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A Portrait of Jim Tully: ‘An Ohio Hobo in Hol1lywood

Daivd -D. Anderson

The early nlneteenth century American dream had its orlglns in.Thomn;

3 | .
Jefferson' 's elghtenth century vIslon of an open society in whlch one's talents.
ambltion, and enterprlse were the only Ilmltatlons on.the. pluce one might
achieve, and by the endeof the nlneteentn.century. through the fusion and
infusion of reality--the lives of Jacksen, Lincoln, Garfield, and others--
and fantasy--especially the hundred or more repetitious works of Horatio Alger,:..
Jr.==-the dream had become myth;'perhaps, even yet, the most durable American
myth. A poor boy--or, in. the late 20th century, poor girl--can rise, through
the proper combination: of talent, work, and luck (often=translated.Into~sharp
dealing) to a position of wealth, power, and prestige in American soclety,
perhaps even to the Presidency.

Jim Tully, the subject of this portrait, never to my knowledge asplred
to the Presidency nor to any other political office=-in fact, he dlgliggd
even talking about politics--, but his achievement of the reality beyond the-
American myth. ‘is based upon impeccable credentials:  he was born In a log
cabin hear the town of St. Mary's, In Auglaize County, Ohio, on June 3, 1888;
the som of a drunken Irish ditch dligger; his only formal education was between
the ages of six and eleven in an:orphanasylum in Cincinnati. Between twelve
and twenty-one he was a hobo, crossing the country at least three times by
freight train, as well as an itinerant laborer, a professional. fighter, a

link heater iin. a chain factory, and a clrcus roustabout. Yet, in 1922, he Vot

published a well-received autobiographical novel~-so innocent was he of authorial- .
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niceties that its first draft was a single paragraph 100,000 words long--
fol lowed by23 volumes of fiction, autobiography, biography, and sketches, as
well as plays, and, as nearly as can be determined, some nine hundred storles,
essays, artlcles. and sketches His works were best-sellers in the Soviet
Union durlng the 19205 and 19305. and of hlm H - Hencken wrote fn’ 1928 that
If Tully were a Russlan, read in translatlon, all the Professor§
would be hymning‘him. He has all ofi Gorky's capacity for making
vivid the miserles of poor and helpless men, and in addltlon he - .
has a humor that no’ Russian‘ could concejvably have..
Tully's financlal success was as geeat as Mencken's continued hlgh
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regard for his work, In Emmett Lawler (1922), his first novel, his alter 5551
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remarks.‘ﬁsé entirely facetiously, that ''some day .1'1V think and makg a mllllog.
and wear a dress sdit*and.iéok Yike a head waiter', and Tully and hisﬁglsgz .
ego spent many hours In public 1lbrarles across the country, reading? occaslq?ally.l
stealing a book'dr'two; and thinking. By 1940, after more than a desade in 3

Hollywood as press agent, dialogue writer, and magazine journalist-=in one

typlcal yeai In the 1930s he appeared in Vanity Fair, Scrlbner s, True Con-_'

fessions, Saturdax,Evenlna Post, American Mercury, and hotoglaz--TulIy dellghted

i
in pointing out that‘he lived in a $100,000 house in the Hollywood Hills ovqr-

looking Toluca Lake. that he owned an U9 acre ranch in the Valley, and, most

lmportantly. that he owned the finest library in Hollywood. After a serlos of
heart a"t"tacks durlng'.'the‘ mid-1940s, Tully died on June 22, 1947, and he is .
buried In Forest Lawn Cemetray among stars and tycoons. . ‘ ,'. 4
By 1940, too, Tully had become a Hollywood legend even as he.. seemed to :r
have dropbed throuéh'ohe of the many holes in American literary history: qnce :
Charlie Chaplln s press agent and ghest writer, he refused to, glve Chaplln L

g

censorhs1p rights over a sketch, and not only was he fired but Chaplin attempted
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to get an injunction to prevent its publication. Faillng,,Chapl!n commentgd
mallclously that “What Tully's forbears did with a shovel,.Jim-has tried to do
with a pen." On ‘another occasion, after a flst flght wlth John Gilbert, Tully
sdld, "'} didn' t:h!t him. He was swinging away at me, and it looked to me as lf
he'd fan himself to death. So | just put him.to,sleep for his own prote;tjon.

