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GEORGE OPPEN

A Biography

by

Eric R. Hoffman

The reverence in which knowledge is held had better be understood as an instinctive reaction to “clarity.”  That it is not the amount that a man knows but that he has achieved clear vision through difficulties.  He has achieved what in effect is understood by a poem. 

– William Carlos Williams

Chapter One – Genesis (1908-1926)

George Oppen, writing to poet Robert Duncan one morning in February 1972, observed “I suspect we create nothing else, you and I at least, but I am sure we create our childhoods.”
  George and his wife Mary, a constant companion since they met forty-five years before at the age of eighteen, had been living and writing from their home at 2811 Polk Street in San Francisco, from the perspective of a life of commitment to one another, to political activism and to the arts.  George’s observation is accurate: one’s childhood is necessarily an invention, yet so is what follows; a series of seemingly discrete moments coalescing in the mind and given (out of habit, out of necessity) a narrative arc from which one draws meaning from, and gives meaning to, a life.  As poet and critic Michael Heller observed, “any act of memory is cautionary, less about reconstructing a past than about construing a future.”
 Of the events of George’s twenty-four year gap in writing of which there exists only the barest outline and little documentary evidence beyond their reminiscences.  The narrative is carefully reconstructed in George’s poetry and personal papers
, in letters, in interviews and in Mary’s autobiography, Meaning a Life.  
To the young whose company they actively sought and embraced, George and Mary seemed to embody the possibility for social change; they had battled hunger and homelessness during the Depression and Fascism during the Second World War, and were defiant leftists who had spent nearly a decade in hiding in Mexico rather than face possible imprisonment during the McCarthy trials.  George and Mary, in turn, were encouraged by the youth movement’s spirit of rebellion and social activism.  The couple’s lives had been lived close to history.  Most of those who came to knowGeorge were impressed by his demeanor:  soft spoken, thoughtful, honest, forthright, attentive; George’s physical presence seemed an extension of his poetry, a poetry which possessed an air of unwavering conviction and, one of his favorite terms, “sincerity,” poetry that could “look a common soldier in the face – and a working man whose family is starving.”
 

Despite his natural sympathy toward, and his appearance to young poets and admirers of having been a “pure product” of, the working class American Midwest, the embodiment of a populist strain found in the writing of Carl Sandburg, Vachel Lindsay and Sherwood Anderson (the first modern writers to have earned George and Mary’s admiration), George Oppen had in fact descended from considerably less humble origins, a family of wealthy German Jewish banking merchants, the Oppenheimers, whose “family tree stretched back to the seventeenth century when an ancestor financed the Kaisers’ wars.”  At the time of George’s birth on April 24, 1908, “the Oppenheimers were primarily diamond merchants and theater owners.”
  The family had for at least two generations been “powerfully assimilationist and argumentatively atheist,”
 a secularism that consequently left “their children with an ideological vacuum” from which “family members divided between an attraction to Marxist-Leninism and a belief in psychoanalysis, with a hard core keeping their faith in the sanctity of money.”
 As an adult George would be among those family members who found faith in Marxism.  One result of this secularism was that Judaism seemed to him “about as exotic [. . .] as Zoroastrianism.”
   George’s sense of being an outsider, both as a Jew in America and as a secular Jew among the orthodoxy, allowed him to “[escape] some things by the skin of [his] teeth.”  In his personal papers, he writes:
they were not, by the way, the things one thinks of as ‘Jewish.’  They were in fact closer to the sense of self of the English Country family, tho tinged, so early, by the oncoming jet-set [. . .] 

Several million Zionists wish to tell me that, being Jewish, I am not quite American, and that being not quite Jewish - - with two passionately assimilationist generations behind me - - I am not quite either

about which I sometimes think that, being not quite American since I am a Jew, I am the MOST American - - and essentially an uneducated man.  It is true. 

Neither Roman, nor barbarian.

German Jewish attempts at assimilation into Gentile society often resulted in a loss of identity with their culture and heritage and additionally feelings of remoteness from the larger community and complete assimilation was all but impossible.  His grandfather, a wealthy diamond merchant, had proudly proclaimed that the no member of the Oppenheimer family had “been in a synagogue for almost . . . 200 years.”
 

For George, having been “born of a couple of rather millionaire lines - - in the generation of my father, aunts, uncles, becoming something on the order of the International Set” was more curse than blessing.  “Disastrous, of course,” he writes of  his privileged upbringing in a letter to poet Philip Levine, a life of privilege resulting in his “mother’s suicide when I was four, an elder sister’s suicide, my mother’s sister, - - - among the males - - - - - commitments, deaths - - - I am in fact the only surviving male - - -. ‘fully surviving,’ right thru second cousins and such remotenesses.”

His grandparents were New Yorkers by birth.  The economic center of the United States, New York had long been the destination of choice for immigrants, including Jews who, in the seventeenth century, were among the first Europeans to immigrate to the new continent, mostly from Germany and Poland.  For Jews, assimilation to the dominant, Gentile way of life was of immediate necessity, and German-Jewish immigrants of the following decades were shocked upon arrival in New York to find Jews ignoring custom: clean shaven, eating pork, marrying into Gentile families.  Nearly four million German -speaking European immigrants arrived in the United States between 1815 and 1875, fleeing from the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars and the confusion of the Industrial Revolution.  German Jews represented the majority of Jewish settlers in the colonies; mostly poor, uneducated rural males, having traveled by foot, coach or wagon to points of staging at Mainz and Meiningen, continuing to ports of departure at Hamburg, Rotterdam or Le Havre.  By 1820, 3,500 Jews lived in the United States; by 1840, 15,000; swelling to 50,000 by 1847.  New York City held the largest population: in 1840, 10,000 of the 15,000 Jews living in America resided on the island, the chief occupation being peddlery.  By 1861, Jews remained an ethnic minority, seeking assimilation by welcoming the new Republican Party, created in the wake of the Civil War, a party in which German Jews would later rise to prominence.  By 1880, the population of Jews grew to 200,000, of which 80,000 lived in New York.  This was the “Gilded Age” of postwar America and the country was possessed by an acute entrepreneurial spirit, fueled by the revolution in industry, and the ease of travel and communication.  Among Jews, a majority were retail merchants, the rest accountants, bookkeepers, clerks.  A smaller minority found work as bankers, brokers or company men.  An even smaller minority remained in the old immigrant profession of peddlery. Jewish merchants tended to deal in non-perishables; specifically furniture, tobacco, dry goods, textiles and clothing.  Thus they were best prepared for the crossover into industrial manufacturing.  With the increased requirement for consolidated capital to invest in major ventures such as railroads, heavy industry and utilities, many Jews moved into banking and brokeraging, among them the Rockefellers, who created a cartel by merging their American Smelting and Refinery Company with 23 independent copper-mining firms.  The Guggenheims, their major competition, declined the offer. The Rockefeller and Guggenheim families were exemplars of major consolidations of wealth among a small number of elite Jewish families, most of who lived in New York City.  In the late 19th century, wealthy Jews moved to the Upper West Side, constructing elaborate brownstone mansions, where they gained access to upper-class Gentile Society.  Jews, such as George’s father and his relatives, were among a disappearing, old-wealth noblesse oblige; they felt it their duty as wealthy citizens to return benefits to a society that helped to provide them with their fantastic riches.  New York Jews established free-milk stations for the city’s poor children, contributed artwork to museums, funded free summer concerns and created fellowships and endowments for the arts and sciences.   

George’s parents, George August Oppenheimer (b. 1881) and Elsie Oppenheimer (née Rothfeld) (b. [1884]) were the children of socially active, liberal philanthropists who helped to found an Ethical Culture Society, a school in New York, (“which usually had a Gentile head”)
, orphanages and settlement houses. George, Sr.’s mother, Grandma Op, a “great beauty with arched dark brows and a voluptuous figure, was cold and imperious.” She “treated her daughter Agnes,” George, Sr.’s younger sister, “with her flat chest and curly hair (“kinky,” Grandma Op called it), as an ugly duckling.”  Brenda Webster, Agnes’ granddaughter, describes her in a photograph:

Her portrait on her wedding day at the Gotham Hotel shows her in a silk and lace dress cut to display her attractively round neck and full shoulders and unbelievably small waist.  Her face is oval, and nicely shaped.  Short hair curling out from her head balances the tapering lower part of her face.  She has lovely eyes set off by arched dark brows and a generous mouth.  Perhaps her nose is a trifle too large for the taste of the day, but to me it gives her face strength.  She is holding a bouquet of violets and looking at the camera with a questioning expression.  Handsome but uneasy.  Unsure of herself.  Unaware of her power.

George, Sr. came to the United States from a diamond center in Germany, possibly Stuttgart. At what age he arrived is still in dispute; neither George, Sr. nor Agnes had German accents when they spoke, though the accent may have been lost over time. The family was “deeply established and at ease in New York society.” 
 According to Brenda Webster, Agnes

wasn’t raised to think of herself seriously – she was only a girl and not considered a beauty besides – but she was talented.  She was an amateur photographer and the portraits she took, especially of my mother, are wonderfully expressive.  They are also extremely sensual, aware of the shock value of white skin against dark velvet or the enticement of a languid pose.  I remember seeing her old bellows camera when I went to visit as a child, but I thought nothing of it.  By that time, Grandma had given up portraits and spent her time crocheting afghans. 

Elsie Rothfeld’s German Jewish family was long established in America.   Elsie had two younger brothers, Robert and Tracy; neither brother would marry and Tracy remained a close family friend to George over the following decades.  

Nathaniel P. Willis, editor of The Home Journal defined the aristocratic class of mid-nineteenth century New York as those who “keep carriages, live above Bleecker, are subscribers to the opera, go to Grace Church, have a town house and country house, and give balls and parties.”  For many aristocratic wives, the bulk of their time was spent managing maids, butlers, cooks, chauffeurs and gardeners, maintaining their social calendar, and giving and attending immaculate balls, dinners and dances where there was continual effort required for discovering new ways of flaunting their husband’s wealth.  An article in American Heritage describes the world of a typical, wealthy New Yorker:

opulence in the mansions filled with gilded Louis Seize furniture, opulence in the hotels with their marble oyster bars and rococo dining rooms, opulence in the shops selling rose-point lace and crêpe de chine, opulence in the Brewster-built carriages and n the newfangled motorcars with names such as Simplex and Pierce-Arrow.  And there was opulence in dress, too: women in high-waisted flaring skirts of silk, with flowered and feathered hats; men in gray toppers and Price Alberts and spats; servants in brass-buttoned, multi-colored liveries.

The wealthy Jews who settled in the brownstone mansions on Fifth Avenue were members of an exclusive society known as “Our Crowd.” Frances Loeb, born two years before George in 1906, the granddaughter of Adolph Lewinsohn and Mayer Lehman, leading members of the society, likely shared with George a similar childhood.  She professes that the society of wealthy German Jews could be particularly “snobby.”

Only German Jews were even permitted in our circle.  For instance, at the Century Country Club, when Harold Lehman put up a young man called Paul Mazur, there was terrible excitement around our dinner table because they let a Russian Jew in there.

