  serpents, swords, and supermen


  priests, human sacrifice, ape-men, and demons. The second story, "The Gods of Bal-Sagoth," is a particularly fine example of Howard's headlong action, theme of universal destruction, and royal purple prose. His poetry disguised as prose soars in this descriptive passage: "Surely black wings beating from moonless gulfs had hovered over its birth, and the grisly souls of nameless demons had gone into its being."19


  Along with the Turlogh stories, Howard set about developing another series. The rise of the new magazine Oriental Stories gave him the opportunity to do something he had long dreamed about: to write historical adventure fiction. He placed his stories in the Near East in the early thirteenth century. For his hero he chose Cormac Fitzgeoffrey. Cormac, half Irish and half Norman, is an exile from his native Ireland and a former comrade-in-arms of Richard the Lion-Hearted on the Third Crusade. He is, as Howard told his friend Harold Preece, "The most somber character I have yet attempted."20


  Like the other heroes, Cormac is a mighty man and a formidable fighting machine, one "to whom the ways of violence and bloodshed were as natural as the ways of peace are to the average man. . . ."21


  So used is he to violence that when, in the first story, "Hawks of Outremer," he falls into the hands of Saladin and the Kurdish sultan lets him go, Cormac is amazed. The second Cormac tale, "The Blood of Belshazzar," concerns a great red gem that "pulsed like a living thing."22 A third tale of the series was begun but never finished. Such was the fate of many series characters, created and abandoned by Howard when they lost their appeal for him.


  Another series of historical stories proved abortive. These were four novelettes about one Cormac Mac Art, an Irish outlaw supposed to have lived in the time of King Arthur, who, according to legend, flourished around 500 a.d. For this series Howard used as background material the works of Arthur D. Howden Smith, who wrote for Adventure Magazine in the 1920s.


  Cormac, a failed pirate, adventures with a Danish Viking and his band of reavers—a notable anachronism, since the Scandinavians did not take to seafaring until several centuries after 500 a.d. and Norse raids on Scotland and Ireland began in the 790s.


  Undoubtedly Howard hoped to sell the series to Adventure. This Was his unfulfilled dream, because historical adventure stories were in vogue in the 1930s, while fantasies of all kinds remained little known and largely unappreciated. Only in 1974 was the series published under the title of the lead story, Tigers of the Sea.


  As we have remarked before, Howard was least successful when he adopted settings from other contemporary writers or tried to write in their style. He was at his best when he created his own fantasy world and let his own imagination lead him whither it beckoned. It was his misfortune that the type of writing at which he excelled became popular almost fifty years after his death, a fate accorded to artists in many different fields.


  The first of Howard's Cthulhoid stories, published in the April—May 1931 Weird Tales, amply illustrates this point. At Lovecraft's urging, Howard, along with other writers of the Lovecraft circle, made liberal use of Cthulhoid elements in some of their fiction. "The Children of the Night" is perhaps the least well-conceived of all the stories Howard sold in his lifetime. In imitation of Lovecraft's style, Howard ends the tale when his hero, obsessed with hatred for a pre-Pictish aborigine who seems part Mongoloid and part reptile, plans to slay the foul being because


  ... he pollutes the clean air and leaves the slime of the snake on the green


  earth. The sound of his lisping, hissing voice fills me with crawling horror


  and the sight of his slanted eyes inspires me with madness.23


  And yet, another of Howard's Lovecraft imitations, "The Black Stone," is an effective story, which has been reprinted many times. In it appears a theme often repeated in Robert Howard's poetry. After witnessing a night of Mongoloid folk celebrating a primitive Sabbat, replete with wild yells and dances, flogging, human sacrifice, and the appearance of otherworldly beasts, the narrator wonders "What nameless shapes may even now lurk in the dark places of the world?"24.


  During his period of preparation for the coming years of full maturity as a writer, Robert Howard wrote several stories that do not fall into any particular group or series. "The Fearsome Touch of Death" is a non-supernatural horror story—in contradistinction to his Lovecraft imitations—even though Weird Tales published it. In it a man, who volunteered to sit the night with the corpse of a friend, feels what he believes to be the hand of the dead man reaching for him and dies of heart failure.


  Although classed as a horror story, this tale is perhaps Howard's most successful venture into realism. Here he paints an arresting word picture of slowly rising fear. He may have drawn on his remembered night terrors when he slept in the attic of that empty boardinghouse in Brownwood.


  Another tale worth noting is "The Iron Man," one of the very few serious boxing stories that Howard ever sold. While the tale lacks style, it contains a good analysis of character. A heavyweight fights to support his girl in finishing school; but out of pride, avarice, and stubbornness, he refuses to quit after he earns plenty of money. His girl finally forces him out of the ring before he is battered into feeblemindedness.


  Howard also undertook several collaborations with his friend Tevis Clyde Smith. "Eighttoes Makes a Play" told about a sledge-dog race in the Yukon, with scenery from the novels of James Oliver Curwood and other romancers of the Frozen North. But the only collaboration that sold was "Red Blades of Black Cathay," in which a Crusader seeks the fabled kingdom of Prester John in Central Asia.


  Writing effective and salable fiction takes skills that do not develop overnight. Just as a fine sword blade is wrested from raw iron only through repeated heating, pounding, folding of hot metal, cooling, and baking for weeks in a bed of warm coals, so splendid writing is only hammered out through years of lonely practice, painful trial and error, rejections, discouragement, sometimes ridicule, and occasional glimmerings of success.


  Despite the national turmoil brought about by the Great Depression and the great drouth, and despite the family distress resulting from Mrs. Howard's continuing decline, the years between 1929 and 1932 vouchsafed Robert Howard the quietude in which to polish his skills, experiment with stories of various kinds, and to attain sufficient financial rewards to reassure him about his abilities as an author.


  


  XI. THE TRANSCENDENT BARBARIAN

  



  What do I know of cultured ways, the gilt, the craft and the lie? I, who was born in a naked land and bred in the open sky. The subtle tongue, the sophist guile, they fail when the broadswords sing;


  Rush in and die, dogs—I was a man before I was a king.1


  The year 1932 proved eventful for Robert Howard, both as a writer and as a man. It was in 1932 that he wrote and sold his first Conan story, "The Phoenix on the Sword," which is rated as one of the better stories in the series. In the same year he met the only woman, aside from his mother, with whom he ever had a close and prolonged friendship.


  The new year began inauspiciously. After months of high-speed production, Robert found himself unable to write anything of value. This unsettling drainage of creativity often befalls writers of fiction and results in depression or even sheer panic. Looking back on this experience a year later, he wrote: ". . . for months I had been absolutely barren of ideas, completely unable to work up anything sellable."2 He decided to take a vacation, and in February 1932 he set forth by bus for San Antonio.


  In San Antonio, he shopped for knives and swords for his collection. He fell in with an East Indian who had spent most of his life in China. From him Howard learned of the "ghastly tortures of the Orient." The man also mentioned that he had seen "scores of Chinese Communists beheaded in the open streets." This Howard reported to Lovecraft, adding: "The mere thought of such a spectacle slightly nauseated me."3


  From San Antonio, Howard traveled southward to the Rio Grande Valley, where he experimented with Mexican food and wandered up the valley as far as Rio Grande City. It was there, in all probability, that he replaced the cloth cap that he had always worn with a huge black Mexican sombrero. This headgear, which appears to have been a size too large so that it rested on his ears, aroused comment in Cross Plains, where men wore western-style hats. One man remembers that the sombrero made Howard look like a mushroom: "Lord, that thing just engulfed him!"4


  Later, Howard became self-conscious about the hat. When Clyde Smith came to visit and asked to wear it uptown as a joke, Bob demurred. " These people around here think I'm crazy as hell, anyway,' he said, 'and I don't want to add to it.' So," said Smith in relating the episode, "we . . . simply donned our caps and took off."5


  While Howard was enjoying "tortillas . . . and Spanish wine"6 along the Border, the most memorable fictional idea of his life began to form. Howard decided to write a series of prehistoric adventure fantasies, not unlike the Kull stories, for such a setting would eliminate the need for accurate historical research. This time he planned to work out a detailed map and history of his imaginary world before starting the tales. He undoubtedly also decided to work out a rough plan of his hero's life, so that the character could show development as the hero aged.


  Since Howard was not good at inventing names, he often based personal and place names on names of historical figures and localities. He liked to assume that ancient and medieval names were derived from those of his imagined prehistoric realms, postulating that the records of the prehistoric civilization had been destroyed by invasion or natural catastrophe, surviving only in myths and legends. He wrote:


  If some cataclysm of nature were to destroy that civilization, remnants of what knowledge and stories of its greatness might well evolve into the fantastic fables that have descended to us.7


  When Howard wrote his essay "The Hyborian Age," setting forth the pseudohistory of this imagined period, he sent a copy to Lovecraft. The latter, who did not approve of Howard's system of nomenclature, passed the article on to a fan-magazine publisher with a letter:


  Dear Wollheim:


  Here is something which Two-Gun Bob says he wants forwarded to you for The Phantagraph, and which I profoundly hope you'll be able to use. This is really great stuff—Howard has the most magnificent sense of the drama of "History" of anyone I know. He possesses a panoramic vision which takes in the evolution and interaction of races and nations over vast periods of time, and gives one the same large scale excitement which (with even greater scope) is furnished by things like Stapledon's "Last and First Men."


  The only flaw in this stuff is R.E.H.'s incurable tendency to devise names too closely resembling actual names of ancient history—names which, for us, have a very different set of associations. In many cases he does this designedly—on the theory that the familiar names descend from the fabulous realms he describes—but such a design is invalidated by the fact that we clearly know the etymology of many of the historic terms, hence cannot accept the pedigree he suggests. E. Hoffmann Price and I have both argued with Two-Gun on this point, but we make no headway whatsoever. The only thing to do is to accept the nomenclature as he gives it, wink at the weak spots, and be damned thankful that we can get such vivid artificial legendry. Howard is without question the most vigorous and spontaneous writer now contributing to the pulps—the nearest approach (although he wouldn't admit it himself) to a sincere artist. He puts himself into his work as none of the regulation hacks do.


  Best wishes—


  Yours most sincerely, HPL8


  While Howard's invented names show linguistic naivete and are often unpleasingly repetitious, there is much to be said in defense of his use of names from historical and mythological sources in the Conan stories. Names from ancient sources convey a glamour of antiquity without being too unfamiliar to the modern reader. Besides, few are knowledgeable enough to be troubled by the true derivation of names in a fantasy tale, even when they recognize the sources.


  Assuring his readers that his was not a serious theory of human prehistory, Howard set his Hyborian Age about twelve thousand years ago, when an imaginary group of tribes overran an earlier civilization and built new kingdoms on the ruins of the old. The lands roughly resembled Europe and the northern half of Africa. His imagined world, however, replaced the Mediterranean Sea with a vastly enlarged Caspian Sea (the Vilayet Sea), and most of West Africa lay under the Western Ocean.


  This world Howard peopled with farmers, artisans, merchants, and innkeepers in addition to the usual warriors, wizards, and imperiled maidens of fantasy. With a palette of vivid hues, he painted their fields ind rutted roads, their towns and frowning fortresses. The hero, like most of Howard's heroes, would be an idealization of himself—a lithe and wily giant, dark-haired and blue-eyed, a self-educated barbarian, but one with a rude code of honor to which he remained true.


  The theme of the new series, like that of the Kull stories, would be the rise of a barbarian adventurer to kingship over a civilized land. Howard determined that most of the stories would narrate the hero's trials and achievements before he attained the throne, for Howard had discovered that it cramps a writer's style to begin the tale with his hero already a reigning monarch.


  The nation of his hero's birth Howard named Cimmeria, after the fogbound western land visited by Odysseus in the Odyssey. Howard pretended that his Cimmerians were the descendants of the Atlanteans and the ancestors of the Celts, thus in fancy tracing his own descent from Kull and Conan. And Crom, the god of the Cimmerians, he derived from Crom Cruach, a pagan Irish idol destroyed by St. Patrick.
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        1934
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        March

      

      	
        1935
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  Published in The Fantasy Fan (with hero's name as Amra)


  The Frost Giant's DaughterMarch1934


  (Gods of the North)


  completed but unsold


  The God in the Bowl The Vale of Lost Women The Black Stranger


  (The Treasure of Tranicos)


  left unfinished


  The Hall of the Dead The Hand of Nergal The Snout in the Dark


  Drums of Tombalku Wolves Beyond the Border


  Howard & de Camp Howard & Carter Howard, de Camp & Carter


  Howard & de Camp Howard & de Camp


  non-conan stories, unsold and later rewritten as conan tales


  Hawks Over Shem


  (REH: Hawks Over Egypt) The Road of Eagles The Flame Knife


  (REH: Three-Bladed Doom) The Bloodstained God


  (REH: The Trail of the Blood-Stained God)


  Howard & de Camp


  Howard & de Camp Howard & de Camp


  Howard & de Camp


  Home from his trip to the Rio Grande, Howard plunged into the new Rftries. A steady stream of Conan stories began to pour out of his typewriter. In all, Howard completed twenty-one Conan stories, of which seventeen were published in Weird Tales during the remaining four years ®f his literary career. For many months he was so involved with Conan that he sometimes worked the night through. He wrote:


  For weeks I did nothing but write of the adventures of Conan. The character took complete possession of my mind and crowded out everything else in the way of story-writing. When I deliberately tried to write something else, I couldn't do it.9


  Howard made no attempt to tell Conan's history in chronological order. In some stories he appears as a youth; in others, as a middle-aged man. The hero finds himself in a wide variety of situations: a thief in a thieves' quarter, a pirate captain, a commander of an army, the leader of a band of outlaws, the savior of war-threatened settlers, and so on. Howard felt that the hero himself was relating the adventures to him and thus defended their lack of continuity:


  The average adventurer, telling tales of a wild life at random, seldom follows any ordered plan, but narrates episodes widely separated by space and years, as they occur to him.10


  As he wrote, Howard's picture of Conan evolved into the towering, lOUsled, black-haired, blue-eyed super-hero who appeared in earlier stories. As with most of Howard's heroes, Conan never really has a friend. He sometimes speaks of a friend, as early in "Queen of the Black Coast," bttt we never meet him. Although Howard himself had several good fHends, nearly all of his heroes are isolates. Perhaps such characters Appealed to Howard, or perhaps they reflected Howard's own inner fieling of isolation.


  The personality of Conan did not develop all at once. Although in BI08t stories women are merely playthings of the moment, in "Queen of the Black Coast" Conan falls in love with the female pirate Belit, and the becomes the true love of his early life.


  I , When Conan struggles with a gigantic serpent, a winged monster, Uick giants, or a sinister magician from some distant eastern shore, we |!|iiy speculate—although we cannot be sure—that Conan's adversaries


  k 267 were inspired by those "enemies" who, according to Howard, lay in wai! at all times to ensnare him.


  But Conan's personality was not influenced solely by his creator's beliefs and attitudes. Many people fail to realize that during the 1920s and 1930s there were no paperbacked books. And this seemingly unrelated fact had a bearing on the character development of Conan.


  Before the coming of mass-market, throwaway paperbacks in the 1940s, during the Second World War, all books published in America were bound in hard covers. Since hardcover books were expensive, comparatively few were published each year; and only the best-known authors were fortunate enough to see their works in bound volumes. Less popular writers, like Robert Howard, had to content themselves with magazine publication.


  The magazine market for short fiction was, fortunately, far larger then than it is today. Of all the magazines, two types stand out: the "slicks," magazines like The Saturday Evening Post, which was illustrated in full color and printed on glazed paper; and the "pulps," a large assortment of inexpensive magazines, which were usually poorly edited and cheaply printed on low-grade paper. Hundreds of such magazines existed: Western stories, adventure stories, war stories, sea stories, sports stories, detective stories, love stories, and so on. Most of these magazines operated on a shoestring and paid little; yet, they offered American short-story writers a generously varied market for their works. Indeed, since the shrinkage of the fiction magazine market, the American short story as an art form has been on the decline.


  Because the pulp-magazine editors of that day demanded strict adherence to certain rules and tabus, they exerted an important influence on the style and content of the stories submitted to them. Who were the readers of the pulps, and what restrictions were imposed on the writers who sold their works in this market?


  The pulps of the 1930s catered to a heavily male readership. They featured fast action, two-dimensional characters, and a straightforward narrative style. So imperative was fast action that young writers were warned to "shoot the sheriff in the first paragraph." Violence was an accepted—even an integral—part of every tale. In such action-centered stories, little attention was given to characterization and even less to character development. The stories were designed to entertain the reader, not to express the writer's inmost thoughts or to uplift the sinner.


  [image: ]


  The tabus were equally strict. Strong language was forbidden. "Darn!" was often used instead of "Damn!" Adventure Magazine, an aristocrat among the pulps, printed the exclamation "By God!" as "By—!"


  As for sex—well, sex was handled with kid gloves or not at all. There was, it is true, a small group of pulps called the "hots"—magazines like Spicy-Adventure Stories—but compared to magazines on the stands today, their treatment of sex was innocuous indeed. In the rest of the pulps, sex might be hinted at when the hero bore off a comely maiden at the end of the story, but nothing was ever written about their private adventures after the story ended. Since all but one of the Conan stories published in Howard's lifetime appeared in Weird Tales, this stern and forbidding tabu should be remembered by those readers who note the apparent sexlessness of Howard's heroes.


  As a matter of fact, this tabu against explicit sex is helpful to the writer who tries to create an epic hero. Explicit sexual encounters destroy the mythic qualities of a King Arthur, or Odysseus, or Siegfried, or Conan. A blow-by-blow account of a hero's bedroom acrobatics diminishes him—reduces him to the stature of an ordinary mortal. Besides, each reader wants to pretend, for a short time at least, that he is standing in the hero's sandals; and one man's grand passion may be another man's petit mal. Because a hint is worth more than a blueprint in stimulating the imagination, this reticence affords Conan's readers the greater opportunity to phantasize.


  Howard got many of his ideas from the adventure pulps of his time, notably from Adventure Magazine itself, of which he was a faithful reader. Many distinguished writers contributed to these periodicals, among them Harold Lamb, Talbot Mundy, and Arthur D. Howden Smith; but few were eminent enough to have hardcover publishers beat pathways to their doors, as were Edgar Rice Burroughs, Rudyard Kipling, and Jack London.


  Howard drew on the works of all these men and others for ideas about distant lands and distant times, for plot elements, for names and characterizations, and for stylistic models. Then, to the ideas he had garnered, he added his own emotions, his colorful if sometimes erroneous beliefs, and his poetry in prose. While most of the men who wrote for the adventure magazines of the 1930s have long been neglected or forgotten, Robert Howard, through his sheer creativity and originality, managed to rise above the limitations imposed on him by the conventions of the times and by his isolation. And this was a remarkable achievement.


  The Conan stories make use of many situations and many concepts that Howard had developed in earlier tales. Moreover, people familiar with the contents of Howard's library and with early twentieth-century literature can often pick out the very page from which an idea came—a time-consuming but fascinating exercise in literary sleuthing. Thus, a brief look at each of the Howard Conan stories will introduce new readers to the Conan saga and enable longtime fans of Robert E. Howard to explore the working of his mind.


  "The Phoenix on the Sword," the first published Conan story, appeared in Weird Tales for December 1932. It was not an original tale, but a complete rewrite of a rejected Kull story, "By This Axe I Rule." The story, which ranks among the best of the series, takes place in the latter part of Conan's career, when in his forties he has become king of Aquilonia. Conan is fighting for his life against conspirators who plot to murder him when he receives assistance from an unusual source. This work introduces the reader to Thoth-Amon, the once-powerful Stygian sorcerer who reappears in several other books of the Conan saga.


  After the successful sale of "The Phoenix on the Sword," Howard rushed three more Conan stories to Farnsworth Wright, editor of Weird Tales. "The God in the Bowl" tries, not very skillfully, to combine adventure-fantasy with a detective story. While in this tale Conan, a mere youth, makes his living as a thief, in "The Vale of Lost Women" a somewhat older Conan is the war chief of a black tribe in the jungles of Kush, when he seeks to save a white woman from her dark-skinned captors and, later, from a supernatural entity. The third piece was a plotless little sketch, "The Frost-Giant's Daughter." Wright rejected all three.


  It is not hard to see why these early Conan stories failed to sell in Howard's lifetime. "The God in the Bowl" mixes the slightly archaic English so characteristic of these tales with the modern jargon of the detective story. "The Vale of Lost Women" shows Conan behaving in a flagrantly treacherous manner. In "The Frost-Giant's Daughter," Conan tries to rape a demigoddess, although in later stories he prides himself on never forcing a woman. Evidently Conan's character had not entirely formed in Howard's mind.


  Undaunted by the rejections, Howard changed the name of "The Frost-Giant's Daughter" to "Gods of the North" and the name of the hero to Amra. Then he authorized its appearance in a fan magazine and went to work again.


  Probably the next tale to be written was "The Scarlet Citadel." Here Conan, king of Aquilonia, is led into ambush by two neighboring mon-archs. Shackled to a dungeon wall, with a murderous slave ready to sword him, Conan is saved by the fortuitous arrival of an enormous serpent. The idea that large snakes use their heads as battering rams undoubtedly came from Kipling's story "Kaa's Hunting," in which a python, quite unrealistically, batters down a wall. Conan's subsequent adventures in the gloomy tunnels adjacent to the dungeon form one of Howard's best pieces of suspense writing.


  Of all the monsters dredged up from Robert Howard's fervid subconscious, none appear so frequently, nor with such telling effect, as enormous reptiles. Serpents up to eighty feet long slither through the Conan stories, their mammoth coils gleaming, their python heads erect in beady-eyed menace. In fact, so much a trademark of the saga are these writhing creatures that they take part, not only in the Conan stories written after the demise of Robert Howard, but also in the motion picture Conan the Barbarian.


  While psychologists, seeking to plumb the depths of Howard's psyche, like to assign Freudian explanations to these monsters, we think that their presence may be attributed to the fact that the average person has a deep horror of reptiles and that Howard was trying to evoke the crawling chill of disgust and fear in his readers. Moreover, he himself lived in an area in which snakes, particularly rattlesnakes, were an ever-present danger to people walking in meadows and uplands. Unquestionably, as a child, he was warned to watch out for these venomous rattlers, and in his letters he tells of several encounters with them. It is little wonder, then, that giant serpents became one of life's hazards in the Hyborian Age.


  In April of 1932, Howard sold "The Tower of the Elephant." The events in this tale take place very early in Conan's career, when the adolescent barbarian is making a precarious living as a thief in the shabby thieves' quarter of a Zamorian city. This underworld of filth and evil


  Howard borrowed from the setting of one of his favorite motion pictures, The Hunchback of Notre Dame. Other aspects of this unsavory milieu came from Herbert Asbury's book The Gangs of New York (1927).


  The tale begins when Conan invades the jewel-encrusted tower of the magician Yara in search of loot but finds instead deadly peril. It is interesting to note that many of the elements in one story are repeated In another—or in several others. Towers were the favorite lurking places of monsters, warlocks, and other sinister beings. When the authors of the present work were developing the novelization for the motion picture Conan the Barbarian from the screenplay by John Milius, they introduced numerous concepts that were dear to Howard's heart: a jewel-encrusted tower, a great gem with magic properties, unearthly grotesque creatures with slavering jaws, magicians, powerful spirits of the dead, and—of course—a gigantic snake.


  "Black Colossus," which was published in June of 1933, finds Conan, in his late twenties, in command of the army of Yasmela, the Princess Regent of the small kingdom of Khoraja. Conan's troops are pitted against those of a sorcerer who was inadvertently raised from a three-thousand-year sleep in a ruined city.


  A second story, generally considered inferior to the rest of the leries, is titled "The Slithering Shadow." The tale, originally named "Xuthal of the Dusk," tells how Conan, now in his mid-thirties, and the girl Natala wander in the desert as survivors of a defeated army. They discover the city of Xuthal, which is inhabited by a people living on synthetic foods and dreaming their days away in the drugged sleep of the black lotus. Thog, their toadlike god, prowls the streets from time to time to devour some unfortunate citizen.


  A Stygian woman, who has great power in the city, casts a lustful eye on the burly barbarian and plans to do away with his young companion. When, after much difficulty, Conan and Natala manage to escape from the city, we find one of the few gleams of humor in the whole Conan series:


  "It's all your fault," she interrupted. "If you had not looked so long and admiringly at that Stygian cat—"


  "Crom and his devils!" he swore. "When the oceans drown the world, women will take time for jealousy. Devil take their conceit! Did I tell the Stygian woman to fall in love with me? After all, she was only human!"11


  Rated as one of the better stories of the saga is "The Pool of the Black One." Here Conan joins a shipload of buccaneers whose captain is sailing far into the western waters in search of a treasure isle. On the island Conan challenges the captain and kills him, only to get into trouble with a race of inhuman black giants who worship a magical pool.