Tally had-.ceme to Hollywood by accident - in fiis last professional fight, . in
Los Angeles, he had been knocked unconsclous for twenty-four hours and when;he I
woke up, he stayed where he was, But énemies, in Hollywood insisted that his’

works were truly fiction, that he had never been a hobo, a brawler, or a roust- '

about, but -instead, a seminarian with an imagination. But Frank Scully descr{bed‘

him as$"the enfant: terrible of Hollywood! as well as ''a mighty:oak'of American
lettetﬁgh_and in 1932 George Jean Nathan rated him with O'Neitl, preisqr, and
Lewis ds”a significant and representative if naive writer of the time. Yet, Nathan
continued, "he...cannot refrain from making himself out a much lower hoqnd thgq
he is...a man born.in a pigsty and one who has never since taken a bathﬂf.,a -
ruthless and dismaylng cynic,...a ribald mocker of all sentiment, and--in his e
own arget=-as a;tough mug generally." o 133 |
Whether because Tully's Hollywood legend supplanted thlt of Tully the hobo
kid turned writer and then vanished as Hollywood legends have a hablt of doing,
whether his subject matter, so successful in the twenties, was, like Broufleld'
and Cabell‘s, ‘unacceptable to critics and |ntellectualswln the thirtles and : i
fortles, whether his one story--like Sherwood Anderson, he was fascinated wlth
the facts:of:his own.life--became too repetitious, although again;.1lke Anderson,
he told that story well if_in fewer.ways, whether hISJsuccess and~the:prlée.€hat

he paid for it by wrltlng um:prollficallyand Indlscrimlnately made him-teo Iow-

brow for intellectuals and academics, whether he wrote too rapldly to be good

-






“To those critics, however kind, ‘who contended that: | am a
novelist trying to find myself, | will here answer for the first
-and only time. If | haveinot been able to invent a new medium in
my picaresque books, | have at least been strong enough not to
.conform to one that:is outworn..
| did not study the people in thse books as an entymologyst
does a bug on a pin. | was one of them. | am still of them. |
can taste the bltterness of their lives in the bread | eat today....
Tully s published canon of thirty volumes ls perhaps as uneven as any in
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American history, yet from it may be extracted a solid core of slx novels that
o
deserve recognltlon, readlng, and comment : Emmet Lawler (1922), eggars of Life

(192h) Clrcus Parade (1927) Shanty lrlsh (l92u), Shadows of Men (0930), and
Blood on the Moon (1931). To these, Tully mught add (although | prefer not to)
Ladles in the Parlor (l935), reportedly his favorlte and the work that Introduced

it O b 3o

me to Tully a number of years ago when | found it in a second-hand bookshop.

All oflthe six are rooted in Tully's experlences in the years between hls
twelth and hls twenty-first birthdays. Five of the six--all but Emmgtg_&gylgg:-
are written ln‘the first person, and each ls organized eplsodlcally and chronolog-
ically--plcaresquely, | suppose. In the last flve--whlch Tully later llked to
group together as ”the Underworld Edition''--each work focuses on a particular

facet of Tully s formatlve years--Beggars of Life on life in St. Mary s Ohio,

on the road and as a flghter, much of which repeats Emmett Lawler. Clrcus Parade

L3

on llfe as a roustabout Shanty Irish on life in St Mary s, focuslng on Tully s

grandfather, Old Hughie, Shadows of Men on the life of vagrants lmprlsoned by an

lndignant socaety, and Blood on the Moon on life on the road from St Mary s to
o W 1 IR L
San Franclsco, from an orphanage to the prize ring and ultlmately to the deter-

mination to write.

CEE. '
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So autoblographlcal are the works that many of the same characters recur in most
y 3 T T a° L3

of them. In each the central character-narrator is an |ncreasungly road-wise kld who

was driven to the road as the most attractive
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emphasizes his characters' conviction that appearance, whether of people or:
institutions, is misleading when it 1s not deliberately dishonest, that consequently,
maturity is based not on chronological age or acceptance or conformity, but on
the ability to identify true human worth in spite of contrary assertions by
society. ButuhereasSherwood Anderson's adolescent males, as they reach out for
maturity from their small-town middle class origins, are neither cynical nor
séeﬁéiaén, Tull*'s are'both: before any of them reaches puberty, he has not only
put blulng'ln the'holy water at the orphanage, but his rosary, won for:various

is a more pius chlld; he has seen his mother die and his father drunk; he has
been lnforﬁ=lly adopted by a farmer unwlllihg’to'hdre and pay for adult labor.
The environment that shapes George Willard and Anderson's other yong men is
idyllic in comparison. and Tully S oSt Mary s, Ohio, separated from Anderson s
Clyde by seventy miles and tepiyears, is not a background upon which Tully s
young man can paint the dreams pf his manhood but a place that will deny his
identity and destroy his manheed.gnless he'can escape it by the only means avail-
able.