Life in the aristocracy could be comforting both in its seclusion and its predictability.  According to Loeb,

We always knew what was going to be served, because mother made seven menus, and unless it was company, big company, it was always the same.  On Monday we had chicken.  On Tuesday we had steaks.  On Wednesday we had lamb.  Thursday we had fricasseed chicken.  Friday was fish and Sundays was roast beef.

On Tuesday, Miss Veitrich came in to wash our hair.  On Wednesday, we had Bible lessons.  Thursday was French, and I think Friday was music lessons.  All this gave me a nice sense of security.  No matter what went on in the world, there was always a well-managed cocoon of a house where we at the same food, where people went out at the same time in the morning and came in at the same time in the evening.

Agnes’ lived with her husband Eugene Kramer and children James and Ethel in the fashionable suburban neighborhood of Pelham, where Eugene “ate steak and ale for breakfast and took [her] to German Spas.”  The Kramer household employed nine servants and their banquets “were so lavish” that Ethel “remembered sometimes being sick after them.”
 Despite this overall veneer of success and well being and the Jews’ significant contributions to society, Gentile ethnic prejudice remained; Jews vacationing in upstate New York or the New Jersey shore were increasingly turned away from Gentile establishments.  As with any ethnic group, Jews possessed their own prejudices and accepted Gentile exclusivity to a degree, establishing their own strictly Jewish clubs and resorts on the Atlantic seaboard; resorts that were, by anyone’s standards, notably more impressive than their Gentile counterparts’.  Prejudice was not limited solely to clubs and resorts;   George, Sr. often shortened (and in 1927 legally changed) the family name to the more Anglo-Saxon sounding “Oppen,” an act that “rather hurt” his father.
  

According to Francis Loeb, this self-imposed exclusivity only increased feelings of segregation from greater society:

There was also a lot of feeling that we were outcasts, that Jews were different from other people, not in a good sense.  I imagine there was also a certain amount of envy.  I’m pretty sure that my family never spoke to or entertained or went with anybody but Jews until later on.  Still, our circle was so closed that when my son was a young man, he said to me once, “It always surprises me that there’s anybody else in the world but Jews.”

In addition to difficulties with the outside world, the Oppenheimer family’s private lives were somewhat troubled: a number of family members attempted or committed suicide, there were infidelities, particularly on the part of Eugene, who had numerous affairs with his children’s nursemaids; one such affair resulted in pregnancy.
  Agnes had intentionally distanced herself from her “authoritarian”
 brother George Sr. by marrying Kramer, “a Southern Jew, an archetypal Victorian gentleman, a lawyer by profession, a scholar by inclination” and by allowing her daughter Ethel to study art.
  Letters Eugene wrote to Agnes “show him as tenderly protective” of his wife; “he felt himself the guardian of the honor of any woman entrusted to him.”  Agnes and Eugene’s son, James, “a brilliant mathematician,” suffered from mental illness which the family did their best to conceal; his “early symptoms were largely denied” and it became the “dark secret” at the center of George’s extended family.  James’s sister Ethel became “terrified that madness and genius went together, that she was crazy too, that bad blood would be communicated to her family.” As children James had attempted to molest her and during his adolescent and adult life he suffered numerous breakdowns.  Following his Ph.D. in engineering from MIT, he was “permanently hospitalized.” This fear of familial madness led Ethel to seek psychoanalytic help; by 1925 both she and Agnes were being treated by the same analyst.  

George, Sr.’s exact occupation at the time of George’s birth is unknown; most likely he owned stock in a variety of interests including his father’s merchant trade. He possessed a friendly, if private demeanor, variously described as “sensitive and intelligent,” 
 a “very kindly” and “very handsome” man and a “great success socially in the world he lived in”
 though “difficult . . . to understand,” 
 finally unable to relate to his quiet and creative son, the “darling of the servants.”  

George, Sr. and Elsie settled in New Rochelle, a small coastal village, one of the oldest communities in New York, located along the coast of Long Island Sound.  Not far from Manhattan, it later became a commuter haven, bordered by Scarsdale, Pelham, and Larchmont.  By the time of George’s birth, the city limits of New York stretched north through the Bronx, finally incorporating New Rochelle as a suburb.  The community was at the time home to some of the most powerful creative forces in the burgeoning motion picture industry: filmmaker D.W. Griffith lived in New Rochelle and had a film studio in nearby Mamaroneck
 and in 1909, Edwin Thanhouser established the Thanhouser Film Corporation on the corner of Warren and Grove Street.  New Rochelle was childhood home of celebrated author and professor Joseph Campbell.  

The Oppenheimers lived on Wildcliff Road in one of the large houses lining the short street leading to the Sound, tended to by servants, maids, gardeners, and chauffeurs.  For the rest of his life, George kept a close proximity to the sea, its vastness and impenetrability was emblematic in his poetry of that place where the “known and the unknown touch,” where society and human civilization come in contact with that which is wholly remote and uncontainable, of which we are “incapable of contact/Save in incidents.”
   In letters written late in his life, George often remarks on the importance of the sea in his life and poetry, confessing that his “childhood was the sea 
the inescapable myth of the sea.”
  A late poem reads,

I was born to

A minor courage

And the harbor

We lived near, and the ungainliness

Of the merchants, my grandparents;

Of which I chose the harbor

And the sea

Which is a home and the homeless,

It is the sea,

Contrary of monuments

And illiberal.  

George was the only son of George Sr. and Elsie; an elder sister, Elizabeth (“Libby”) preceded him by four years, in 1904 or 1905.  As the practice of naming a child after one’s self is atypical among Jews, it is likely that the name originated with George’s father.
  To distinguish him from his father, his adoring family and servants referred to George as “Buddy,”
  a nickname that provided him with an awareness of the world outside his protected existence. “I was learning to ride a tricycle,” George recalled.

I thought my life at home was the whole world, but one day I wandered across the street on the tricycle, and a stranger, someone I’d never seen, walked by.  He waved his hand and said ‘Hiya, buddy!’  Suddenly, the world expanded, it was large, but because he knew my name I figured the whole world knew me, and I figured I knew them. 
  

George’s childhood was extremely privileged: besides the doting attention of his mother and the household’s many servants, he and his sister enjoyed horse riding, ocean voyages to France, England and Germany (a common activity among the bourgeois elite as the United States was still considered culturally provincial in comparison to mainland Europe)
, lavish parties, expensive clothes, horse-drawn carriages, automobiles, entertainments, all the comforts affluent society could afford. 

George, Sr. exerted considerable influence over his son, persisting well into adulthood, often compromising George’s independence.  He later described his father as “charming witty kind and princely and a great trouble to me.”  Their relationship was for George “a long and desperate struggle to save myself.” 
 George, Sr. expected his son to follow in his bourgeoisie lifestyle as he had in name and tried to convince his son he was “not good with his hands,” a criticism intended to dissuade George from pursuing working class pursuits and to remain within the bourgeoisie, under George Sr.’s watchful and protective eye. 
  “The sentimental bourgeoisie believes” George later explained, 

and I remember my father on this point particularly – that the craftsman has a certain manual knack and that he, the bourgeois, has a higher intelligence, but there’s something about his hands that just won’t work.  Whereas of course it’s not the hands, it has nothing to do with the hands.  It has to do with the intellectual capacity. 

Even at an early age, George displayed a natural gift for working with his hands, a skill he later put to use when as an adult he found work as a machinist, tool and die maker, furniture and cabinet maker, and carpenter.  He learned carpentry from the family butler and he was already beginning to show interest in sailing, which developed into a lifelong passion. According to George’s wife Mary,

George had his own little boat when he was five years old.  His father was not a great sailor, but he had a boat.  And George was a better sailor as a tiny child than his father was, and he had this love of boats.

George’s relationship with his mother was close; she was a warm, caring, understanding and sensitive woman who doted on her children and nurtured their creative sides.  “I remember my mother in the garden by the sun-dial and the Rothfeld grandmother who asked me not to play so loud and I said, ‘It’s supposed to be loud.’” 
  For George, early childhood with his mother was “idyllic.” 
   

I suppose my survival chances were, in fact, pretty good - - - 

(and, as Mary said of this
your mother loved you)

I think I remember that this was so. 

Unbeknownst to George and Libby, their mother, to whom they were so devoted, was suffering from deep depression and in 1912, when George was four and Libby was seven, Elsie suffered a nervous breakdown, attempting suicide by a self-inflicted gunshot. Briefly hospitalized following the suicide attempt, George recollects “climbing on my mother’s bed, and the people said to come down and someone said, let him be.” 
  She later died from her wounds.  This event, George believed, had tragic consequences for Libby, who was later to die of circumstances George believed the result of suicide.

 Elsie’s suicide note has never been recovered, yet George remembered it in fragments, the first lines of which were “I’m afraid I’ll never be a really old lady.”

We’ve been happy - - I love you - - I worry about the children and school and their clothes - - it seems - - since I did this and I don’t know why - - that I am not fitted for the business of life

I wanted to ask, ask if you remember when we were happy

And to think we were going to have our own little daughter [. . .] I have no right to interfere since I’m not strong enough to live with <the world (?)>.  Will you please be sure that the kiddies – 

The note was 

[m]uch longer – very, very strong.  Entirely outside of the world . . . apologizing for her weakness, saying [George, Sr.] had been a good husband, and so on.  

That the suicide note concluded with instructions for going to the dressmaker’s, Mary felt that it illustrated Elsie’s remoteness from life, how far she had strayed from reality.  “And her little style [. . .] her joking style – ‘I think I’m not destined to be a very old lady.”  

George would lament to June that no one tried to help his mother: 

No horrors either, June.  Just a woman who had a nervous breakdown, and could not understand - - no one then understood

That’s all that she said.  All that she could.  Just, if only people then could have known - ! They just needed to know.

Elsie’s confession “I am not fitted for the business of life” haunted George.  In a letter to his niece, Diane Meyer, Libby’s daughter, George believed the “business” Elsie referred to was that of raising the children, the “kiddies” as she had so innocently referred to them.

George, Sr. had always been a loving father, but since his children were now motherless he felt responsible for making up for the love of their late mother.  George, Sr. “read to them widely” according to Mary, though “he himself was a very lightweight dilettante.” He “had every book and so on that was around . . . and he did a lot of reading to them and he had fun with them.” 
  This time in George’s life was a happy one, yet things were to change considerably over the next several years.   A photograph of George at six years of age shows a sensitive, handsome boy, his hair a youthful light brown, eyes dark and deeply set, his face still cushioned by a layer of baby fat that stands in stark contrast to his chiseled features of later years.

Immigrant settlers from Germany and Scandinavia were, in 1896, moving into the Big Fork Area of Montana.  Land had to be fought for in the wild areas of the “unsettled” territory.  When Mary Colby was small 

Virgin forests could still be found [. . .], although in 1908 [when she] was born, lumbering was already a big industry.  Farmhouses built by these northern people resembled the white-painted gabled farmhouses left behind in the old country.