  Conan continued to stand at Robert Howard's shoulder and relate his remarkable experiences. Although after a time he allowed his creator enough leisure to write in other fields, he kept the Texan's small writing room filled with his pervasive presence and images of the Hyborian Age. Of the thirty-one issues of Weird Tales published between October 1933 and April 1936, eighteen contained short Conan stories or installments of longer tales about the great barbarian.


  For the next Conan story, published in January 1934, Howard delved into Conan's youth. He set "Rogues in the House" in a period when Conan was still a thief, albeit an older and more experienced thief than he was in "The Tower of the Elephant." As the story opens, Conan's girl friend betrays him to the police while he is drugged with wine. He wakens, chained, in jail. Fortunately a young nobleman procures his release in return for a promise to kill the noble's enemy. Returning unexpectedly to his room, Conan finds his girl in bed, having just dismissed her secret lover. He slays the offending male and drops thr faithless woman into a cesspool. Only then does he go about fulfilling his promise.


  In the spring of 1934, Weird Tales published "Shadows in the Moonlight," a story Howard originally called "Iron Shadows in the Moon." Conan, this time in his late twenties, leads a band of outlaws across the Turanian steppe until the Turanian army traps and destroys them. Conan and a girl escape the slaughter and flee to an island in the Vilayet Sea, where they are beset by a platoon of iron statues that spring to life in the full of the moon. The story also contains a parrot that flies about repeating a human sentence in an unknown tongue. Howard clearly derived this idea from Alfred Noyes's poem The Parrot, about u bird whose original owners were killed by barbarians and who in a later age continued to cry out sentences in a language long dead and forgotten.


  Howard began to find stories of greater length congenial. Many writers find novelettes advantageous for imaginative tales, especially those laid on distant planets or unreal worlds, where the author must set his stage with greater care than in a story of the here-and-now. Howard's six longer stories marked a significant improvement in the Conan saga. "Queen of the Black Coast," published in May 1934, has become one of the more admired of the series and Belit one of the most beguiling of Howard's heroines.


  Conan, now a mercenary soldier, gets in trouble with the law and flees aboard a merchant galley. The galley is captured in a bloody battle With the Black Corsairs, a crew of piratical Negroes captained by the Bfilit. Although Howard wrote disdainfully: "The Shemite soul finds a bright drunkenness in riches and material splendor," Howard made this black-haired pirate a Shemite and wrote of her:


  She was slender, yet formed like a goddess: at once lithe and voluptuous. Her only garment was a broad silken girdle. Her white ivory limbs and the ivory globes of her breasts drove a beat of fierce passion through the Cimmerian's pulse, even in the panting fury of battle ... Her dark eyes burned on the Cimmerian.12


  Conan and Belit mate and form a partnership in piracy, which thrives until they row up the river Zarkheba in search of a ruined city housing a fabulous treasure. Then their troubles begin.


  Whereas sex was discreetly handled in the pulps, nudity was permissible. For this reason many mentors of the young were horrified by the covers of such magazines as Weird Tales and regularly confiscated them when they came into the hands of young readers. Yet these covers, though maligned, were curiously innocent. From 1933 to 1936, Mrs. Margaret Brundage had a near-monopoly on the cover paintings for Weird Tales, and it became a matter of routine for the magazine to run a Brundage cover illustrating a Conan story whenever one appeared. The cover usually showed a slender, virginal, naked heroine whose neatly Combed hair was waved in the style of the thirties and whose uncertain fate lay in the hands of fiends or the hairy paws of monsters. The propriety of Mrs. Brundage's nudes formed a subject for hot dispute in the letters section of the magazine.


  "The Devil in Iron," published in August 1934, is one of the lesser Conan tales. The plot is reminiscent of "Shadows in the Moonlight." In both stories Conan is the leader of a band of outlaws or kozaki on the eastern steppes, who are in conflict with the mighty kingdom of Turan.


  This time the Turanian generals set a trap for the barbarian on an island in the Vilayet Sea, baiting it with the captive daughter of a Nemedian lord. Meanwhile another would-be thief accidentally revives the island's devil-god, a giant of living iron. This tale, which was plainly inspired by Harold Lamb's stories of warfare among Cossacks, Turks, and Tatars along the shores of the Black Sea in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, has been described as "Lamb-and-water."


  In the fall of 1934, one of the best of all the Conan stories appeared as a three-part serial. "The People of the Black Circle" begins in the Oriental kingdom of Vendhya, Howard's fictional prototype of India, in the same way that Stygia is the prototype of Egypt and Zingara of Spain. Vendhya derives from the Vindhya Hills, a low range in north-central India. From the real Himalayan Mountains came Howard's Himelias; from the Khyber Pass came the Zhaibar Pass.


  Howard probably borrowed his word-picture of this forbidding clef t in the high mountains from Lowell Thomas's book Beyond the Khyber Pass (1925). He took the names of his Himelian tribes from Thomas, too. Thomas's Waziris and Orakzai became Howard's Wazulis and Irakzai. Even the heroine, the Devi (or goddess) Yasmina, is derived. This time Howard's source is the writer Talbot Mundy, a mainstay of Adventure Magazine almost from that periodical's beginning. Mundy's heroine in King—of the Khyber Rifles (1916) is Yasmini.


  Talbot Mundy (1879-1940) was born William Lancaster Gribbon in London. In his teens he went to India to take a job organizing famine relief. For the next dozen years he was just the sort of footloose, rascally, irresponsible, womanizing adventurer, in India, Africa, and Australia, that Howard liked to imagine himself. "Talbot Mundy," one of several pseudonyms Gribbon used, was an alias he adopted when the authorities in German East Africa were after him for ivory poaching. In 1909 he came to the United States, became an American citizen, and adopted Talbot Mundy as his legal name. In 1911 he began writing and in a few years became one of the best-paid adventure-story writers of his day. Most of the fortunes he made from his stories, however, he lost in speculative business ventures. He was married five times.


  Howard—who so far as we know knew nothing of Mundy's raffish background—blended the ideas from Thomas and Mundy into his own original tale. Whereas Mundy, a mystic influenced by Theosophy, postulates a Himalayan Brotherhood of occult Masters, Howard more effec-lively turns these saintly brothers into sorcerers of the deepest dye. Howard understood that if the Masters were benign, they would rescue the hero from each predicament, spoiling the tension proper to an adventure story.


  Howard's story begins when the King of Vendhya lies dying of lorcery. With his last breath he commands his sister, the Devi Yasmina, to kill him because he has been ensorceled by the wizards of the mountains, who plan to keep his soul forever. Only by death can he escape this fate.


  Sobbing wildly, Yasmina plucked a jeweled dagger from her girdle and plunged it to the hilt in his breast. He stiffened and then went limp, a grim smile curving his dead lips. Yasmina hurled herself face down on the rush-covered floor, beating the reeds with her clenched hands. Outside, the gongs and conchs brayed and thundered and the priests gashed themselves with copper knives.13


  This passage well illustrates Robert Howard's ability to compress into a short paragraph not only violent action, but also pulsing emotion and the exotic sights and sounds of a culture far removed from the daily life of twentieth-century America. Only someone who hurled himself into his stories could achieve so much color and passion in a few simple sentences.


  Just before Christmas 1934, Weird Tales published another Conan story, "A Witch Shall Be Born." Conan, now a mercenary soldier in the employ of Queen Taramis of the frontier kingdom of Khauran, is confronted by Constantius, the leader of an army of the queen's wicked twin sister, the witch Salome. Overwhelmed by numbers, Conan is captured, the queen imprisoned, and the city taken.


  In perhaps the most famous of all the scenes in the Conan saga, Conan is crucified by Constantius's order. As the barbarian hangs near death on the cross, a vulture flies down to peck out his eyes. Rallying his fading strength, the Cimmerian bites off the bird's head. Obviously, for a man with such fortitude, the end is not in sight. A group of nomads from eastern Shem rescue him and help him to defeat the enemy. When Constantius in his turn hangs on the cross, Conan watches with satisfaction.


  "You are more fit to inflict torture than to endure it," said Conan tranquilly. "I hung there on a cross as you are hanging, and I lived, thanks to circumstances and a stamina peculiar to barbarians. But you civilized men are soft. . . . And so, Falcon of the desert, I leave you to the companionship of another bird of the desert."


  He gestured toward the vultures whose shadows swept across the sands as they wheeled overhead. From the lips of Constantius came an inhuman cry of despair and horror.14


  As we have already seen, one of Howard's most tenacious beliefs was that barbarians—as he perceived them—were men of enormous strength and endurance, while civilization weakened a man and stripped his finer qualities from him. True, the barbarian was a vengeful, brutal man who lived in fear of abominable gods and who faced a bloody end, Howard wrote to Lovecraft, but


  ... he was lithe and strong as a panther, and the full joy of strenuous physical exertion was his. . . . The wind blew in his hair and he looked with naked eyes into the sun. Often he starved, but when he feasted, it was with a mighty gusto . . .1S


  This picture of barbarian life tells more about Howard's yearning for happiness than about real barbarians. Forced to restrain his pent-up rage and hatred, yet chafing under the constraints imposed on him by his parents' demands and domination, Howard cherished a dream of a life of primitive violence and blood-dripping drama. And to achieve the dream, he had but two choices: to invent a violent world or to do violence. Howard, for some years, chose the first alternative.


  "Jewels of Gwahlur," published in March of 1935, is considered one of the very best Conan stories. Hearing of the priceless Teeth of Gwahlur, a fortune of jewels hidden somewhere in Keshan, Conan sells his services as a fighting man to the king of that black realm. But before his services can be accepted by the irascible monarch and his court, the chief priest must consult the oracle of Alkmeenon, an uninhabited city that not even the priests had entered for a hundred years.


  As the priest and his attendants ride toward the dead city, the wily Cimmerian climbs the cliffs that rim it and, descending into the haunted vale, strides down deserted thoroughfares and enters the palace. He finds a golden throne and a portal leading to a chamber of great richness; and there, on a dais, lies the Princess Yelaya, the ancient oracle, coldly beautiful even in death. Her body is perfectly preserved, as is her silken garment, her gem-studded girdle, and the "darkly piled foam" of her


  Jeweled hair. And then, to Conan's shocked amazement, a great gong olangs.


  In this blood-tingling setting, Conan begins one of his most unforgettable adventures—an adventure in which he needs all his strength, skill, •nd courage. The opening lines of this magnificent tale show Howard's ftilly developed descriptive power and his effective use of colors:


  The cliffs rose sheer from the jungle, towering ramparts of stone that glinted jade-blue and dull crimson in the rising sun, and curved away to east and west above the waving emerald ocean of fronds and leaves. It looked insurmountable, that giant palisade with its sheer curtains of solid rock in which bits of quartz winked dazzlingly in the sunlight. But the man who was working his tedious way upward was already halfway to the top.16


  "Beyond the Black River," a novella of 21,000 words, appeared as a two-part serial in the May and June issues of 1935 and introduced a new note into the Conan series. According to Howard's map, between the mighty kingdom of Aquilonia and the Western Ocean lies the broad Pictish Wilderness, a land of dense temperate-zone forest inhabited by Btrange wild beasts and stranger, wilder men, the Picts. These are not the dwarfish British aborigines of some of the Howard stories; these Picts are a fictional version of the Iroquois Indians who lived in Upstate New York in the eighteenth century.


  The Six Nations of the Long House—the Iroquois—played a prominent part in the fiction of Adventure Magazine, but Howard's story shows even more clearly the influence of another author, Robert W. Chambers (1865-1933), a best-selling writer of popular fiction during the first three decades of this century. Several of Chambers's two dozen novels deal with the American Revolution; at least two were made into silent movies.


  In reporting his sale of "Beyond the Black River" to Lovecraft, Two-Gun Bob explained:


  In the Conan story I've attempted a new style and setting entirely— abandoned the exotic settings of lost cities, decaying civilizations, golden domes, marble palaces, silk-clad dancing girls, etc., and thrown my story against a background of forests and rivers, log cabins, frontier outposts, buckskin-clad settlers, and painted tribesmen.17


  At about the same time, Howard wrote his friend Derleth, saying that he wanted to discover whether he could write a salable Conan story without any sex interest—although, as a matter of fact, in several of the previous Conan tales, the erotic element had been slight or absent.18 On both these counts, "Beyond the Black River" succeeded brilliantly. The story is considered one of Howard's best. He took his milieu straight out of Chambers's novel The Little Red Foot (1920). In this novella, and in his subsequent Pictish Wilderness tales, Howard set his scene in a land resembling the Mohawk River Valley and the Adirondack Mountains of Upstate New York. Various actual place names mentioned by Chambers—Canajoharie, Caughnawaga, Oriskany, Sacandaga, Schoharie, and Thendara—become in Howard's tale: Conajohara, Conawaga, Oriskonie, Scandaga, Schohira, and Thandara. Even the name of the hero of "Wolves Beyond the Border," one of the later tales, comes from that of two fictional families that appear in Chambers's novel: the Hagers and the Gaults.


  In "Beyond the Black River," Conan, in his late thirties, is serving as an officer in the Aquilonian army, detailed to scout duty. The Picts, who plot to recover their land from the Aquilonians, involve the barbarian and his men in cruel and bitter fighting. After killings, captures, escapes, and brushes with the supernatural, the Picts destroy Conan's base, Fort Tuscelan. After he helps the settlers in the region to flee, Conan confronts a demon sent by a Pictish shaman. The hero, sneering, asks the fiend why he failed to kill him earlier if he was so powerful. To this the demon replies:


  "My brother had not painted a skull black for you and hurled it into the fire that burns for ever on Gullah's black altar. He had not whispered your name to the black ghosts that haunt the uplands of the Dark Land. But a bat has flown over the Mountains of the Dead and drawn your image in blood on the white tiger's hide that hangs before the long hut where sleep the Four Brothers of the Night."19


  This reply seems to reflect Howard's philosophy of cosmic gear wheels that grind endlessly and, meshing, determine a man's fate. To anyone who relishes heroic fantasy, the story's nighted stealth, bursts of furious action, and phantasmagoria of supernatural menace keep the reader tuned to an almost unbearable pitch of tension.


  During the following months, Howard made two unsuccessful attempts to complete a longer yarn in the same milieu. In the first, "Wolves Beyond the Border," Conan does not appear onstage. While he is busy leading a revolt against the degenerate King Numedides, the Picts plan to take advantage of the Aquilonian civil war to attack the settlers on the Pictish frontier. The tale is told in the first person by one of the settlers, Gault Hagar's son—a narrative style quite different from that in Howard's other stories.


  This story fails in a curious way. It runs along at a good clip for about ten thousand words, to the point at which Gault and his comrades destroy the cabin in which the treacherous Lord Valerian is plotting. Then, although the tale is really only half done, Howard finished it off with a one-page synopsis. Perhaps he tired of the story and abandoned it; perhaps his subconscious let him down—a problem faced by many authors.


  Howard made one more attempt at a story of Conan in the Pictish Wilderness, but "The Black Stranger" also failed to sell. This story of about 30,000 words, later retitled "The Treasure of Tranicos," finds Conan still a scout for the Aquilonians. He is captured by the Picts but escapes and flees to the shores of the Western Ocean, where he becomes involved with a self-exiled Zingaran nobleman and his pretty niece Belesa, who live in a stockaded manor house. But pirates have landed to search for treasure hidden by an earlier pirate, Tranicos; and, to make matters worse, the warlike Picts are trying to wipe out the whole enclave of foreigners.


  Although the story has the usual Howardian rush of action and many vivid sequences, it displays the faults of careless plotting. The diverse elements of the plot are poorly integrated. Moreover, two of the menaces—a deadly gas in the cave of Tranicos and a vengeful Stygian wizard—are vague and unconvincing.


  In addition, Conan behaves in an uncharacteristically treacherous fashion. And finally, both "The Black Stranger" and "Wolves Beyond the Border" involve chronological impossibilities. In their original form they could not be fitted into the Conan saga, unless Conan were much older when he became king of Aquilonia than Howard said he was. Both are among the Conan stories rewritten or completed by the senior author of this book.


  Failing to sell "The Black Stranger," Howard turned it into "Swords of the Red Brotherhood," a tale of the Spanish Main. He deleted some of the supernatural elements, introduced matchlock muskets and other seventeenth-century props, and moved the locale to the dark Valley destiny


  west coast of North America. Unfortunately, the scenery and the Indians remained those of Upstate New York, not at all like those of aboriginal California. This glaring discrepancy between setting and reality may have been the reason for Howard's failure to sell the story during his lifetime. A second yarn in this abortive series, "Black Vulmea's Vengeance," likewise failed to sell while Howard lived, but it was bought by a short-lived magazine after his death.


  The Conan story "Shadows in Zamboula," which appeared in the November 1935 issue of Weird Tales, was gratifyingly well-received. To the largely Stygian city of Zamboula comes Conan to drink and gamble. Finding himself low in funds, he takes a room at the edge of the city, away from the town's busy, noisy center, a place bright with flags and minarets and the traffic of many feet. Something about the barred windows of the inn and the slippered feet of his host stirs suspicion in Conan's barbarian breast. His nape hairs rise when some small sound wakens him and he discovers a giant Negro standing, cudgel in hand, beside his bed.


  Soon Conan has to rescue a woman. Thus he becomes involved in court intrigue and in the unpleasant custom of allowing cannibals to roam the nighted streets to seek unwary strangers to devour. Novalyne Price, who was dating Howard at the time this story was written, never forgot Bob's telling her about a naked girl being chased down the darkened street by cannibals.


  Although the tale has splendid color and fast action, some readers may dislike Howard's portrayal of a caste of black, apelike man-eaters shuffling along on "bare splay feet."20 Yet, in his use of racial stereotypes, Howard was neither better nor worse than most pulp writers of his time.


  Best-known and best-loved of all the Conan stories is the novel, which Howard called The Hour of the Dragon, an arresting title but one having little relation to the story line. When, in 1950, the novel was published as a hardcover book by Gnome Press, in New York, it was renamed Conan the Conqueror; and by this name it is known today.


  The circumstances surrounding its creation and publication are interesting. Despite all his hard work, Robert Howard had never seen one of his yarns in book form; so, late in 1933, when he learned that the British market was open to fantasy, he bundled up several of his short stories—two of them Conan tales—and sent them to the firm of


  Dennis Archer in England. The editor replied that he could not publish a collection but urged the young Texan to try a book-length piece on the firm's affiliate, Pawling and Ness Ltd.


  Thus, during the winter of 1933—34, Howard undertook the task of writing a Conan novel. He combined elements from several earlier Conan yarns: the ousted monarch; the ancient sorcerer revived by magic; the great red jewel with magical properties; the evil serpent-god. The resulting work is one of the best in the genre of heroic fantasy, ranking with such classics as Eddison's The Worm Ouroboros, Pratt's The Well of the Unicorn, and Dunsany's The King of Elfland's Daughter.


  In May of 1934, Howard sent the manuscript to England and was delighted to receive a contract for publication from Pawling and Ness. But then, a few months later, he was informed that Pawling and Ness was in receivership, and that the purchaser of the assets had decided not to publish The Hour of the Dragon.


  Although the novel did not appear in book form until 1950, Howard had no difficulty in selling it to Weird Tales. Being much longer than the usual magazine story, The Hour of the Dragon had to be scheduled far in advance. Consequently there was a delay of a year and a half before the work could be published in the issues for December 1935 and January, February, March, and April 1936.


  Many readers are already familiar with the story. Conan, King of Aquilonia, is the victim of a plot to take over the kingdoms of Nemedia and Aquilonia by means of sorcery. Conan hears of a magical gem, which can restore his throne to him. He travels to the port city of the kingdom of Argos, and thence to Stygia with its shadow-guarded tombs; and in the bowels of a pyramid, he discovers the gem, just as the Stygian priests plan to put its magic to their own necromantic uses. But there is much more to the tale.


  In addition to the well-rounded plot, The Hour of the Dragon contains some of Howard's best writing. Consider the opening paragraph:


  The long tapers flickered, sending the black shadows wavering along the walls, and the velvet tapestries rippled. Yet there was no wind in the chamber. Four men stood about the ebony table on which lay the green sarcophagus that gleamed like carven jade. In the upraised right hand of each man a curious black candle burned with a weird greenish light. Outside was night and a lost wind moaning among the black trees.21


  Thus the scene is set in swift, sure, broad strokes. Suspense bordering on fear is conveyed by the eerie rippling of candle flames, shadows, and tapestries; by the sight of a green casket and strange black candles; and by the sound of a lost wind moaning. And all this we learn in five sentences, using simple words made vivid by repetition of black—black shadows, ebony table, black candles, night, and black trees, with a strange green light for contrast. The very suspension of action by any of the participants in the weird business adds to the tension. No reader can fail to sense the deft touch of a master; no writer but must feel a twinge of envy of such skill. When we realize that Howard was completely self-taught, our admiration of him increases a hundredfold.


  The last of the Conan stories to be completed by Robert Howard was published just after his death. "Red Nails" appeared in three installments in the issues for July, August, and September 1936. About this 29,500-word novella, he wrote to Lovecraft:


  The last yarn I sold to Weird Tales—and it may well be the last fantasy I'll ever write—was a three-part Conan serial which was the bloodiest and most sexy weird story I ever wrote. I have been dissatisfied with my handling of decaying races in stories, for the reason that degeneracy is so prevalent in such races that even in fiction it can not be ignored as a motive and as a fact if the fiction is to have any claim to realism. . . . When, or if, you ever read it, I'd like to know how you like my handling of the subject of lesbianism.22


  By "degeneracy" Howard referred to homosexuality. In his day the idea that racial decay went hand in hand with homosexuality was commonplace; today it is highly disputable among the social scientists. Robert Howard was not altogether naive about such matters. When he was going with Novalyne Price, he once handed her a book of stories (translated) by Pierre Louys, including Le Roi Pausole, saying that only a Frenchman could handle a subject like lesbianism in so delicate a manner.


  "Red Nails," at least in its published version, has but the slightest hint of lesbianism. The tale begins when Valeria, a tall young Aquilonian woman, flees from the Stygian military camp where she has been serving as a mercenary soldier and where she slew an officer who sought her sexual favors. Conan follows her. Together they fight off a monster reptile left over from the Mesozoic and discover the jade halls and tunnels of • prehistoric city with a pseudo-Aztec name. Here they become involved with two warring clans.


  Although the story is well-constructed, it is certainly, as Howard himself admitted, "the grimmest, bloodiest, and most merciless story of the series."23 It is, indeed, so grim that it is less fun to read than most of the others in the Conan canon, despite its thesis that blood feuds are irrational and self-destructive.


  Howard was serious in his intent to give up fantasy. In letters to Lovecraft and Derleth during the last half-year of his life, he explained that the pay was so poor that he had decided to devote his time to writing Westerns or doing a history of the West. Rather sadly he added:


  I would hate to abandon weird writing entirely, but my financial needs are urgent, immediate and imperious. Slowness of payment in the financial field forces me into other lines against my will.24


  The Conan series proved immensely popular with Weird Tales readers. In their monthly votes on which story they liked best, a Conan story, when one appeared, usually took first place. In The Eyrie, the magazine's letter column, they lavishly praised the author: "Mr. Howard never writes but that he produces a masterpiece." "Howard has that rare quality of transporting the reader completely away from this mundane old earth and opening up imaginative vistas utterly strange and alien." "The creepy weird adventure tales of Robert E. Howard never grow tiresome." "Conan is the greatest of WT's famous characters."25


  Of course, not all readers agreed. Some praised Howard's work on the whole but found his Conan stories inferior to those about Solomon Kane, King Kull, or Bran Mak Morn. Especially biting was Sylvia Bennett:


  Will Robert E. Howard ever cease writing his infernal stories of 'red battles' and 'fierce warfare'? I am becoming weary of his continous butchery and slaughter. After I finish reading one of his gory stories I feel as if I were soaked with blood.... If Mr. Howard would incorporate Solomon Kane into his stories, instead of using this lousy, heroic Conan stuff, he would again find himself perched near the top of Weird Tales' outstanding authors instead of slipping swiftly away into oblivion as he is surely doing by turning out his present type of work.26


  Robert Bloch, of later Psycho fame, then a skinny young fan with literary ambitions who lived in Milwaukee, was equally mordant:


  I am awfully tired of poor old Conan the Cluck, who for the past fifteen issues has every month slain a new wizard, tackled a new monster, come to a violent and sudden end that was averted (incredibly enough!) in just the nick of time, and won a new girl-friend, each of whose penchant for nudism won for her a place of honor, either on the cover or on the inner illustration. ... I cry: "Enough of this brute with his iron-thewed sword-thrusts—may he be sent to Valhalla to cut out paper dolls."27


  Admirers of Conan leapt to Howard's defense. When, two months after Bloch's scorching letter, his own first magazine sale, "The Feast in the Abbey," appeared in the January 1935 issue, several Conan fans turned on him. Kirk Mashburn, who also sold to Weird Tales, complained: "For one writer, while seeking to establish his own footing, to attack another to the editor—that smacks to me of questionable ethics. Polecat ethics is what I mean."28


  In his reply Bloch pleaded, first, that he had praised Howard's other stories and had attacked only the Conan tales; second, that at the age of seventeen he was hardly a rival of the established Robert Howard; and, third, that when he wrote the letter, he was a mere fan and not a published author.29


  Critical opinions of the Conan stories have varied widely ever since. Fletcher Pratt, himself a major author of heroic fantasy, had no use for the series. Neither had William A. P. White, who, under the pseudonym of Anthony Boucher, wrote fantasy and edited The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction. But in 1967, J.R.R. Tolkien, though inclined to be sharply critical of most other fantasists, admitted to the senior author of this book that he "rather liked" the Conan stories.


