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Editor's Introduction

I WILL not soon forget the year 1989. As the dramatic events in China unfolded, escalating from peaceful demonstrations to massive protests to the declaration of martial law and finally the shooting of students and workers, I experienced a growing sense of déjà vu. There I was sitting in my living room in New York City watching these events through the eyes—and cameras—of foreign journalists while simultaneously working on this manuscript, which, through the eyes of another foreign journalist, allowed me to view a China in 1927 when students and workers in Hankow joined together to struggle for a more just and democratic nation. In Hankow in 1927, as in Peking in 1989, military forces declared martial law and shot protesters in cold blood.

These events are more than merely coincidental, for both, though separated by sixty-two years, are linked to China's continuing struggle for independence, justice, and democracy throughout this century. These events can be seen along a continuum, as an ongoing search for an acceptable form of government to replace dynastic rule. The search began with the fall of the Ch'ing dynasty in 1911 and has not yet been fully realized despite the social advances the Communist revolution has achieved since 1949.

This book, I believe, will aid in placing the current events in China into a broader historical context. Nominally, this is an autobiography of a remarkable woman and her brief time in China. But it goes beyond the narration of an individual's life by contributing an extraordinarily detailed look at a period of great instability as well as exploring the sensitive topic of the involvement of foreigners in the internal politics of China.

In 1911 the Ch'ing dynasty collapsed, taking with it a system of government that had survived two millennia. In addition to a loss of political structure, China faced a cultural vacuum as well, for Confucianism had proven incapable of adapting to the twentieth century.

Out of this political, educational, social, and cultural vacuum came chaos. Administratively, for example, China broke up into regional zones governed by warlords, most of whom were rapacious in their treatment of the people they dominated. To fill these vacuums, Chinese intellectuals searched for alternatives and experimented with a host of ideas, organizations, and political ideologies.

Sun Yat-sen, the Western-trained medical doctor turned revolutionary, had finally succeeded in bringing down the imperial system but was having difficulty introducing an alternative republican form of government. His overtures for aid were rebuffed by the United States and Britain but welcomed in Moscow where the newly established Soviet government promised aid and advisers.

Meanwhile, in Shanghai, the Chinese Communist party (CCP) had been established in July 1921 with the assistance of the Soviet Union. It was in opposition to Dr. Sun's Kuomintang (KMT), or Nationalist party. But now, in spite of considerable opposition from within the ranks of the Chinese Communists, Moscow forced a union—a united front—whereby individual Communists would join the KMT while retaining their membership in the CCP. The Soviets believed the CCP too weak to achieve power by itself. This united front began in 1924, and the goal was to create an army and a political force that would move north out of Canton to overcome the warlords and unite China under one strong, central republican government.

But before this goal could be realized, Dr. Sun died on March 12, 1925, leaving a power struggle over his succession that pitted the political right under Chiang Kai-shek against those on the political left, such as Sun's widow Soong Ching-ling, Eugene Chen, the Soviet advisers, and, for a time, Wang Ching-wei.

To realize Sun's ambitions, his followers established the Nationalist Government of China on July 1, 1925, followed by the founding of the National Revolutionary Army, with Chiang Kai-shek as commander-in-chief, a year later on June 5, 1926. In addition, the decision was made to launch the Northern Expedition.

The Nationalists had eight armies totaling 100,000 men against the warlords Chang Tso-lin, Wu P'ei-fu, and Sun Ch'uan-fang, whose armies numbered over 500,000.

The Northern Expedition began on July 9, 1926; by March 1927 the Nationalist armies had captured Shanghai, China's largest city and its commercial center. With the expedition an initial success, the struggle over the KMT leadership intensified, and the party split into a Right KMT under Chiang Kai-shek in Nanking and a Left KMT in Wuhan under Wang Ching-wei.

On April 12 Chiang, with assistance from the Shanghai underworld, launched a surprise attack on his Communist allies, slaughtering thousands. Both factions spent much of 1927 trying to woo the various undefeated warlords to their side in an attempt to gather enough military might to gain the upper hand.

In April the Wuhan government launched an attack against Chiang's allies in Honan Province using T'ang Sheng-chih's Eighth Army and Chang Fa-k'uei's Fourth Army. The battle was indecisive until the "Christian General" Feng Yühsiang stepped in and occupied a key area of a railway, putting himself in the position of being able to tip the scales of victory in either direction.

Both sides began to negotiate with Feng; the Soviet adviser Mikhail Borodin and his group spent three days (June 8–11) in Chengchow on behalf of the Left KMT while Chiang Kai-shek spent three days (June 19–21) with Feng in Hsuchow. Feng decided to join forces with Chiang Kai-shek, and the Left KMT's fate was sealed.

To complicate matters, the Soviet advisers were, at the same time, also subject to an intense political struggle going on over their heads in Moscow. This one, between Joseph Stalin and Leon Trotsky over who was to rule the Soviet Union, had its consequences in China since the two men differed on the nature of Soviet policy toward China. In China this problem surfaced when loyalists from each side tried to press their conflicting views.

Milly Bennett, for example, discusses one of the major areas of contention between some, like Mikhail Borodin who advocated a gradual process of reform—meaning a temporary alliance with warlords, landlords, and others essential for bringing about some small measure of social reform—and others, like A. Lozovsky and M. N. Roy, who called for immediate revolutionary action to fulfill peasants' and workers' demands for large-scale political and social change—that is, a revolution from below.

On June 1, 1927, Joseph Stalin, who had won the succession battle in Moscow, sent a telegram to his agent M. N. Roy in Wuhan ordering the CCP into action. He demanded the immediate confiscation of property, the creation of a Communist armed force, and the recruitment of more Communists into the KMT. Roy, misreading the loyalties of Wang Ching-wei, showed the letter to him. Wang immediately understood this to be a call for the Communist takeover of the Left KMT at his expense. He defected to the Right and joined Chiang Kai-shek.

The combination of Wang's defection and Feng Yü-hsiang's support for Chiang Kai-shek doomed the Left KMT and the united front. Communists were expelled from the KMT, and there were numerous public executions. T'ang Sheng-chih turned his troops on his erstwhile allies, the unions and peasant associations.