 “Montana was so newly settled that children and Indians were the only natives,” Mary observes.
 The Northern European farmers brought their customs with them.  Unlike Jewish immigrants to New York City, they maintained their religion, Lutheranism, more commonly accepted by the ruling and elite classes, and built many churches.  Kalispell had a New England influence.  Mary’s family “attended lectures, opera recitations, singing, a strange assortment of entertainment; Protestant and Catholic churches, singing societies, several fraternal societies and a Carnegie Library also existed in the town.”   Mary remembers watching her mother dressing in elaborate eveningwear for a variety of social events. 
An indigenous tribe, the Flathead, lived nearby. Their reservation, an area of 1,250,000 acres of forested mountains and sheltered valleys, included the southern half of Flathead Lake, just west of the Continental Divide.  Ora, Mary’s father became friends with their Chief, Drag-Your-Tail-Feathers-Over-the-Hill.  “He would invite the chief to visit and the very next day the chief would be waiting beside the door and they would spend their day together.”
  Mary and her mother Alice visited the reservation at least once – in order to indulge in the tribe’s medicinal water and sulphur baths, where the Flathead brought their sick from miles around.  Mary remembered attending several ceremonial pow-wows with her family:

Everyone wore beaded moccasins for dancing; men wore head-dresses with feathers trailing down the back.  They danced, a stomping dance, to drums and sometimes the dancer turned around and around, again dancing in the circle of men.  Men left the dance and returned, campfires smoked, women were busy at the fires, children ran in and out of teepees.  The dancing was a religious ceremony, danced with reverence by the Indians, but I did not understand its meaning when I saw it.  Probably my attitude reflected that of the grown-ups around me – they held the Indians in contempt.  We were even there on their reservation, without thinking to ask permission! 

In early spring, Mary wandered on the prairie, one time going as far as the coulee, where the Flathead set up camp to trade.  “The women sat on the ground working soft deerskin into moccasins or shirts,” 

I went one year with my brothers to an Indian woman’s teepee, and with some trepidation I gave her my foot to be measured.  She made me a pair of beautifully beaded moccasins.

Mary’s childhood experiences in the west were far removed from the arrival of her ancestors on the continent’s eastern shores in the early 17th century and would have more in common with those pre-Revolutionary days than with the rapidly changing world of the twentieth century.

With Anthony Colby, the Colby family immigrated to the United States from England on March 29th, 1630 on board the ship “Arbella”.  Anthony’s first home was between Cambridge and Watertown. The name Colby is of Viking origin and means “coal place,” derived from the parish of Coleby, a town located 17 miles northwest of Semperingham and six miles south of Lincoln. Coleby probably originated as a Viking farmstead responsible for the production of charcoal. Anthony Colby was born in about 1605 in Horbling, Lincolnshire.  A man of industry, he often found himself at odds with town leader, involved in a number of controversies, the exact details of which remain unknown.  As a result of these “controversies” he was forced to move every few years from town to town.


The Colby family moved westward from Deer Isle, Maine, an island made up of small, quiet communities.
  Lobster and fishing were the primary economic activities of the island; during the seventeenth and eighteenth century granite mining became its leading industry.  The island is scenic; high granite ledges topped with spruce, large open fields and woods, with pristine views of nearby islands dotting Penobscot Bay in the Atlantic Ocean.  It is the second largest coastal island in Maine (after Mount Desert Island).  Later in life, George and Mary traveled many times to Deer Isle and its smaller neighboring island, Little Deer Island.  The area served as the inspiration for and setting of many of George’s most perceptive and eloquent poems.

Mary’s grandfather Gabriel Colby (also known as Gideon) was born December 9th, 1842 in McHenry, Illinois to Ira Colby, the town’s justice-of-the-peace.  In about 1863, Gabriel married Mary Etta Merchant (b. 1845).  At the time of the Civil War, Gabriel moved westward to Des Moines, Iowa, to work as a banker and Mary later followed her husband out west.  There she gave birth to eleven children, nine girls and two boys, the youngest, Ora, Mary’s father. Following Gabriel’s sudden death, Mary Merchant was left to raise the children alone.  She managed her late husband’s business and became prosperous during the wartime economy.  She married off nine daughters and the eldest son took over Gabriel’s business.  Mary’s father remained unmarried in order to take care of his mother.  Her uncle “had not made room for my father in the family business in Des Moines, or perhaps Ora would not stay in Des Moines; Ora and his older brother were not friends.” 


During the Civil War, Thomas Conklin, Mary’s maternal grandfather, a young man from upstate New York, joined the Union Army.  Following the end of the war, he returned north to Ohio with his regiment.  It was there that he met Emma La Marr, Mary’s grandmother, and fell deeply in love. Unfortunately, for Emma, Thomas’ destiny lay in the West.  Following the Homestead Act of 1862, the government gave away land in agreement that settlers would remain render the land usable.  This was the last act of Manifest Destiny; the United States government knew that its future lay in continental dominance, in the use of the West’s vast amounts of natural resources.  From 1830 onward, groups called for free distribution of such lands. This became a demand of the Free-Soil party, which saw such distribution as a means of stopping the spread of slavery into the territories. The Republican Party in its 1860 platform subsequently adopted it. The South was the most vociferous opponent of the policy, and their secession cleared the way for its adoption.  The Act became law on January 1st, 1863 and allowed anyone to file for a quarter section of free land (160 acres). The land was yours at the end of five years if you built a house on it, dug a well, plowed ten acres, fenced a specified amount, and actually took up full-time residence. Additionally, one could claim a quarter section of land by "timber culture" (commonly called a "tree claim"). The only requirement was that you plant and successfully cultivate ten acres of timber.  

Thomas Conklin walked to the Big Fork area of Montana, to a small town called Kalispell, in the northwestern region of the state, in the heart of the Flathead Valley, situated near the head of spectacular Flathead Lake, the largest natural freshwater lake West of the Mississippi.  During his journey it is rumored that he encountered the outlaw Jesse James in a tavern.  Thomas “went outside and buried his Army discharge pay beside a fence-post before he slept, but in the morning Jesse James was gone.” 

Emma later joined him in Montana.  Their homestead was large; Conklin’s measured 140 acres of wheat land.  Mary remembered a photograph of her 

oldest brother, a baby, sitting with my mother’s youngest sisters in front of the family log cabin.  My grandparents must have lived long hard years in that cabin in a struggle with the land to make it support them and their fourteen children.

Emma felt life on the Homestead was too difficult and that she suffered from “having worked too hard.
  The family visited town only to buy what could not be grown on the farm.  But their life, while strenuous, was not without its enjoyments.  Thomas was a fiddler and he started a school for singers and sang with neighbors from nearby Homesteads.  

Of their fourteen children.  Mary’s mother, Alice Carrie Conklin, (b. 1874) was one of the younger daughters.  According to Mary, she “had the face of her mother and of her Norman ancestors.” Years later, when traveling in France with George, Mary recognized in the faces of the peasantry her mother’s “same blue eyes, strong hawk-like nose and high cheekbones bright with color.”  Alice did not enjoy growing up on the Homestead, in a log cabin with fourteen children.  She longed for the material things and comforts of city life that Thomas was not willing or able to provide for her. Once, Alice asked for a gold ring from her father, to which he replied that a gold ring would not keep her warm.  “[A]ll her life she wanted diamonds, and a fur coat was a symbol to her,” Mary explained.  “She felt deprived”.

Alice left the homestead in her adolescence, traveling east to Des Moines to study education at a teacher’s college.  While out east, she worked in Mary Merchant’s house for financial support, baking bread for her large family and falling in love with Ora.  She graduated at sixteen and moved to Couer d’Alene, Idaho where she lived with a family whose children attended the school where she was employed as a teacher, riding “her horse side-saddle back and forth each day to the school.”

Two years later, in about 1894, Ora, then twenty-one, and Alice, eighteen, were married.  They moved to Kalispell, outside Big Fork, Montana, where Ora was employed as postmaster.  Alice found work teaching in Big Fork’s first school.  By the time of Mary’s birth the family owned an automobile; however, highways were not yet consistent or lengthy, so when residents traveled long distances, they went by train.  The Colbys owned a buggy, pulled by their horse, Maude.  Some years earlier, Ora and several other men from Kalispell expressed interest in automobiles, due in part to Kalispell’s isolation.  Because Henry Ford only sold to dealerships, Ora named himself the town dealer and ordered the cars, canceling the business shortly thereafter.  Mary remembers Wendell’s consternation over his father’s shortsightedness, as well as her excitement at the new invention.  

On summer evenings Papa would say, “Let’s go for a drive,” and I would run quickly to hunt for his cap which was always mislaid.  He drove the Ford (later it was the Maxwell and then the Overland) trundling along at twenty miles an hour, chatting, looking and stopping if there were new flowers, a pig with new piglets, or a sheep with new lambs.  He drove as far as the steel bridge which had replaced the ferry.  At home, when we climbed down from the car, I could still smell our horse Maude; she had lived in the stall where we now kept our car. 

Recalling the primitiveness of Montana roads in the early part of the twentieth century, Mary states that a “trip in any direction from Kalispell was an adventure.” 
  

The first year in Montana, Ora suffered a terrible case of rheumatism and spent long hours in the sun, sweating it out.  He and Alice would have four children, Wendell (b. June 12, 1897, d. April 1982, Sacramento CA), the eldest, Paul, the middle brother (b. and d. unknown), Noel (b. December 6, 1900, d. January 1979, Shasta, CA), the youngest brother, and Mary, born the 28th of November in 1908.  At the time of her birth, the house was not complete; Ora hurried to finish the kitchen.
  A chestnut tree was planted for her in the corner of their front yard. 

Ora was kind and giving, a hard worker.  A photograph shows a blonde-haired gentleman of soft features, calm and assertive eyes, possessing a humble sense of pride in his demeanor.  “Papa had the strength which made our family a fortress against” the outside world, Mary recalls.  Ora made their home a safe place, so much so that Mary “assumed the world, too, would be a safe place.”
 

“Within the family we did not dwell on each other’s foibles,” Mary explained, 

our little ways were known and tolerated, and mentioned only in anger or when necessary.  Like a primitive tribal defense of territory, my family closed ranks and presented a united attitude to any threat from the outside world.  Criticism within the family ceased when any one of us was threatened

This feeling of family unity would dissolve following her father’s untimely death.

Mary’s father was very sociable, often inviting strangers back home to join the family for dinner.  During hunting season, they often shot more than they could eat; in the years before refrigeration Ora invited the other hunters home and freely offered up the extra meat.  When women came to the Montana settlement from back east to teach, he felt concerned for them and invited them to the house for supper.  He could not stomach violent men or those of a dishonest nature.  When the school principal purportedly struck a child (perhaps one of Ora’s boys), he met with the school board and asked that it be made a rule that no teacher or school administrator be allowed to hit a child.  It was made a rule. He was a religious man, fond of quoting the Old Testament, the Psalms or the Song of Solomon and particularly enjoyed the twenty-third Psalm. As with George’s father, Ora read to the family and invited them to join him in reading.  Mary recalls Ora reading them the Song of Solomon and sections of the Psalms, which seemed to her like “love poetry.” She grew to admire her “Papa’s quiet voice and his deep calm acceptance of the world as a sufficient place for us to be.”
  His presence was a sustaining force in the family; indeed, Mary feels that it was her father that kept the family together.  Following his death, Mary felt that they were no longer “united.” 

According to Mary, 

Papa lived his life at a different pace than did Mama; he went more slowly, and liked to walk, to talk, to read.  Papa spent long hours at work, but he seemed to enjoy being wherever he was at the time that he was there.