  Whatever one's opinion of the Conan stories, they mark the full development of Howard's writing skills. He no longer had to lean for settings on the bizarre tales of better-known contemporary writers; he had built a splendid imaginary world of his own. Although he still adapted plot elements from writers he admired, he delved into his own recollections of nightmares for elements of horror and drew from his own beliefs vivid and original concepts. He no longer had to model his style on writers ftuch as Lovecraft or on the big names in Adventure Magazine; he had developed a distinctive style of his own.


  So distinctive, indeed, in both content and style are the stories of the Conan saga—combining as they do precipitous action, spirited iwordplay, blood-chilling magic, ghosts, monsters, and color-splashed lands of sunshine and shadow—that Howard is credited with starting in America the genre of heroic fantasy. He has, not without some justification, been castigated for excessive violence in his stories and for the emotional immaturity of his characters. But when the reader understands the suppressed violence in Howard's nature, the night terrors, the hatreds, the fears of enemies, and the isolation he endured, the wonder is that he could perceive the beauty of a sunrise or a flower or that he could Write with such understanding about animals.


  Because there is such a large element of subjectivity in judging a body of writing, even competent editors disagree about the quality of an author's work. We shall, therefore, merely point out certain strengths and weaknesses in Howard's mature writings and allow the reader to make his own judgments.


  The reader is immediately struck by the passionate intensity of the Conan stories, a power that derives from Howard's fears, hatreds, and abiding anger. A less emotionally-driven writer would find it almost impossible to achieve the same effect. Although the barbarian is clothed in the image of Robert Howard's father, in personality he is partly Howard himself and partly Howard's wish fulfillment—the man Howard thought he would have liked to be.


  Howard's fears are rooted in his very early childhood, in his Dark Valley days, where the encroaching woods brooded over his childish head and the creek, babbling beside his home, seemed a mighty river, whose swirling waters brought terror to his heart. These fears were compounded by his mother's timidity in an isolated region, where her husband's practice took him so far from home, and by her constant ill health, often masked by a denial and false jollity. It was compounded, too, by the huge man who was his father. The doctor's authoritative air made him seem almost superhuman; his quick and frequent angers gave him the aura of a god or a demon who could not be gainsaid.


  These fears revealed themselves in Howard's childhood night terrors, in his sleepwalking as a youth, in his poems of black despair, and in the nighted monsters against whom Conan was pitted, fighting for his life. Lovecraft said that Howard put himself into every story that he wrote. He did; and it is Howard's half-conscious sense of desperation thai allows us to shiver in an airless room, or climb the sheer face of a mountain, or struggle for breath within the coils of a giant serpent—in short, to share with Robert Howard the striving, the anguish, and the moments of success that he gives to Conan.


  Conan was a somber man, an angry man, a violent man. He did not fear death, or so he claimed; instead, he courted it, even when wealth and beautiful women beckoned him to a life of ease. For Conan the world was hard and unforgiving. It was up to him, alone, ill-clad, ill-armed, to carve his niche in it or die. Howard was expressing his spirit's heavy burden—his feeling of rejection by the world he knew—when he bestowed these attributes on his epic hero; and any reader old enough to have experienced good times and bad cannot fail to sense something of the tragedy that underlies the character of Conan. This underlying sense of man's struggle for survival against fearful odds endows Conan with a universality rarely found in the characters of modern escape literature.


  Hatred feeds on anger; on a steady diet of anger, hatred grows fat. This book has made manifest Howard's own pervasive hatreds. His alter ego, Conan, likewise hates and seeks to retaliate against his enemies. Although many of Conan's slayings seem justified, sometimes he deals out death for pure revenge, as when he crucified Constantius or when he threw his faithless love into a cesspor*. But whereas Conan externalized his hatreds or controlled them enough to rise to kinghood, his creator, Howard, turned his hatreds on himself and took his own life.


  Such passion makes good reading for people who have repressed violence in their natures or who live in violent times. Gentle heroes seldom are heroic figures; in fact, they tend to seem insipid to young people who are constantly exposed to violence on television and in the press. Had Conan and his creator been among the sensible people who accept the world as it is and abide by its limitations, the tales about the great barbarian would never have become heroic fantasy.


  Another reason for Conan's popularity toward the end of the twentieth century is, we think, that the great barbarian represents an ideal of masculine autonomy and a resistance to authority, which appeal to his predominantly male readership. And there is no question that, despite a goodly number of women devotees, the majority of the fans of the Conan saga are male. In a generation that has seen the rise of a militant
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  Robert E. Howard in his twenties, with Hester Ervin Howard and Dr. Isaac M. Howard femininity and an enormous push toward an equal status for women, Conan—the footloose, independent male, who takes a woman's favors with impunity and who eschews any responsibility for the biological or social results of his sexual adventures—is the quintessence of the dominant, irresponsible man. Untold numbers of men, who nowadays help with the housework for a working wife or are told by psychologists and family-centered agencies to devote a part of each day to their offspring, are riveted to the presumed joys of an earlier age when women were subservient to the wishes of men, and unwanted children were nonexistent.


  Conan is, after all, a dream—a dream of an age when women were beautiful and compliant and men were strong and free enough to shape their own lives by brawn, skill, and determination. In moments of nostalgic daydreaming, young men—and those older men who suffer the yoke of technology as well as its rewards—must find the fantasy world of the Hyborian Age intriguing and consoling.


  Robert Howard told a lively story and involved his reader in the emotions of the hero and his creator. But other elements of greatness went into the making of the Conan saga. Howard was a poet, and in time he learned to write poetry in the form of prose. In many of his prose passages, there is a trace of the rhythm of Shakespeare and of the seventeenth-century King James Version of the Bible.


  We believe that this cadenced prose was probably an unconscious legacy from those Howard ancestors who made their homes on plantations in the piedmont belt of the Appalachian Mountains before they ventured into the the wild, new land of Texas. The slightly archaic remnant of the English of an earlier time survived into the twentieth century in the Piedmont region and, to some extent, survives there to this day. However Robert Howard acquired it, this marvelous speech rhythm, harking back to an earlier time, lends a dignity by association to many of the Conan stories. A passage such as that from the beginning of Conan the Conqueror (quoted earlier in this chapter) shows how simple words combined with a memorable speech pattern become a verbal work of art.


  For those averse to turning back, let us choose another paragraph, which, combining the rhythm with a hint of magic, sets a mood of mystery tinged with horror:


  Alone in the great sleeping chamber with its high golden dome, King Conan slumbered and dreamed. Through swirling gray mists he heard a curious call, faint and far, and though he did not understand it, it seemed not within his power to ignore it. Sword in hand, he went through the gray mist, as a man might walk through clouds, and the voice grew more distinct as he proceeded until he understood the word it spoke—it was his own name that was being called across the gulfs of Space or Time.30


  Other devices well-known to poets are generously sprinkled throughout Howard's stories. One is alliteration, a repetition of sounds at the beginnings of words. The following sentence may have been a spontaneous poetical usage, but many similar passages imply that Howard had picked up this literary device from the poet Swinburne, with whose work the Texan was familiar: "The catlike pad of his sandaled feet seemed startlingly loud in the stillness."31 In another situation, Howard combines alliteration with onomatopoeia, the use of words whose sounds suggest the sense of the words themselves: "Startlingly, shockingly, in the slumberous stillness, there had boomed the deep strident clangor of a great gong!"32


  Howard also makes frequent use of personification. He gives a lifelike glow to inanimate objects by visualizing them as living beings. Since lonely people often endow things with the attributes of men and beasts, this figure of speech must have been especially congenial to him. An imaginary world in which inanimate objects or forces seem to move, see, smell, or touch is infinitely better-suited to sorcery than is a world in which a stone is a stone and the sun but a ball of hot gas around which our planet revolves. Thus Howard's gifted use of personification not only displays his skill with imagery but also highlights the fantastic quality of the saga.


  Some stunning examples of personification are: "The slim boat leaped and staggered," and "Darkness stalked on noiseless feet. . . ." and ". . . Great Thugra Khotan slept unmolested, while the lizards of desolation gnawed at the crumbling pillars. . . ."33


  Apart from his telling use of the various figures of speech, Robert Howard introduces a riot of color into his descriptions. What better way than this to unfold before the dazzled reader a land of rich beauty in a day when mighty-thewed men could set forth to win the world:


  Even now, when winter was crisping the leaves beyond the mountains, the tall rich grass waved upon the plains where grazed the horses and cattle for which Poitain was famed. Palm trees and orange groves smiled in the sun, and the gorgeous purple and gold and crimson towers of castles and cities reflected the golden light. It was a land of warmth and plenty, of beautiful women and ferocious warriors.34


  Jewels likewise set the reader's blood atingle. While there are innumerable references to stones of ruby, amethyst, and jade, one descriptive passage strews before our unbelieving eyes a whole cornucopia of gems. In "Black Colossus" the thief Shevatas, daring to enter a myth-famed tomb guarded by a serpent, comes upon a cache of treasure beyond his wildest imaginings:


  The treasure was there, heaped in staggering profusion—piles of diamonds, sapphires, rubies, turquoises, opals, emeralds; zikkurats of jade, jet, and lapis lazuli; pyramids of gold wedges; teocallis of silver ingots; jewel-hilted swords in cloth-of-gold sheaths; golden helmets with colored horsehair crests, or black and scarlet plumes; silver-scaled corselets; gem-crusted harness worn by warrior-kings three thousand years in their tombs; goblets carven of single jewels; skulls plated with gold, with moonstones for eyes; necklaces of human teeth set with jewels. The ivory floor was covered inches deep with gold dust that sparkled and shimmered under the crimson glow with a million scintillant lights.35


  Of all the gifts accorded to a storyteller, the ability to write fast-paced action is undoubtedly the greatest. This Howard achieved by two interrelated techniques: a blaze of activity at the start of the story and a continuing use of action verbs. No lengthy introductions slow up his tales; the reader is plunged immediately into the action. The following story, "The Gods of Bal-Sagoth," while not a Conan yarn, affords a stunning example of Howard's furious, galloping pace:


  Lightning dazzled the eyes of Turlogh O'Brien and his foot slipped in a smear of blood as he staggered on the reeling deck. The clashing of steel rivaled the bellowing of the thunder, and the screams of death cut through the roar of the waves and wind.36


  One of the most splendid of all the opening passages of the Conan saga may be found in "Queen of the Black Coast." Because of a slight misunderstanding with the law, Conan is forced to take the first ship outward bound. The story begins thus:


  Hoofs drummed down the street that sloped to the wharfs. The folk that yelled and scattered had only a fleeting glimpse of a mailed figure on a black stallion, a wide scarlet cloak flowing out on the wind. Far up the street came the shout and clatter of pursuit, but the horseman did not look back. He swept out onto the wharfs and jerked the plunging stallion back on its haunches at the very lip of the pier. Seamen gaped up at him, as they stood to the sweep and striped sail of a high-prowed, broad-waisted galley. The master . . . yelled angrily as the horseman sprang from the saddle and with a long leap landed squarely on the mid-deck.37


  Brilliant and original as was much of Robert Howard's action, it must not be forgotten that many of his sets and much of his action are reminiscent of his favorite motion pictures. One of Howard's favorite pastimes was going to the movies; and scenes of Roman orgies, or Oriental bazaars, or medieval battles can be found, thinly disguised, in the Conan tales. Among the pictures he went to see a number of times was, according to Howard himself, The Hunchback of Notre Dame, aforementioned. Others, of which traces appear in the Conan tales, were without a doubt Douglas Fairbanks, Sr.'s The Mark of Zorro, Robin Hood, The Thief of Bagdad, and The Black Pirate. Howard fans fortunate enough to have seen reruns of other early motion pictures of the sword-play type may recognize additional scenes woven into the fabric of the Conan saga.


  One final element of greatness in the Conan stories, although previously mentioned, deserves a high place in this analysis of the qualities evident in Robert Howard's heroic fantasy. Howard was a master at evoking amorphous horrors, knowing full well that an unseen menace 19 far more unsettling than one brought out into the light of day.


  In "The Scarlet Citadel," after his fellow kings lure him into captivity, they and the merciless wizard Tsotha confine King Conan in a dungeon. In time Conan unshackles his wrists and makes his way along a maze of tunnels, seeking an escape route. Suddenly he stumbles and his torch goes out. In utter darkness, far below the level of the streets, a strange wind ruffles his hair. He senses that he is standing at the rim of a deep well and backs away,


  . . . and as he did something floated up out of the well. What it was, Conan did not know. He could see nothing in the darkness, but he distinctly felt a presence—an invisible, intangible intelligence which hovered malignly near him. . . .


  He saw nothing; yet he sensed, somehow, an invisible, bodiless thing that hovered in the air, dripping slimily and mouthing obscenities that he could not hear but was in some instinctive way aware of. He swung viciously with his sword and it felt as if he were cleaving cobwebs. A cold horror shook him then, and he fled down the tunnel feeling a foul burning breath on his naked back as he ran.38


  Howard had his limitations, of course, but many of them he might have overcome had his career not ended so early. One of his weaknesses becomes manifest when he describes settings and action about which he knew little save from reading the stories of other writers. When, for example, Howard has his hero Donald MacDeesa shoot Tamerlane with a pistol a century and a half before pistols were invented, the bubble of illusion that every author tries so hard to inflate is pricked and burst.


  Howard himself realized this shortcoming. He remarked to Lovecraft that, since he had never been near Central Asia, his Turks and Mongols were simply Englishmen and Irishmen in turbans and sandals.39 Because the Conan stories were laid in an imaginary era and continent, Howard could devise a milieu to suit himself. This is one of the reasons why tales about the Cimmerian create the illusion of reality.


  Although Howard became highly skilled in the use of his native tongue, he knew little about other languages. He thus had a tin ear for names. Some names he used over and over. In other tales he chose very similar names for two or more characters, a practice already discussed.


  Much of this carelessness must be blamed on the haste with which he wrote. A writer for the pulp magazines had to turn out a large volume of copy to make even a modest living. Although Robert Howard was a spasmodic worker, when the Muse was at his shoulder, he often wrote for as much as eighteen hours at a stretch. He seldom wrote more than two drafts, except that with the Conan stories he chose the names more carefully and not infrequently changed a name for the better between a rough and final draft.


  Along with this lack of interest in names went an overuse of dialect. It was fashionable in Howard's day to write whole stories in semiphonetic spelling to indicate unusual dialects; in so doing he was just following the custom of the writers he had read. But because he lacked phonetic training, the indicated dialects were not true to life. Moreover, a generous use of dialect places a burden on the reader, who has to struggle through pages of oddly-spelled words.


  In Howard's defense we must point out that he lacked the advantages of wide travel and a university education. Until 1930 he never read a book on the techniques of writing. He never attended a writer's conference and had few friends who knew anything at all about the writing of fiction. It is an indication of his genius that Howard was able to teach himself as much about professional writing as he did.


  Finally, Howard was at his best when he followed his own ideas, as in the Solomon Kane and Conan stories. He was at his worst when he consciously imitated other writers, such as Sax Rohmer in Skull-Face, Burroughs and London in Almuric, and Lovecraft in "The Children of the Night."


  But all these criticisms fade like morning mists before Howard's headlong rush of action, his rainbow-tinted prose, the intensity with which he wrote his own feelings into his stories, and, above all, his Hyborian world—that splendid creation—which ranks with Burroughs's Barsoom and Tolkien's Middle Earth as a major fictional achievement.


  


  XII. LOVE AND THE LONER

  



  These I will give you, Astair: an armlet of frozen gold


  Gods cut from living rock, and carven gems in an amber crock,


  And a purple woven Tyrian smock, and wine from a pirate's hold.


  Galleys shall break the crimson seas seeking delights for you; With silks and silvery fountain gleams I will weave a world that glows and seems


  A shimmering mist of rainbow dreams, scarlet and white and blue.1


  June 1932 brought Robert Howard one of the greatest disappointments of his life. His pen pal Lovecraft had become quite a traveler after the breakup of his marriage. He usually set out in the spring with a cheap suitcase and a satchel of black oilcloth, which contained among other things stationery, a diary, a small telescope, a can opener, and flatwear. He traveled with extreme economy, going by bus and buying return tickets before departure lest he be stranded by lack of funds.


  Where he had no friends to put him up, Lovecraft stayed at YMCAs. He saved laundry bills by washing his own shirts and underwear in the washbasin, and cut his own hair with a gadget that enabled him to trim it in back with the help of two mirrors. By buying cheap groceries, like bread and canned beans, and eating in his room, he survived on a ten-cent breakfast and a fifteen-cent dinner. He figured on $1.75 a week for food and a dollar a night for lodging.


  In May 1932 Lovecraft set out on a journey to the South. After visiting friends in New York, he went on to Washington, Knoxville, Memphis, Natchez, and New Orleans. From New Orleans he wrote "Two-Gun Bob," informing him of the journey.


  Robert was aghast. Thrice he had invited Lovecraft to visit, promising tours of the historical sites of Texas. Now here was Lovecraft, a not impossible distance away; and he, Bob Howard, could not even afford the bus fare to go to see him!


  For some time Howard had been toying with the idea of buying •n automobile and learning to drive when he had accumulated enough ready cash. He daydreamed of driving his Rhode Island friend on a grand tour of his beloved state. But the previous year's bank failures had wiped out his savings, and the months during which he was unable to write salable copy had emptied his pipelines to the publishers. To make matters worse, even they were battening down the hatches to Weather the Depression.


  Fiction House, a regular buyer of his Sailor Steve Costigan yarns for Action Stories and Fight Stories, had suspended its entire line of pulps, leaving only Farnsworth Wright's Weird Tales and Oriental Stories as dependable outlets. Although the Conan tales showed promise, none had as yet been published and paid for.


  Not expecting Lovecraft to appear just then, Robert had spent what money he could scrape together on his trip to San Antonio and the Border. He had not even been able to accept an invitation from Kirk Mashburn in Houston to spend a weekend there. Howard had written to Mashburn, who was a minor contributor of fiction and verse to Weird Tales and a writer of nonfantastic pulp stories, to praise his writing. Mashburn then invited Howard and another Weird Tales writer, E. Hoffmann Price, to come to Houston. But Howard, out of funds, had to decline.


  Price, then in his early thirties, was a man of parts: soldier, writer, automobile mechanic, photographer, and amateur Orientalist. He was trying to keep afloat during the Depression by writing pulp fiction in New Orleans. In desperation, Howard sent Price a telegram, telling him where to find Lovecraft.


  Never having met or corresponded with Price, the shy Lovecraft "thought I wouldn't butt in and introduce myself";2 but the extroverted Price had no such inhibitions. He went around to the third-class hotel where the traveler was staying and carried him off to his own apartment. There the two men talked and ate and talked the clock around.


  Since Lovecraft's slender funds could not be stretched to cover a visit to Texas, he returned to Providence at the beginning of July. There he found his aunt in a terminal coma and a letter from Howard, bitterly lamenting his inability to go to New Orleans:


  It is with the utmost humiliation that I begin this letter. It had long been my intention, since you first mentioned, a year ago, your intention of visiting New Orleans,... to meet you and show you my native country. I intended buying an automobile. .. . But. . . the failure of certain banks, the crumpling of fiction markets, and other conditions reduced me suddenly to that penniless condition out of which I had begun slowly and painfully to climb.3


  The pen pals never did meet, although for the rest of Howard's life they kept up a voluminous, usually cordial, sometimes acrimonious, and always lively correspondence. Price was the only person to meet both of them in the flesh, and one of the few remaining to report on these meetings.


  Ever since, admirers of Howard and Lovecraft have thought it a pity that these two exceptional men failed to shake each other's hands. Well, perhaps. The meeting might have generated wide-ranging discussions that later letters would have preserved for posterity. But we cannot be certain.


  Lovecraft, always under gentlemanly self-control, could be pleasant to almost anyone; but the moody and passionate Howard, ever suspicious and hypersensitive to slights, was less predictable. He might have taken to the slim, ascetic sage of Providence; but then again he might not have. In the latter case Lovecraft might have fared no better than the uncongenial poet from the East, and the correspondence between them might have dried up like an arroyo in summertime.


  During the summer and fall of 1932, Robert Howard received several substantial checks—many over one hundred dollars—for novelettes that he had sold in the first half of the year. Hence, as the long Texan summer waned, he once again found himself in funds and, being in a position to gratify a long-standing desire, persuaded his father to drive him and his friend Lindsey Tyson to Arlington, a town between Dallas and Fort Worth, to an automobile agency.


  There Bob chose a used 1931 Chevrolet, a dark-green two-door sedan. The salesman was thunderstruck when the young man, instead of asking for the usual time payment, pulled out a roll of bills, peeled off $350.00, and handed over the full sales price. On the way back to Cross Plains, Tyson showed his friend how to drive. The doctor, surpris-


  Ingly, had never done so—perhaps, according to one friend, because Robert had never shown interest in the art. He had no mechanical Aptitude; according to another friend: "Bob knew very little about math ind nothing about anything to do with machinery. He never could Understand the workings of a combustion engine."


  Asked what sort of driver Howard became, several people could Ncall nothing noteworthy about his driving one way or the other. But One friend, who made a long trip with Bob in 1935, stated that Howard WAS "a terrible driver."4 If one remembers that driving conditions were not exacting in Depression-ridden Texas, with its long, straight, level roads and its extremely light traffic, and that Texas in those days did not even require a driver's license, it is easy to see how Howard ran his car, despite poor driving skills, without causing serious damage.


  His only accident occurred a few days after Christmas in 1933. Bob had driven Lindsey Tyson, David Lee, and Dave Lee's cousin Bill Calhoun to Brownwood to watch some prizefights. Returning on the night Of December 29th, in heavy fog and rain, he ran head-on into a steel flagpole set in concrete in the middle of the street in the town of Rising Star.


  Fortunately the car was moving slowly. As it was, Bob bent the Iteering wheel into a pretzel and received a gash on the side of his jaw And cuts on his hands. One of his passengers had his scalp laid open; another suffered a badly wrenched leg. Howard telephoned his father, who fetched him home and sewed him up, while a passerby took the Others to a local hospital.


  Rising Star paid part of the cost of repairing Howard's car. After another motorist also ran into the flagpole, the town fathers had the obstacle removed. By March 16th, Robert was able to drive to Brown-Wood to see other prizefights and to go on to San Angelo for a beer bust.5


  One of Robert's first expeditions after getting his car was to drive his mother to Brownwood for medical tests at the hospital. While Mrs. Howard was so occupied, Clyde Smith took Bob to meet a college student whom he had been dating. The girl was a pretty, slender brunette of medium height, named Novalyne Price. They found her sitting on the porch of her grandmother's house, studying for a physics examination at Daniel Baker College, the school she attended.


  A lively, argumentative girl, Miss Price had grown up on a nearby farm and planned to become a teacher. She had literary leanings and had been drawn to Smith more by this common interest than by any strong personal chemistry. Novalyne had heard a great deal about Robert How-ard, whom Smith regarded as an ideal—a successful writer. The fact that Howard was a published writer showered him with the gold dust of glamour in her eyes, too.


  Both young men were in a loud-mouthed, boisterous mood. Seeing that this display of high spirits annoyed Novalyne, Bob quickly toned down his manner. Novalyne felt drawn to this massive, good-looking young man at once, despite his dingy clothing. His deep-set blue eyes, under their heavy brows, fascinated her.6


  The three took a short drive around the countryside before Bob had to go back to the hospital to pick up his mother. The Howards returned to Cross Plains, and for two years Bob and Novalyne saw nothing of each other.


  As the rest of 1932 rumbled by, Robert took short drives in his car, usually with his mother. He explored the country around the artificial Lake Brownwood, newly created by a dam on the Pecan Bayou. With Smith and Vinson, he talked of building a cabin on the shores of the lake and growing some of their own food there; but nothing came of these pipe dreams.7


  Over Thanksgiving, Howard drove Lindsey Tyson to a football game between Howard Payne College and Southwestern University. In a fever of enthusiasm, he spent three single-spaced pages describing the details of the game to Lovecraft, to whom no sport was of the slightest interest.