Chiang Kai-shek emerged as the sole leader of the KMT and, by 1928, the president of a country that was united, if only nominally. The Communists, following highly ill-advised instructions from Moscow, proceeded to launch attacks on several cities and as a consequence suffered serious defeats, leaving only remnants of their membership either to go underground in Shanghai or to flee to the safe refuge of the Chingkang mountains. There they licked their wounds and rebuilt their party and army to the point of being able to achieve final victory over the KMT a mere twenty-two years later.

Milly Bennett arrived in China in September 1926 and soon after agreed to work with the Kuomintang, which in 1926 included all the antiwarlord forces in a united front. As an on-the-scene observer she describes, in this book, the dissolution of that united front and the final failures and eventual departure of the Soviet advisers from China.

This episode is but a brief part of the extraordinary life of a woman largely unknown in her homeland or the countries in which she lived. Fortunately, she left an account of the first thirty years of her life; unfortunately, she left little about the remainder. Mildred Jacqueline Bremler was born on May 22, 1897, in San Francisco and graduated from Girls' High School on June 4, 1915. We have no record of how she spent the next two years until 1917 when she joined the San Francisco Daily News as a cub reporter.1

1 Clippings of her writing from this period are in the Milly Bennett Papers, Hoover Institution Archives [hereafter MBP], Box 6, files 6–7.

In 1921 she traveled to Hawaii where on December 21 she married Mike Mitchell in Honolulu, where both were reporters for local papers, Mitchell was to be only the first of Milly's three husbands, along with numerous lovers, over the next three decades. She left Mitchell in the fall of 1926 and journeyed to Shanghai, arriving almost penniless. She stayed in China until August 1927. It is these first thirty years of her life that Milly has so eloquently and movingly shared with us in the pages that follow.

When Milly returned to the United States in 1927 she again worked for the Daily News as well as the Scripps-Howard News Service, United Press, and the Newspaper Enterprise Association. But, as she tells us in her autobiography, after the adventures in China routine newspaper work in San Francisco can seem very dull indeed. So in 1931 she eagerly accepted an invitation from Anna Louise Strong, whom she had initially met in China, to leave "a high paying job"2 to work in the Soviet Union for the Moscow News, an English-language paper run by another friend from China, Mikhail Borodin. In fact, the Moscow News came to be a refuge for several people from the Wuhan days, including Percy and Jack Chen.3

2 Anna Louise Strong, I Change Worlds: The Remaking of an American (New York: Henry Holt, 1935), p. 312. Milly told an American diplomat she took the job to escape boredom in San Francisco, U.S. Department of State, RG 59, 861.911/1403, February 17, 1933.

3 For Milly's views on life at the Moscow News, see U.S. Department of State, RG 59, 861.911/1403, February 17, 1933, and Daniel James Klotz, "Freda Utley: From Communist to Anti-Communist," Ph.D. dissertation, Yale University, 1987, pp. 150–53.

While in the Soviet Union she met and married (June 13, 1932) a ballet dancer named Evgeni Vasilivich Konstantinov, who was ten years her junior. She had divorced Mike Mitchell in Honolulu either in July 1926, before she left Hawaii, or in September 1927, on her way home from China.

The marriage to Konstantinov was a fiction, a gesture to give his homosexuality a heterosexual cover. The gesture was futile, and Konstantinov was arrested on a morals charge and sent to a prison camp in Mariinsk, Siberia, for three years. Milly somehow got rarely granted permission to visit him, traveling to Siberia with a considerable amount of food for her husband. Milly continued to send his family money long after she had left Russia.4

4 Konstantinov's original arrest warrant is in MBP, Box 1, file 15. Milly explained the arrest to a friend by writing, "he had a past, the tailends of which he frequently allowed to hang around his present." MBP, Box 4, file 22. Seema Allan interview, December 10, 1989.

In addition to work on the Moscow News, Milly also free-lanced for the Newspaper Enterprise Association, the New York Times, and the International News Service.5

5 After an investigation, the U.S. Department of State decided that Milly's activities in Moscow were harmless enough to be "of no importance ... in the international revolutionary movement." Mildred J. Bremler, FBI-HQ 100–124391/SF 100–12592 (hereafter FBI/Milly), July 30, 1951. Clippings from her Moscow writings, including her articles for Time and the New York Times, are in MBP, Box 8. They include research and parts of a manuscript of a book about the famous circus animal trainer Vladimir Durov.

In 1936 she left Moscow and traveled to Spain in search of a lover, Wallace Burton, the twin brother of Wilbur Burton, who had been Milly's lover in China ten years earlier. Wallace was a volunteer in the Abraham Lincoln Brigade of the International Brigades fighting against Franco's Fascist forces in the Spanish Civil War. Not long after she found him, Burton was killed in action. Milly stayed in Spain to report for the Times of London, the Associated Press, and United Press. She also worked as the press chief for the minister of State of the Spanish Popular Front Government.6

6 A U.S. Department of State report cited a rumor that had Milly as "the Spanish Government's best spy." FBI/Milly, May 13, 1942. Clippings from her writings on Spain and mementos such as press passes and safe conduct passes are in MBP, Box 9.

Also in Spain she met her third husband, Hansford Amlie, marrying him on September 1, 1937. Amlie, a brother of Congressman Tom Amlie of Wisconsin, enlisted in the U.S. Army at age seventeen before finishing high school and fought in France during World War I, being discharged in January 1919 as a corporal. He enlisted in the Marine Corps in November 1919 and served two years before leaving as a private. From 1922 to 1937 he worked as a miner before volunteering for action in Spain, where he was soon promoted to commander of the Lincoln-Washington Battalion. After being wounded a second time he was sent home as an invalid.

On January 1, 1938, Milly and Hans arrived back in New York City on the S. S. President Harding where Hans had his passport confiscated for his involvement in the Spanish Civil War. The United States government had declared neutrality in the Spanish conflict, thereby assuring a Fascist victory. All Americans who broke this "neutrality" by fighting in Spain were persecuted by the American government. Milly and Hans spent the next several months lecturing and raising money for Spanish Relief.