I felt that he was really with me when we were together, and whatever we did, he seemed to prefer doing it at that moment more than any other activity.  I am convinced that he loved me entirely, and my brothers feel the same way about his love for them.

Papa worked an early shift at times in the Post Office and went to bed at the same time I did.  I crept in with him, and until I went to sleep I would go over with him the happenings of the day at school, or he told me a story; this was probably the only way to be alone together in our large family.  We woke early, and I climbed over the rail of my crib and hurried to the warm kitchen, sheathed by the fire banked for the night; a flicker of red light glowed from the cracks around the stove lids on the stove.  Papa shook down the ashes, put the sticks of wood on the coals, and soon the fire sent out a lovely heat.  The oven door was usually open, and sometimes bread was rising to be baked; we removed the bread, and I sat on the oven door to dress.  Going to bed and getting up together on these cold mornings was the closest association I had with Papa, who seemed to give me all his attention as we talked with a gay kind of ease.

On winter nights, Ora would step outside to observe the stars and Mary often joined him.  She remembers watching the Aurora Borealis, observing Orion, the Big Dipper and the North Star.  She never felt as comfortable with her mother as she did with Ora.  Alice seemed somehow closer to her boys, especially Wendell, her eldest.  Her preference for her sons increased as Mary reached adolescence, as if Mary presented her with some form of competition. “Mama enters my memory where she is necessary,” Mary states in her autobiography, 

to cook, run the house, care for me, rock me to sleep, sing to me.  She seemed a part of myself at my earliest time.

She remembers her mother as “[e]nergetic, lively, cheerful, strong” and “very active in her own house and in her town.” A photograph shows Alice as a plain-looking woman, with dark hair, wearing a conservative dress, careful to include a neck broach.  Her face appears somewhat saddened, as though her barely visible smile were almost an afterthought.  She was a professional singer who was devoted to her music, practicing every day.  With her sister, she sang at “churches, funerals, lodge ceremonies and other social affairs”.  She also performed office work for the County Courthouse. With only a young farm girl to assist her, Alice had her hands quite full with the housework and the raising of children, not to mention the various sundry tasks required of the land.  Alice performed “all the baking, washing, ironing, mending and sewing, as well as the hunting” with Ora and the boys.  While Ora “never failed” her, her mother “often did.”  

The housework that Alice performed held an almost natural rhythm, as perceived by her daughter.  The day of baking, of laundry, and so on, always seemed to match the baking and laundry days of other mothers.  The activity of housework was ritualized.  Like Alice’s mother Emma, she wanted the material comforts and not the hard existence of rural living.  As Mary describes it,

Mama had had enough of farms, and animals, and outdoor work.  She had spent her childhood, one of fourteen children, living in a log cabin.  I probably can’t know what such a life was like, but below my mother’s surface exuberance I know she felt deprived, and she wanted to make up for the deprivations.  It seemed to me that she drove herself to take extra jobs; when she had a job that took her away from home, she organized the household and we shifted around a little to allow her to leave the house . . . I think it is likely that she felt compelled to be busy, and did not know how to slacken her pace, to reflect and to think.

Wendell was closest to his mother.  According to Mary, he “was bound to her as long as she lived; either she never let him go, or he never left her.”  While Paul and Noel were referred to “those Colby boys,” Wendell was quiet in demeanor and did not join them in their antics, preferring to stay close to the family.  Mary remembers an incident during her adolescence, when Wendell discouraged her from her dress:

I had a favorite cup and saucer from which I drank my morning chocolate.  Once Wendell came into the kitchen, grumpy and not yet awake, and complained that I was not dressed as he wanted me to dress (I was adolescent and probably my skirts were too short).  I only remember that I turned my full cup upside down, smashing it on the table, then stood up and left the kitchen.  I knew that Wendell loved me; what I did not understand was that he wanted me to remain his little sister forever.

At 21, with money from his first job, he bought his nine-year-old sister her first bicycle.  He married several times; each time, according to Mary, Alice would break up the marriage in some way in order for Wendell to come back to her, which he always did.  After Alice’s death, Wendell re-married his wife Al, though they would divorce again.  Mary describes Wendell as a caring man, who deeply loved children and who maintained a healthy relationship with his younger relatives despite his marital problems.  

Paul and Noel were a different matter altogether.  Labeled “The Colby Boys” they were typical rambunctious adolescent boys, wreaking havoc wherever they went, labeled by their sister as “outlaws.”  Their lives were filled with outdoor exploits: fishing, hunting and trapping.  Mary speculates that they continued to yearn “for the spirit” of their childhood exploits, and remained “close to the forests all their lives.” Their pranks included removing wooden steps from a porch and ringing the doorbell until the homeowner came to the door in anger, and fell to the ground.

They tell of putting a buggy or a wagon on the roof of a man’s own shed, of ringing the church bell until the preacher ran out of his parsonage, of way-laying the high school principal and beating him up . . . They got into nearly serious trouble: they ran away, they vandalized cottages at resort places, they had accidents, they got into escapades which required all the help our father could muster.

Mary describes Paul, the middle brother, as having “red gold hair and the Norman features of our maternal ancestors.”  While he and Noel were very active, aggressive boys, Paul had a quiet, sensitive side, withdrawing into his personal love of music, which he kept private from the rest of the family. “He unwillingly left his clarinet to go to school,” Mary writes, “and he raced up the stairs to practice when he entered the house; my childhood was accompanied by the sweet music of his clarinet.” Paul wanted a career in music; however, Ora did not feel that a man could properly support himself with music and that it would be better for Paul if he treated it as a hobby.  Mary remembers him as a bright and attractive young man.  “If he was drawn into conversation, he had a flashing, wicked wit and merciless humor; he was mockingly handsome.”  However, he is also remembered by his younger sister as a loner.  He wore knickerbockers, one pant-leg always hanging, with his hair over his eyes as he lay on the floor reading, oblivious to” the rest of the family.  He and Noel’s friendship dissipated upon reaching late adolescence.  Unlike Mary, he could be cruel to the family pet.  She even suspects that he may have been responsible for the death of her dog, Zee Wag.  Paul never seemed to want friendship from his younger sister. 

Mary describes her youngest brother Noel as “charming – handsome not in the classic style that was Paul’s but with a high, proudly-held head and bearing.” Noel was well-liked by his mother, his teachers and girlfriends; a seemingly intelligent and sincere young man who knew how to press the right buttons.  However, “he was in a sense defeated by his charm, because he depended on it until he found himself at an age and with pride grown so strong that he was unable to pursue what he wanted.”  Noel came to sense the world was using him for his abilities, and this made him uncomfortable with it.  In adulthood, Noel became disappointed and unsuccessful in life.
 

Ora and his sons built a summer house, cleverly named “Mereshack”, on the shore of Flathead Lake.  Mary fondly recalls summers there, walking through the woods with Zee Wag.  Wendell was the outdoorsman, and he fished for trout for the family’s supper.  Ora worked during the week, but arrived on weekends.  Mereshack was an active holiday destination for the family until the sons reached adolescence.  

All of the men in the Colby family were hunters and they shot plentiful amounts of game during the season.  Alice made mincemeat out of venison, other parts she canned, and still others were taken to the butcher to be smoked or kept fresh in his meat locker.  The Colbys gave meat to residents of the town who did not have hunters to shoot for them. In the evenings, the men skinned the deer from the day’s hunt, and fashioned lead bullets.


By her own account, Mary had a very enjoyable childhood on the frontier.  She played the usual games of Hide and Seek, Run-Sheep-Run and Anny High Over with her friend, Raymond Cole, the son of English immigrants (Raymond’s older sister was named Tasmania after the place of her birth).  In winter they built forts and had snowball fights. They played dress up, wearing swords and pretending to be the Knights of the Round Table or Robin Hood, who became, somewhat prophetically, Mary’s hero, as he “robbed from the rich and gave to the poor.”
 During the United States’ involvement in World War I, they played Huns and Allies – “we must have made our game too real, because I was afraid to go home when I was called to supper.”

One particular early experience illustrates Mary’s imaginativeness and creativity.  While creating a small park with construction sand, she and Raymond fashioned the effect of a stream using broken glass.  When they proudly showed Raymond’s mother, she met them with stern disapproval, making them promise never to break glass anymore.  24.  She and Raymond were very close friends, and they apparently enjoyed being children together so much that, at some point, Raymond’s mother discouraged them from continuing their games.  Childhood, it seemed, was nearly at an end.

Mary was an avid reader of fairy tales and mythologies and a regular visitor to the Carnegie Grant Library.  In those stories, she found representations of herself, her brothers and her mother and father. She was also a bit of a free thinker; at thirteen years of age her friends were making decisions about their religious life, most of them joining churches.  Mary decided that she would try to read the Bible and attempt to believe in a Judeo-Christian God.  If she came to believe in God, she would join a church like her friends.  “I read my Bible every night when I was by myself,” 

pondering to find if I did believe in a supernatural God and in heaven as in an otherworldly place.  I could not make myself believe in a supernatural God and in heaven as an otherworldly place.  I could not make myself believe in the way the church people apparently expected belief, but I did believe in the Bible, which I loved; it seemed to me probable that it had been written in real times by real people.  My brothers had been outspoken believers, but my parents never proselytized.

Paul and Noel were drafted into military service during the war; Wendell was rejected due to a defect in his eye.  In the winter of 1918, during the time of the Spanish Influenza, Paul was sent to train in Minnesota.  It was a cold winter and without the proper clothing he nearly died of pneumonia.  Sent home to Kalispell due to his sickness, he was the only one to contract the flu.   While the brothers were away at war, Mary was left alone with her parents.  Alice busied herself with volunteer nursing, assisting families affected by the flu.  Mary remembers people in the streets wearing the gauze masks, and “funerals were held every day.”

Because the Colby boys did not show much interest in seeking a life for themselves beyond Kalispell, Ora felt responsible for finding a path for them.  He did not consider a higher education, possibly because “it was too early in the history of education in the West to have thought of college,” though both Ora and Alice attended universities. “The paths” the Colby and Conklin families “had pursued had been agriculture and business, and the revolt of [Mary’s] brothers was to reject business or farming for lumbering, trucking, or the cutting of Christmas trees.”  None of the brothers would receive higher education.  Noel, either unaware or indifferent of any opportunities to further his education, enlisted in the marines and served three years in the United States intervention in Nicaragua.  When he returned, he seemed thin and sickly, though Mary was impressed by his uniform and his newly acquired Spanish.  Following his recovery, he worked a number of odd jobs: a taxi driver in San Francisco, and later a position on a pilot boat.

Following the Great War, an economic crisis affected the United States, and many people were out of work.  Her brothers, always the adventurers, having moved away from Kalispell, returned home with stories of the men they met while working and traveling.  Sometimes they brought men home and the effect this had on Mary was significant.  Some were members of trade unions, in particular, “Wobblies,” men of the Industrial Workers of the World (or I.W.W.), formed in 1905 in Chicago, Illinois, an answer to the American Federation of Labor among other conservative (and therefore considered ineffective) unions.  The Industrial Workers of the World sought to organize workers along industrial lines rather than craft lines into a single union.  While the I.W.W. was often referred to as a “communist” organization, especially by the more conservative political elements in the United States, they were in fact not specifically communist, but rather made up of a wide variety of socialist, left-leaning ideologies, including anarchist, communist, socialist and syndicalist.
 During this period, the I.W.W. was busy organizing industrial workers, including, on the west coast, those in the mining, lumber and maritime industries. Every so often, the brothers returned home, each time more and more a stranger to the young Mary.  They were 

bearded and with a new vocabulary, new songs, restlessness and dissatisfaction.  In summer they drifted off again to find temporary jobs as fire lookouts on lonely mountaintops or as crop harvesters.  