  Howard continued arguing with Lovecraft about the relative importance of the mental and the physical. The sage of Providence conceded the importance of a sound body, but he deprecated the habit of the unthinking masses who spent valuable hours watching sporting events. What disturbed Lovecraft, and many another philosopher, was that these people were wasting time needed to develop their intellectual and artistic-faculties.8


  Although Lovecraft kept his lectures impersonal, his hypersensitive correspondent persisted in taking his friend's pronouncements personally. Vehemently Howard replied that physical development was valuable to anybody who, like himself, was forced from time to time to do hard manual work, such as moving bales of hay or feed for animals. Actually, Howard was not handy with tools and did little work on the house and grounds, save when some task requiring great strength was required.


  And so the argument raged, with Lovecraft taking an impersonal view of the antics of his fellow primates and Howard taking umbrage at Lovecraft's abstract generalizations. After one especially sharp reply to Lovecraft's arguments, Robert tried to make amends. He wrote:


  The fact is, I wrote while in the grip of one of the black moods which occasionally—though fortunately rarely—descend on me. With one of these moods riding me, I can see neither good nor hope in anything, and my main sensation is a blind, brooding rage directed at anything that may cross my path—a perfectly impersonal feeling, of course. At such times I am neither a fit companion nor a gentlemanly correspondent. I avoid personal contacts as much as possible, in order to avoid giving offense by my manner. . . .9


  Howard blamed his moodiness on his Celtic ancestry, but we doubt that his Irish forbears were all as violent-tempered as he. Nonetheless, his assertion about his irascibility was probably true enough, and his "outbursts of really dangerous fury, when crossed or thwarted"10 led him to fear that he might kill someone in a fit of rage, a fear that was not altogether unfounded.


  Although Lovecraft, who was in his absentminded way the most tactful and considerate of men, never descended to making biting remarks or to sneering at his pen pal, "Two-Gun Bob" continued to take many of his remarks personally and to be angered by them. But then, Howard took a personal view of everything; his many virtues did not include detachment, impersonality, or objectivity.


  Throughout 1933 Robert Howard's outer life appeared to be placid, routine, and uneventful. He sat at home and typed to his heart's content. He attended numerous prizefights and football games. He took his ailing mother on automobile trips. He listened to such cultural programs as he could pick up on his radio—talks by Irvin S. Cobb, Mohandas K. Gandhi, Sax Rohmer, George William Russell, and Alexander Woollcott. He enjoyed plays by Moliere, Shakespeare, and Sophocles, as well as music by Beethoven, Liszt, and Wagner.11 It is a pity that Howard was unable to indulge his cultural bent more widely. Although he pretended to be just a common man with common tastes, it is likely that he would have immersed himself in more elite entertainment had it been within his reach.


  Howard did continue to read omnivorously. One fine piece of storytelling in particular captured his attention. This was his pen pal August Derleth's autobiographical novel Evening in Spring, a work that Derleth started in 1930 but that was published only in 1941. A tale of young love in rural Wisconsin, the story tells of a Catholic youth who falls in love with a Protestant girl, only to have the match destroyed by the two mothers' fierce opposition. Since Howard's taste in literature was generally poles apart from Derleth's bucolic realism, we wonder whether Robert's interest in this story reflects in some way his chaffing under the yoke of his parental domination.


  At the end of March 1933, Robert tucked his mother into his Chevrolet and drove to Austin, then on to San Antonio to escape the spring sandstorms in their own region. He endured several weeks among Hester Howard's friends, until a heat wave drove them back to Cross Plains. Howard was not sorry, for after a week in any city he felt "caged, imprisoned."12


  During the ensuing months, Howard made several other short trips. Three times he went to Dallas on business, the nature of which he did not disclose in his letters. On his way home he meandered about the state, seeking historical lore in the ruins of old army posts and abandoned forts. He also took excursions, usually with his mother, through the neighboring counties; and once he drove to Stamford, 135 miles away, to see the annual rodeo. Then, after Christmas, he made the ill-fated trip that ended up in collision with the flagpole.


  During the spring of 1934, Robert Howard's zealous letter-writing paid off. E. Hoffmann Price and his new wife, Wanda, en route from Paw-huska, Oklahoma, to California, arrived at the Howard house in their Model A Ford on the afternoon of April 8th. Price, who had been eking out his minuscule earnings as a writer by working as a garage mechanic, detoured southward to meet his pen pal; and on the way they had an adventure.


  Having driven all the night, the Prices crossed the Red River bridge Into Texas a little after sunrise. Travel-weary, Price asked Wanda to light t cigar for him. As she bit off the end and struck a match, a posse of sheriffs deputies leaped out of the bushes and stopped their car. Seeing a woman lighting a cigar led them to believe that they had come upon the notorious outlaw couple Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker, who were being sought after throughout the state. The astonished young people established their identities and chugged on to Cross Plains.


  Since the date of the Prices' arrival was uncertain, Bob Howard had gone out of town. The elder Howards welcomed their visitors warmly. Mrs. Howard even turned over her bedroom to the guests and led the sleepy bride away to rest. Ed Price was not so fortunate; he was grilled for hours by Dr. Howard, who wanted to know all about writing and publishing; about Seabury Quinn, H. P. Lovecraft, and the other Weird Tales authors; and especially about the long delays of Robert's checks.


  Price told him: "Doctor, we are all getting screwed. No one is discriminating against Bob. Well, yes, Wright, the editor, and Sprenger, the business manager, do get their pay checks regularly, but we authors ..."


  After dinner Isaac Howard again fixed Price with his hypnotic gaze and continued the inquisition, while the exhausted young writer smothered his yawns.


  Price found the doctor's aggressive personality formidable and unforgettable. Many years later Price reported: "At times I got the fantastic notion that the father rather than the son must have been the author. I cannot remember ever having met another man who had eyes as penetrating as Dr. Howard's; clear, ice-blue, vibrant with expression, seconding his voice with gestures. White-haired, shaggy-browed, a face marked by rugged lines. . . ."13 We are fortunate indeed that E. Hoffmann Price not only has a discerning eye but also a surpassing memory; for, thanks to his reporting, we have gained many valuable insights into the complex relationships among members of the Howard family.


  The following morning at breakfast, the Prices met Bob, who had arrived home after they were asleep. Price remembers that he was "Tall, broad, towering—squarish tanned face, deep chest, short and very solid neck—a lot of man. His expression was stolid, phlegmatic until he thrust out a big hand, and smiled, and spoke. The quiet friendliness of his voice came as a surprise. . . ."14


  Price needed a haircut, so he and Bob set out for the village barbershop, talking as they went. Price noted two idiosyncrasies in Howard's speech: He pronounced the noun "wound" to rhyme with "sound," and the word "sword" like "sward." It is probable that Howard had learned these words from early childhood reading, long before he had heard them pronounced by other people.


  On this occasion Bob used none of the proletarian locutions that he sometimes affected, but he said something that was most revealing: "Ed, I am God damn proud to have you come to see me."


  "I don't see what the hell you've got to be proud of in my coming," Price replied. "It's kind of t'other way about."


  "Nobody thinks I amount to much," said Bob. "So I am proud to show these sons of bitches that a successful writer goes thousands of miles out of his way to visit me."15


  At this, Price reflected on the year he had spent scrambling for the money for groceries and on the fact that Howard was doing better than he was as a writer.


  After his haircut, Price expressed an interest in the local methods of drilling for oil, so Howard took him to a lot outside the town on which a shallow-well drilling rig was chunking away. The Dutchman in charge explained the machinery. As they walked away, Bob asked his visitor: "Did he cut you off short? If he did, I'll go back and give him hell; none of these bastards can snub my friends!"


  Reassured that the oilman had been most cooperative, Howard asked abruptly: "Ed, have you got any enemies?"


  Price stared in surprise. "I don't think I have."


  Howard received this denial with such amazement that Price lamely added: "Well, there are a few bastards, but they are so chicken-shit that I can't pay them the compliment of calling them enemies."16


  Howard, who felt man's hate for man to be the normal state in human relationships, seemed relieved by this avowal.


  After lunch Price settled down in Bob's small room to talk about writing. Price, who had read some of the manuscripts of the humorous Westerns on which Bob had begun working, said with enthusiasm: "This is great stuff. You'll make the big slicks or the quality mags; this is real!"17


  In the course of the conversation, Howard explained that he did not outline a story in advance. As we have learned from other sources tnd from surviving synopses of his unfinished stories, this was not altogether true. Many of his stories were carefully planned. Some writers, whose subconscious minds do the necessary planning before the Writing begins, do seem to write "off the top of their heads." But a Writer using this technique often finds that his subconscious has gone on strike, leaving him stranded in mid-story. The fact that Howard did lometimes try to write in this plunging fashion may explain why he left lo many tales uncompleted. He may also have exaggerated the extent to which he wrote without planning, being swayed by the romantic picture of the writer who, afire with his own genius, whips out a masterpiece without the mundane tasks of plotting and outlining.


  Price later reminisced: "He composed instinctively, without any conscious attention to form. He told me, 'Of every three stories; I scrap two and offer the third; it's easier than trying for conscious technique which would give me perhaps only a third as many stories, all of which Would sell. What in hell's the difference; I like to write.' "18


  Howard was fascinated by Price's discussion of the martial arts, •uch as fencing. He later wrote Lovecraft regretting the fact that fencing masters were rare in Texas and that, when he and a friend tried to teach themselves using army swords as foils, he ran his sword through his friend's hand. After that, he never tried to fence again.19


  As the afternoon wore on and the two young men were closeted in Robert's small room, Wanda Price and Mrs. Howard were chatting in the parlor, a few steps from the closed door. The telephone rang. When Mrs. Howard answered, Wanda heard a woman's voice asking for Robert. Hester told the caller that her son was not at home, although his voice Could be heard through the closed door.20


  Who the caller was remains a mystery to this day; but this strange incident suggests that Robert, at twenty-eight, had sewn the seeds of friendship with at least one of the local girls, that she was attracted by the charm that Bob could display upon occasion, and that she, at least, did not dismiss him as the town eccentric.


  The incident, moreover, may shed light on Robert's lack of feminine companionship. We know that a year later, when her son did begin dating regularly, Hester Howard did all she could to discourage the friendship, including the interception of telephone calls. Had there been earlier tentative efforts by Bob to make friends with a local lass, they would have withered away in the heat of Hester Howard's implacable hostility.


  Of this, if he knew of it, Robert said nothing to his visitor. After all, to permit his mother to turn away his feminine acquaintances would not have cast him in a heroic mold—a mold Bob Howard fostered to mask his very vulnerable spirit.


  The next day, April the eleventh, Howard drove the Prices out to see the countryside. Price was less than ecstatic about the scenery: ". . . nothing to see except 'post oak', the scrubbiest of scrub oak, and vast stretches of space, relieved only by far off mountain ranges."21


  As Bob talked Texan lore along the road to Brownwood, the car neared a clump of mesquite. Price reports that Bob stopped the car, took his pistol out of the glove compartment, and stalked toward the mesquite in Western gunfighter style. Soon he returned to the car, saying: "I have a lot of enemies; everyone has around here. Wasn't that I figured we were running into anything, but I had to make sure . . . the way everyone is feuding even to this day . . . you're likely to run into an enemy almost everywhere you go."22


  Texans were notorious for the japes they played on tenderfeet. They liked to persuade their visitors that they were about to be scalped by Comanches or shot by badmen, so we asked Price whether Howard's bizarre behavior was a Texas "put-on." Price emphatically rejected this idea, saying that it would have been entirely out of character, considering Howard's high regard for Price and the earnest efforts he made to offer hospitality to his guests.


  At sunset the Prices bade farewell to Bob at a service station on the outskirts of Cross Plains. Ed Price preferred to drive at night in the hope that his 1933 license plates would pass unnoticed until he reached California, where the cost of new plates was low. Mindful of what Price had revealed about his meager earnings from writing during the early months of 1934, Bob said in parting: "Ed, I know you are going to make it. You God-damn well are going to. Good luck!"23


  As Bob Howard waved him off, Price was left with an impression that has not faded in the intervening years. He concluded that Howard was:


  A complex and baffling personality one can't—couldn't—get all at once. An overgrown boy—a brooding anachronism—a scholar—a gripping, compelling writer—a naive boy scout—a man of great emotional depth, yet strangely self-conscious of many emotional phases which he unjustly claimed he could never put into writing fiction—a burly, broad faced, not unduly shrewd-looking fellow at first glance—a courtly, gracious, kindly, hospitable person—a hearty, rollicking, gusty, spacious personality loving tales and deeds that reeked of sweat and dust and dung of horses and sheep and camels—a blustering, boyishly extravagantly-spoken boy who made up whopping stories about the country and people and himself, not to deceive or fool you, but because he loved the sweep of the words and knew you liked to hear him hold forth—a fanciful, sensitive, imaginative soul, hidden in that big bluff hulk.24


  Many years later, in a letter dated June 21, 1944, Dr. I. M. Howard Confirmed the accuracy of Price's character analysis. The letter begins thus:


  Dear Mr. E. Hoffmann Price:


  Just received the copy of Diablerie. You do not know how real your picture of Robert's personality was portrayed. So real it was that I could almost feel as if Robert stood before me again, alive, laughing, talking as when he was here with me; that I could feel again the warmth of his living person, could see him smile and hear his soft voice in all its penetrating clearness, even the tone of it wholly unimpaired. The wonder of it, how one with only two visits could gather so perfectly his personality. Having lived right with Robert in such close association with him from his babyhood to the end of his life, I could not have portrayed the man as you did with only a passing hand touch with him. Robert had many acquaintances, but only two boys in Cross Plains were close to him. Indeed, Robert was a lonely man because the people around him understood little of his life and the character of the man. His writing little appealed to those around. The newsstands carried the magazines which carried his stories for a time, but quit altogether handling WEIRD TALES and other magazines carrying Robert's stories. Robert is dead to the people of Cross Plains; he is, I dare say, a forgotten memory. . . .25


  E. Hoffmann Price was not the only visitor to the little house in Cross Plains in 1934. In May, Truett Vinson spent his one-week vacation with Bob. The first day the pair drove southwest in Vinson's car to Ballinger, looking for movies and beer. In the course of this drive, they conceived the idea of a longer trip; and the next morning they set out, Vinson again at the wheel. After a hard day, they reached the famous Carlsbad Cav erns. Howard was astounded by the giant cave system. He felt that nature had indulged herself in a riot of fantasy and suspended natural law in creating this twilight underworld. As he clambered along narrow ramp* and stairs that led upward from the depths that engulfed him, Howaril imagined that he was living a nightmare in his waking hours. Being » young man who had experienced silence and scenes no less eerie during a lifetime of night terrors and nightmares, the great, gray vaults struck an echo of horror in the depths of his heart.26


  The friends went on to El Paso, at the western tip of Texas, and crossed over to Ciudad Juarez to drink beer and tequila before returning home by a southerly route via Fort Stockton and San Angelo. They had driven 1,137 miles in four days. On his return Howard sent his pen pal Lovecraft a large, hairy arachnid, either the evil-smelling, harmless vinegarroon or one of the mildly venomous burrowing mygalomorpli spiders commonly called "tarantulas," safely enclosed in a bottle ol alcohol.27 Then he settled back to his writing.


  Conan stories, previously discussed, poured out of his typewriter. But Howard also found time to spin other yarns of derring-do. He plunged into a series of tales about Francis X. Gordon, which he had started in the twenties, and sold five. Nine others were never finished, and three were finished but never sold. In these stories Howard's fictional Gordon, a former gunman from El Paso, Texas, is a soldier of fortune in the Middle East during the early years of this century. Gordon combines the traits of the real "Chinese" Gordon and Sir Richard Francis Burton, as described in Dreamers of Empire (1929) by Achmed Abdullah and T. Compton Pakenham, and of Thomas Edward Lawrence, as set forth in With Lawrence in Arabia (1924) by Lowell Thomas. Both books Howard had read.


  Gordon, of Scottish and Irish descent, is a reincarnation of Bran Mak Morn and Turlogh O'Brien, the heroes of earlier series. Like his literary forbears, he is dark, of medium size, with preternatural strength, speed, and agility. Most of the stories are laid in Afghanistan, where the natives dub him El Borak, "the Swift." With the typical pulp writer's carelessness, Howard assumed that the general language of Afghanistan was Arabic and gave his Afghans Arabic surnames, whereas in truth the people speak Farsi and would never have given the American among them the corruption of an Arabic name.


  Still, the stories are fun to read. In all, hooves thunder, rifles crack, pistols bark, scimitars swish through the air, and blood spurts with gusto. Many of the stories end with Gordon and a villain dueling with scimitars. If the invention of the repeating rifle and the revolver had made swords obsolete even in distant places, Howard would not admit the fact.


  As examples of these stories, "Hawk of the Hills" involves Gordon in intrigues among the British, Russians, and Afghan brigand-chiefs. "Son of the White Wolf' has Gordon in Arabia during the First World War, emulating T. E. Lawrence. "The Lost Valley of Iskander" brings Gordon to a valley occupied by descendants of the army of Alexander the Great. "The Daughter of Erlik Khan," one of the best tales of the series, finds Gordon penetrating the forbidden city of Yolgan in pursuit of a treacherous Englishman. In Yolgan, Gordon comes upon the beautiful Yasmeena (named after Mundy's heroine), whom Gordon finds hiding from her villainous princely husband and whom Gordon undertakes to spirit out of danger. Like Mundy's heroes, and those of most storytellers of the first quarter of this century, Gordon maintains a chaste relationship with the lady. Whatever the truth about the amorous encounters of real adventurers, this convention of the selfless rescuer remained largely in place until the end of the Second World War.


  Howard began a parallel series with a hero named Kirby O'Donnell, physically a doublet of Francis X. Gordon. O'Donnell wanders around Afghanistan disguised as a Kurdish soldier of fortune, shooting and sabering people who get in his way. Of the tales in this group, Howard wrote three and sold two, "The Treasures of Tartary" and "Swords of Shahrazar."


  Two historical novelettes by Robert Howard appeared in Oriental Stories during 1932, and two more were published in 1933-34 after the magazine changed its name to Magic Carpet. The inspiration for both was clearly Harold Lamb's tales in Adventure Magazine, for Howard greatly admired this leading pulp writer and self-made Orientalist.


  It was during the early months of 1934 that Robert Howard at last discovered the form of the Western story that afforded him the scope for his distinctive talents. He applied to the Western scene the techniques that had worked well with his humorous boxing stories. The result was a long series of excellent burlesques, a source of many hearty belly laughs.


  Howard had previously sold three straight Westerns: "The Vultures of Whapeton," "Vultures' Sanctuary," and "Boot-Hill PayofT," this last in collaboration. But although others, unsold in Howard's lifetime, have now been published, the straight Westerns have met with only moderate success.


  The humorous Westerns, on the other hand, are memorable works. The primary series is told in the first person by Breckenridge Elkins, a hillbilly from the Humboldt Mountains of Nevada. Breckenridge, who bears the name of a village forty-five miles north of Cross Plains, is built along the lines of Conan. He is also equipped with a broad, frontier sense of humor. In one story, he tells us: "A bullet smashed into the rock a few inches from my face and a sliver of stone taken a notch out of my ear. I don't know of nothing that makes me madder'n getting shot in the ear." Later in the same yarn he reports: "Meanwhile the other'n swung at me with his rifle, but missed my head and broke the stock off against my shoulder. Irritated at his persistency in trying to brain me with the barrel, I laid hands on him and throwed him head-on agen the bluff____"28


  In one of these carnivals of cheerful mayhem and murder, Breck gets a letter from his aunt:


  Dear Breckenridge:


  I believe time is softenin' yore Cousin Bearfield Buckner's feeling toward you. He was over here to supper the other night jest after he shot the three Evans boys, and he was in the best humor I seen him in since he got back from Colorado. So I jest kind of casually mentioned you and he didn't turn near as purple as he used to every time he heered yore name mentioned. He jest kind of got a little green around the years, and that might have been on account of him chokin' on the b'ar meat he was eatin'. And all he said was he was going to beat yore brains out with a post oak maul if he ever ketched up with you, which is the mildest remark he's made about you since he got back from Texas.29


  In another story Breckenridge comes upon a young woman who has been treed by a puma. Breck politely doffs his Stetson and explains to the girl the habits of the puma, cougar, panther, or mountain lion. At this point the cat reaches up to claw at the girl's foot. Breck says:


  I seen this had went far enough, so I told him sternly to come down, but all he done was to look down at me and spit in a very insulting manner. So I reached up and got him by the tail and yanked him down, and whapped him agen the ground three or four times, and when I let go of him he run off a few yards, and looked back at me in a most pecooliar manner. Then he shaken his head like he couldn't believe it hisself, and lit a shuck as hard as he could peel it in the general direction of the North Pole.


  "Whyn't you shoot him?" demanded the gal, leaning as far out as she could to watch him.


  "Aw, he won't come back," I assured her.30


  Here again we see Howard the nature lover. Breckenridge's actions contrast with the usual Western attitude toward wildlife, which may be summarized as: "If it moves, shoot it."


  It is interesting to note that the Breckenridge Elkins stories are placed a long way from Robert Howard's home territory—1,200 miles, in fact—in an area of which Howard had no more firsthand knowledge than he had of Afghanistan. Neither do these tales touch upon the farming and oil-boom life of Central Texas, with which Howard was familiar. So it is incorrect to say that Howard had at last begun to use his own background in his fiction.


  In the broad sense of the word fantasy, meaning a nonrealistic story in contradistinction to a tale of the supernatural, the Elkins yarns are fantasies. Like P. G. Wodehouse's tales of upper-class British life, they are humorous burlesques, exaggerations of real life; and that is part of their charm.


  Real life, despite its occasional humorous episodes, is never so consistently funny. This is not to say that narrowly realistic fiction is "better" than the more fanciful tale. Some readers prefer one, some the other type of story, and either can be done well or badly. Most fortunate is the reader who can detect quality and, with this limitation only, can enjoy a wide range of genres and types of fiction.


  Early in 1933 Howard determined to try selling through an agent. His correspondents referred him to Otis Adelbert Kline, a Chicago-based literary agent who had himself written a series of successful sword-and-planet novels in the Edgar Rice Burroughs manner. Kline urged his new client to try writing detective stories, a field in which Howard was uncomfortable. Still, in time Howard completed several detective stories bordering on science fiction or fantasy.


  Two of the successful detective stories appeared in the February 1934 issue of Strange Detective Stories. One, published under Howard's own name, was retitled by the editor "Fangs of Gold." This tale introduced the hero Steve Harrison, a burly city detective who solves his problems by shooting the villain or flooring him with a medieval mace in a no-nonsense sort of way. The other story, renamed "The Tomb's Secret," bore the pseudonym of Patrick Ervin; but while the magazine advertised another tale for its next issue, the monthly folded before Howard's "Lord of the Dead" could see print.


  Howard did sell two more Steve Harrison stories. "Names in the Black Book" was, like "The Tomb's Secret," about a sinister Oriental cult, reminiscent of Sax Rohmer or Robert W. Chambers. The other, "The Graveyard Rats," appeared in Thrilling Mystery for February 1936. Four more Steve Harrison stories failed to sell. Robert Howard found no enjoyment in laboriously piecing together clues like a puzzle. He much preferred the rattle of swords and the shouts of adversaries in action stories. So, in 1935, he abandoned the detective field entirely.31


  Many and varied were the tales Robert Howard wrote in these years of furious literary effort. There were so many that his biographers could not possibly list them all without ranging far from the story of the author's life. Some involved Crusaders; some, strange goings-on in darkest Africa or Asia; some—unsuccessfully—tried to deal with modern times. But Howard would have none of the genre called science fiction. He wrote: "There is so little of the scientific about my nature that I feel no confidence in my ability to write convincingly on the subject."32


  One series, however, deserves mention because the stories were based on the premise of Jack London's The Star Rover, in which a man dreams of his previous incarnations. In Howard's series a crippled man, James Allison, awaits death from some unnamed disease. Of the six yarns Howard started, only one was sold. This was "The Valley of the Worm," which appeared in Weird Tales for February 1934. Here Allison tells of being Niord, a giant blond primitive in prehistoric times who vanquishes a saber-toothed tiger, a venomous serpent eighty feet long, and a gigantic tentacled white worm.


  It is not too surprising that this series never quite took hold. When the hero has slain one prehistoric monster, he has slain them all, and calling up more monsters for him to dompt turns into a mere walk through the zoo. Besides, barbarian life, narrated in detail, becomes monotonous. It is worth noting that although Conan and Kull are portrayed as barbarians, of the approximately thirty stories Howard wrote about them, almost all are laid in, or on the margins of, some civilized land. The reason is plain: a civilized—if violent—society provides many more colorful threads to be woven into the tapestry of the story than does the repetitious, limited, drab existence of a true, unspoiled primitive.