Hans Amlie eventually got a job as an administrator of migratory farm labor camps run by the Farm Security Administration, and for the next decade he and Milly lived in several of these camps throughout the western United States. In December 1949 Hans died tragically in a farming accident in just such a camp in Somerton, Arizona.7

7 "Three Asphyxiated at Migratory Camp," The Somerton Star, December 15, 1949, p. 1.

Milly was devastated by her loss and moved back to the San Francisco area to be among friends. She tried to write books, including one on an old friend, Judge Sylvan Lazarus, and to work as a journalist, but she found that her poor eyesight and her inability to overcome her loss made that impossible. She became depressed and suicidal and in 1956 checked herself into the Napa State Hospital for the mentally ill.

In the hospital she played an active role in her own recovery as well as in patient activities, at one point becoming the editor of the patients' newspaper. Just as she knew when she needed help, Milly also knew when she felt better, and after four months she voluntarily left the hospital a stronger, more resilient woman, resolved to manage her life better in the future.

Now that she had recovered from the trauma of Hans's death, Milly forcefully took charge of herself and enrolled in San Jose College, completing a B.A. degree in August 1959. The following month she enrolled at Stanford University's Graduate School in Communications, but she died of cancer on November 6, 1960, before she could complete her studies.8

8 The Lazarus papers are in MBP, Box 6. Interview with Seema Rynin Allan, Berkeley, CA, October 28, 1987, and December 10, 1989. Interview with Marion Merriman Wachtel, Palo Alto, December 9, 1989; Richard Hyer, "Russia, Spain and Milly," The Coast 1, 9 (August 1938): 32–34.

So evocative is the writing in this autobiography that the persona of Milly Bennett literally jumps off the pages. A vivid picture emerges of a courageous woman with an exceptionally strong sense of herself, a lust for life—a principled person with a passionate commitment to the causes she believed in.9

9 In 1937, while in Spain, Milly apparently tried to join the Communist Party-USA. She never did, and undoubtedly her attempt to do so was less out of conviction than as a result of the passionate feelings evoked during the civil war. MBP, Box 4, file 23.

I became aware of this strong personality long before I read this manuscript or knew very much about this remarkable woman. In the course of another research project which included China in 1927, it struck me that almost every memoir of the period had a paragraph devoted to praise for Milly Bennett, regardless of the politics of the memoir. And then in my interviews with those who knew her, the name of Milly Bennett sparked instant recall as faces lit up and out poured a litany of admiring stories. She possessed this wondrous capacity to captivate and charm those she met.

My curiosity was fully aroused and I proceeded to spend three years looking for her records, only to come up with a complete blank. Milly Bennett left no paper trail, no passports, no police records.

Long after I had given up my quest I was working in the Hoover Institution Archives and received an updated list of their collection. The index cited papers by one Mildred Bremler, who had been a journalist in China in 1926–27. I had never heard of Bremler, but I thought it would be interesting to find out who she was. It was with utter astonishment that I discovered that the Milly Bennett I had searched so long for was in fact Mildred Bremler! After I knew her real name, finding out about this remarkable woman was easy enough.

In 1938 a journalist summed her up well when he remarked that Milly was

a homely woman but one of the most charming. She is small, dark, well-formed, with a shock of unruly black hair. . . . She is only spasmodically concerned with clothes. Her eyes are very weak, forcing her to wear thick, double-lens glasses. She is extremely nervous, but gives no outward sign of it.


She has a fine sense of the ridiculous, a rich laugh, a whole-hearted love of life and adventure, and an inevitable sympathy for the underdog. She is innately gentle and sincere. And sometimes profane.10

10 Richard Hyer, "A San Francisco Newsgal Outsmarts the Tiger," The Coast 1, 8 (June 1938): 9.


Friends often commented on the contradiction between her physical appearance and her strong emotional allure, and especially her strong sexual attractiveness to men. "I must remark," wrote one friend, "that Milly was far from beautiful—in fact almost ugly—[but, at the same time] was also evidently a most attractive or sexually desirable woman."11 Another friend from her days in Moscow described Milly as

11 Freda Utley, Odyssey of a Liberal. Memoirs (Washington, DC: Washington National Press, 1970), p. 246.

a homely woman, but . . . blessed with an extraordinary figure. She didn't dress in a particular sexy way, preferring the business suits and blouses of the scruffy newspaper business. But her shapely figure turned the head of many a man with a roving eye. She was thirty-nine [in 1936] but looked years younger. Her face reflected her travels, her features craggy and rough-hewn. She was regarded as "one of the boys" in the newspaper office and in the café bars where the journalists, a crowd that included few women, gathered.


This friend tried to learn what it was about Milly's personality that had such a strong appeal to men.

"What is it that Milly has?" I asked one of the newspapermen one evening as we met at a gypsy café for drinks and dancing. I noted that she had been married several times and was then living with a Russian ballet dancer.


"Have you ever danced with her?" the newspaperman asked. "No, of course you haven't," he added with a wink that suggested Milly's charm lay not strictly in her ability to gather and write the news. She was, however, no pushover. She drank whiskey with the best of the correspondents, when they could get it, and vodka with a good portion the rest of the time. Everybody liked Miily, respected her. She was a pro.12

12 Marian Merriman and Warren Larude, American Commander in Spain. Robert Hale Merriman and the Abraham Lincoln Brigade (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1986), pp. 41–42, 151.


Milly appears to have made this attempt at autobiographical writing in 1938–39. She was apparently planning a full history of her life and in the process completed parts of several manuscripts. Although she tried repeatedly, she could not get any publishers interested and presumably stopped writing when she got to the end of her China adventures. So discouraged was Milly that she threatened to destroy the manuscript until a friend pleaded with her, "For cripes' sake save that mss. for fifty years or so."13 Now, more than fifty years later, Milly's autobiography is being published. This manuscript is an edited version drawn from Milly's extant writings.