In 1917, George, Sr. married Seville Shainwald (b. 1891), a woman of “considerable wealth and ambition,”
 the daughter of a paint and linoleum manufacturer, a marriage that brought considerable distress to his children.  Soon after the nuptials, George and Libby suffered two further disruptions: in 1918, the family moved from New Rochelle to a mansion in San Mateo, just outside of San Francisco where  George Sr. began a successful chain of movie theaters 
 and where George “reached the bottom of what [he knew] of despair so far.”
  It seems likely that this move was prompted by Seville and George Sr.’s marriage. One positive outcome of their union was the birth of George’s half-sister June on July 7th of that year; she and George remained close until his death.

Strict assimilation was common among Jews in San Francisco. About 300 made their way to California during the Gold Rush of 1849, mostly by ship across the Nicaraguan isthmus.  Fifteen years later, about 4,000 of San Francisco’s population of 119,000 were Jews, mostly clerks and merchants.  These Jews, who began as peddlers in New York in the 1850’s, were by the 1880’s successful store and wholesale warehouse owners, industrial and clothing manufacturers and merchants, most famous among them was jeans manufacturer Levi Strauss. By the turn of the century, Jews were prominent members of San Francisco’s economic elite.  George, Sr. enjoyed considerable success in San Francisco.  In addition to his partnership with the firm of Harris and Ackerman, he later employed the renowned Josephine Araldo as the family chef and he joined the famed Bohemian Club, an elite club for men, which according to their charter “instituted for the association of gentleman connected professionally with literature, art, music, the drama, and also those who, by reason of their love or appreciation of these objects, may be deemed eligible,”
 their bourgeois tastes George later blamed for northern California’s cultural stagnation.  

  Moving from the modern suburban community of New York to this western city (which just over a decade before had burned to the ground) were difficult adjustments for a child.  George was subsequently sent to William Warren Military Academy, located outside Menlo Park in Atherton, and Libby to a Dominican Convent, probably at Seville’s suggestion.  George and Libby were “torn away from everything that had been in New York that surrounded [them] with security,” Mary explained,  

it was just completely withdrawn for these two kids . . . It sounds absolutely crazy, and it was.  [George] was vindictive.  He and his sister both felt that they were being destroyed, and it was willful destruction.   They didn’t blame [their] father, but it was as much his father’s fault as much as it was his stepmother’s fault.  They were disposed of.  And it was quite ruthlessly done, and his memories of San Francisco were always connected with that.

Elsie’s younger brothers Robert and Tracy openly questioned George, Sr. and Seville’s actions.  Tracy, a close, favorite uncle of George’s, during their second trip to New York in 1929, told George “You know, you’re Elsie’s children,” insinuating that George’s father had intentionally taken them from Elsie’s family. 

This turbulent period in George and Libby’s life occurred during the American involvement in the Great War, a war which apparently had little effect on their day to day existence.
 Closer to home, the Spanish Influenza pandemic first appeared in the United States in late August of 1918. The medical community, baffled by the power of the strain, limply argued as to whether or not the use of a facemask could actually protect the public from becoming infected.  On Goat Island, a military training camp off the coast of San Francisco, vaccines were given and drinking fountains and telephones were sterilized. The first wave of the disease during the spring of 1918 was a more common powered outbreak, and San Franciscans did not contract the disease.  When the second wave began to hit the eastern seaboard, San Francisco theoretically had time to prepare for possible outbreaks. Board of Health Chief William Hassler did his best to downplay concern about the flu.  As a result, there was little fanfare when a recent immigrant to San Francisco became sick with the flu on September 24.  By mid-October, over 4,000 cases were reported. Immigrant communities were typically the hardest hit, due to poverty, language barriers and racism.  The wearing of masks was made mandatory.  The Mayor, backed by the Board of Health and the Red Cross, urged citizens to “Wear a Mask and Save your Life!  A Mask is 99% Proof Against Influenza.” On November 21, 1918, siren wails greeted a relieved public, signaling the abatement of the killer flu, and that it was now legal to remove their masks.  Public places were re-opened.  Businessmen, like George, Sr., were now determined to make back money lost during the epidemic.
 San Francisco survived the outbreak considerably well.  Of 23, 639 cases reported, there were only 2,122 deaths.  The victory however, was premature; in December, there was another brief outbreak (roughly 5,000 new flu cases were reported).  It was fortunate that the third round of the flu would be much like the first.  Of the 5,000 new cases, about 1,500 died. 

Meanwhile, Seville’s severe psychological and physical abuse of George and Libby continued, apparently of such veracity that it led George to exhibit violent misbehavior and asthmatic symptoms that continued well into adolescence. 
 

. . . with my father’s second marriage there opened on me an attack totally 

murderous, totally brutal, involving sexual attack, beatings, beatings disguised by 

the assistance of doctors - - - I set myself to survive: I don’t know whether or not 

my chances very good.  Perhaps I did. 

I responded also classically, bed-wetting, a terrifying attack of asthma, and later 

suicidal driving, and game playing
fist fighting, the acceptance of any dare at all.

George was “unable to believe the complicity of an adult woman (and my father’s wife)
 

. . . . I assumed all guilt (of thought, of reaction)”.  His asthma attack was 

mis-defined (as is for some reason typical in my family) as a serious ailment called ‘paralyzed throat’.  Classical case of asthma however, in classic circumstances.  

This trauma manifested itself as “the inability to breathe - - the conviction that one cannot keep it up, cannot maintain the effort forever.”

Libby tried to defend herself against Seville, looking to George for support that he was unable (or unwilling) to give to her. George later wondered if his desertion of Libby wasn’t due in part to his being the “darling of the servants.” Certainly, their affection afforded him comforts that his sister was mostly denied due in part to her increasingly rebellious and brash behavior.  Libby 

refused, - - fought her stepmother.  And was of course utterly defeated.  

Seville’s abuse haunted him well into adulthood.  He continued to express guilt for having been unable to help his sister and to acknowledge the extent of the abuse he and Libby suffered.  He felt that except for this inability, assisted by what he refers to as Seville’s “sexual seduction” and his admitted dislike for Libby; he might have saved his sister.  “I still wake sometimes to the guilt of this atrocious desertion”, George later recalled, “I refused absolutely to support her or even listen to her, to acknowledge - - - this of course a consequence of the sexual, symbolically sexual seduction of the step-mother”. 

But had I supported my sister - - my sister might have been saved.  Moreover I believe she thought so, and rightly blamed me.

Had I been an elder brother (The extreme mis-fortune, the flaw:? that I had always disliked my sister - - but this dislike was also cowardice: my sister was

‘the bad one’).  
George admitted much later in life that he thought he still “possess [ed] this cowardice, this mean-ness.” 


 Libby was particularly problematic woman: she a sexually frustrated and socially deluded young woman. Her father’s marriage to Seville was, according to Mary, a “terribly traumatic experience” from which she “never really came through [. . .] She was always a very troubled and terribly unhappy young girl.” 
 

Libby tried to get from her younger brother what she needed from the world ‘Out There’, a world she never entered [. . .] [George], who was two years younger, could not tell her from superior experience what she wanted to know about men and boys, and her infatuations embarrassed him.  He could not help her because he, too, was isolated.  Libby attended a convent school. He went to a boys’ military academy, and the information he could have given her would not have been acceptable to her; he could have told her that the boys in his school dreamed of catching a glimpse of a bare breast, but that her cleverly contrived and memorized conversation in preparation for meeting a man probably would not aid her in arousing his sexual interest.  She tried with bright colors, high heels, a long cigarette holder – but she was on the outside looking in, circling an imagined world, an imagined life, with herself at its center, conversation flowing around her clever remarks, and her quotation of poetry and her epigrams holding a circle of spell-bound men.

She gleaned from the romantic poets of the turn of the century: Dowson, Oscar Wilde, and Swinburne.  She tried to create a style of life to fit the year 1930, and she imagined a passionate and beautiful life, a semblance from her reading.

Libby had no mother, not even an aunt who was her model.  How was she to know what to be? She married straight out of boarding school, and her children were born before she had time to learn what she wanted from life; by the time she was nineteen she was a mother, a wife with a husband much older than she was, and keeper of a large household with servants.

George remembers the title and one of the lines of Libby’s poems: “Come Into My Parlor/I live on a sheet of glass.” The poem accurately expresses her feelings; Libby was the spider, waiting for the males, exposed and living transparently.

Was she beautiful?  [George] says, “To me Libby did not seem beautiful, she was too intent on other eyes on her, she was always searching her mirror with agonized eyes.” Her love for her brother and for her father was faithful and childlike, but Libby never achieved self-love, and so her love for anyone else was so wanting.  As a child she had only her father and her brother.  Her father, who was a well-loved man, was her model.  Libby sought by conquest and daring the love of men, but no man loved her with a love that nurtured her, and no woman really loved Libby except her daughter Andy [Diane Meyer]. 

George, in a letter to Andy, writes: 

IF I had any purpose in mind in telling you about the women of the family it was not to say I think you are my Grandmother Op:  I may have mind to tell you that you come from an astonishingly long line, thru Libby, of unregenerate, unmodified, uncontrolled females.  Astonishingly long.  I am just trying to make camp in it - - - - as comfortably as possibly in primitive conditions and . . . I will wear my hunting knife.
  

“He felt very guilty towards the woman in his family,” Mary explains, 

Because for his younger sister, for his niece Andy, for our daughter, for me, he 

was the man, he was the male, he was the one.  That’s a terrific responsibility and 

he always felt it very much. His older sister, too, but she died.  And he was the 

one male for all of these women.  That was a tremendous responsibility. They had

other men in their lives, but it never mattered.  It had been his father, and George 

just inherited the position.  The one man who they really could trust and love and 

accept.  None of them ever had successful marriages.  It’s a complicated family 

history, but it left George with a tremendous responsibility, which he accepted. 

It was at William Warren Military Academy that George’s love of reading assumed literary aspiration. Libby, like her brother, was artistically inclined, and supportive of his early attempts at writing.  She helped bring to his attention poetry that he otherwise may not have encountered until later, poetry that would have a lifelong impact.  June, too, was crucial in encouraging her older brother in his literary pursuits in adolescence and provided him with necessary support to help him through his tormented relationship with his stepmother.  A “step sister, ten years younger than I. . . May have also been salvation” George writes.  “The little sister loved me, looked up to me . . . Yes, it surely helped.” 

At some point during adolescence, Libby gave him “a handbook” containing the poem “Rain” from Robert Louis Stevenson’s A Child’s Garden of Verses.  He remembers, at nine years of age, reading the poem on Riverside Drive.  “Been trying to say all my life what I recognized then.”
  He later wrote at “eight or nine I was overwhelmed by Stevenson’s Child’s Garden of Verses, and still, still have nearly the same response to it.” As late as 1966, he included Stevenson’s book among his earliest influences, along with L. Frank Baum’s Oz series and the stories of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, inspired by Thomas Malory.
  