  During the two years since Tevis Clyde Smith had brought Robert Howard around to meet her, Novalyne Price had thought about the young writer of whom Clyde spoke often and admiringly. She had graduated from Daniel Baker College in May of 1933 and, pending a regular teaching appointment, had started a private speech class. When, during the spring term of 1934, an English teacher had resigned from the Brownwood School, Novalyne filled in for her on a temporary basis.


  Novalyne's friendship with Clyde Smith came to an abrupt end when he suddenly married Rubye Barkley, leaving the young teacher with no one with whom to share her interest in literary matters. So Novalyne's thoughts, not unnaturally, turned to Cross Plains. If she could revive her acquaintance with Robert Howard, perhaps he could give her advice that would help her to realize her half-formed literary ambitions.


  Cross Plains had more than one attraction for Novalyne Price. She had kin in the town—her cousins the Gwathmey sisters, who were both teachers. Enid Gwathmey, the elder, headed the English department at the Cross Plains High School; while Jimmie Lou taught in the primary grades. Learning of an opening for an elocution teacher in the Cross Plains School, Novalyne applied for the job and was hired.


  Just before school opened on September 10th, 1934, Novalyne moved to Cross Plains, rented a room, and prepared for her first classes. A day or two after her arrival, she was in Smith's Drug Store with Jimmie Lou when a white-haired man came out of the doctor's office at the rear of the store and made his way to the street. The man, Novalyne learned from the druggist's wife, was Dr. Isaac Howard.


  "Isn't he Bob Howard's father?" asked Novalyne.


  "Yes," said Mrs. Smith. Jimmie Lou added: "You stay away from Bob Howard; he's just a freak. In fact, I'm afraid of him, he's such a freak."


  Novalyne demurred. "Oh, I met Bob in Brownwood, and he seemed like a nice person."33


  Despite her cousin's fears, Novalyne made up her mind that she would meet Bob again, come hell or high water; for in Cross Plains she felt even more starved for intellectual conversation than in Brownwood.


  Not being the kind of girl to wait in the hope that Howard would notice her, she telephoned the Howard house, not once but several times. Each time Hester Howard answered the telephone and informed her that Robert was not in, or that he was out of town, or that he could not come to the phone. After a dozen such abortive calls, Novalyne determined to solve the mystery. On the evening of Thursday, September 20th, she persuaded Jimmie Lou to drive her to Bob's house and wait in the car while she rang the bell. When Dr. Howard opened the door, Novalyne asked if she might speak with Bob.


  The doctor gave his caller a peculiar look and, turning, called out; "Hey, Mama, there's a young lady here asking for Robert! Shall I let her in?"


  Novalyne missed the reply, because just then Bob strode down the short hall and loomed up behind his father's shoulder. "Why, hello, Novalyne!" he exclaimed. "How nice of you to come!"34


  Robert escorted his visitor to the parlor, saying that he would have to speak to his mother, who was in her bedroom. Several minutes later he reappeared and offered to drive Novalyne home. When they were halfway down the walk, Mrs. Howard called, and Robert stopped as if he had run into an invisible wall. Wordlessly he turned and went back to the house, while Novalyne continued to her cousin's car to inform her of the change of plans. Robert soon returned and ushered Novalyne into his Chevrolet as if there had been no interruption at all.


  Neither of the young people knew that, as they drove off, Isaac Howard was saying to his wife: "Mama, does this mean we're going to lose our boy?"


  Years later, when the doctor told Novalyne about this conversation,
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  he repeated his wife's reply. Hester Howard had answered: "No, don't worry about that. We're not going to lose him."35


  During their moonlight ride into the countryside, the two young people rushed avidly into conversation. They touched every base: history, politics, literature, poetry, philosophy—all subjects in which they were intensely interested. They found in each other a heartwarming overlap of beliefs and predispositions. This unexpected congeniality brought out all of Robert's charm, which could be great when he was not antagonized by acquaintances he disliked or alienated by crowds of strangers.


  Their delighted absorption in each other was interrupted only once, when Bob informed Novalyne that he had to return home to give his mother her ten o'clock medicine. Puzzled, Novalyne asked: "Couldn't your father do that?"


  Robert answered shortly: "Well, I always do it."36


  When they reached the house, Bob asked Novalyne to wait in the car. Without another word he went in and fifteen minutes later came out and silently started the motor. As they drove off, they resumed their animated conversation.


  Words tumbled out. Novalyne felt that, at long last, she had found someone with whom she could talk about abstract ideas. Undoubtedly Robert, on the first real date of his life, felt the same. By the time he had arranged for another date a few nights later and dropped her off at her boardinghouse, the full moon hanging over the Caddo Peaks had worked its magic. Novalyne Price and Robert Howard were in love.


  They had fallen in love all of a sudden, with each other, with love, with the night, and with their own creative potential as reflected in each other. So ready were they for a tangible projection of their romantic feelings that, when a mere approximation of their dreams took form, both seized upon it; and the fulfillment of their phantasies seemed to be some deep design of fate. Actually they had fallen in love not so much with the real Novalyne Price and the real Robert Howard as with their ideals of a person of the opposite sex. They ignored the fact that each had qualities of which the other disapproved, as have millions of other romantic souls on such an occasion.


  Too excited to sleep, Novalyne spent hours recording in her diary the experiences of the evening. Then, in the small hours of the morning, she slipped out of the house into the backyard and, in her white batiste nightgown, spun around and around under the moon in a dance of pure joy, heedless of the fact that she had to be up early to take her morning classes.


  We may guess that Robert, too, lay sleepless on the narrow bed in his crowded study, thinking of the intense young woman who had, so unexpectedly, come into his life.


  After their first date, Robert and Novalyne set about getting acquainted. They dated fast and furiously, each feeling that the other was the only person in the world with whom it was possible to be perfectly at ease. As Robert once remarked, with whom else could he spend an evening talking history and politics and learning also about the schoolteaching profession?


  Sometimes they saw each other several nights in a row; at other times a week might pass without a date if Robert was deeply immersed in a story, or if Novalyne was busy with her schoolwork. During these early periods of separation, Novalyne tried to telephone Bob. Each time Mrs. Howard answered the call and said that Robert was out or away on a trip. Once, after being repeatedly told that Robert was away, Novalyne ventured to ask during their next date: "Bob, have you been down to Brownwood or somewhere?"


  No, replied Robert, he had been home at work for weeks.


  Astonished, Novalyne said: "I wonder why, when I called, your mother told me you were away all last week."


  Confronted with this evidence of his mother's deceit, Robert mumbled in confusion: "Oh—ah—yes, I was away. I guess I forgot."37


  Robert always defended his mother, even when she went to outrageous lengths to interfere in his affairs in order to keep him from sliding out of her iron grip. If he ever felt confined by his mother's clinging dependence or his father's equally demanding bids for attention—all clothed, of course, in the guise of concerned affection—Robert never revealed his frustration, even to the girl with whom he was in love. But Novalyne sensed Mrs. Howard's hostility and never went to the Howard house after her first call. When not dating, she and Bob communicated by letters; for it was Bob who made the daily pilgrimages to the post office, and his mail was never censored.


  Sometimes their dates involved an evening at the movies, for which they might drive forty miles to Abilene or thirty miles to Brownwood. On such occasions Bob overcame his dislike of "dressing up" enough to appear in his three-piece suit and a necktie. Sometimes they did impulsive things like running hand in hand along the road in the moonlight. Sometimes they simply drove around the countryside and parked outside the drugstore for a soda.


  In the 1930s in small towns, the customary things to do on a date were to drive, to talk, and to share a snack; and if the relationship was intimate enough, to touch, to hold, and perhaps to kiss. Long afterward, with a hearty laugh, Novalyne confessed: "He was very good at that."38 This was long before the days of the so-called "sexual revolution," and Robert's ideas of propriety were conservative for even one of the more straight-laced sections of Texas. Novalyne, therefore, always felt secure with Bob, who never tried to take advantage of her warmly affectionate nature and uninhibited remarks. Their relationship remained entirely proper by local standards, even though Novalyne—as any young woman in love will—entertained some lively phantasies of a passionate romance.


  As the friendship between Bob and Novalyne deepened, points of difference between them began to surface. Discovering that each other's personality did not fit the illusion conjured up by the magic of their first date, each set about trying to "remould" the other "nearer to the Heart's desire," as Omar, a favorite poet of both, had suggested.39


  Novalyne was an attractive girl with soft brown hair and large dark eyes, which could flash fire when she was thwarted or angry. She liked attractive clothes and wore them well. Thin almost to a fault, her lithe figure still retained its feminine roundness, but there was no softness or passivity in the briskness of her movements or in the intensity of her determination. She had a lively interest in the world's affairs and expressed her strong opinions in earthy language picked up from her stepfather. Such talk shocked Bob Howard, who had old-fashioned ideas about what sort of speech was suitably feminine, and who seldom used expletives more ribald than "God-damned" and "son of a bitch." Rabe-lais's scatological humor, he said, nauseated him.40


  Like Robert, Novalyne gained the repute among the folk of Cross Plains of being a bit of an eccentric, because she dated Robert Howard


  and because she was a tense, perfectionistic teacher who took her Shakespeare seriously. Each year the University of Texas staged a University Interscholastic League contest in public speaking. Novalyne coached her teams so mercilessly on one-act condensations of Shakespearean plays that students from the Cross Plains School repeatedly won first prize.


  Unlike Robert, Novalyne was not feared or disliked by the townsfolk. Since she brought honor to the community, people were willing to forgive her such follies as overwork and literary ambition. While it was hard for them to imagine how a sane person could wish to be a writer, they were more tolerant of this crotchet in a woman than in a man.


  The conversations between Novalyne and Bob inevitably turned to marriage, but more as an abstract concept than as a realistic personal plan. At times they came close but never quite got to the point of becoming engaged. When she was willing, he shied away; the following | month their roles might be reversed.41


  Bob's attitudes toward women, a recurrent topic for argument, ; exacerbated their indecision. Bob might vehemently defend the rights of women; he might write stories about women warriors who could spit a man on their blades as deftly as they could spear a pat of butter—Red I Sonya in "The Shadow of the Vulture," Valeria in "Red Nails," or Agnes de Chastillon in the unsold "Sword Woman"—but from the women with i whom he had daily converse, he expected total dependence and subservience. Most of the women in his stories, as a matter of fact, were soft, timid, passive, foolish girls, like Natala in "The Slithering Shadow" or Muriela in "Jewels of Gwahlur"; and they seem to have been their creator's ideal of femininity.


  It is not too difficult to see how this ideal came about. All Robert's life his adoring mother had been his willing slave. When he was on a writing binge, she would bring him meals on a tray, wordlessly placing f them beside his typewriter, lest he suffer hunger while the divine afflatus possessed him. Novalyne considered that this constant service had been spoiling him and wanted no part of it. She did not relish domestic work and could not imagine spending all her life cooking, cleaning, and washing for any man. During one of their discussions, she burst out: "If I married you, it would be just to cook three meals every day and iron your shirts!"


  As for Bob, he capped one argument by growling: "Look, girl, if


  this were Conan, he'd bat you down and drag you by the hair in the dust!"42


  For all this half-joking bluster, Robert Howard was exceedingly courteous to women, tipping his hat, opening doors for them, tucking them into car seats, and rising when they entered the room. It angered him when a woman preempted his masculine responsibilities by venturing to open a car door or climbing into a car by herself.


  While Robert demanded subservience from his womenfolk, he himself became increasingly a slave to his mother's whims and wishes because of her deepening illness. Seeing Hester Howard using her ill health to manipulate her son, while at the same time denying the severity of her disease, confused Novalyne and led her to suspect that the doctor's wife was less ill than she truly was. Mrs. Howard neither looked nor acted ill on the occasions when Novalyne encountered her. With the high color and general stimulation resulting from the low, constant fever of tuberculosis, Hester probably appeared in the pink of health to the casual observer. This misleading impression was enhanced by the care with which she dressed. Whenever she went into the town on the simplest errand, she wore handsome clothes and, in a day when hat and gloves demarcated "a lady," she made regular use of both accessories.


  Robert took his mother wherever he went—to market, to shop, or to call on friends. To Novalyne this unceasing companionship was less a sign of Hester's frailty than of her determination to monopolize her son's time and attention. Novalyne divined that Hester Howard had long since driven a wedge between her husband and herself, and she felt that Hester was using similar tactics to forestall a growing intimacy between Robert and his girl. Whenever their paths crossed in the small shops of Cross Plains, Hester looked at the younger woman with cold formality and spoke grudgingly, "glowering at me as if I were some sort of venomous reptile."43 These meetings, not surprisingly, made Novalyne feel awkward and self-conscious.


  If the relation between Novalyne and Bob was love at first sight, that between Novalyne and Hester Howard was hate at first glance. Aware of this antagonism between the two women who were closest to him, Robert Howard never discussed his mother with Novalyne, not even to explain the precarious state of her health. If Novalyne criticized
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  i Hester or berated Bob for being her willing slave, he fell silent, sulked, < And looked hurt. All he ever said was by indirection, arguing for more Irresponsibility toward one's parents than Novalyne was willing to con-ide.


  Once, when Bob warned Novalyne that she was risking her good Reputation by dating the "town freak,"44 she began to urge him to try Jto conform to the local standards—to dress in a less outlandish manner tnd to let his crew-cut hair grow somewhat longer. He bought his first "gent's felt hat" at her urging, although he said in a letter that his mother nagged him into it. To Lovecraft, he groused:


  I detest the things. I never wore anything before but a cap or a broad-brimmed sombrero. I go bare-headed most of the time.... They're all right in cities where there's no wind, or sun or anything else natural, but for an open country the only headgear is a broad-brimmed Stetson.45


  Soon after this unwilling purchase, Novalyne persuaded Bob to have a studio photograph taken wearing his brown suit and the new hat. Aside from the fact that, in the 1930s, portrait photographs of men were not infrequently taken with their hats on, Novalyne wanted him to wear the hat so that his brush-cut hair, which she disliked, would be less conspicuous.


  During the whole time they dated, although Novalyne was a most attractive girl, Robert was reluctant to take her to any gathering, such as football games or boxing matches. To him, two were company; three, a crowd; and his dislike of crowds persisted. Although Robert was regularly dating Novalyne and spoke openly of "going with a young lady,"46 he made no effort to have her included in an invitation to a banquet by the local patroness of literature, the poet Lexie Dean Robertson. Mrs. Robertson, fat and jolly, held court in the neighboring town of Rising Star, and she invited writers and would-be writers from all over Central Texas. Instead Robert went alone and was confounded by the crowd of strangers. Later he reported to Novalyne that he had spent the evening in a sulk; when people spoke to him, he answered by grunts and surly monosyllables.


  Novalyne often sought Bob's help with her writing. They set little problems in plotting for each other, asking how the other would get a protagonist out of some dire predicament. Robert would try out plot ideas on Novalyne, too. One time he asked: "What would you think of this?


  A man is followed by his father's corpse. . . ."47 At other times Bob would dig up answers to historical questions for Novalyne; for his library, though small, was the largest in the neighborhood. Once, when she had an idea for a story about a white woman abducted by Indians, Bob went through his books and marked the margins where such incidents were recounted. These marks are still to be seen in Robert Howard's books now collected in the Howard Payne University Library.


  Fiction writing, however, furnished another subject for dispute. Novalyne's taste ran to fictional realism; Bob's, to the romantic and fantastic. On their second date, Bob proudly brought along a copy of Weird Tales for August 1934, which contained his Conan story "The Devil in Iron." The magazine had a cover painting by Mrs. Brundage, showing a short-haired Conan struggling in the coils of a gigantic green serpent. The great barbarian is whacking the monster with a scimitar, while a blond lovely, wearing only a wispy sash, shrinks in terror from the combat.


  Novalyne decided that she did not care for fiction that lent itself to pictures of that sort. In this she agreed with the majority of Howard's literary pals, who admired him for being a published writer but who thought his stories trash since they were published in cheap magazines illustrated with lurid pictures of busty, underclad females. His neighbors held the same opinion; for as far as is known, Robert Howard had no readers in Cross Plains, with the possible exception of the doctor and his wife. The only friends who took any interest in Howard's fiction were Clyde Smith in Brownwood and Thurston Torbett in Marlin, with both of whom he had collaborated.


  Conan fantasies were not Novalyne's kind of thing at all. She busied herself with diaries and journals and stored up locutions and character sketches for future classroom use. While she sought Bob's expertise in marketing stories, she hoped to write pieces of more substantial literary merit than pulp-magazine adventure fiction.


  Robert, in his turn, deprecated Novalyne's diaries and journals. She would never, he told her, become a professional writer so long as she concentrated so intensely on her teaching. When she urged Bob to study people in order to give more plausibility to his fictional characters, he scoffed, saying that most people were only damned fools anyway.48 Yet, in this she was right. Howard would have needed a surer grasp of the variations in human personalities if he was ever to graduate to the
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  higher-grade pulps, let alone to the slicks or to "serious" literature. Such understanding was beyond his reach while he lived a reclusive life and derived most of his knowledge of peoples and places from history books and adventure fiction.


  For Robert Howard, writing was an intuitive process. Once a character was created and set in motion, the character, he felt, wrote himself. Thus, he rejected reality and the "real people" whom Novalyne urged him to study. Apart from some stylistic imitations, mostly unconscious, Howard's writing was not under conscious control; and he deemed it at its best when unconstrained. Accordingly he disdained education and bookish endeavors as the road to writing skills, and perhaps for a writer of heroic fantasy his course was the best.


  Robert, moreover, discouraged Novalyne from further education, urging her instead to spend less time in teaching and more time writing. His argument verged on demand as he grew increasingly jealous of anyone who turned Novalyne's attention away from him. When she mentioned that her boss, School Superintendent Nat Williams, was an exceptionally fine man, Bob discovered that he hated Nat Williams. He also took a deep dislike to those of her students whom she praised as especially talented.49


  Novalyne was not fooled by these attacks on education. She felt that they grew out of Bob's inability to submit to discipline of any kind, particularly intellectual discipline. She knew that he believed: "Life is not worth living if someone thinks he is in authority over you."50


  Novalyne insisted that anyone, especially a writer, could benefit from higher education. She thought that Bob had been mistaken to forego college; she herself looked forward to studying for an advanced degree. Robert disagreed vehemently on both counts. As a result of these disputes, his anxiety and insecurity stirred up the rage within him. Then his normally low, cultivated voice would rise to a nasal burlesque of the local illiterates: "Ah don't know nothin'; Ah ain't got no education like you!"51 In anger he would pound the steering wheel with his fist, although he never gave Novalyne cause to fear for her own safety.


  Despite the differences and the spats that foreshadowed the end of their friendship, Novalyne and Bob found much to enjoy in their companionship. Sometimes Robert would improvise stories: "Look, girl! Once upon a time, long ago, there was this vanished civilization of Atlantis, on an island in the ocean. . . ."52 And off he would go on a tale of wild adventure in a previous incarnation as an Atlantean. Then he Would be his most charming self: tender, open, and kind.


  Sometimes they had friendly arguments over religion. Robert would take various points of view—a Methodist, a Campbellite, an Oriental reincarnationist, or a skeptic. They discussed H. L. Mencken's Treatise on the Gods and disagreed over William James's Varieties of Religious Experience.


  Novalyne had a strong interest in interracial relations, sparked by an incident of years gone by, when her father suffered difficulties in a small town because some townspeople got the idea that he was an Indian. While her attitude was close to that which prevails today among educated Americans, Robert could agree only in part. It was ridiculous to forbid Negroes to enter Callahan County, he said, but in general he followed the traditional Southern white point of view.


  As autumn passed into winter, Novalyne became more and more aware that she held one end of the rope in a tug-of-war between two women for the life of Robert Howard. After it was all over, she realized that Hester Howard had been bound to win, because she was patient, because she had shrewder knowledge of her son, and because she made fewer demands on him than the younger woman's passionate involvement with life required. Moreover, Mrs. Howard, regarding Robert as practically perfect, was quite content with him as he was; while Novalyne, with the usual egotism of an active-minded young person, wanted to change the world, starting with the man she loved.


  Early in 1935 the star-crossed idyll of Novalyne Price and Robert Howard began to draw to a close. Novalyne was in an impossible position: a very dependent man desperately needed her support and companionship, but he also needed to remain dependent on his mother and to deny the imminence of her death. Attempts by Novalyne to talk Robert into a more realistic view of his mother's situation only raised his fears and fury to the boiling point.


  Since in small towns in the 1930s, a young man's dating a "nice" girl month after month was considered a tacit declaration of honorable intentions, the subject of marriage was never far from their thoughts. Yet, as the winter wore on, the resolve not to marry Robert, even if he should ask her to, crystallized in Novalyne's mind. The Howard parents' bitter opposition to their son's marrying made it increasingly unlikely that Bob would ever bring himself to ask her.


  
    m


    w

  


  Even if he asked and she accepted, Novalyne realized that the marriage would not work. It was foredoomed by Novalyne's interest in a career in teaching and writing and by her lack of delight in housewifery. It was foredoomed by the utter subservience Bob would have demanded of her and, when he was immersed in his writing, by the endless lonely days when he would be closeted in his room, eschewing all human contacts. And it was foredoomed by Hester Howard's implacable hostility and her son's pathological dependence on his mother.


  Many years later Novalyne said: "He'd have been an impossible husband!"53 So he would have been, certainly for Novalyne and probably for any other woman.


  The ambiguity of her position and the strain of conflicting emotions undermined Novalyne's health. To decide once and for all not to marry the person who has long occupied one's fancies and affections, and who seemed destined to be one's mate, is one of life's most painful decisions. To make a rational choice requires a will of iron and courage of steel. And although Novalyne was a sensible young woman, the conflict all but tore her apart.


  In the springtime of 1935, Novalyne fell ill and could not seem to recover. She consulted Dr. Howard professionally; and after several visits, he told her there was nothing more he could do for her in Cross Plains. She needed bed rest in the Brownwood Hospital. When she asked whether Bob could drive her to Brownwood for the hospital admission, the doctor replied sternly: "That wouldn't do at all!"54


  During her stay in the hospital, Novalyne wondered why Bob never came to visit her. She felt sure that once, when the door swung open, she had a glimpse of Bob standing in the hall, talking, but he never looked in or spoke to her. She found out later, while she was recuperating, that Dr. Howard had given orders that no man, other than physicians, be admitted to her room.55


  Thus Novalyne learned that, while Isaac and Hester might be estranged from one another, they were united in their determination riot to lose their boy.


  


  XIII. FAITHFUL IN HIS FASHION

  



  "Who are you?" I asked the phantom, "I am Rest from Hate and Pride. "I am friend to king and beggar, "I am Alpha and Omega, "I was councillor to Hagar "But men call me Suicide." I was weary of tide breasting, Weary of the world's behesting, And I lusted for the resting As a lover for his bride.1


  Throughout 1935 Robert Howard's overriding concern was the decline in his mother's health. Dropping plans for a winter trip to South Texas, Robert drove his parents, during the second week of March, about 150 miles to Temple. There Hester entered the King's Daughters Hospital to have her gallbladder removed. Her recovery was so slow that Robert spent the entire month in Temple. Although Dr. Howard took advantage of his professional discount on medical services, the expenses were heavy for both father and son. Robert tried to keep his living costs low by staying at the cheapest rooming house he could find, and he skipped so many meals that he lost fifteen pounds.2


  When Hester had recovered enough to travel, the doctors at King's Daughters said they had done all they could for the ailing woman. Her heavy-hearted menfolk improvised a bed for her in the back of Robert's car and started home. Thirty-odd miles west of Temple, Robert's clutch gave out, leaving them


  . . . stranded on a country road, five miles from the nearest town, and a


  storm coming up. I found a farmer with an ancient Ford who pushed us


  to the next town, a little village called Copperas Cove, and we got my mother into the one hotel the place boasted just before the storm broke.3


  The repairs took several hours. While waiting, Howard chatted with an elderly rancher, whom he tried to pump for local lore but whom he found politely evasive. Robert suspected that he oldster thought his interlocutor might be prosecuting some ancient feud. Still, the rancher invited the young man to visit him and implied that, when he got to know his visitor, he might decide that it was safe to trust him.4


  Finally the rain stopped, the car was repaired, and the Howards resumed their journey. When, at Lampasas, the Chevrolet gave out again, Robert blamed a "dumb Bohemian" mechanic in Temple who had worked on the car and left some part out of the differential. The family had to spend the night at a hotel before going on to Cross Plains. It was during this trying journey that Robert told his father that "he did not wish to live any longer after his mother was gone."5


  After her return home, Hester Howard's incision developed an abscess. She had to be taken to the hospital in Coleman for several days and then returned there every few days in order to have the wound cleaned and dressed. The mounting medical expenses moved Howard to write to Farnsworth Wright at Weird Tales, telling of his hardships and begging Wright to send him his overdue monthly check. At the time the magazine owed Howard over eight hundred dollars—"enough," he said, "to pay all my debts and get me back on my feet again."6 Wright complied so far as the magazine's perilous finances allowed, although at Howard's death Weird Tales owed him over a thousand dollars.