13 Letter from Lucy [Knox?], 21 March 1940. MBP, Box 2, file 4. Lucy also wrote:
 
There was a big headache named Milly
 
who would think up things the most silly.
 
Instead of saving her book
 
for posterity to look.
 
she spoils the barbecue with it, willy nilly.

Although Milly's writing uses sexist terms and words we now consider offensive, such as "Jap," "China boy," "Mohammedan," I decided to keep her language intact because it evokes a feeling for that period that adds to the historical accuracy of her writing. As I have become acquainted with Milly through her writing, I have become convinced that she was neither racist nor sexist but rather quite progressive and, at worst, suffered from insensitivity to language in common usage at the time.

In line with maintaining the integrity of the manuscript for the time period, I have kept the Wade-Giles form of transliteration from the Chinese.

Since the manuscript was written in 1939, it is important for the reader always to keep that context in mind. For example, all references to a world war refer only to the first.

One of the issues I was concerned with was accuracy. Milly seems to have relied on her memory, clippings in her collection, and, perhaps, a complete set of the People's Tribune. She refers several times to a diary, but such a source does not exist among her papers, and her friends never knew of one. Specific to her years in China, I have tried to corroborate events to the extent possible. When the evidence contradicts Milly's account, I have so noted. So much of Milly's account, however, is corroborated by other sources that my tendency is to trust her narrative. Certainly, I would not have done this work if I thought otherwise.

And, one last note: all the footnotes are by the editor.
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Author's Introduction

I HAD no preconceived notion of World Revolution. I was without emotional devotion to the idea. I never became a convert, although on one occasion, I escaped by the narrowest of squeaks.

I noted what I saw, what I heard, and what was going on around me. Inevitably, I formed certain conclusions about the people who were engaged in the task of revolution and the methods they employed.

On the battlefields of China and Spain, I watched the professional revolutionaries at work. I saw with what grim earnestness they spilled the blood of millions in the pursuit of World Revolution.

In the editorial rooms of the Moscow News, where I struggled for four years, I encountered the amateur revolutionaries. In the saloons, embassies, and drawing rooms of Peking, Paris, Moscow, Berlin, London," Madrid, and Washington, D.C., I took part in great talk about the "long view" of revolution.

The amateur revolutionaries and the long viewers are those people who find it impossible to gaze clear across the blood and agony of revolution, and, as in the instance of a Knight with a Vision, they see only the pure and the beautiful.

What Milly Bennett found in the arena of World Revolution was rarely pure and seldom beautiful.

I perceived that men are willing to die for bread, peace, and liberty. I learned that few men, no matter how wretched, are ever without hope. And I came to realize that democracy is more than a method of government. It is a way of life. It embodies what we (Americans) know of honor, fair play, and common decency among human beings. For these values the Communists substitute expediency.

I wanted to share my experiences with others. So everybody said to me, you should write a book.

They said, look at Vincent Sheean, look at Walter Duranty, look at John Gunther. Rich, famous, everything. You've been all those places: Chinese revolutions, Spanish wars, Russia. You're as smart as those fellows, why don't you write a book?

I've made several starts on a book in the twenty-one years I've been working for my living as a newspaperwoman, but every time I go back and read the book I began to write, it makes me so sick; "Good God! Did I write this—this nonsense?"

I find that when I sit down at a typewriter to write a book, something bad happens to me. The characters come out stuffed and phony. An old friend who used to work on a newspaper with me says, what you need, Milly, is a city editor to crack the whip. Then you might get your book done.

Another friend says, well Milly, if you want to write a book, why don't you sit down and write about some of your vignettes? Write out some of those swell stories you tell. How about Uncle Vanya, the drunken Russian trombonist from Tula who makes the sign of the cross over his vodka; the time the Bolshevik Santa Claus in Moscow pulled off his whiskers and said, "I am the secretary of the Communist party"; what the British chargé d'affaires at Valencia did with his pet when the bombardment broke the goldfish bowl; what you said to the Spanish customs officers at Port Bou when they found the filthy postcards in your luggage.

Ernest Hemingway, without seeing a word of my book, told me what was the matter with it one day when we were sitting around the Florida Hotel in Madrid waiting for the daily 4:25 P.M. shelling to finish so that we could go to the movies across the street and see The Mutiny on the Bounty. When you write down what people actually do and really say, you'll find it's good writing, he said. When you write down what you think they should have done or what you think they should have said, you'll find it's rotten writing.

A friend has given me her cottage on the Russian River where a person should be able to write a book. The house is on the side of a hill that looks down to a curve in the river that is so very green that it seems the water must be painted, but it is really only the reflection of the redwoods and the madrones and the willow trees in the water.

Some days I sit on the porch and wait for an idea. I've sorted all my notes; San Francisco, Hawaii, China, Russia, Spain . . . that's how they are laid out on one of the old army cots. I even painted a sign which I pin on the blanket with which I shroud the notes when I go out. "These are carefully sorted notes; please do not disturb."

Some days I say, "How should the book begin, Hans? Now really, don't you get an idea at all?"

Sometimes he says, well, why don't you start off with the chemist, your grandfather, who came to San Francisco in 1852 to start a perfume factory and went into the butcher business because the miners didn't buy his eau de violette? Why don't you start with him?

Northern California, 19381

1 Published in a somewhat different version in Milly Bennett, "Write a Book?" The Scoop (August 1938): 19.
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My mother was born on a lively day in San Francisco in 1880 in one of the three-story brownstone houses around the square at Russ Street and into a well-respected, prospering Jewish-German family. Her father, Louis Goldmeyer, got out from under the government purges of the socialists in Germany in 1848, reaching San Francisco in a wagon in 1852.1

1 Milly told one interviewer that her father fled Germany to escape political persecution resulting from his personal friendship with Karl Marx. Hyer, "A San Francisco Newsgal Outsmarts the Tiger."

Grandpa established a laboratory among the sand dunes. He was an industrial chemist and his specialty was perfumes. But the inhabitants of the roaring shanty-town went right past his door. What they wanted was liquor and beef, blankets, saddles, and pans and shovels for gold mining and not elegant, refined smells. To keep from starving to death, young Goldmeyer put aside his test tubes and lotions and installed a butcher block.