“We did have a struggle for an American poetry and even for the American novel”, George argued in a late interview. “The history of American children of our generation is that they grew up on British literature.  I can perfectly well remember my image of myself, a writer, and growing up, was to be Thackeray, to be Dickens.”
  These works inspired the wealthy young man of the “English country family,” who identified with the lower class, the maids and servants who seemed to the boy more authentic, honest and kind than their wealthy employers, to reflect accurately the life of the common man and woman. In his single essay, “The Mind’s Own Place,” George observed:

But this may be because I belong to a generation that grew more American – literally at least – as it approached adult estate: we grew up on English writing – and German fairy tales – as I think no American any longer does.  Starting with Mother Goose – in the absence of It Happened on Mulberry Street or Million of Cats or whatever has become current since my daughter grew up – and proceeding to Kipling and Robert Louis Stevenson and the Rover boys, perhaps the only American writing we saw was in the Oz books and in Mark Twain.  I have not discussed this with other writer, and risk the statement, but I believe that many a young American writer-to-be was astonished on reaching adolescence to discover that he was not easily going to take his place as the young master, or even as a Thackeryan young man who manages, with whatever difficulty, to equip himself with fresh linen and varnished boots, for his crucial morning call on the Duchess.  We found ourselves below stairs, possibly; certainly among the minor characters.  Which was a factor I believe in our need to make our own literature.  Huck Finn, if this were a scholarly work, might be contrasted to Tom Brown, or even to Christopher Robin of Pooh Corners.  Alice wandered from her Governess; Dorothy of Oz ran too late for the storm cellar and was caught in a Kansas cyclone.  Together and contrastingly they dawned on our infant minds, and may have contributed to the aesthetic, if not the social sentiment, which went in search of the common, the common experience, the common man. 

For George, found “wonderful wonderful things” in Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, “how the river ties them all together and carries them through the heart of America” However, “it ended a little shockingly [ . . . ] with the appearance of Tom Sawyer out of nowhere but a previous best seller playing cops and robbers to demonstrate that boys will be boys.”
 In a letter to his sister June George observed of Twain that his literary 

weakness is a sort of journalese.  Huck and Jim for instance are not really talking to each other; they are talking for the benefit of the audience.  It’s a contrivance, though a very very entertaining one.  The river is really there, and they’re really on it, without any nodding and winking at the audience to make the point.  It makes the book a novel[.]

George, Sr. kept a well-stocked library of both the classics and the most current bestsellers; talk of literature was not uncommon in their household and George was intelligent and sensitive enough to take part in these literary discussions.  However, George, Sr. felt literature a past time and not an acceptably serious vocation for a young man to consider.  “George’s outspoken desire to be a poet and a writer was taken lightly as a youthful aberration from which he would recover with maturity,” Mary observed.  
 Therefore it should not come as any surprise that George felt, as stated in his essay that “many a young American writer-to-be was astonished on reaching adolescence to discover that he was not easily going to take his place as the young master.”  In a letter to J.H. Prynne, Oppen recalls his being “escorted along the walks of Cambridge” at the age of sixteen “keeping my own council, of course, but wondering to myself, to begin with, I might survive to be an adult, and second if I would ever walk scholarly past those windows.”

I thought the chances slight.  And the need to walk musing and scholarly and at the same time to have been sent down as befitted a Romantic, O wind, I thought, if winter ever comes . . . 

George’s interest in poetry was precocious.  “I had thought I was a poet from a very, very early age, almost pre-adolescent, or pre-adolescent,”
 he recalled, “I don’t know what age.” 
  June remembers her brother, at about eight years of age, describing a woman whose “cheeks are as smooth as the sidewalks of Pelham.”
 His burgeoning love of literature was probably reinforced by fond memories of his father’s reading to him as a child he spoke often of his desire to be a writer;  when traveling with his father overseas, he sent June fairy tales he wrote in the boredom of hotel rooms, train cars, social clubs and dining halls.

He remembers “only three poems that I wrote in early adolescence or late childhood,”   one “beginning: A sylvan place becked with lace - - - the ‘lace’ being the design of leaves and branches and rhyming with grace, and boarding school.” At sixteen he wrote a poem titled ‘The Red Rock’ (a title possibly inspired by T.S. Eliot’s 1922 poem The Waste Land).  “I had no clear concept of what constituted a ‘poem’ except the rule that it must rime”, 

I suppose I simply rimed it down the page to justify the title.  A poem that began,  

In the garden of the gods where glows

The sun most brightly where he throws

His benediction bloomed a rose - - - 

“I wrote the poem for the name, the poem itself I constructed out of doggerel . . . I had recognized no other structure at the time, I was intensely excited by the name.” 
   It is revealing that words and not meaning formed the justification for one of George’s earliest attempts at poetry.  When George was “in high school or possibly earlier” he had drawn “a scale of the sound of words, i.e.: the word down happens to be lower in pitch than the word he.”  His interest in words as the primary motivating substance of poetry remained a foundation for his poetic career. His superb attention to language, the “little words,” as he described them, was a crucial aspect of his later poetics and was deeply related to his mature philosophical and political outlooks.  Such careful attention to the sound and materiality was a primitive energy and language as the fundamental material of poetry was to find a sympathetic counterpart in Louis Zukofsky’s poetic theory. 

As with most American poets in the early part of the twentieth century (including those twin edifices of modernity, William Carlos Williams and Ezra Pound), George wrote mainly formal verse; the pre-eminent form of the day was the sonnet, as written by the Romantic and Enlightenment poets.  He often remarked that Keats and Shelley were the chief influences on his early verse and Oppen’s mature poetry contains numerous quotations and allusions to the classics of English literature: anonymous medieval lyrics, Blake, Wyatt, Langland, Chaucer, Jonson and Herbert. Later in life, George described his method of testing a poem’s greatness was whether it made him weep: remembering Keats and Shelley, he remarked: “I understood them alright . . . I still remember weeping.”
 

As with George’s predilection for boats and working with his hands, his burgeoning love of literature would further alienate him from his aristocratic family:

I don’t know what age – there was a scene my younger sister [June] tells of my father and mother coming to the boarding school I was in, for a drive and a talk and to ask what I was going to be?  And I said I was going to be a writer.  And my stepmother thought a moment and she said, “Oh, uh, like James,” And my sister remembers with amusement and intensity with which I said, “Not like James Barrie.” 

He spent a majority of his adolescent years in boarding school reading and “looking for girls”. He read the Romantics, mostly.  A later autobiographical note lists some of the authors and works which left an impression on him: “The Anatomy of Melancholy, Sir Thomas Brown, Ruskin, Carlyle (Sartor Resartus) - - anything, Nietzsche, Pascal, Thackeray, Dickens - - Made little difference to me if I understood or not, I was enchanted.”

Due to the strict environment of the military academy, he was forced to do most of his reading at night, staying up late with a flashlight, suffering the effects of his nocturnal literary excursions the following day.  Apparently, independent learning of the sort George was involved in was highly discouraged by the headmasters at Warren Military Academy.  One cannot imagine that it was a very stimulating environment for a sensitive and intellectual young man.  George went to absurd lengths to continue reading: hiding underneath building foundations, or in dormitory attics, crawling out of dormitory windows to read in the dim light before daybreak.  His search for privacy to read took up an abundance of his time and most attempts were entirely unsuccessful.  


There was also the ignorance of the instructors to contend with.  While walking on the grounds, busy reading The Way of All Flesh, he remembered

one of the instructors found me with this book – whipped it out of my hands, tore it up.  I didn’t even know what he thought it was . . . it took me a long time to realize what he thought I was reading.

When speaking of his childhood in San Francisco, George makes no mention of the various strikes and demonstrations affecting working class Californians. Tom Mooney stood trial in January 1917, accused of a bombing during the previous July’s Preparedness Day parade.  In April 1918, the Young People’s Socialist League was raided and 105 were arrested under suspicion of plotting an anti-British revolt in India.  Papers were running stories on supposed Bolshevik activities; soon after, the Communist Labor Party was established in San Francisco.  George’s apparent lack of exposure to such events was most likely due partially to political apathy but it is fair to suggest that his upper class background and insulated upbringing kept him far removed from the less savory realities of the world.  After all, as much as George claims to have read during adolescence, he makes no mention of fellow Californian Jack London’s The Iron Heel a classic work of social realism and a favorite of Bukharin and Trotsky’s, published just eleven years before George’s arrival.  It is likely that such provocative literature did not find its way into George’s sheltered hands.  

 For George, Stevenson was to have the final say on the Californian experience.  In a letter to Tom Sharp (dated possibly 1977), George mentions Robert Louis Stevenson’s essay “The Silverado Squatters” which he remembers as “Silverado Summer” for him “the only meaningful writing about early California that I know of (the business men of the Bohemian Club and their desire to be sophisticated, plus the humorists such as Bret Harte, made a total mess of the thing, leaves nothing but Stevenson, Stevenson and perhaps some of Jack London as a record of this coast.”

While at school, George frequented used bookstores always in search of something to read, admitting that he “somehow did not think of libraries – outside the family tradition,” perhaps because libraries were then repositories of the poor and the homeless.  Dressed in his academy clothes, he felt he would have been out-of-place among less fortunate children.  He was “unwilling to enter in the guise of the Prince of Wales, and I think no doubt I would have been stared at - - an unmistakable difference at the time between clothes of an upper-class adolescent and smaller middle-class or proletarian children - - short pants at age 14 or 15, e.g. - - - etc. (British clothes)” 

This early acknowledgment of his privileged social status later manifested itself in the development of a class consciousness and as identification with those less-privileged members of society. Perhaps George remembered how well the servants treated him in comparison to the cruelties of his step-mother.  Having lived a mostly sheltered life, reading helped increase George’s growing awareness of social inequality.  E. Haldeman-Julius’ Little Blue Books were crucial reading material in his early education as a political leftist.  These small, cheaply printed pocket-sized books sold for as little as five cents, making them easily affordable and distributable.  They covered a wide variety of subjects and were easily obtainable by mail order. An estimated 500 million of these books were sold by 1951.  A joint enterprise of Emanuel Julius Wayland and Marcel Haldeman, European Socialists who immigrated to the United States in the early part of the twentieth century.  They ran several freethinking newspapers, including The Appeal to Reason and The Agnostic.  The Blue Books “could fit inside a school book,” George recalled, “which was a godsend,” as it allowed him the ability to read without the interference of his family, teachers, or peers.  Carl Sandburg, the first modern poet of interest to George and Mary incidentally authored one booklet, titled You and Your Job.  “It’s possible that I owe everything to this,” George later commented, “certainly all the education I possess.” One Blue Book in particular left an impression:

I think it was the only story written and published by [Julius].  It was of a man like himself, an Italian immigrant who came to this country to escape poverty.  He got a job, more or less a sweatshop job, but was determined not to lose his culture or his cultural interests.  So out of his very small salary he saved and saved for six months, or a year, in order to go to the opera.  And went, with tremendous excitement.  And fell asleep.  He was tired.  And so the story ends as a story of despair. 
  