  Hester Howard's abscess healed, but her cough worsened. In late July the family drove to Lubbock, 180 miles northwest of Cross Plains, and thence north another 120-odd miles to Amarillo, to see if the altitude and dryness of the Panhandle would rid her of the cough. But the change seemed to have no effect, and they returned home by a more southerly route through San Angelo.


  On these journeys Robert Howard closely observed the landscape and eloquently described it, almost as if he were looking at it with the eyes of one who did not expect to see it again:


  Those rains in April and May certainly changed the aspect of the country. ... The rich green foliage reaches almost tropical luxuriance, and red and


  yellow wild flowers make a carpet of color gleaming vividly against the green background.7


  Although it must have been obvious even to nonmedical persons that Hester Howard had terminal tuberculosis, Robert never mentioned the word in his letters. He was following the family practice of burying, denying, and ignoring unwelcome facts. Since, at that period, no cure for tuberculosis was known, to have named the disease would have been, for Robert, to admit what was to him the most catastrophic of all facts: that his mother's days were numbered.


  By mid-November, Hester's condition had deteriorated to the point where the Howards took her to the Torbett Sanitarium in Marlin. There Robert's occultist friend Thurston lived with his father, Dr. Frank Torbett, who assisted his brother with the work at the clinic. Robert thought it unfortunate that Thurston Torbett, who had studied art for three years in California, had given up his artistic interests for occult pursuits.


  More than a gallon of fluid was drawn from Mrs. Howard's pleura; •nd when Robert learned that his mother would have to remain at the sanitarium for a week or more, he drove his father home, picked up his typewriter, and returned to Marlin, where he pounded out stories in a boardinghouse. He also gleaned historical lore from Dr. Frank Torbett, who had lived through strenuous times in the country, when "he never dared open the barn door in the morning to feed his horse without having a pistol ready in his hand."8


  Hester Howard finally returned to Cross Plains; but after two weeks at home, her pleura filled again. This time the Howards drove her to San Angelo, 105 miles to the southwest. After a few days in the Shannon Hospital, they moved her to a sanitarium in the village of Water Valley, northwest of San Angelo. There she remained for six weeks. On one of his almost daily drives to see his mother, Robert bought a broad-brimmed tan or light-brown Stetson, a much less spectacular hat than his black Mexican sombrero.


  As Hester's condition continued to worsen, she was moved back to San Angelo for twelve days, "and then we drove her home, since it seemed they had done all they could for her."9 She continued to require frequent pneumothorax treatments, which Robert called "aspirations." In this treatment, a needle is inserted between the ribs into the pleural cavity, and air is blown in, causing the lung to collapse. A resting lung, it was thought, might build up some resistance to the tubercular infection. Although the treatments were painful and exhausting, according to Robert, his mother bore her troubles with heroic fortitude.


  All this traveling about and care of the sick drastically reduced Howard's writing time.10 His leisure for letter-writing also declined. Whereas we have twenty-five letters written in 1934, for 1935 only seventeen are known. While he undoubtedly wrote many other letters that have not survived, these figures do indicate the stress under which he lived at this time.


  Nevertheless, Howard continued to write as circumstances permitted. It must not be forgotten that there were two stabilizing forces in Robert Howard's life: his mother's presence and his creative writing. When his mother had to spend week after week in hospitals, his need to write became more compelling, especially so since, during the summer and fall of 1935, he had lost the intimate contact he had enjoyed with Novalyne, the only other woman with whom he had ever been close.


  Late in 1934 he finished, but did not sell, a novelette, "Sword Woman," laid in Renaissance France. Perhaps he was influenced by the work of a beautiful young writer who had just entered the heroic fantasy field, Catherine Lucile Moore, who wrote under the name of C. L. Moore. In the October 1934 issue of Weird Tales appeared "Black God's Kiss," the first of five novelettes about a red-haired medieval warrior-woman, Jirel of Joiry, who defends her castle and demesne against foes both natural and supernatural. When a second Jirel story was published, Howard sent Miss Moore a letter of congratulation and a manuscript of his "Sword Woman."


  "Sword Woman" was one of Howard's many efforts to sell stories of straight historical adventure. He delighted in rewriting history in the guise of fiction and dreamed of being able to spend the rest of his life in this genre. Next to tales of barbarians, he was attracted to stories set in the European Middle Ages. He called the period: "A brave time, by Satan! Any smooth rogue could swindle his way through life, as he can today, but there was pageantry and high illusion and vitality, and the beloved tinsel of glory without which life is not worth living."11 He seems not to have realized that many aspects of medieval life would have gone entirely against his grain; he would have hated the intense religiosity and the rigidity of class distinctions of the time.


  Howard began two more stories about his sword-woman, Agnes de la Fere, but he failed to bring either to publishable condition. It was his misfortune that the swashbuckling historical novel reached its peak in the 1950s, two decades after his death. Had he survived, his fighting women—Belit, Red Sonya, Agnes de la Fere, and, later on in his last Conan story, Valeria of "Red Nails"—might have won fame and fortune for their creator.


  When his historical adventure stories met with only partial success, Howard gave thought to writing serious Westerns, a type of fiction very popular in the 1930s. But now he found himself facing a dilemma. While Westerns—serious Westerns—drew him like a magnet, he began to realize that, during the years when the oil boom swept through his hometown, he had made no observations and taken no notes on the quality of life in the community. He wrote:


  And now all those things are a chaotic jumble in my memory which I can't untangle. I've gone so far along the path of romantic-exotic writing that it's devilish difficult to find my way back to common-place realism.12


  Too late he saw that carefully-tended memories of real events, even those that are painful and stultifying to the imagination, give a writer's works an authority that cannot be gained from such vicarious experiences as reading books or watching motion pictures.


  Moreover, Howard never had, and made no attempt to get, a sound knowledge of the complexities, subtleties, and contradictions of human personality. Hence, save for a few, his characters are mainly stereotypes. In writing for the pulps, that was unobjectionable, but it was not good enough for a writer striving for larger rewards and the greater prestige of the quality magazines.


  The truth of the matter is that Robert Howard was, by personality and experience, far removed from viewing the world realistically. So all-consuming were his fear and hatred of "enemies," and so great was the isolation of his daily life, that the lives of the people among whom he lived were less "real" to him than the devils and monsters of his nightmares. He had, without realizing it, found his proper niche as a writer in the realm of the fantastic and in the fanciful, humorous Westerns of his own creation.


  While the West of Breckinridge Elkins was no more real than Conan's Hyborian Age, it was equally successful. Otis Kline sent thirteen of the tales about the Nevada bumpkin to the British firm of Herbert Jenkins. The editor replied that if Howard could give continuity to the stories, he would publish them as a novel.


  Howard dutifully interpolated a love interest in the person of a Glory McGraw, with whom Breck was forever quarreling over idiotic misunderstandings. The revised work had not yet been sent to England at the time of Howard's death, but a contract came through by the end of 1936 with an advance of $150. The book, published as A Gent from Bear Creek, appeared in 1937 and sold well enough to justify a cheap reprint. Had the sale been made a year earlier, would it have made a difference to Robert Howard's plans? Frankly, we doubt it.


  Into his imaginary West, Howard introduced another humorous character, Buckner J. Grimes. This gargantuan worthy became the hero of one of Howard's best burlesque Westerns, "A Man-Eating Jeopard," a tale published in the June 1936 issue of Cowboy Stories. A second Grimes story, "Knife-River Prodigal," was posthumously published in the same magazine.


  At the urging of his new agent, Otis Kline, Howard branched out in an unexpected direction. He sold a story to Spicy Adventures, one of a group of pulps called "the hots," because they made a pretence of being pornography. Compared to what one can buy openly today, the stories were as mild as milquetoast. While they told of episodes of fornication, instead of explicit scenes, the author would indicate a lapse of time by a row of dots.


  The first story, "The Girl on the Hell Ship," which the editor retitled "She Devil" and which was followed by four others, introduced another typical Howard hero, Wild Bill Clanton, a sailor whose chief delight is in the ready use of his fists. Like all Howard's heroes, he was a "broad-shouldered, clean-waisted, heavy-armed man with wetly plastered black hair, blue eyes that blazed with the joy of mayhem and lips that grinned savagely . . ."


  Telling of his new venture, Howard wrote Lovecraft:


  One market I tried was Spicy Adventures, a sex magazine to which Ed [Price] is the star contributor. I sold the first yarn I tried, but... it requires a deft, jaunty style foreign to my natural style. . . . Why don't you give it a whirl? . . . the sex element is a cinch; . . . Just write up one of your own sex adventures, altered to fit the plot. That's the way I did with the yarn I sold them.13


  The advice must have astonished the puritanical Lovecraft. For a man who prided himself on being an old-fashioned New England gentleman, the idea of such exploitation would have been horrifying. As for Robert Howard himself, we are glad that he had such a vivid imagination to fall back on, plus the ancestral name of Sam Walser to borrow for a pseudonym.


  Howard worked on other stories with indifferent success. He sold a Francis X. Gordon tale for publication in Top-Notch for June 1935. The next story of the series, "Blood of the Gods," places Gordon in Arabia, seeking a mystical nobleman who, with a treasure in jewels, marches off into the desert. Another jewel-encrusted yarn, "The Trail of the Bloodstained God," is set in Afghanistan and involves a man-sized, gem-studded, golden idol and rival treasure hunters.


  Otis Kline had little hope for this story. He told his client: "The theme of jewels or treasure secreted in an idol has been done over and over so much editors are beginning to tire of it."14 As predicted, the story failed to sell and did not see print until it was rewritten as a Conan story twenty years later.


  Recollecting tales he had heard or read about pre-Civil War life in the Deep South, Howard wrote a science fiction story, which was published in Weird Tales for February 1935, under the title of "The Grisly Horror." The story involves a colossal carnivorous ape from Africa and a villainous African cultist.


  A tale with even stronger racist overtones was "Black Canaan," published in Weird Tales for June 1936. Here in jungle swamplands, a Negro uprising, organized by another cultist, is put down by gallant whites. The brutal racism of the white men in this story may infuriate some modern readers. Still, it is a realistic portrayal of the attitudes of some landowners in the Deep South a century ago. And at about the same time that "Black Canaan" was written, Howard also composed "The Dead Remember." In this fantasy the writer's sympathy is with a Negro couple murdered by the vicious cowboy narrator, who suffers supernatural retribution.


  These and other lesser tales occupied Howard's busy typewriter during the last year or so of his life. He left more than eighty unsold stories when he died, and fragments of many others. We do not know when most of these were written and can only guess at their publishing history. Some have been rescued from oblivion and turned into Conan stories. Others have been completed by various writers and published in the wake of the recent wave of interest in Robert Howard and his great barbarian hero Conan.


  As we have indicated, the work is uneven in quality. Certain plot elements appear and reappear too often; sometimes his people are mere stock characters or unintentionally funny; frequently Howard's very ideas dry up. Had not Conan stood at Howard's shoulder and dictated stories for his scribe to set down, Robert Howard would be forgotten today. Fortunately Howard's cadenced prose, his wide canvases splashed with bright and unforgettable word pictures, his headlong action, and his way of entering into every story and dragging us in with him confer an element of greatness on him.


  Despite numerous trips to hospitals, anxious bedside watches, and feverish pounding of the typewriter, Robert Howard managed to have some social contacts with people of his own age. Still, they were not always heartwarming contacts; and we suspect that some of his difficulties, at least, should be attributed to the impossible position in which he found himself. He was dutifully caring for his mother and frustrated by the restrictions the nursing service imposed on him. He was eager to break into new writing fields, and all he got from the new editors were rejection slips. He craved freedom, but life's demands hemmed him in.


  One of Bob's cooling friendships involved Novalyne Price. When Novalyne got back to Cross Plains after her stay in the Brownwood Community Hospital, she gave thought to her social future. She began to see Bob again, but on a less intimate basis than before. He was obviously out of the running as a long-term best friend, let alone as a husband; so it behooved her to widen her circle of acquaintances. She had heard a lot about Bob's tall, handsome Brownwood buddy Truett Vinson; and she told Bob that, when she went back to Brownwood for her summer vacation, she would try to arrange a meeting with Vinson.


  Robert scoffed: "He'd never take you out! No guy would fall for you; you're just saying that to make me jealous."15


  That was all Novalyne needed to cement her determination to have a date with Truett Vinson. And after the date she told Howard about it. At first Robert refused to believe her, even when she showed him a book Vinson had given her with his initials in it. When at last he could no longer deny the fact, Robert became furious and stopped seeing Novalyne.


  After a lapse of several weeks, Novalyne sent Bob a note suggesting that he come around to renew their acquaintance. With the Howard talent for forgetting or ignoring unwelcome facts, Robert replied in a letter bristling with injured dignity, wounded feelings, and anger:


  Cross Plains, Texas July 8, 1935


  Dear Novalyne:


  Thank you for the invitation to call; but you honestly can't expect me to enjoy ridicule and contempt so much that I come back for another dose.


  You understand me, I think, but I'll make myself clear so there won't be any chance of misunderstanding. It's simply that you and Truett haven't played fair with me, in concealing the fact that you were going together —and you know you haven't. There wasn't any need for such secrecy and the only motive for it was to make a fool out of me. It's none of my business who you go with, or who Truett goes with; but if either of you had had any consideration whatever for me, you'd have at least casually mentioned the fact that you were going together. If you'd merely told me, I wouldn't have thought anything about it. If you'd even neglected to tell me through carelessness I'd have overlooked it. But both of you had plenty of opportunity to mention it to me, and instead you concealed the fact, made a secret of it—and no doubt laughed at me because of it.


  I understand now why you laughed at me so much the last time I was with you, though I still fail to see the joke. Why you thought it was such a hilarious joke on me for me to be kept ignorant of the fact that you were going with Truett, is something I can not fathom. Nor shall I try to fathom it; the knowledge that the slight was intentional is quite enough for me.


  Taking advantage of a friend's trust, respect and consideration to try to make a fool out of him seems a poor triumph.


  Very truly yours, Robert E. Howard16


  No woman to accept such unwonted reproof, Novalyne sent back a spirited reply:


  July 12, 1935


  Dear Bob,


  Although you leave nothing for me to say, being a woman, I'll say something anyway. You said that you didn't care whom I went with. I know that, Bob. During the time that I went with you, I realized perfectly how you felt about women. You always wanted to be free and independent. Women chain a man. Such an idea was obnoxious to you. Self-preservation was the first law which you recognize. Strange as it may seem, I, too, demand my freedom; self-preservation is also a law of my life. I'll do anything which gives me pleasure and consider myself under no obligation to tell my friends my personal business.


  I did tell you that I wanted to go with Truett when I came home. Once when you were over, and I mentioned that I had seen Truett you said, "you're trying to make me believe that you've had a date with him, but I don't believe it." I said, "I am certainly going with him this summer." You chose to think that I expected to go with him in the future. You said, "You may do it, but you haven't yet." So I dropped the subject. Later (the last time you were over) you picked up a book that he had given me, and on the first page are his initials and mine. I saw you look at the page, and when you ignored the matter I mentally applauded you. "Well," I said to myself, "he intends to put one over on me by not mentioning the fact. He wants to further impress upon me that he is not in love with me nor the least bit jealous of me. He's pretty clever." I thought that you were laughing at me because you thought that I thought I was putting something by and I wasn't. You remember that you were always careful to let me know that I was just a friend, and I was careful to let you know that I knew that that was all there was between us.


  Clyde and I went together four years. Two weeks before he married I had a date with him and he didn't tell me that he was fixing to marry. When he did, I was utterly dumbfounded. All my friends in Brownwood offered me sympathy. Was that easy to take? I considered that his affair and I didn't say a word to him nor about him for not telling me. And today


  I like Clyde as well as I ever did. I still think of him as a real friend, and I don't think that he did not play fair with me.


  I have always considered you head and shoulders above the average man. I didn't believe that you'd resort to middle-class melodrama and I can't believe that you really in your heart think that Truett and I have not played fair. You know both of us well enough to know that we haven't been untrue to your friendship. I can't help but think that you were tired of wasting your time with me and this is an opportunity of getting rid of me for next year. I could not help but know that I sometimes interfered with your work and the well-ordered routine of your life. You might have told me in a nice way that you could not spare me anymore of your time.


  In my last letter I took it for granted that we were still friends and I invited you to call assuming that our friendship would continue as it had been in the past. I apologize for having made that mistake.


  Please know that you will always have my sincere wishes for your continued success and happiness.


  Novalyne17


  As the weeks passed, the storm blew over. Robert and Novalyne began seeing each other again, although on a more impersonal basis than before. Both knew that there was no one else in Cross Plains who spoke their language. With whom else could they talk about things other than local gossip and the price of wheat, cotton, and petroleum?


  Robert and Novalyne continued a desultory friendship through the fall of 1935. Although during the winter months Howard's time was largely consumed with the care of his mother, in February 1936 they had another date. Womanlike, Novalyne had not given up all hope of guiding Bob along the path he should follow, so she urged him to stand on his own two feet and unknot his mother's apron strings. While we do not know the details of the conversation, we surmise that Bob dug in his heels and retorted that nobody was going to tell him how to live his life. At any rate, the evening erupted into a blazing quarrel and ended with a grim parting.


  It was their last date. Howard wrote Lovecraft that he had "renewed an old love affair and broken it off again."18 At the end of the school term that spring, Novalyne departed for Louisiana State University, where she began her studies for a master's degree.


  Howard enjoyed an occasional respite from his nursing duties. On June 19,1935, he set out with Truett Vinson on a five-day trip to New Mexico. Howard drove through Carlsbad and Roswell to Lincoln, a tiny village near the Mescalero Apache Reservation—a village which, in the late 1870s, had been the center of the bloody Lincoln County War, in which Billy the Kid had served as a warrior. Howard and Vinson had their picture taken in front of the old wooden courthouse and jail, whence Billy the Kid had escaped, killing two men in the process. Aware that many men died in Lincoln, Howard wrote later:


  I have never felt anywhere the exact sensations Lincoln aroused in me— a sort of horror predominating. If there is a haunted spot on this hemisphere, then Lincoln is haunted. I felt that if I slept the night there, the ghosts of the slain would stalk through my dreams.19


  As they drove on through Albuquerque to Santa Fe, Howard became irritated at the crowds of tourists, especially those dressed in "British style sun-helmets, short-sleeved knit shirts, and knee-length pants." At the time the short-sleeved sport shirt, derived from the polo shirt, was just coming into use; while walking shorts were not fully Americanized for another twenty years. He also noted the large Hispanic population of New Mexico:


  Or as they call them out here, Spanish-Americans. You or I would be Anglo-Americans according to their way of putting it. Spanish-American, hell. A Mexican is a Mexican to me, wherever I find him.20


  While he found the Mexican population of New Mexico better educated and more prosperous than the Mexicans in Oklahoma and Texas, he added: "I'll admit it seemed strange to me to see Mexicans treated on the same footing as white people. . . ."21 Despite this expression of Caucasoid chauvinism, he later agreed with Lovecraft that the population of New Mexico would eventually become homogenized.


  With Vinson, Robert visited the art museum and the old governor's palace in Santa Fe. In the museum, he saw the painting of "The Stoic," which he found so vastly moving, and looked, with only desultory interest, at an archaeological exhibit of the artifacts of the Pueblo Indians. Later he wrote Lovecraft:


  We stayed only one night in Santa Fe. It had been my intention to stay longer. . .. But Vinson got in a swivet to get home, for some reason which he never made entirely clear, but which seemed so important to him that 1 didn't press the matter.22


  Vinson was eager to go home because he found Bob "a terrible driver, and | worse bedmate."23 The tourist cabins of that time contained only one double bed and often no bathroom. Sleeping in such cramped quarters, Vinson found himself constantly disturbed by Howard's thrashings and fnutterings. So Howard and Vinson drove home via El Paso, where they RAW movies, including "The Informer," and spent the night. The next day Howard drove to Brownwood, dropped Vinson, and came home, having Spent sixteen hours behind the wheel. He had in one day driven 570 miles.


  In January 1936 Howard had another opportunity for a little fun. He went to Brownwood and picked up his friends Smith and Vinson for A few drinks. As before, the storyteller in him transformed a small drinking party into an orgy. He wrote his correspondent August Derleth about this alcoholic get-together:


  One of them—a 220 pound giant—went on a real tear—high, wide and handsome. He revived the old Western custom of shooting up the joint, and mixing whiskey with gun-smoke and flying lead is not a combination for a peaceable man. ... I do remember coming to hand-grips with him, and one of my knees is still a bit lame from the knock it got as we hit the floor together.24


  During the winter of 1935-36, Robert Howard indulged in sartorial quirks. He grew a large, black walrus mustache. Novalyne, who had said that she liked a small, trim mustache on a man, thought that Bob was sporting this outsized hirsute ornament just to annoy her. After their final date, he shaved it off.


  Then, somewhere Robert obtained a light blue-gray nineteenth-eentury gentleman's knee-length frock coat; people who remember it report that it might have been a Confederate officer's coat. In cool weather he wore this unusual garment around town, along with the once-discarded Mexican sombrero. This bizarre attire made Howard an even more strange and suspect figure, confirming his fellow townsmen's worst opinions of him. According to our late collaborator, Dr. Jane Griffin, such a bid for attention was a silent cry for help.


  It was a cry that none could answer, for no one could spare Howard the agony of seeing his mother in her terminal decline. With the usual ups and downs of tuberculosis, her steep declines were followed by minor rallies. When she seemed to be better, euphoria seized Robert. He would go about the house singing, or he would retire to his study to type at furious speed. Often he would rock vigorously back and forth on the porch swing, singing all the while at the top of his powerful lungs.


  When his mother sank lower, Robert would fall into one of his blackest moods. He would "just go out of his head."25 In one of these dark moods, he wrote:


  This has been a bitter winter, and the harshness of the weather has hurt her. First one woman and then another we hired to help wait on her has taken sick herself, so the job of nursing my mother has been done largely by my father and myself. ... I find little, if any time to write, which ia why this letter is brief . . . and disconnected. . . . There seems to be little we or anyone can do to help her, though God knows I'd make any sacrifice, including my own life, if it could purchase her any relief.26


  That winter Dr. Howard moved his office from the drugstore to his house. Patients came in through the front door and were received on the sleeping porch.


  Early in 1936, the Howards hired their neighbor Kate Merryman to serve as housekeeper and nurse. Mrs. Howard's nocturnal sweats required that Miss Merryman and Robert change the dying woman's nightclothes several times during the night; and because of her sensitivity to cold, the task had to be done beneath the covers. Robert and Miss Merryman spent alternate nights sitting up with the patient; but while Robert could catch up on his sleep the following day, Kate Merryman had to cook and clean. Yet, even when Robert slept, he left the window between his room and his mother's wide open so that he could hear any sound that she might make.


  Eventually the overload of work wore Kate Merryman down. In May 1936 she was forced to quit. The Howards then hired two nurses and a cook to handle the work that Miss Merryman and Robert had been doing; but, even then, Miss Merryman often came back to help. According to Kate Merryman, Robert never was much help as a houseworker. This is not to his discredit; for in that day housekeeping was "woman's work," and men and boys were discouraged from invading their womenfolk's domain.


  In seeking a food that might build up Hester's strength, the How-•rdl bought a pair of milch goats, and Robert learned to milk them. The goats' milk seemed to help Hester for a while, but then pleurisy set in again. Since she was unable to travel, a doctor was called in from Brownwood to draw off the fluid.


  By the latter part of February, father and son, desperate in the face ©f the inevitable, took Hester to a sanitarium in East Texas. There was nothing the doctors there could do. Trapped and frustrated, Robert lashed out at specialists and all their hospitals:


  I have certainly been disillusioned. . . . Most of the specialists . . . have proved to be blatant jackasses, incompetent theorists. . . . theories— theories—theories—my God, I've had my belly-full of theories in the past few months. ... To show his authority, he [the specialist's doctor son] neglected my mother—or tried to . . . But before we got through with him he was damned glad to do everything my father suggested—suggested, hell, ordered. (The greatest jackass of them all was a fellow from California .. . inclined to regard a human being as a guinea pig . . .; no man's going to experiment with any of my folks while I can stand on my feet and hold up my hands.)27


  The Howards brought Hester home for the last time in early March, and she hung on for a few months more. By May, Robert wrote Lovecraft:


  I don't know whether she'll live or not. She is very weak and weighs only 109 pounds—150 pounds is her normal weight—and very few kinds of food agree with her; but if she does live, she will owe her life to my father's efforts. . . .28


  Beneath Robert's rant against "theories" and patients being used as "guinea pigs" lie the facts that he could not admit to himself: that his mother was dying of tuberculosis, possibly complicated by cancer, and that at the time there was no cure for tuberculosis. Although Hester was nearly sixty-seven years old and had reached the average life span of her generation—a fact which the senior Howards had carefully kept secret —neither Robert Howard's basic personality nor his parents' lifelong denial of reality equipped him to accept the the imminence of her death.