"Even your grandfather couldn't help making money in those days," my peppery-tongued Grandmother Goldmeyer would say.

When I was growing up, but still young enough for bedtime stories, my mother would tell me about the things that she used to do when she was a girl on Russ Street. "... And so my brothers buried the doll, she was dressed in red silk like Little Red Riding Hood and so tall that she stretched to my chin. They buried the doll in the garden at the back of the house. They said that a doll tree would grow, and I watched the spot for days waiting for the first green shoots of the tree that would be covered with dolls...."

"... My braids were long. I could sit on them easily, but I cut them because short hair was stylish. But when I looked at myself in the glass I burst out crying, I looked like a scarecrow...."

" ... Your grandfather arranged with the captain of a ship going to South Africa to give passage to your Uncle Sam; people said in those days that a long sea voyage was good for consumption. But the ship never reached port, and we never heard from Sam from that day to this."

When my mother talked about her father, a change came into her voice, a kind of tenderness so that I could feel, even as a small child, that she had loved her father dearly.

"Your grandfather was a poet at heart," she would say, "He was a butcher, yes, but he wrote beautiful verses in German and Spanish, and they were published in the newspapers."

I have among my books a worn copy of Bellamy's Looking Backward, which is inscribed in a flourishing German script, "to my darling daughter Miriam on her 16th birthday, January 19, 1896, from your father Louis Goldmeyer. 'The history of the world is none other than the progress of the consciousness of freedom.'"

Eventually a dishonest business partner and speculation on the mining exchange wiped out the fortune that Grandpa had accumulated in the butcher business, and he was able to sit back in his old age and enjoy himself in the way that he liked best, shmoozing with his cronies, selling a lottery ticket or two, and taking an order for coffee.

"Your grandfather never cared about the responsibility of business," said my mother, "he never put much value on money."

Once, after Grandpa was a ruined man, he won a thousand dollars in the lottery, and promptly his sons Abe, Isaac, and Alec gathered around with plans for investing the windfall so that it would bring Grandpa and Grandma a little income.

"He listened to everybody and then he went and paid a few bills that his thief of a partner had left standing," said my mother.

I remember what Grandpa Goldmeyer was like in 1904, the year that he died. He was seventy-seven then, a small man and lean, but rugged and straight as a ramrod. He had thick, snow-white hair and a snowy, spade-shaped beard. Piercing blue eyes looked out from under shaggy brows in a face that was filled with kindness and good humor. Every tooth in his head was sound, and he boasted, if you could call it that, that the way he kept his teeth good was to dip his fingers in wood ashes each morning and rub the ashes on his teeth and gums.

Grandpa was an energetic walker, his gait was a half-trot, and he ran my short, seven-year-old legs off when he took me for my afternoon airing in South Park.

"Never sick a day in my life," he would say, an amused eye on my grandmother who was several years his junior but forever complaining of her aches and pains.

Grandpa had a theory that the doctors willy-nilly murdered a man once they got him on the operating table and under an anaesthetic. It was enough to make the old man your enemy for life to suggest that he ought to see a doctor and have a thorough going over.

An old and painful rupture became unbearable at last, and Grandpa went to the hospital, fighting the "butchers," as he called them, every inch of the way. He watched the surgeon operate, he was adamant to the end about the chloroform.

"It's all right now," he called out to my mother as the nurses wheeled him away from the surgery.

"And he winked at me, big as life," my mother used to say, "remember how your grandpa used to wink when he wanted you to know he was joking."

Grandpa fell into a deep sleep from which he never awoke.

I was being shaken to wakefulness. I was stirring in the warm nest of blankets and my mother's voice was in my ear.

"Mildred! Get up! Get up, dear!" The voice was pressing against me. I was opening my eyes into a room that was entirely dark, and my mother was hauling me out of bed with her hands and her voice, out of sleep and out of the woolen blankets and into a wakefulness that was black, unnatural, and chilly. She was lifting me in her arms over the side of the child's bed, shoving my arms into the sleeves of my flannel wrapper and shunting me toward the front of the flat.

"Imagine! The earthquake did not wake my little girl," she was saying in her loving and comforting voice, "a little child sleeps through anything, I guess."2

2 The earthquake hit San Francisco at 5:13 a.m. on April 18, 1906.

My father3 was standing in the bay window of the front room, his back toward us, but he spun around fast at my mother's footfall.

3 Her father Max was born in Posen, Poland. FBI/Milly, July 22, 1942.

"Min," he cried, "it's the Coast Range, the Coast Range has erupted."

The bay windows of our Rincon Hill house looked at the waterfront and northward at downtown San Francisco. I went over to where Papa was. Smoke was going up from many buildings, streaming straight up into the early, windless sky. Even as I watched, I saw smoke begin in new places.

"It's fire, Max, the city's on fire!"

My father's answer was to say that we must clear out, then. We had to get away from San Francisco.

There was no water in the taps. There was no gas in the stove. The earthquake had terminated these modern conveniences.

"We'll take food and go to my mother and sister Bertha," said Papa. These relatives lived across the bay in Oakland.

I saw my mother wince. I knew that it was her nature to give in to my father and without airing her views. On this occasion she had something to say.

"Let's stay home. Imagine the crowd that will be running to Bertha, Flora, and the children, Adolph, Huldah . . . .There won't be another earthquake. The big ones never come twice."

My mother was pleading, she was saying to my father that she could not desert her city when it was in trouble.

The sky was becoming darker with the smoke of the burning. I stood watching, reluctant to return to my room and dress properly, although my father had mentioned it a time or two.

Breakfast was bread and butter and an apple. The grownups had no coffee, the little ones no cocoa.

"We'll get dressed and see what to do."

The family of four, Mother, Father, Mildred eight, and Arnold six, got out on the street, down the long steps past the garden of coarse, rusty ivy and a dusty royal palm ... to where the neighbors were collecting and wandering. The Ponds, the Christys, the Jorgensons, the Semples. The Semples were old country Irish, and no lace curtains about it; Hugh drove a truck, Ellen and Mary Jane were in service, old mother Semple walked Harrison Street in her horny barefeet, and nobody, no thing could put the shoes on her.