Thus,;Qﬁee George, comfertable in a passenger coach, leaves Winesburg to
make his dreams real in Chlcago, he is going toward sométhing, and'he is taking
much of the town and its people with him. But Tully's young men are not going
to somethlhg; thei are fleeing from something, and the places to which they
jgurney are destlneffons only because they are someplace else. But every place
is Q;e same.f lely‘s youngsters know intuitively that neither answers nor -ful-
fillmen; exist, thet'escape isllﬁpermanant, that life is painful and' that institutions
and those that.se;Qe them are untrustworthy at best. Conversely, they know that -

¢ b A RYY. 7 8 .. 3 a . ilge
those who reject both institutions and their servants, those whose lives are









Clarence A. Andrews (ed.), Growing Up in the Midwest.
lowa State University Press, 216 pp. $12.95.

The aqcompl!ﬁhmgnt of-thls book is its virtual guarantee of bringing to every
Midwestern reader the pleasure of self-recognition: ''Yes--that's it! That's
what jt was like‘fér.mg, too.">rln.6ne way or another, its writers are talking
about all of us as we, too, grew up in the Midwest.

Clarence A. Anareus is a.former ﬁrofessor of humanities at Michigan
Technological Qplvgrsﬁty, now semi-retired in lowa City, in his home state. He .
has collesqu‘seiegtléns.from a wide épectrum of twenty-two writers--men and
women, poets, noyeilst;, and essayists, both well-known and emerging, from before
the turn of the century to today. Phbtographs accompany them.

Qellpefatelxﬂ he.avolded the objective, scientific approach to character~.
izing the "Midyeﬁtefn experlencé”--either of the earth or the social=scientists.
Instead, he limited himself to selections that express 'the truth of the human
heart,' choosing the lnnér reports of individuals who tell us what they thought
about and how they felt as the;werecoming of age.

No gpeclal central theme emerées, unless it is that ''growing up'' was
essentially a joy§us e*pérlencé; Langston Hughés's “One Christmas Eve' is the
exception--a black child's traumatic encounter with Santa Claus in the lobby.of
a picture show.‘ But éven the ugly lfttle boy in Gwendolyn Brooks's poem, ''The
Life of Lincoln West," discovers his horror to be, paradoxically, a source of
joyful comfort.

Andrews's approach--stressing the personal moment--may result in a little

too much impressionism. While it is probably impossible, as he notes, to represent

_'0-
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every Middle Western region, yet one questions:the necessity of choosing lowaps:= . -
for forty .percent of his people, and thus omitting for us in Michigan two or
three more of our own, ‘who might mean more to-us. it ik Mgt B AED o
Still;that may be only a minor cavil, after all, if the landscape-of the i .
heart really doesn't have'state boundaries. HMid-western color does: run;through . -1~
the book;*é.g., the small towns, hard work, farms, poor-rich:awareness::. But zsy.}-1ui
the reader is struck less by such things than by each person's own moment of: .nii. -
inner Tl1lumination. Thus, since no thesis is forced, readers will come away
pleased, with separate, ver*idfffeking Iﬁérésslons.
My own favorite selectlon is 'Drowning, 1944," by Garrison Keilor, M.C.
of the popular public radio program, 'The Prairie Home Companion.' After being
intimidated by a tyranical YMCA swimming instructor, the boy quickly learned
how to swim on his own; now, as a father, he feels fully the fear that his own
little son undergoes, in his flrst encounters with water. It's a strong,
touching piece,
The collection provides occasional incidental information: Patricia Hampl
tells how a pall of water came to be bricked into the cathedral in St. Paul,
and Ellen Willlamson explains the origin of the name, Quaker Oats. But most of
the experiences, like Keillor's, say much more. Edna Ferber, for instance,
takes us into a young Jewish girl's experience on the Day of Atonement, which
she begins with a selfish notion about fasting, but makes a mature discovery
about the meaning of real falth at its end.
Besides the six writers | have mentioned, vital experiences in the lives
of sixteen others are also offered. Reading about these individual moments of
vision stimulate us to recognize some of our own. We all have them. And there

is value in matching our sharply-illuminated recollections with theirs: we
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F. Richard Thomas (ed.), The Land Locked Heart (Bloomington: Indiana
Writes, 1980). A 'joint issue of Centering and Indiana Writes. 80 pp. $5.00.