George did not want to follow his father into business, he wanted to be a writer and artist and experience the life of the common man – a life he found unattainable in a comfortable world of the moneyed elite.  He had also developed a fondness for the natural world; this occurred during the summer of 1924 or 1925, when George attended summer camp, his stay extended due to a camp quarantine. This fondness for nature that found fuller expression in his adult life, particularly during his period in the French countryside or the frequent trips he and Mary made to Maine.  Mary, who was born in Montana and reared in the forests of Oregon, probably did much to encourage him. 
 

Seville’s continuing psychological abuse led finally to a series of adolescent rebellions, expressed in violent, risky behavior.  He found himself taking part in fist fights and committed various other delinquent acts of an unspecified nature.  Six weeks prior to George’s graduation from Warren Military Academy, he was involved in a serious automobile accident, which claimed the lives of one of the passengers. George was the driver of the automobile, and was drunk at the wheel; it would not be the only time when he was allowed to live while those around him perished. It became a pattern from which he saw no logic and it caused him an inordinate amount of guilt.  Suspended from Warren Military Academy for drinking, George’s upper-class course toward college was suddenly ended, his educational career in ruin.
  

Shortly after his suspension from boarding school, George accompanied his father on a trip to Europe, as he did on numerous occasions during his youth. Father and son spent a majority of their time seeing the sights in Paris, London and Scotland.  During this particular trip, they traveled to England and Scotland, and, perhaps at George, Sr.’s suggestion, visited with a number of Seville’s relatives.  In Scotland, he attended lectures at St. Andrews, where he met C.A. Mace, then Professor in Philosophy.
  George’s final published poem remembers those months alone with his father, away from Seville, remembering 

[. . .] the solace

Of flight memory

Of adolescence with my father

In France we stared

At monuments as tho we treaded

Water stony

Waters of the monuments and so turned

Then hurriedly

On our course

Before we might grow tired

And so drown 

On his return to the United States, George enrolled in a small preparatory school to complete his secondary education.  Afterwards, he moved into an apartment in Pasadena, where Libby had recently married and settled down.  There he met a man, three or four years older, preparing to enroll in college to become an entomologist and, George, having no specific goals following the completion of his primary educational curriculum, on a whim accompanied the gentleman and another friend, Don Edwards, to a small agricultural college in the town of Corvallis, Oregon. 

By 1918, Mary’s brothers Paul and Noel were “wandering”
 and Wendell was working at a bank in Seattle, where he met his future wife.  Ora recently received an inheritance and saw the city as an opportunity to seek out financial investments; while not a cosmopolitan community, it did offer more possibilities for accruing wealth and stability than Kalispell.  That spring, Ora, Alice and Mary moved to Seattle.  Her father found business working with the large Asian community of importing merchants from Japan and the South Pacific.  By summer, he moved the family to the Lake Washington area. It was the “first time [Mary] saw stores with foreign products, ten-cent stores with counters over which to pore, a Farmer’s Market.” She heard “Chinese, Swedish and Russian spoken; the Swedes and Russians came as lumber workers, and eventually their women joined them.” The family used the mass transit system of streetcars; Mary does not recall whether or not the family owned an automobile at the time.  

Her life in Seattle was an enjoyable one.  As in Kalispell, Mary’s best friend was a boy named Russel, with whom she would explore the still relatively untouched wilds of the forests and countryside, not far from the relative comforts of their suburban homes. Mary enjoyed the liberal atmosphere of the city; there foreign and minority communities existed and were relatively accepted and well-treated, as compared to the Flatheads or the Asians who lived in Kalispell.  On Saturdays, her parents would take her to vaudeville theaters where she saw “magicians, tumblers, adagio dancers, singers” and on the Fourth of July she watched the fireworks display designed by one of her father’s business partners.
  Mary was beginning to show some interest in the arts; besides piano lessons, these early exposures to the live theater led her to daydreaming about becoming a dancer, so appreciative she was of their creative energy and expression, yet Ora discouraged her from pursuing these interests, fearing that it was not a proper life for his daughter.  Meanwhile, the city libraries were well-stocked and clean, filled with the latest literature from all sides of the globe.  Mary remembers roaming the beach behind the house of a family friend, collecting sea shells, eating dinner at the base of a sea cliff, walking the seven hills, either to piano lessons downtown, or to the bustling Pike Place Market, walking 

the waterfront street too, where I found a flea circus.  I loved to smell the coffee, spices and fish – to me exotic smells; one of those odors will still bring me memories of Seattle.  I was in love with my first city. 

Her newfound love of the growing American city would drive her toward the world’s largest metropolis, New York, and she would continue to live in major cities for the rest of her life.  Always near water, always cities filled with exotic sights and sounds – San Francisco, New York, Detroit.  This desire for the city would lead her away from home, finally unable to settle for rural life.


Unfortunately, the life she enjoyed so much would soon change.  By 1920, Ora, disenchanted with his business partners, sold his share of the partnership and moved the family to Grants Pass, Oregon, a small rural community one hour north of the California border, a town that was almost opposite to the international, cosmopolitan community of Seattle.  When Mary, aged twelve, first saw Grants Pass, she made a vow to leave as soon as possible.

Ora planned to open a general store to service the miners, lumber mill workers, and laborers there to build a new irrigation dam on the Rogue River, which runs directly through town. The dam was never completed.  Mary also suspects that her father’s feeling of responsibility for his family, including an aunt and uncle and their children (who apparently followed him wherever he went), kept him from achieving this modest goal.
  Regardless of his economic misfortune, Ora, always kindhearted, went so far as to invite another family, the Whorleys, to share in the financial possibilities of the town. Mary suspects that, as an added incentive there may have possibly been the intention of marrying her off to one of the Whorley sons. 

Grants Pass was a holdover from the era of western territory gold prospecting, like Kalispell its economy was driven mostly by the mining and forestry industries.  

The greatest number of this town 400 miles from a city mined or worked in the lumber industry or farmed; most of them were not interested in enriching their lives in other ways.  The library had its pitiful few books, and the school had no library at all.  The town’s inhospitable attitude towards all newcomers closed it to new ideas as well, and the itinerant agricultural work-force drifted through.  It was a one-street town settled by forty-niners who had come over the Rogue River trail from Gold Beach on the coast, hunting for gold.  The attitudes reflected in the schools were southern attitudes – a Ku Klux Klan organization existed, and Catholics were not welcome; Negroes were not permitted to stay overnight.  

“I felt out of place in Grants Pass,” Mary explained, “a town settled by southerners during the Gold Rush and after the Civil War.”

I had to remove myself from that atmosphere in which my family had settled; I had to leave.  My feeling was that I had landed in a foreign place.  My childhood and that start in Montana let me know that I would be able to find the conversation that could not be found in Grants Pass.

According to Mary, the population was made up of “settlers from the hill country of Missouri and Kentucky [. . .] they loved the hills, guns, hunting, fishing and searching for gold.”
  Children were rushed through school with no intention of preparing them for the world outside the community. Most married from within the town and worked the same lands their parents had or took jobs in the lumber mills or mine shafts.  Women were expected to become housewives; no deviations were tolerated.  Mary, however, was determined not to become prey to this fate to which so many women had acquiesced.  She was driven to see the kind of life that she had witnessed in Seattle, at age twelve “almost at once [she] began to save money to escape.”


Mary felt that the similarities between Kalispell and Grants Pass were mostly cosmetic.  “On my block in Kalispell I had been in and out of every house on the block and knew, at least intuitively, the ways of parents and children,” she writes.  In Grants Pass, however, most of the townspeople were somewhat eccentric.  She recalls an old couple who kept a decrepit farm and whose eggs were probably contaminated.  Next door to the Colby’s neighbors, the Whorleys, lived two families of Osage Indians from Oklahoma who had purchased a significant piece of land and who “lived a strange half-Indian, half-town existence.” 

They were oil-rich, and each person in the family old enough to drive had a late-model car.  Mr. Whorley saw one of the little boys one day, sawing through the legs of [a] new grand piano.  The two older children of the families were a handsome, dark, reserved and intelligent eighteen-year-old boy and a sixteen-year-old girl so beautiful it was breathtaking.  They each drove a new sports car, dressed elegantly and formed an elite of themselves, the only dark-skinned people in the area; their beauty almost burned the town.  They lived in a home in which the old ways were more dominant than the new ways.  The older women looked like women on a reservation, with loose dresses and braids.  The father, the head of both families, was a somewhat heavy, dark-skinned man who was very dignified.  The family made no friends in the town.

As with the Mary’s family, these Indians were labeled as foreigners.  Unlike the Mary’s family they were “tolerated because they were rich.” The Colbys had a difficult time becoming part of the community, as “newcomers” they were excluded from social gatherings among the established families.

For the boys, it was another matter altogether.  For as much as they loved hunting and fishing, Grants Pass was a homecoming to them, finding little difference between it and Kalispell.  When Ora invited his boys to return to the fold and assist him with the general store, his sons were swift to answer his request.  They again felt at home hunting in the forests, fishing in the lakes and streams.  Unlike Mary, they maintained a lifelong aversion to cities, even going so far as to “detour around” them when traveling.  Wendell, vowing to “never again [. . .] work at anything that requires that [he] look through a window at the world,”
 found employment in forestry, as did Paul and Noel.  The two younger brothers started a dance band, and they organized Saturday night dinner and dances on the outskirts of town.  Mary describes the “violence at these dances, where all the emotions of the week at work or at home found expression in fighting, drinking or sex.”  She would “dance with whoever asked” her, usually square dancing.

The boys were all quickly married, apparently within the same year.  Paul married a woman named Julia, and Wendell was soon engaged to a girl named Helen, a Montana native he met in the Seattle bank.  Their marriage did not last; Helen quickly became unhappy (either because of Wendell or Grants Pass or both) and returned to Seattle three months after they were married.  This would be the first of several bad marriages for Wendell. 


In her adolescence, Mary was becoming increasingly close to Noel.  Soon after he arrived in Grants Pass, Noel met his future wife Emma, a school teacher, at one of these dances.  They “married almost at once,” Mary recalls. One senses that Mary might have felt some jealousy over Noel’s relationship with his wife and frustration over how Emma treated him.  Mary’s impression of Emma was that of

a fiery, pretty, very bright young woman with no outlook except getting ahead in a material way.  Like other hill-people, she was fiercely jealous and easily offended.  It took very little to excite Emma, she felt she had to be independent, and she never really believed that Noel loved her.  I think he did love her, and he was hurt in his male pride when she could turn in petty anger against him and “get even” by sex with other men.

Emma continued to teach after their marriage and seek further education to “increase her qualifications.” 
 While she held certain animosities toward her sister-in-law, Mary would often turn to Emma as a confidant in matters of relationships and sex, instead of Alice, who was growing jealous of Mary’s sexuality.  Noel worked in the shoe department at Ora’s store, and allowed Mary to take whatever stockings she desired. Alice was “afraid” of Mary, and sensed Mary’s desire to live a life “superior” to her own.
 When Alice and Mary’s relationship began to deteriorate, Noel offered to take Mary in to live with himself and Emma, and their son, Pete.  Mary declined.  She felt that they had not overcome the limits of their upbringing and education, they were not “rooted in themselves” as Ora was, and they therefore not been “happy men.” 