"The Valencia Hotel fell in, it sunk in the earth to the second story and hundreds, their souls rest in peace, buried alive."

"The water mains bust and they are fighting the fire with dynamite, you can hear it, there... that's one!" It was a blunted thud, like a boxer's glove hitting bone.

I had noticed the little earthquake shakings going on all the while as the morning grew older and the sun was a round, rayless ball of fiery orange in the sky, but it was not scary, not for me, it was exciting, like the end of the world, which was an idea that was never far from my imagination.

It became unpleasant to breathe in the street. The air was becoming increasingly filled with bits of stuff, some of it still burning. It was hot, oppressive, chokey.

"We're getting a cart from Charlie's stable," I heard Mrs. Christy tell my mother, "and taking the children and the bedding to Golden Gate Park. It's the safest, I tell Charlie. No walls there to fall down on your head."

Mother and I went to the grocery store on the corner of First and Harrison to buy the supplies my father said we had to have.

The place was crowded with the neighbors. They all seemed to be shouting, and they all had stacks of groceries in their arms.

"Mr. Meiggs! Here, Mr. Meiggs!"

My mother was scowling over the piece of paper in her hand. She was unhappy over the long, unusual order.

Cans of peaches were stacked in a pyramid from the floor to the ceiling of the grocery. I saw this pyramid shiver, shudder, and then begin to sway.

I was out in the street under my mother's arm and all the other people were milling around, crying, "That was a lulu!"

"Heavier than the first one!"

I have no recollections of what that earthquake felt like under my feet, all I will know forever is the sight of the pyramid of cans beginning to move under the ceiling.

My father was with us. His face was furious, as if my mother had arranged the earthquake. My father was like that.

"We're going to my sister's," my little brother Arnold Victor was dangling on Papa's hand, "at least I'm going to Oakland, and I'm going to take my children."

There wasn't any argument left in my mother after that second heavy quake.

"I'll get the insurance papers, Max. I can put my hand right on them."

"Sure, go, go and let the house fall in on your head."

"Mother, my muff and fur, you promised, if we are going away, please, my muff and fur."

Once, earlier in the day, I had gotten on a chair, pulled the box with my Christmas furs from the shelf in my closet, and decked myself. The furs had been removed and returned to the dark blue tissue paper. "For Sundays," my mother said. I loved those furs more than I had ever loved any article of clothing in my life; a flat, white Angora collar with matching muff and a purse with gilt clasp on the top of the muff.

My mother went back up the stairs slowly, leaving my father to mutter, "I wouldn't go back into that house for a million dollars," while clutching me firmly by one hand and my brother by the other.

"I want to go with mother," I hollered, "I want my furs."

After a bit Sinbad, our ginger-colored cat, came tearing down the steps, flying up the street without aye, nay, or a nod. Arnold and I looked after him, bug-eyed.

My mother was standing there, stuffing some papers into her purse.

"I let the cat out, Max," she said, "I had to give him a chance."

Arnold began screaming for Sinbad, I remembered my angoras and gave him excellent support. Nobody seemed to hear us.

Sure enough, the Bremler relations were congregating at the Queen Anne shingle house in East Oakland that was Aunt Bertha's.

A score or more of family refugees had already arrived by the time we got there and were busy digging in.

Some were making up cots in the halls. Some were putting featherbeds over mattresses in Aunt Bertha's stable at the end of the grassy backyard where the sorrel mare and fringe-topped surrey were lodged. Some were organizing bunks in the garret under the steep Queen Anne roof.

Aunt Bertha was straw bossing the feverish activity. She was a short, plump, blondish woman with pretty features over which settled a perpetually cross and nagging expression. Aunt Bertha was what my mother called "crazy clean." Her sharp blue eyes were drawn to dirt the way a needle is drawn to a magnet.

I can hear Aunt Bertha's piercing lamentations through the halls of her home that eighteenth day of April 1906.

"Not on the floor with the clean mattress! Take newspaper! Spread them!"

The Bremlers were not a clan to let Bertha get them down nor to be dispirited by the fact that their homes, their jobs, and all they had in the world, except the clothes on their backs, were going up in smoke and fire in San Francisco.

The Bremlers were a lively and gregarious lot. They loved to get together in crowds and eat and drink, play poker, gossip and criticize each other in such a way so that it always wound up in a brawl. A word brawl.

They had developed a system that was tops in enjoyment for them and that operated in reverse to what the Moral Rearmament people call "making a clean breast of it" and what the Soviet Union calls "self-criticism."

When Bremler met Bremler, he confessed, not his own sins, but the other fellow's.

"How does it happen Hermann, you always grab the same rocking chair when we sit down for a little poker?"

Or it might be at the dinner table.

"More soup, anybody? Plenty here," Aunt Bertha was rattling the silver ladle in the tureen. She was a prime cook of chicken noodle soup.

"Me, Aunt Bertha, I'll have some more." That would be the voice of little Mildred.

"My, how the child eats! I give mine castor oil for the tapeworm. I say there's nothing like castor oil...."

Crash. Bang. That would be my father's chair hitting the floor.

"Why do you ask us to come to your house if my children eat too much? Min! Get your hat!"

"That's my brother Max for you, always unreasonable! Did I say Mildred eats too much? Did I? So help me God...."

We would all be in the hall by now getting our hats and coats. My father would come rushing out of the dining room (and how he leaned on the door when he slammed it), and I could hear the loud, excited voices of the rest of the Bremlers back in the dining room. I knew what they were doing, they were taking sides. Those who thought that Aunt Bertha should not have commented on my appetite for chicken noodle soup and those who contended that it was strictly within her province to do so.

Now, with the earthquake and the fire and all of the Bremlers collected under one roof with nothing to do but pick new fights and rehash the old ones, the situation became such as would have been intolerable to most people.

Little Grandmother Pauline Bremler raised her bony, work-gnarled fist and shook it at the crowd one day—sons, daughters, grandchildren, in-laws, nieces, nephews, and all.