The character of an anthology of verse by living writers depends on the
taste of the editors and on therwork of the contrlbutors--scarcely anuorlglnal
observation, but one that.needs repeating If one is to avoid temptatlon.tot
assume that a cul;ure's verse "'is'' what the book presents. = '’

The collection of from §ne to three poems by each of 49 writers represents
Indiana as aﬁ enclave of the plain style, a holdout, one would.gather, against
the neo-surreal that in the pastAZO years has been typical not only of the
fashionable (thoughlnlslabelled)vSan Francisco versifiers and '"New York poets'
but also of many Midwesterners (Robgrt Bly, Diane Wakoski, James Wright, among
other;), Rfchard Thomas's Introduction suggests an even more conservative
tendency--"'a large number' of submissions, h; says, were in rhymedfcohplets
or quatrains. The one example of this sort that Thomas and the assistant
editor, Michael Wilkerson, chose to print, Helene Taggart's ''Diminuendo,' Is
a conventional suggestion that.nature heals, marred by its fourth line's vague
‘'the wide serene.' ‘

Thémas also reports surprise at recelvfng only a small number of urban poems.
Perh;ps the writers are showing an Indlana‘that is still real for most of its
resl;ents; even ;hpse wﬁé themselves dwell under the smokes of Gary-Hammond or
in:ihe“sp?éwl of Indlanapoljs. Golng from the Michigan State or Michigan campus
to Purdue, one who chooses to sklp the Interstates and drive south on Routes
131 and 421 will note that each town In Michigan seems to be bullt around a

factory, but that lmmedlately upon crosslng the state line into Indiana the,
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this to the wife and the boss?" In William Stafford's "iorth of the Ohio,' escape
is transmhied:into tornadoed movement toward unidentifiable, presumabiy metébhysiéél
destiny. ‘Tﬂé whole community, labelled with doﬁestlc' possésslveﬁess 'our town," .
becomes pérhaps an Argo, a conveyance to who knows where, ''a chip on a river / our
pilots do not know.'

ilot all dfeaﬁs are of departure. That Indiana is a home for a peoﬁle'rodfed -
in féﬁéilalvénd cultural continuity is a theme in, among others, Jared Carter's '
”watchln§'by the Stream" and “oridge Over Yellow Cat,' Jim McDonald's "alam Olum,"
and Bert Stern's “Homestead,' In Ron Wray's ''Terre Haute," the speaker flrstv
supposes that the tecwn, no doubt standing for the whole §tate, is "not a-place."
But he fiﬁdé eventually that Terre Haute harboré the 'burning of the heart' that
makes it indeed a ''place,'' a named local habitation where "living" occurs “togefhef
with or in spite of / environment.'

The people, when not generalized as "'we'' or “they,“'often are seen as indi-
vidualized in traits yet shaped by their region's wryly sober sculpting. The
“wall-ey;d“ oldsters of Carter's '"Watching by the Stream'' hold in memory the rich
social fabric of their town; other towns, too, the reader supposes, may mold such
men, but Indiana communities do as much shaping as any. The children of Brian
0'Neill's "Fram MY Window at 10:00" are equally universal, equally creatures of
thier neighborhood. 0'Weill's 'Hrs. Vicary" limits itself to observation of;thé" 3
wcman:and 6f others' responses to her, but selects detail showing that these
relatiénghfps are caring ones, examples of the loving concern that the reader of
our day disbelieves when this quality is merély asserted.

n Oﬁé Eoté of the fashionable is the several prose poems. As a reader dis-
lnclineﬂﬁid accept this form--most such efforts appear to me to be vefbal ballcons.

rubGéry infiatlons that pop wrzn pf!cked by the aitentivé.eye--l would hold that
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Michael Martone's "WOW0" is typical of the genre, and Tam Lin Heville's 'Go Tell
Aunt Rhody'' is good prose that does not - need comparlson with poetry. An excerpt
from Fredric Brewer's "Hexahedron" comes closest to the ldeal, prose that rises
careful ly without resortlng to huff?and-puff

Most selections are short lyrics.v Somewhat longer pieces glve opportunlty
to show that one may-explore Indiana experience wlthout becomlng narrowed to the
merely provincial. Among good longer pieces are Mlchael Allen s ""Tomatoes," a
well realized appreciation of familial and personal assoclatlons Mlth the fruit;
James Hazard's "From Our Tub, to My Wife,'" a love poem that flnds the sp=aker's
wife to match the appeal of an actress of hls adolescent dreams, -and Albert
Drake's '"Where |s Gary?,' perhaps the most urban of the poems ln its recognition
that the Gary of movie-fed chlldhood supposition does not exist, that the actual
Gary is a place one fears belng lost in, a representatlve. and victim, of fervld
industrial expanslon. T i

In almost all these poems the unspoken message, the backbone for presentatlon
and medltatlon, ls affection, a guarded respect and love for Indlana that accepts
deflclencles wlth the salt lrony that knows perfectlon is nowhere to be found it
is from this adult belief in Indiana's present and its posslbllltles. rather ‘than
from conformlty to fashlon, that ‘these poems take thelr strength‘as good regional
wrltlng. The poems by Thomas, Thompson Stelzig, Stafford and some others would

add to anyone s anthology ‘of national literature.

Bernard F. Engel :
. Mlchlgan State Unlvewslty

Yoaitieyr o