Meanwhile, Mary was busy exploring her limited environment in Grants Pass, as well as her blossoming sexuality.   Once, while swimming with her friend Ruth, a boy teasingly pinched her nipple – she had not yet discovered her developing breasts. She watched in fascination as another friend, Dorothy, taped her nipples flat before putting on a brassiere.  

She then slipped over her head a straight, unshaped dress that almost touched at her hips and fell not quite to her knees.  This was the way the older girls dressed, and the term used to describe them was the Flappers.

Mary, on the other hand, still wore “a short skirt, a heavy sweater, and boots with socks turned down over their tops just below my knees.” “[N]early every freshman girl” wore the same style clothes to school, “it was almost a uniform.”
  While camping with neighborhood friends, she began to menstruate.  “I was so startled and disturbed that I had to go home immediately,” she recalls.  Alice was not at home; Emma was left to explain. She would be horrified at later catching Emma and Noel making love.  “I came bursting into my bedroom one day and found them making love,” she remembers, “my brother’s penis was large, and I felt a virgin’s shock at beholding an erection.”


Sexual behavior in Grants Pass was, as Mary describes it, “permissive.”  Along with the violent outpouring of emotion at the dance hall on Saturday night, came the drunken couplings and adulterous activities.  The era of Prohibition that meant to decrease crime only led to its increase, inciting “lawlessness” and an added 

air of secrecy and license [. . .] Sexual activity went on all around me, among all ages of the population.

Across from our house on Saturday afternoons we watched the wife polish the new car for the weekend and when she finished the husband got in the car to drive it away for his own spree.  She seemed unconscious of his purpose, and no one told her.


In eighth grade, a teacher brought books on sexual education to class.  “These books were of the birds-and-bees variety of sex information,” Mary explained, “and what I remember from them was probably not printed there at all.”  Her initial attitude toward sex was formulated by these books; she remembered being left with the impression that boys “if sexually aroused and not satisfied would suffer indescribably”, and so decided not to take part in the heavy petting that became commonplace among the other girls.  She describes this type of sexual contact as 

the form that girls used in the 1920s to contain their sexual behavior.  In the back seat of an automobile, the girl’s struggle was to prevent penetration by the boy’s penis, while the boy’s manly obligation was to use any method short of rape to accomplish just that.  No “nice” girl ever went “the whole way,” but boys boasted of their prowess whether they had been successful or not.

Consequently, other forms of achieving orgasm “were invented or experimented with,” but they were not publicly discussed. Mary watched the usual couplings taking place outside the dance hall where Paul and Noel played music. There were also the typical “lover’s lookout”-style parking spots where teenagers “climbed into the back seat to struggle.” This was a form of courtship in Grants Pass,” Mary explains, “the boy pleading ‘Aw, come on,’ and the flushed and struggling girl finding no safe, satisfying or honorable outcome to the courtship.  Some of these couplings resulted in pregnancy and forced marriage, as birth control was not readily available in the early 1920s, especially in an environment like Grants Pass.  Safe abortions were available only to those who could afford them.  Mary rejected the moral considerations of the townspeople, but since pregnancy entailed these inevitable trappings, she avoided it.  She was determined to leave Grants Pass free of attachments.

That same year she became the object of the amorous attention of a boy named Jack McArthur, son of a railroad engineer, who lived a comfortable life among the mostly poverty-stricken townspeople.  While she was not his girlfriend, he was so adamant in making others believe she was that Mary had trouble finding a real boyfriend.  Jack was employed watching the airplane of a barnstormer who gave plane rides.  His payment was in the form of airplane rides; as a show of affection, he invited Mary to ride in his place.  Without permission, Mary accepted.  She remembers it as a brief moment of release from her mostly uneventful life in Grants Pass.

The plane was small and open, the air rushed by, the motor worked hard and lifted us.  Labor ceased and the plane seemed held by air.  I leaned over the side to see the whole valley as I had never seen it before: the pass through the mountains from the north, the river winding through the valley from mountains on one side to mountains on the other, and endless mountains reaching in all directions away from the valley.  I saw my house in miniature; the whole town lay like a map of itself.

Mary was staying with her aunt and uncle while her parents were out of town.  When she returned to their home and excitedly related her experience, they were angered that she did not ask permission and horrified at what might have happened, should something gone wrong.  Mary’s brothers managed to calm the aunt and uncle down.


That summer, Ora’s health began to decline rapidly.   He began to show “alarming symptoms.” By her second year of high school, Ora began to seek medical help outside of Grants Pass.  He underwent exploratory surgery to diagnose his symptoms.  Mary traveled by bus to visit her father following his surgery. “I sat with him, and he held my hand while he told me, ‘I may not get well, Mary dear,’ but I did not really understand what he was saying to me.”


Ora was diagnosed with terminal cancer; the doctor’s prognosis was that he had perhaps a year left to live.  Faced with this inevitable decline, he began to immerse himself in the store, preparing the business so that it would continue supporting his family.  “He was in a race with death,” Mary explains, “and in the fall of my fifteenth year he was less and less able to go from the house.”  His cancer finally rendered him immobile; he died not long after this.  Mary recounts her father’s death:

One night I was called down to find my family gathered around his bed.  I was uncomfortable, because I could not find my father in the wasted form gasping for breath.  He was alone with his death, and his death left each of us alone too.

Ora, who was religious, who lovingly read to her from the Old Testament, who invited strangers to dinner, the man who lived at his own individual pace, the gentle man who could not stomach violence of any kind, who confronted a school master about beating the children, who calmly accepted the world as it was, who knew the stars, was “buried from a church he had never entered in life,” Mary angrily recalled.  It was difficult for Mary to adjust to her father’s passing; at first, unable to accept that he was in fact gone.  “I could not make the connections between his death, the funeral, and the father I had known.” 

Papa’s preoccupation with his impending death and his responsibility to provide for us after his death did not allow me to find the world outside with him and through his ideas.  I never saw his family again after his death; that tie was broken.

“I do not think my life would have followed the same paths if my father had not died when I was fifteen years old,” Mary observes.
  Her father was to Mary the glue that held the family together; following his death, the family seemed to fall apart, they were no longer “united.”
 “While he was alive more discussions took place,” Mary explained, “reasons for things were made clear, more ideas were proposed to circumvent the unfriendly manners of our fellow citizens in Grants Pass.” Following Ora’s death, the family no longer participated in meaningful, thoughtful discussion as they did when he was alive.  Conversations soon debased into mere gossip; Paul and Alice were “wickedly funny,” in their critique of the local townspeople.
 


Mary spoke to Linda of her grandfather so often that Linda confessed she felt him to be more myth than man.  “I was very wound up in him,” Mary admitted. “He died when I was very young.”

I was very wound up with him, the whole family was, and I wasn’t old enough to have very great discussions with him because he had cancer by the time I became an early adult.  And my brothers knew him much  . . . in a different sort of way than I did.

Ora left all assets of his estate with Alice; faced with the loss of economic stability, Alice and Paul became involved “in one get-rich quick scheme after another” 
 but their attempts were far from successful.  Along with a change in class following Ora’s death, Mary was left alone with Alice, and the situation was intolerable for both of them.  “I knew I had to get away from my mother and earn my own living at once,” she recalls,

I was willing, even eager to do this – the only obstacle was my age.  I felt a desperate loneliness for my father; I couldn’t bear his absence and was pressed to realize his spirit in myself.  All my young life, it now seemed, I had been vigilantly avoiding the trap that was Grants Pass, and I now looked for a way into the world.  I considered losing myself in the wilderness, but no answers came from running away into nothing; I lay beside a spring in the forest with only a bird or squirrel to see me lying there, or I climbed to a hilltop in order to look out at the mountains.  I pondered a way into the world, into a peopled world.

Alice and Paul became “the harum-scarum leaders of the remnant” of the family, while Mary and Noel “withdrew in reserve and watched.”

Paul was anarchic and destructive, perhaps by his own choice, and Mama would grow nearly hysterical with pent-up emotions which she expressed to Paul in zany schemes to get rich quickly: a turkey farm, a gold mine, a lily plantation, and her several brief marriages.

Thinking it might improve her chances at escape, Mary began seeing “an adult man who was not a Grants Pass man,” whom she thought could at least provide her with a vicarious reality that existed outside of her own.  


Mary met a neighborhood girl named Prudence, who suffered from polio and was confined to a wheelchair.  She also possessed an intellectual curiosity which matched Mary’s; the two became close friends.  She spent a great deal of time with her after her father’s death, also with an educated Dutch family named Voorhees, with whom she felt stimulated and accepted.  Mary’s family was unable to provide the intellectual stimulation she required.  It was the Voorhees who assisted Mary in her decision to attend college as a way of escaping the stifling environment of Grants Pass.  But it was thanks to the “vigilance”
 of Jessie Griswold, the County Agent, who explained “in precise and practical terms” the process of seeking higher education, convincing her “that I could go to college and that I could support myself there.” The Voorheeses suggested that Mary attend the University of Oregon in Eugene, “not realizing how little [Mary] was able to deal with the more sophisticated city people who attended the University.”


Mary worked that summer, took the necessary examinations for college entry and “applied for acceptance” to the University.  She made clothes to take with her to college.  While Ora did not specifically leave any money for Mary in his will, Alice was still responsible for paying her daughter’s tuition to college though Mary’s brothers had to convince Alice of this responsibility.


In Eugene, Mary and three other roommates crowded into a small apartment.  She was unable to find any employment in the area; apparently it was not a matter of great concern for her classmates.  They were determined to find handsome college boys to marry and to enjoy an upper class life.  She was invited to a sorority; not surprisingly the sorority experience was not compatible with Mary’s non-conformist nature.   She did find a few friends while attending the University, and a boyfriend: a senior honors student studying mathematics.  Due to Ora’s death by cancer, Mary decided she wanted to study medicine, but her dreams of becoming a doctor were ended when she received a ‘D’ in chemistry.  Discouraged by her inability to succeed in the college atmosphere, or to fit in among the sons and daughters of wealthy industrialists and agriculturalists, Mary left college by the end of her first semester. She did return briefly at the request of her boyfriend, but his sexual conservatism was frustrating to Mary; she needed a sexual partner and she suspected that he was without sexual experience.  He asked her to marry him, confirming Mary of his naïveté.  She told him no; she had no plans of marrying at sixteen years of age, one of the very reasons she left Grants Pass for college in the first place.  


Mary returned home begrudgingly and took a job, determined to return to college, this time at the Agricultural College in Corvallis, which she hoped would be a more stimulating atmosphere than what she felt was an elitist university.  She met another boy, a lightweight boxer, whom she stayed with strictly for sexual enjoyment.  Noel, out of concern for her image in the community, asked Mary if she planned on marrying the boy.  Mary, resolute in her independence and her desire to achieve a life on her own terms, told Noel frankly, “No.” Sex came to provide Mary with “a momentary fulfillment” and that she “did not find any way through my first relationships out of the trap [she] was in” in Grants Pass.  She began to see that the sexual relationships in town here “made and lived with diffidence” and that she “too entered into relationships with no ties and no expectations that they would solve anything.”
  She was determined to go it alone.  
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