"The earthquake's God's judgment on the lot of you!" she cried, "Fighters! Loafers! Gamblers! Boozers! Keepers of unclean households! It's God's judgment!"

A break came for my mother and father within two weeks of the disaster when the London, Liverpool & Glove Insurance Co. paid the full value of our fire insurance policy, dollar for dollar. Our house had burned to the ground around 5:00 p.m. on the afternoon of the earthquake.

My mother came hurrying in, flushed and pleased from the insurance broker. She opened her purse and shook it—a pile of lovely golden dollars lay there on the white counterpane.

"We'll move to a hotel until I can get the tickets back east," said my father. "Are you ready? Good! Now then, I'll go tell my sister Bertha what I think of her...."

"But Max. Just this once... for my sake..."

"I ... I should sneak out of my sister's house like ... like a drowned rat? With a thank you? After the way she's treated us? Are you crazy?" My father's voice was filling the partitioned-off cubicle in the attic where we were. He brushed past my mother and then out of the room with an oath.

"Go after him!" That meant me. I ran, but he was faster. My father's offensive must have caught Bertha completely off guard. She was bending over a soup kettle in the steamy kitchen stirring something that gave off a tasty odor.

"You! You there!" to bring her head out of the pot. She turned a flushed, impatient face toward him.

I plucked at his sleeve. "Papa, Papa, Mama says ..."

Papa unloaded.

"We are leaving, we are getting out of this bughouse of yours, but first I want to tell you..."

Papa was very thorough. He remembered all of the things that had ever happened to Aunt Bertha, but especially what a tough time Tina had had finding a husband.

"We couldn't dig up a man who would have you, not in the whole city," he screamed, "The one we got was a damn fool, a schlemiel, or we would never have roped him in!"

Aunt Bertha was opening and shutting her mouth but no sound was coming, she was waving her big spoon and advancing on Papa. I turned and ran back upstairs. Mother and Arnold were waiting. We did not speak as they got up and followed me back downstairs, mother carrying a couple of paper parcels.

You could hear Papa arid Aunt Bertha shouting all over the house now; her voice was powerful, but his was more so. None, least of all Bertha and my father, could have understood a word of what they were saying to each other.

Somebody yanked open the front door. We marched out, Arnold and I close to mother. There we were on the gravel path that cut across Bertha's grass to the sidewalk.

Some rose bushes were flowering on the lawn, and the smell of the full-blown, sweet roses was on the cool evening. There was a very delicate, very thin young moon quivering in the sky overhead. Strange, but the smell of the burning city was there too, with the roses.

"I swear by that moon," screamed my father, "I swear that you will live to regret this ... your brother, his little children, his wife, no roof over their heads...."

My father was blaming Bertha for throwing us out of her house.

Poor Aunt Bertha. She did indeed live to beat her breast over that farewell. My father was her baby brother and her favorite brother. She never laid eyes on him alive again. He died in Denver a year later.4

4 Her father died in 1907 when Milly was ten years old and her mother only thirty-two. Her mother was lame from a faulty operation and worked as a janitress the rest of her life. FBI/Milly. For a moving account of her mother's selflessness, see Milly's letter in MBP, Box 2, file 24.

Aunt Theresa was barely eighteen when she left the family brownstone on Russ Street on account of a fight with her older brother, Abe.

"It wasn't fair the way Abe slapped Theresa in the dark," my mother always said.

Abe had seen her smoking at a downtown restaurant earlier in the day. What followed on the slapping of Theresa brought the household running, brought them in time to see Abe go rolling down the flight of stairs that Theresa had tripped him down and to hear Theresa, with her hair loose and standing on end like a Fiji Islander's, scream, "I'll never set foot in this house again."

When she wrote a couple of years later it was from a town in Texas and she was Mrs. Archie Fleming.

Eventually, Theresa brought Archie Fleming home to visit the family. He was a fellow of burley frame, blondish, with a prizefighter's mashed nose and a flinty grey eye. The type perhaps that you would rather not meet on a dark night. But Uncle Archie had a cheerful and hearty way with the family and he was perfectly charming to Grandmother Goldmeyer. She was soon calling him "my son."

Uncle Archie was a medicine man, a circus barker, and a distributor of Goldentine Metal Jewelry. When he was really up against it he could cook. Fellow flimflam artists knew him as "Doc" Fleming. This, he said, went back to the days when he sold Tigerfat in a medicine show.

I was a freshman at Girls' High School5 when Theresa and Archie came home. Theresa was a tiny woman, shorter than I, even with the toothpick heels that she wore and her black, fuzzy hair twisted in a knot on top of her head. She had a dainty and compact body and carried herself well; she was neat as a pin and very quick and very sharp in her ways. Her cornflower blue eyes seemed to be taking in every detail of our shabby dining room every time she stepped into it. She would say to my mother, "I'll take Mildred in hand when she grows up."

5 The year was 1911.

To which my mother would respond, and fervently, "God forbid!"

One Saturday morning Theresa and Archie announced that they were taking me for "an outing." In the small, East Bay town where we landed, Archie hired a horse and buggy. Then, from a bag that he had been carrying, he produced a cylinder of black oilcloth, which, when unrolled and lashed over the back of the buggy, turned out to be a sign.


Watch This Corner at 6 p.m. Tonight

Theresa led me to a hotel. "Archie'll buy us lunch," she said, "but first he has to see the mayor and some other yokels."

Theresa sat reading newspapers. She was jumpy and snapped her answers to me all day long, during which Archie did not appear at all. Finally, when it was dark, she slipped on a loose, tan coat and told me to "come along." I had long since decided that was the most miserable day I'd ever spent in my life.

"But we haven't had anything to eat," I said, protesting out loud, "aren't we going to eat at all?"

"Later," replied Theresa.

We walked in silence to what undoubtedly was a principal corner of the town, although it was poorly lighted. I could hear Uncle Archie's voice coming down the street long before I saw him. He was standing in the buggy with a gasoline torch streaming this way and that over his head.