  Yet, troubled as Howard was, during the winter of 1935-36 he managed to write five Westerns and sell them to the high-class pulp Argosy, a magazine to which he had sold but one story before and to which he had long hoped to become a regular contributor. Two of the tales were straight Westerns—run-of-the-mill, formula stories: "The Dead Remember" and "Vultures' Sanctuary." But the other three are among Howard's best humorous Westerns and will provide the reader with much sidesplitting amusement. "A Gent from the Pecos," "Gents on the Lynch," and "The Riot at Bucksnort"—all published between August and November 1936—prove that, given leisure and a place to write, a dedicated storyteller will turn out his copy even in adversity. The stories also prove that from the literary point of view, Howard was a young writer with great expectations.


  He was less successful with the other work that he undertook in 1936. He almost completed a 50,000-word novel, Almuric, as well as a novelette; but both reveal the strain that he was under.


  Almuric was his third book-length story, if we exclude the autobiographical Post Oaks and Sand Roughs. This short novel was a sword-and-planet tale in the manner of Burroughs's stories about John Carter on Mars. Like Burroughs, Howard paid no attention to scientific plausibility, and he put himself into the story to a greater extent than ever. We may guess that he hoped to sell the work to one of the science-fiction magazines, the number of which was growing rapidly in the 1930s.


  A scientist, who has invented a machine to send a human being instantly to some far planet, aids Esau Cairn to escape the law by sending him to the planet Almuric. Cairn, the world's strongest man, is described by the scientist in terms that fit Howard himself, or his idealization of himself, as neatly as a diver's wet suit:


  Many men are born outside their century; Esau Cairn was born outside his epoch. Neither a moron nor a low-class primitive, possessing a mind well above the average, he was, nevertheless, distinctly out of place in the modern age. I never knew a man of intelligence so little fitted for adjustment in a machine-age civilization. . . .


  He was of a restless mold, impatient of restraint and resentful of authority. Not by any means a bully, he at the same time refused to countenance what he considered to be the slightest infringement on his rights. He was primitive in his passions, with a gusty temper and a courage inferior to none on this planet. His life was a series of repressions. Even in athletic contests he was forced to hold himself in, lest he injure his opponents. Esau Cairn was, in short, a freak—a man whose physical body and mental bent leaned back to the primordial.29


  Id college Cairn's football playing is literally bone-snapping. He is blackballed from the ring when he accidentally kills a sparring partner with I misplaced punch. In politics a colleague quarrels with him, and Cairn, in lelf-defense, smashes the man's skull. Hence his flight to Almuric.


  In Almuric, Cairn finds himself among a race of immensely strong Neanderthals who live in cities and have attractive women. Cairn lives happily among them until he and his sweetheart are captured by winged, demonlike raiders. These Yagas take their captives to the black citadel of Yugga, on the rock Yuthla, by the river of Yogh, in the land of Yagg. Here they meet the wicked queen Yasmeena. As one critic exclaimed: "Yumping Yiminy!"30


  The uproarious gusto of the tale may be enjoyed in a mindless sort of way by readers who can ignore its incongruities and absurdities. Although it appeared in Weird Tales in 1939 as a three-part serial, it is in some ways one of Howard's worst stories.


  The tale ends on a singular note. Esau, the earth man, and his mate plan to instill the civilization of the planet Earth into the rude culture of his adopted planet. So foreign to the rest of the story—with its noble savages and romantic primitivism—is this ending that we suspect it was added either by Otis Kline, the literary agent, or by Farnsworth Wright, editor of Weird Tales, to forestall an outcry from the readers.


  The novelette "Nekht Semerkeht" was also begun at this time. This story crystalizes Howard's thinking as he tried to argue himself into overriding his natural drive for survival in order to carry out his longstanding pledge to die with his mother.


  The protagonist in the tale is Hernando de Guzman, a member of Coronado's expedition of 1540-42 from Mexico to Kansas in search of gold. Hernando gets lost on the prairie and eventually finds a city of semicivilized Indians, ruled by an evil and immortal wizard, the Nekht Semerkeht of the title.


  The story becomes one of Howard's vivid action tales until it dwindles to a rough draft and then, like "Wolves Beyond the Border," to a mere synopsis. Andrew J. Offutt completed the story from this synopsis and tells how, finally, Hernando disposes of the villainous sorcerer. But Hernando's triumph is short, for the Plains Indians overrun the city, killing Hernando with all the rest. The Egyptian mage, though dying, releases a poisonous gas on the attackers; thus, hero, attackers, and innocent bystanders are all slain by the end of the story.


  "Nekht Semerkeht," the last story Howard wrote, is full of gloom and doom; but it is interesting for two reasons. First, it carries to its logical limit Howard's fictional theme of universal destruction. Of even more significance to his biographers is the insight the story gives into the battle between life and death that raged within Howard's breast during those months of 1936.


  While lost on the plains, Hernando perceived the instinctual will to live that rose within him, even when life was not worth the struggle. Hernando ponders the absurdity of clinging to life, merely because primitive instinct bids one to do so. Howard presented this soliloquy in italics:


  We men rationalize the blind instinct of self-preservation and we build glib air-castles to explain why it is better to live than to die, while our boasted— but ignored!—intellect is in every phase a negation of life! Ah, but how we civilized men hate and fear our "animal" instincts!... As we hate and fear every heritage from the blind, squalling pit ofprimordial beginnings that bred us. . . .


  Oh, of course we are guided by reason, even when reason tells us it is better to die than to live! It is not the intellect we boast that bids us live— and kill to live—but the blind unreasoning beast-instinct.31


  Hernando de Guzman, like the author who created him, could not deceive himself that there was a logical reason why he should continue the struggle, why he should not "quit an existence whose savor had long ago become less than its pain." He knew that even if he won his way back to Coronado's camp, even if he found the gold he sought, life would prove no less sordid than before. Yet, unlike his creator, Hernando followed his animal instincts and pushed on.


  About February of 1936, two young Conan fans in Schenectady, New York, drew a map of the Hyborian World as it seemed to appear in the stories. They were P. Schuyler Miller, a school administrator, amateur archaeologist, and rising science-fiction writer, and Dr. John D. Clark, a chemist who worked for General Electric. They sent the map to Robert Howard with a letter, signed by Miller, discussing Conan's career.


  On March 10th, Howard replied with a hearty, cordial letter, indicating that the Clark-Miller map and outline of Conan's life came very dose to his own concepts; and he enclosed a copy of his own working map for comparison. He could not, he said, predict Conan's eventual fate, for he was merely "chronicling his adventures as he told them to me____"32


  Howard went on to say that Conan, he believed, remained king of Aquilonia for many years during a time of turbulence and warfare. He traveled throughout the Hyborian World and even visited a nameless continent to the west. Whether he conquered a vast territory and built an empire or whether he perished in the attempt, Howard did not know, nor could he foretell how much of the story of Conan's life and loves would eventually get into print. Those who spin tales of the great barbarian today and those who read them still have not unraveled that mystery, but we all know that the giant Cimmerian still bestrides the Hyborian World and still has tales to tell.


  While this cheerful correspondence with his admirers gave no hint of the tremendous stress under which Howard labored nor any suggestion of his plan to end his life, in his poems and in conversations with his father, he made no secret of his intention to commit suicide. In fact, few people have set forth so openly and so eloquently the feelings that drove them to the act.


  As much as a decade earlier, Howard's poems cried out: "Life is a liar and a drear eyed whore. . . ."; "Jets of agony lance my brain . . ."; and "The years are as a knife against my heart."33 He felt that he had squandered his life, that he was never free, that people were dreary, noisy cattle, and that fame was shifty-eyed and unreliable. In The Tempter, Howard practically shouted his intention:


  In a shadow panorama Passed life's struggles and its fray. And my soul tugged with new vigor, Huger grew the phantom's figure, As I slowly pulled the trigger, Saw the world fade swift away. Through the fogs old Time came striding, Radiant clouds were 'bout me riding, As my soul went gliding, gliding, From the shadow into day.34


  Although some of Howard's intimates, like Truett Vinson and Novalyne Price, had no intimation of his plan to die by his own hand and were stunned when they heard of his death, Robert Howard told Clyde Smith: "My father is a man and can take care of himself, but I've got to stay on as long as my mother is alive." According to Kate Merryman: "Mrs. Howard said, all his life he said if she died, he was going to kill himself . . . but she said she thought she had talked him out of it." But from Mrs. Howard's attitudes, Miss Merryman suspected that, secretly, she "really did want him to die with her—kill himself."35


  Robert also told of his plan, by indirection, to his literary agent Otis Kline. Later Kline reported:


  Several weeks ago he wrote me saying that in case of his death I should get in touch with his father. As he had heart trouble, I thought he was afraid he might drop over from a heart attack, and did not expect suicide. About that time, also, he sent me a story of a hill-billy who was violently prevented from committing suicide over the fact that his girl had jilted him, and who finally ran off with the sweetheart of his benefactor.36


  About Monday, June 8th, Hester Howard sank into a coma. At that time Kate Merryman noticed a curious change in Robert. Instead of the dour expression that he usually wore when his mother's health worsened, he suddenly became quite cheerful, with the cheer of a man who, in a perplexing predicament, had made up his mind about what course to follow.


  For the next three days, Robert slept only in snatches. He ate little but drank countless cups of coffee, a beverage that he normally disliked and that, taken in vast quantities on an empty stomach by one unused to it, can induce a state of hallucination. When Robert began his coffee binge, Kate Merryman asked him: "Do you want sugar and cream?"


  Robert replied: "Well, I don't know. I just want something to keep me going." And he drank his coffee black.


  Robert spent most of his time in his mother's bedroom. On Wednesday the tenth, he asked his father whether he thought that Hester would ever regain consciousness. Isaac Howard said he thought not. Then his son added: "Where will you go, Dad?"


  To this the doctor replied: "Why, wherever you do." At that, Robert got out his car and drove to Brownwood. He went to the Greenleaf Cemetery and asked Mr. Bass, the secretary of the


  Cemetery Association, to reserve Lot 13, Block 5, for three burials. Before completing the interview, he added: "I want to know if the lot Will be kept in order. My father and I will go away and never come Again." Bass thought Robert was implying that the doctor would not lurvive the shock of his wife's death.37


  Back home, Robert found his father crying in the living room. He put his arm around the old man's shoulders and said: "Buck up! You Are equal to it; you will go through it all right. Everything has to come to an end." Then Robert left the room singing, which Kate Merryman thought decidedly odd.


  Later he gave Miss Merryman a large envelope, saying that, if anything happened to him, she should give the envelope to Dr. Howard.38


  During the afternoon Isaac Howard concluded that his wife would probably die within the next few hours. He also became concerned about the increasingly strange behavior of his son. Deciding that he wanted company to see him through the night, he got in touch with his colleague, Dr. J. R. Dill of Rising Star, and persuaded him to come to Cross Plains, bringing with him two in-laws, Vera McDonough and Leah Bowden. He also asked a young local couple, the teacher Clarence S. Martin and his wife Birdie, to sit out the watch with him.


  The Martins arrived about sunset. When Robert appeared, Mrs. Martin said: "Robert, if you get the hose, I'll water the flowers."


  "No, Miz Birdie," he replied. "There's no use for that."39


  During the evening Isaac Howard came out of the small, stifling sitting room and sat on the porch swing, rocking. Robert soon joined him and walked up and down, back and forth. Each time that he approached the swing, Robert came close to his father and stared at him in a strange manner.


  Subsequently Dr. Howard said he thought that Robert had determined to kill him, but that Robert had not been able to bring himself to do so while his mother still lived. Some of the doctor's friends thought so, too. Since inviting friends to a death vigil was not a common Texan custom, albeit not unknown, they suspected that Isaac Howard had urged them to spend the night with him so that somebody could keep an eye on Robert, lest he kill either the doctor or himself. Later on, Dr. Howard retracted his statement, averring that he did not think Robert had really meant him any harm; but this somewhat lame amendment might well have been a typical Howard face-saving gesture.40


  We can only guess what thoughts were running through Robert Howard's mind that night. Whether he thought killing his father would be an act of mercy because the old man would be miserable if left alone, whether he hoped that the whole family might enter their next lives together, or whether such a death would fit his obsession of universal destruction, we shall never know. In any case he felt sure that his father would soon be dead, as his remarks at the cemetery amply prove.


  At any rate, he put such thoughts aside as the evening wore on and went into his study. There he tried to tidy up the mass of papers that he kept in his small trunk. Manuscripts, carbon copies, rough drafts, notes, and letters lay jumbled in a heap. Some were not even clipped together, their pages lying scattered throughout the pile. Robert began sorting out the papers, but after a while he gave up the job and tossed the whole mass into the air, so that the floor lay buried under a snowfall of typed sheets. Then he returned to his mother's room to sit out the rest of the night.


  A little after seven on the morning of June 11th, with a red sun hanging low in a hot and cloudless sky, a flurry of activity stirred the little house. Clarence and Birdie Martin bade the doctor good-bye. The recently-hired cook came in and began bustling about the kitchen, preparing breakfast for Dr. Howard and his remaining guests. Kate Merryman set out for home when the day nurse, Mrs. Green, took up her duties in the sickroom.


  Robert, who had kept an all-night vigil beside his mother's bed, turned to Mrs. Green and asked her, as he had previously asked his father, whether there was the remotest chance that his mother might recover consciousness. The nurse's answer was a gentle "No."


  Stimulated by caffeine, bone-weary from the sleepless night just passed, and overwhelmed by a sense of his impending loss, Robert E. Howard paused to take a last long look at the still body of his mother. Then he strode from the airless bedroom to his own tiny, manuscript-cluttered study and tapped out his final message of despair. Like a man in a dream, he marched out to his car, fingered the safety catch on his gun, and sought the rosy dawn of a new world and a better day.


  We can only hope that he found it. For a man so reared, so motivated, so victimized by circumstances beyond his control, so rent by gigantic angers and frustrations, there was no other way to find rest from hate and the fear of loneliness. We who have studied the man and his Works shall never entirely know the source of the "jets of agony" and the "crimson pain" of which he complained in his poetry. What was the "battle," the "dreary noise and prattle," whereof he was weary? But we know the pain was there. Perhaps the gods who hammered out his personality were careless in their handiwork, for they neglected the hardening process that endows a man with a love of life despite all its trials and disappointments.


  By protecting Robert from the rack of this uncaring world, his parents denied him the opportunity to achieve maturity. By encouraging his childish idea of dying when she died—if not openly, then by tacit signs of pleasure—his mother paralyzed whatever will to independence he might have had. And to these life-denying forces should be added his father's lingering belief in reincarnation, a belief often discussed with his son.


  Although Howard was a self-proclaimed agnostic, he half believed that death was not the end of everything. It was, instead, some sort of liberation, a transition to his next incarnation—a thought he eloquently expressed in the closing lines of his poem The Tempter. Yet he was not fully convinced. He spoke as well of the "silence and the long black rest." But even if death was the end of everything, an eternal, dreamless sleep, he preferred it to the life he knew.


  Withal, Howard's attitude toward death remained that of a small child who lacks an adult understanding of the full implications of death. To him, as to so many of the youthful suicides of today, death seemed an easy, natural way to shoo away whatever vultures were tearing at his vitals. His failure to attain a realistic view of death is reflected in the casualness with which his heroes annihilate others—although to some degree this bloodthirstiness also mirrors the pulp-magazine conventions of the day. On the other hand, such real impending deaths as those of Patches and his mother filled him with revulsion. He could not accept death as an inevitable rounding out of a given span of life.


  Howard's life story is the tragic drama of a man unable to cope with reality. Within the make-believe world of Conan and King Kull, Howard was fearless, inscrutable, and desired by all women—a man who could slaughter enemies by the dozen. Single-handed he toppled rulers from their thrones and created empires of Oriental splendor. He even vanquished the menaces of the supernatural by the magic that he alone controlled. But in the everyday world, with its real disappointments and inevitable disasters, Howard had no inner resources. Faced with the loss of maternal protection, he took the way of self-destruction.41


  E. Hoffmann Price understood Robert Howard's inmost needs and motivation with a clarity that time has in no way dimmed. To another Howard fan, he wrote this shrewd appraisal:


  ... REH at the age of 30 had the same dismay and despair that one might expect of a child who has lost his mother. When I was a kid, very young, I remember my feelings when my mother was seriously ill and survival doubtful. . . . More than mere bereavement, there was plenty of self-centered fear of unpleasant possibilities, grim certainties—a terrifying world in which I'd have not an ally.


  Now it seems to me that REH, big and grown up and rugged and bluff as he was, had carried with him from early childhood a lot of the state of mind I have tried to describe; and with his growing up, he had also acquired a lot of grown-up grimness, a lack of which would have made his act impossible.


  While a 5-year-old would be terrified of a world devoid of a mother's emotional and spiritual sustenance, to say nothing of her maternal support and attention, he'd finally adjust himself; he simply would not have the means of escape, or, if he had, he'd lack the brute courage to use the means on himself. But REH had, in a way of speaking, the 5-year-old's need to escape, and the grown man's stern resolution.42


  A moment after the shot was fired, the cook screamed. Drs. Howard and Dill rushed out and carried Robert back to the house. They laid him down on one of the beds on the sleeping porch and saw that the bullet had entered his head above the right ear and had come out on the left side. Being old Texas medical hands, they knew that it was useless to try to get Robert to a hospital.


  Leah Bowden ran after Kate Merryman to fetch her back. As word of the shooting spread, the other physicians in town came over to see if they could be of any help. The justice of the peace arrived and telephoned young Jack Scott at his newspaper office. Scott jumped in his car and sped to the Howard house. He recalls:


  The JP was waiting for me on the porch. I started asking him some questions because I had to do a story and he said, "Come on in here with me, back where Robert worked."


  I followed him into Robert's room and there was a piece of paper in the old Underwood typewriter he used. I pulled it out and read it: All fled, all done, so lift me on the pyre; The feast is over and the lamps expire. "What does it mean?" the JP asked.43


  About four o'clock that afternoon, Robert died without regaining consciousness. Lamenting his loss, Isaac Howard wept loudly. So distraught did he become that Dill and the other physicians present feared that their colleague might suffer a heart attack. They urged him to go to a hospital. Isaac agreed, and they began to collect his clothes. Then Isaac changed his mind and refused to go. Kate Merryman remembers: "He was very emotional about anything. It seemed to me he could turn his tears on and off at will, and that was the way he was for several days after the deaths."44


  After the undertaker had removed Robert's body, several neighbors and medical acquaintances, aware of Isaac's distraught condition, decided to sit out the dark hours with him. Thus, for a second night there was no quiet in the Howard home.


  Hester Howard lay oblivious to the pounding feet of strangers and the lamentations of her husband during the day of her son's death. In the hushed silence of the following evening, at 10:30 o'clock on June 12th, she slipped away without regaining consciousness.


  Relatives from both sides of the family came to Cross Plains to support the bereaved doctor. Mrs. David Howard, wife of the doctor's brother, came from Mart, Texas; Mrs. W. P. Searcy, one of Mrs. Howard's sisters, arrived from Exter, Missouri; and several nieces and nephews from Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Missouri drove in for the funeral and interment services.45


  The small living room of the clapboard house in Cross Plains held two open coffins that Saturday; and family, friends, and neighbors came by to pay their respects. Near midnight Dr. Howard, exhausted as well as distraught, went to the bathroom. He remained there so long that his friends, who knew of the arsenal of weapons in the bathroom closet, became fearful lest the bereaved man turn a gun on himself. When he returned to the sitting room, several of the men undertook to remove the guns by passing them out through the bathroom window.46


  Disturbed as the old man was, his friends need not have worried. Isaac Howard was a strong man and courageous. E. Hoffmann Price, whom the doctor listed as one of his son's best friends, wrote this tribute to him eight years later:


  . . . whenever I think of Dr. Howard, well into his seventy-fourth year, and with failing eyesight, having for these past eight years faced alone and single handed a home and a world from which both wife and son were taken in one day, I cannot help but say, "I wish Robert had had more of his father's courage."


  Dr. Howard . . . has maintained a courage so high that I must pay him this tribute: my wife and I have never felt sorry for him.... He carries on, without complaint, and without any self-pity: and to regard him in the way one would regard others who have had bereavements less shocking would be to belittle the man.47


  On Sunday, June 14, 1936, the town's first double funeral was held at the Baptist Tabernacle. It was an exceptional funeral in several ways. No fewer than four preachers took part in the service. Officiating was the Reverend B. G. Richbourg, a traveling lecturer, former Cross Plains pastor, and longtime friend of Dr. Hot ard. He was assisted by J. C. Mann, the local Methodist minister; S. P. Collins, the Presbyterian minister; and V. W. Tatum, the Baptist minister.48


  The Reverend Richbourg preached a hellfire-and-damnation sermon based on the text of I Samuel 31:4: "Therefore Saul took a sword, and fell upon it." The sermon, emphasizing as it did the Christian tabu against suicide, greatly displeased the old doctor. For the next week or two, he was heard grumbling about the fellow "preaching my boy to hell!"


  Such a huge crowd turned out that many had to stand outside the church. Almost everybody in town attended; for despite their peculiarities, the Howards were held in high esteem. As a family, they lent the town distinction: the doctor for his salty language and devotion to his patients, Mrs. Howard for her refinement and elegance of attire, and Robert for his lonely role as the town's lone intellectual.


  The outpouring of sympathy seemed faintly tinged with guilt. Even


  faithful in his fashion


  today we feel that some townsfolk wonder about the strange young man who walked among them as a stranger, receiving little sympathy or understanding. In the reluctance of some to talk about Robert Howard, we sense the unasked question: Would something that was left undone have made a difference? And had we been asked, our answer would have been "No." It was the world within him, not the external world or the people among whom he lived, that determined Robert Howard's fate, and this inner world took shape long years before he and his family settled in Cross Plains.


  After the funeral, for some curious reason yet unknown, Dr. Howard insisted that the hearse leave Cross Plains by the back streets. Thirty-odd miles away, in the Greenwood Cemetery, the two pine coffins were lowered into the graves that Robert had selected a few days earlier.


  The day after the funeral, Isaac Howard pulled himself together. He and Kate Merryman went into Robert's study to try to make order out of Robert's scattered papers. While attempting to assemble one of the manuscripts, Miss Merryman came upon a single page from a letter that Robert had addressed to Novalyne. In it he chided her for ragging him about his black sombrero, adding that, considering the ordeal he was facing, it seemed small-minded to make a fuss about a hat.49


  On June 16th, when Isaac Howard filed an application for appointment as administrator of the estate of his son, he did "solomnly swear that Robert E. Howard, deceased, died without leaving any lawful will, so far as I know or believe."


  In time Robert's estate was appraised. This list of his assets, which overlooked the $1,000 still owing from Weird Tales, included $702 in cash, a postal savings account of $1,850, and a car with an assigned value of $350—making a total estate of $2,902. No value was placed on Howard's writings.50


  Later a large gray granite stone was set to mark the grave site of mother and son. Across the upper edge ran the name Howard. A narrow strip along the lower section of the stone bore the text chosen by Dr. Howard from II Samuel 1:23: "They were lovely and pleasant in their lives and in their death they were not divided." The center of the marker contained three polished panels. The left one was inscribed with Robert's name. The center panel at last exposed to view Hester Howard's true year of birth. The third panel, at first left blank, was in due time inscribed with the name of Isaac Howard, and thus the panels read today:


  robert e.hester ervinisaac m.


  author and poetwife and motherphysician


  1906-19361870-19361871-1944


  Robert and his mother each had a footstone as well, but when Isaac died, there was nobody left to provide one for him.


  Dr. Howard paid $250 for the plot and, in the early weeks of his bereavement, often visited the graves. After each rain he noted puddles on the lawn and worried about the decay of the coffins. By autumn his concern had developed into such obsessive horror that he ordered the coffins dug up and reburied in steel vaults. The job was done by five cemetery workers using a truck on which a winch was mounted. Each worker got $25, a more than respectable day's wage in Depression times. One of the workers, Gomer Thomas, still remembers it as one of the most unpleasant jobs he ever had, because both the pine coffins and their contents were badly decomposed.51


  Isaac Howard also fretted over the landscaping of the plot. Since his old friend Dr. S. R. Chambers had moved back to Brown County and the doctor's son, Norris Chambers, was just reaching manhood, Isaac commandeered the youth as his relief driver and set out on several tours of greenhouses and nurseries. They drove Robert's Chevrolet, which had been cleaned up and patched by a garageman who still recalls the indescribable stench of the blood and human remains after the car had stood untended for days in the hot June sun. Isaac Howard talked endlessly about the landscaping, studied ornamental plants, and inquired all about growth patterns and prices; but in the end he planted practically nothing.52


  


  XIV DARK VALLEY DESTINY

  



  I have not seen the face of Pan, nor mocked the dryad's haste, But I have trailed a dark-eyed Man across a windy waste. I have not died as men may die, nor sinned as men have sinned, But I have reached a misty sky upon a granite wind.1


  Anxious, restless, and alone, Isaac Howard abandoned his medical practice. If an old friend or a kinsman sought him out, he would diagnose And prescribe; but he accepted no new patients and gave up most of those he had.


  The doctor offered Robert's collection of swords and knives to his son's childhood pal, Earl Baker, who kept them until they were stolen several years later, but to Robert's other close friends he gave nothing.


  He bought a new trunk to replace the battered trunk used by Robert as a filing cabinet and in it stowed all of his son's magazines and miscellaneous papers. This he gave, along with Robert's books, to the library of Howard Payne College as a memorial. But the library, deeming the acquisition of little worth, neglected it. Shocked by the lurid Weird '' Tales covers and considering the magazines un-Christian, the librarian ' consigned the trunk—manuscript fragments, letters, and all—to the ^jOellar among the water pipes, where mold began to destroy them. When Howard heard of this, he descended on the college like an avenging flngel and reclaimed his son's materials.2


  1 He sent the trunk to E. Hoffmann Price in California, whence, in /ia roundabout way, its contents finally came into the possession of the longtime Howard admirer Glenn Lord. The contents of the trunk have been carefully preserved by Glenn Lord, now the agent for the Howard lieirs, and it is through his courtesy that these materials have been made Available to Howard's biographers.


  The three hundred books that constituted Robert's slim library, however, were left at Howard Payne, where they remained on the dusty shelves of little-used stacks until the authors of this work spent a day collecting them and urged the present librarian to maintain the collection in memory of their famous former student. This, we are told, has been done.


  Under the severe stress of a man suddenly deprived of his long-term props, Isaac Howard, in the early months of his bereavement, displayed some extraordinary behavior. For many years he had been "one angry son of a bitch," as he put it—his anger stimulated by and directed at Hester Howard. Scorned by his wife and spiritually barred from the inner circle of mother and son, he had coped with his resentment by spending long hours at the homes of friends and patients, with whom he ate copious meals and talked nonstop about how his Heck had kicked him out again. Now, with Mrs. Howard in her grave, his deep-seated resentment could no longer be vented in this way. Instead it expressed itself in obsessive anxiety about his deceased family, the community's spiritual welfare, and his own future.


  Soon after the loss of his family, Dr. Howard went to the editor of The Cross Plains Review and barked: "I'm going to start a Sunday-school class. Round up all the men for Sunday night!"


  Since the formidable doctor was not easily gainsaid, the editor meekly complied. More than a dozen young men met at the Liberty Theater.


  Dr. Howard began the meeting thus: "Now, I want every man of you who's ever been drunk or been in a whorehouse to stand up!"


  Our informant said: "Well, I stood up, and some of the others stood up; but it sure was embarrassing!"


  After a few weeks, attendance dwindled. The doctor lost interest, and the project died.


  Isaac Howard's next vagary was to decide to buy a farm in order to become a farmer and "live close to nature." He traveled about the state with Norris Chambers, looking for suitable sites. Chambers reminisced:


  We'd carry a post-hole digger with us, and we'd go dig an old farm. He'dfirst go to real-estate agents, and they'd point out the ones that wereavailable ... and I'd dig holes for him there, and he'd take that soil there, and he'd put it in little bottles, and he'd send it to College Station to have it analyzed. He was afraid he'd get some land that had nematodes in it.3


  The doctor need not have worried about nematodes. Most of these threadworms or roundworms, which may be found by the billions in ordinary soil, are harmless. Besides, for a man like Isaac Howard, who had had nothing to do with farming for forty years, the idea of becoming a farmer was pure fantasy—totally unrealistic.


  Other crotchets swarmed from Dr. Howard's busy brain like hornets from a broken nest. He thought that he would like to learn to raise bees, but nothing came of that scheme either. He toyed with the idea of writing a biographical sketch of Robert, but this plan likewise came to naught.4


  He wrote to E. Hoffmann Price in California, urging the Prices to come to live with him in Cross Plains, where, he assured them, they could write undisturbed. Having quite different plans, the astonished young couple politely declined.


  At this the doctor began to give thought to moving elsewhere. He asked Dr. Chambers if he might build a one-room addition to the Chambers house in Brown County and live in it. His old friend was at first good-humoredly receptive to the plan; but when Dr. Howard insisted on undertaking a search of the title to Chambers's land, the Chamberses, offended, dismissed the whole idea. Isaac also approached Calvin Baker with a similar proposal, but the Bakers quickly decided that they were too old to undertake responsibility for the retired doctor.


  During these unsettled months Dr. Howard spent a considerable amount of time in correspondence with Robert's friends and pen pals. These letters disclose that the hapless man suffered a heavy weight of guilt about the death of his son. It could not have been otherwise; for he was a trained physician who sensed that his son's threats of self-destruction were cries for help, and he had had no help to offer.


  Dr. Howard was well aware that his son intended to commit suicide at the time of his mother's death. A short while before, when his mother had been pronounced too ill to be cured, Robert told his father that he had no plans to live after she was gone. Isaac knew that six years earlier


  Robert had left home because he could not bear to witness the death of his pet dog. And as his mother lay dying, the troubled young man had discussed with Dr. Dill, a visitor in his own home, the surest way to fire the fatal shot. Yet, no steps were taken to sedate or hospitalize him.


  It is true that Dr. Howard had made some feeble attempts to forestall the act. In a letter to Lovecraft, written June 29, 1936, he relates: "I was watching Robert as this was premeditated, and I knew it, but I did not think that he would kill himself before his mother went." Moreover, we surmise the old man had removed Robert's own pistol from the glove compartment of his car, because the weapon Robert used was a gun of the same model owned by his friend Lindsey Tyson. Other than this, Dr. Howard appears to have done nothing except to beg his son "not to do it."5


  His inaction is astonishing. Equally astonishing is the old doctor's stunned disbelief after the deed was done. We have to conclude that Dr. Howard, like the parents of many young suicides who amply signal their intention, refused to take what he heard seriously. In view of the fact that the Howards had always dismissed unpleasant realities, or at least refused to face them squarely, the doctor's inaction seems consistent with the family's long-established attitudes.


  In support of this conclusion is another statement Dr. Howard made in the same letter to Lovecraft. He wrote:


  As the months grew on, his mother showed some improvement. He accepted her condition as one of permanent improvement and one that would continue. I knew well that it would not, but I kept it from him.6


  Instead of preparing Robert's mind for the inevitable and helping him to accept it, his father, as always, kept unhappy realities from his son and thus denied him the chance to express his grief and so to cope with it.


  As a matter of fact, Dr. Howard not infrequently shaped the facts to fit his feelings. In the same revealing letter, he both twists the facts and reaches a fanciful conclusion. Speaking of the fatal morning, he reported:


  He did not ask a doctor, neither did he ask me, but he asked a nurse if she thought his mother would ever regain consciousness enough to know him, and the nurse told him she feared not. This was unknown to me. Had I known, I might have prevented this, because I know now that he fully had made up his mind not to see his mother die.7


  It has been reliably reported that Robert did ask his father the same question the previous day; but even if he did not, what preventive measures could the doctor have taken at that penultimate hour? He had no knowledge at the time that Robert would act as long as his mother lived. Moreover, he had devised no lifesaving plan at all.


  The references to the warm family life in the Howard home seem to have been another fiction embellished by bereavement rather than by fact. Admitting that he was seldom home because of the demands of his practice, Dr. Howard told Lovecraft: "Robert loved me with a love that was beautiful. He loved my companionship above that of anyone else and every time opportunity afforded, he spent his time with me in preference to anyone else . .. our hours were spent pleasantly on discussion of men, women, animals, out-door life, adventure, history of long-lived frontiersmen, and such like."8 We can but hope that this roseate fancy helped to console the unfortunate man during his eight remaining years of loneliness.


  During the long years after Robert's death, Dr. Howard suffered from cataracts, diabetes, and, as he said, "loneliness indescribable." He wrote: "I do not see why Robert left me. I am so lonely and desolate."9 Strong as E. Hoffmann Price found him, it is hard for us not to pity the cantankerous old man, even though his own attitudes were to some extent to blame for his son's suicide.


  The reader may wonder at Robert's callousness in condemning his father to such a fate. But, according to modern psychologists, when a person has determined to take his own life, he becomes so utterly self-absorbed that he no longer cares about the feelings of his friends and family or about his career. Besides, in his vivid phantasy life, Robert viewed his father as an archetypical Westerner, a man who by definition could take care of himself.


  Indeed, Dr. Howard did in time pull himself together. In the fall of 1942, he took a job with the State Health Service, but this he quit after a few weeks. He turned to a colleague in nearby Ranger, a Dr. Pere Moran Kuykendall, who ran a small clinic called the West Texas Hospital. Isaac Howard made an arrangement with Dr. Kuykendall whereby Dr. Howard would live out his days working at the clinic and, in return, would will whatever he had to Dr. Kuykendall.


  Dr. Howard thereupon sold his house and its furnishings and, toward the end of November, moved to a boardinghouse near the West Texas Hospital. He reported to the Martins that he found the work satisfactory and that he had had a vision of his wife and son both busy with their typewriters.10 Until his death in November 12, 1944, from a coronary thrombosis, Isaac Howard continued to help with the routine work at Kuykendall's clinic.


  During the first few years after Robert Howard's death, Otis Kline continued to sell Howard's stories, half a dozen of which appeared in magazines from 1937 through 1939. In addition, several magazines, which had bought all rights, reprinted without payment stories published during Howard's life.


  The first book of Howard's stories was published by Herbert Jenkins of London in 1937. But it was not until 1946 that the second hardcover book of Robert Howard's works saw the light of day. Skull-Face and Others, a volume of five hundred pages and over a quarter of a million words, was published by Arkham House, a small publishing company set up by August Derleth, a longtime admirer of H. P. Lovecraft.


  Derleth defended Howard's work but hinted that he did not much care for the Conan stories. He said that, while he had been asked to publish the whole Conan corpus, "such a collection would almost have to be printed on blood-colored paper and be introduced to readers with appropriate thunderclaps." He also felt that the earlier Howard wrote more skillfully than the Howard who created and exploited the popular Conan.11


  Derleth also reports that he and Otis Kline had trouble with Dr. Howard over the deal:


  ... we had the devil of a time with old Dr. Howard, then still alive; he had fixed ideas paralleling Bob's—while Bob had delusions of persecution, the old man was convinced that everybody was out to "do" him. OK finally got around him and the deal was on.


  It was a common element of Texan folklore that all Northerners were sharpies out to hornswoggle honest Texans. During the oil booms any particularly shady oil deal was called a "New York deal."12


  It is to August Derleth that we owe the five volumes of Lovecraft's Selected Letters, published between 1965 and 1976, with parts of twenty-three letters to Robert Howard. When Derleth was compiling these letters, Dr. Howard sent him those that his son had received from his Rhode Island pen pal. After having them transcribed, Derleth duly returned them to their owner. Unfortunately, in cleaning out his house in preparation for the move to Ranger, the old doctor burned the Lovecraft letters. The manuscripts of Howard's unpublished poems also perished; fortunately these had been microfilmed by a young fan, Robert H. Barlow.


  The authors of this biography much regret that they were unable to get permission to read the transcripts of the entire Lovecraft-Howard correspondence now in the Arkham House files. Instead we have often had to guess from Robert Howard's rejoinders just what Lovecraft wrote.


  The three thousand copies of Skull-Face and Others sold slowly and went out of print several years later, after which the dealers' price for this five-dollar book soared into the hundreds of dollars. Still, Conan remained the private enthusiasm of a small circle of old Weird Tales readers.


  After the Second World War, several small publishers of science fiction and fantasy sprang up. One was Gnome Press of New York. The publisher, Martin Greenberg, undertook to reprint the entire Conan saga, in chronological order, in hardbacked volumes. With editorial help from the longtime Conan fan John D. Clark, he brought out the first volume in 1950. This was the book-length serial, "The Hour of the Dragon," which, for practical reasons, was renamed Conan the Conqueror, the name by which the story has ever since been known.


  During the next four years, four more Gnome Press volumes of Conan tales appeared: The Sword of Conan, King Conan, The Coming of Conan, and Conan the Barbarian. The five volumes contained not only the seventeen tales of the great barbarian published in Weird Tales in the 1930s, but also three other stories edited by the senior author of the present book, L. Sprague de Camp. De Camp first came to know Conan when his friend and colleague Fletcher Pratt gave him a copy of the newly published Conan the Conqueror.


  Shortly thereafter, in 1951, a historical fantasy by Howard, originally titled "The House of Arabu," appeared in the magazine Avon Fantasy Reader as "The Witch from Hell's Kitchen." Howard had written it late in 1932, after he had completed the major portion of his Conan stories; and Farnsworth Wright, the editor of Weird Tales, had rejected it in January of 1933. Realizing that this tale of the adventures of a blond Greek mercenary serving a Sumerian city-state could easily have been converted into a Conan story, Sprague de Camp found more unpublished manuscripts lying buried in a carton in the possession of Oscar J. Friend, the literary agent who had inherited the Howard account upon the death of Otis Kline.


  These, "The Frost-Giant's Daughter" in its original form, and the unpublished yarns "The God in the Bowl" and "The Black Stranger" were edited, arranged for magazine publication, and included in the Gnome Press series, the last one with its name changed to "The Treasure of Tranicos."


  The Gnome Press Conan books, each printed in an edition of three thousand to five thousand copies, did not sell out until the early 1960s. Still, they met with sufficient success so that Oscar Friend proposed to Dr. Kuykendall that a living author be enlisted to carry on the series. Dr. Kuykendall replied by offering to sell to the literary agent all rights to Conan for three thousand dollars. When Friend, after some dickering, rejected the idea, he was told to go ahead and find a ghost writer.13


  Accordingly it was suggested to de Camp that he rewrite some of the unpublished non-Conan manuscripts still in Friend's custody. De Camp chose two stories set in modern Afghanistan, one tale of medieval Egypt, and one laid in the Turkish Empire. These "posthumous collaborations," which involved changing the names of people and places to those of the Hyborian Age and eliminating anachronisms like gunpowder, were published in the volume Tales of Conan in 1955 as "The Bloodstained God," "The Flame-Knife," "Hawks Over Shem," and "The Road of the Eagles."


  Then Greenberg received the manuscript of a novel, The Return of Conan, written by Bjorn Nyberg, a young lieutenant in the Swedish Air Force, who wished to practice his English. This novel, rewritten by de Camp, was added to the saga in 1957, making seven Gnome Press books in all. Although the number of Conan fans was growing in a modest way, the great barbarian was a stranger to the general run of readers of fantasy, who knew little and cared less about Howard's works.


  By 1964 Gnome Press had become inactive; and Sprague de Camp Undertook to try to sell the paperback rights to the series. Ace, which A year earlier had published Conan the Conqueror as half of one of its famous "Ace Doubles," along with a novel by Leigh Brackett, was not encouraged to bring out more books about Conan. Several other paperback editors, at least one of whom later confessed that his decision had been a ghastly mistake, also turned down the proposal. Finally, in 1964, de Camp signed a contract with Lancer Books, on behalf of the Howard heirs and himself, for the publication of the first two volumes of a series of Conan stories.


  During the next three years, several things happened. Gnome Press brought legal action to block the sale, claiming rights under its old contracts with the Howard heirs. Oscar Friend died, and his daughter decided to liquidate the literary agency. De Camp undertook litigation to defend the new contracts and recommended Glenn Lord as agent for the heirs. And Glenn Lord tracked down and secured the trunkful of Howard papers, which had been lost or mislaid after journey all the way to California.


  These papers included six then unknown Conan manuscripts, one a complete story—"The Vale of Lost Women"—and the rest in the form of unfinished tales, fragments, and synopses. To complete this unfinished work so that the stories might appear in the projected Lancer series, Sprague de Camp enlisted the help of Lin Carter, a young writer in the fantasy field. Working separately and together, the two put the five incomplete tales into publishable form.


  Since litigation with Gnome Press was still pending, de Camp's legal advisers urged him to add more stories to the saga to strengthen the legal position of the heirs and himself. De Camp and Carter were thus persuaded to write several additional stories following Howard's original plan of Conan's life. As the Gnome Press case was being settled out of court, in 1966 publication of the Lancer series began. It proved highly successful. Because of the demand, de Camp and Carter wrote more Conan stories, including two novels, until there were twelve books in the Lancer series. These pastiches had a mixed reception from admirers of Robert Howard, although they sold about as well as the authentic Howard Conan stories.


  Stimulated, perhaps, by the stunning success of J.R.R. Tolkien's colossal trilogy of heroic fantasy, The Lord of the Rings, which also came out in paperback in the 1960s, the Lancer edition of the Conan tales became best-sellers. Over a million copies were sold in the first years after publication, placing Robert Howard second only to Tolkien in the field of modern heroic fantasy. When, despite the popularity of the Conan books, Lancer went bankrupt in 1973, we were involved in further litigation. Again we felt as if we, like Conan, were struggling within the lethal coils of a giant serpent—certainly not in the fair arms of Justice.


  At length the struggle stopped. In 1977, the de Camps and Glenn Lord formed a corporation, Conan Properties, Incorporated. Under the authority of this organization, more books of Conan stories have been published, several by writers hired by the corporation. The Cimmerian now appears monthly in comic books. Conan the Barbarian, the first motion picture about the mighty Cimmerian's adventures, was released in 1982, and a second Conan movie is in production. Paperback books about Conan, published by Ace, Bantam, and Tor Books, now number more than two dozen, with more on the way.


  While other writers of the 1930s and 40s wrote heroic fantasy before the term was invented—Lovecraft, Clark Ashton Smith, Fritz Leiber, Catherine L. Moore, and the team of Pratt and de Camp among them—it was the success of Tolkien and Howard that touched off the sword-and-sorcery boom of the sixties and seventies. What lies ahead for heroic fiction we do not know; however, the vogue for lusty barbarians and fearless swordswomen is still with us. Many contemporary writers are working in this field, but so far Conan and his mighty deeds tower above the rest.


  Whatever the future holds, Robert Howard's work in the genre of popular adventure fiction has shown a staying power and a capacity for arousing lasting enthusiasm far beyond any of his contemporaries, save only Edgar Rice Burroughs, father of the timeless hero Tarzan. Why, we may wonder, has Howard's work enjoyed such a stunning revival a generation after his death, while the tales of most of his contemporaries —some more skillful and experienced writers than he—molder in the crumbling files of ancient magazines?


  Although all of Howard's stories are being rushed into print, his current popularity stems from just one set of stories: the Conan tales. We may be sure that, with the possible exception of his humorous Westerns,


  Howard's non-Conan fiction would not have been reprinted had not the Conan saga brought Howard to the attention of the public and started the Howard vogue. So it is to Conan and to Howard himself that we must turn to evaluate his work.


  People today live in an increasingly mechanized, computer-driven civilization. Because so many jobs are repetitive and confining, people feel that the world has boxed them in. They yearn to be free, to be in command of their fates, to escape from the restraints of their everyday lives. Travel used to be an escape for those who could afford it. But today scarcely any corner of the globe remains unexplored, and even in distant lands exotic costumes and customs are vanishing.


  For armchair travelers, heroic fantasy furnishes the purest escape of all—escape from the real world into a world of make-believe. And this make-believe world Howard provided in the Hyborian Age. Troubled by the growing complexity of our industrial civilization, with its ever-multiplying regulations and paperwork, young people—young men in particular—are tempted to dream of a simpler world and a freer, more virile life, which they mistakenly imagine existed long ago and far away. They hug to their bosoms the romantic myth of the strong, fearless barbarian who tramples on convention and scorns civilized men as degenerate and cowardly. Ignoring the fact that the life of the average primitive is "poore, nasty, brutish, and shorte," they yearn to live the life of a barbarian hero.14


  Of course, during the time that he is conquering the folk of another culture, the barbarian hero can get away with almost anything. He acts like an adolescent freed from his parents' control and not yet fitted into the mold of adult existence. Modern readers, remembering the feeling when, as adolescents, they tried out deeds of daring to see what they could get away with, still hanker for the days when they enjoyed a sense of liberation from all rules and regulations. This sense of freedom is, however, largely illusion. We soon learn that the world—the laws of nature, our fellow men, and our own limitations—imposes as strict a set of rules on us as ever our parents did.


  Robert Howard never outgrew his struggle for adolescent emancipation. He carried to his grave his fierce resentment of the slightest discipline and his insistence on behaving unconventionally in a most conventional small town. Reflecting this untamed spirit, Howard's tales have enabled millions of readers, deprived by adult life of that first wild joy of adolescent emancipation, to recapture their lost sense of power as they follow the fictitious adventures of a barbarian conqueror in his imaginary world.


  Howard's posthumous success stems not only from his romantic primiti-vism but also from his self-taught literary skills. We have already discussed his splendid use of alliteration, color adjectives, active verbs, and personification. His detailed Hyborian Age is a major imaginative creation, ranking with Burroughs's Barsoom, Tolkien's Middle Earth, and Lewis Carroll's Wonderland. But it was Howard's total immersion in his world of make-believe that made the ultimate contribution to the vividness of his fiction and ensured its eventual success. Lovecraft understood this. After Howard's death Lovecraft wrote:


  Mr. Howard struck what proved to be one of his most effective accomplishments—the description of vast megalithic cities of the ancient world, around whose dark towers and labyrinthine nether vaults lingers an aura of pre-human fear and necromancy which no other author could duplicate.


  It is hard to describe precisely what made his stories stand out so—but the real secret is that he was in every one of them, whether they were ostensibly commercial or not. . . . even when he outwardly made concessions to mammon-guided editors he had an internal force & sincerity which broke through to the surface & put the imprint of his personality on everything he wrote----He was almost alone in his ability to create real emotions of fear & of dread suspense. ... No author can excel unless he takes his work very seriously & puts himself whole-heartedly into it—and Two-Gun did just that, even when he claimed and consciously believed he didn't.15


  The "self' that Robert Howard put into his stories with such burning intensity was, despite his great talents and virtues, a fatally flawed personality. He suffered from pathological dependence on his mother, from delusions of persecution, from a fascination with suicide.


  He was filled with rage at "enemies" and "tyranny." These enemies were nothing but personifications of the laws of causality: identical causes produce identical effects; everything has its price; lost time is never found again; and there are no good wizards to rescue a person from the consequences of his follies and blunders. Howard knew these things; but the knowledge did not abate his anger at being cabin'd, cribb'd, confined by the implacable laws of an uncaring universe.


  This somber self, with its nightmarish view of a hostile, menacing universe, its irrational fears, hatreds, and grudges, gives a unique vitality to Howard's fiction. It grips Howard's readers whether they will or no tnd, aided by his splendid literary techniques and his gift for storytelling, carries them off into a world of rainbow hues, furious action, and outsized passions.


  Thus the very traits that in the end destroyed him bestowed on Robert Howard's fiction its qualities of greatness. Perhaps these qualities are best conveyed to the reader unfamiliar with the Conan saga by John D. Clark in his enthusiastic introduction to Conan the Conqueror:16


  Howard was a first rate teller of tales, with a remarkable technical command of his tools and with a complete lack of inhibitions. With a fine free hand he took what he liked from the more spectacular of all ages and climes: proper names of every conceivable linguistic derivation, weapons from everywhere and every when under the sun, customs and classes from the whole ancient and medieval world, and fitted the whole together into a coherent and self-consistent cosmos without a visible joint. Then he added a king-sized portion of the supernatural to add zest to the whole, and the result was a purple and golden and crimson universe where anything can happen—except the tedious. . . .


  Conan, the hero of all of Howard's heroes, is the armored swashbuckler, indestructible and irresistible, that we've all wanted to be at one time or another; the women, in appearance, manner, and costume (or lack of it) are the inmates of the sort of harem that harems ought to be but aren't ...; the villains are villainous as only perfect villains can be; the sorcerers are sorcerers in spades; and the apparitions that they conjure up, or who appear under their own power, are (Thank God!) out of this world.


  And above all, Howard was a story-teller. The story came first, last, and in between. Something is always happening, and the flow of action never hesitates from beginning to end, as one incident flows smoothly and inevitably into the next with never a pause for the reader to take breath. ... If the history propounded doesn't agree with what you know of history —if the ethnology is remarkable and the geology more so—don't let it worry you. Howard was writing of another Earth than this one—one painted in brighter colors and on a grander scale.
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