"You call the card, my friends, I draw the card from the deck." The light from the torch fell on Uncle Archie's rapid hands. It fell on a few watches that were heaped on a folding table in the buggy. The watches appeared golden and expensive. It fell on a pile of gold-looking chains.

Theresa drew me through a few men who were gathered around the buggy. "Here," she said, "we'll stand here."

I felt sure Archie had seen Theresa and me join the small crowd, but he gave no sign. His voice went rolling along, he was grinning straight into the face of a young man while shuffling the cards in his fingers.

"Bill here wants the ace of hearts, friends ... here you are, the ace of hearts!"

I saw that more men were collecting, more and more of them. The crowd was growing back toward the edges of the night.

Uncle Archie was folding back the sleeve of his coat now; carefully, very carefully, he was rolling up the sleeve of his shirt. I knew what was coming, I had seen him do this.

"The lamas of Tibet perform this mee—rackle!" He was sticking a row of plain pins up the naked white underside of his arm from the wrist to the elbow joint.

"And now ... to introduce before this group of representative citizens the product of the Goldentine Metal Co. of Chicago, to introduce this remarkable new metal which looks like gold, feels like gold, handles like gold, tastes like gold, I am going to give to each and everyone of you, absolutely free of charge, this Goldentine Metal stickpin with the head of Lillian Russell...."

Uncle Archie was leaning over the side of the buggy, and as with the card trick, he was talking fast and right into the eyes of the men within easy range. He was calling them Bill, Jim, and Joe, he was jingling his pocketful of silver dollars. He was acting reproachful, teasing, jollying.

"Ten cents' deposit, a tenth of a dollar, one thin dime to show good faith ... the ten cents will be returned to each and everyone of you."

"I'll take one."

"Me too."

"Now it really starts," said Theresa.

Uncle Archie was tossing Lillian Russell stickpins into the crowd with both hands and deftly plucking the flying dimes out of the air.

"Enough!" he cried suddenly. "You gentlemen satisfied? Good!"

Uncle Archie started flying the dimes back into the hands that had delivered them, "And now, gentlemen, who will accept this beautiful little Goldentine Metal signet ring as a gift from the Goldentine Metal Co. of Chicago?" The deposit on this ring would be two bits.

Did you ever see the way men act when they think they are getting something for nothing? The air was filled with the racket of good-natured joshing, of unleashed wisecracking. It was as if people were a little bit drunk.

Archie was shaking a handful of yellow metal watch chains under the gasoline torch now, he was calling for a deposit of a dollar on a chain. The men to whom he had passed back the dimes and the two bit pieces were shoving and pushing. They were very anxious to put up a dollar and get a Goldentine Metal watch chain.

I had a feeling that what was going on with Uncle Archie's performance had reached a climax, a feeling that may have been prompted by the hard clutch of Aunt Theresa's fingers on my arm. I was squeezed very close to Theresa in the movement of the crowd, so close that I could feel the shape of the beer bottle that I had seen her drop into the pocket of her coat before we left the hotel. What happened then happened so quickly that it was over before I realized what had taken place.

"Hi ya!" yelled Uncle Archie. The horse in the buggy leaped forward. The torch steamed and went out.

"Get the sonofabitch!"

Something went hurtling through the air. It exploded in the direction of where the man had cried, "Get the sonofabitch!" It could have been a beer bottle. I heard the retreating hoofs of a horse down the street. Theresa and I were running in the dark.

When I told my mother what had happened on the outing with Theresa and Archie, she threw down the sewing that was in her hands and went through the flat yelling for Theresa.

"You can't keep Mildred a child all her life," cried Theresa, "she's growing up, she's got to find out what's going on in the world."

"Not your world!" retorted my mother, "not your cheap, vicious world!"

At this point Uncle Archie, who had been standing at the window that looked down into the yard with his hands shoved into his pockets jingling his silver, said, "Now Min, don't say anything you will be sorry for. It's over now, and the kid is no worse for it. You know Trix, you know how crazy she is about Mildred. She'd cut off her right hand before she'd hurt a hair of that kid's head. You know that."

Uncle Archie had his stout, comforting arm around my mother's shoulders, he was bending over her, talking to her in that soothing way he had.



2

DOI: 10.4324/9781315492377-3

There was a war going on in Europe the year that I got a job as a cub reporter on the Daily News at nothing a week. I was seventeen then, and I wanted to be a writer. I was fresh out of high school, and I was possessed by a windy dream.1

1 Milly actually joined the News early in 1917 at the age of twenty, two years after she graduated from high school on June 4, 1915. There is no record of how she spent those two years. Both Milly and her mother were always deeply disappointed that she could not attend college. In a letter written in 1958, Milly noted how different her life would have been had she gone to college in 1915, but all in all, "I prefer it as it has been—insofar as I can know." Letter, July 20,1958, in Seema Allan Papers, Berkeley, CA.

I was to get some pay when I was worth it. The Daily News was the penny paper owned by E. W. Scripps in San Francisco.

I would be a reporter, a writer, an international figure. A newspaperwoman, I would tear around the world. A war here. A coronation there. A flood, a famine, a revolution or two. All in the day's work. A writer, I would hobnob with the famous, the rich, the beautiful. The great books would run out of my pores. Actually, I soon found out, a reporter who worked for the Daily News ran his legs off on the routine ups and downs of a big city. I was forever two jumps behind the bloody murder, the distraught suicide, the cheap and sorry lovenest, the fire, the holdup, the picketline, and the whorehouse.

The Daily News was the littlest, scrappingest newspaper in San Francisco. It called itself "the friend of the working man" and was sold in the working class districts alone; the Mission District, Skid Row, and South of the Slot. Our principal subscribers were working men and women who had small time for reading. They had to catch at a glance from the front page what was going on in San Francisco and in the rest of the world to boot.

We gave it to them, we did a hangup job of chopping the happenings of the day into crisp, easy-to-read one- and two-paragraph stories.

I remember the city room to the last detail and the rough-and-tumble spirit that was matter of fact there. The walls were plain whitewash planks held together with rusty spikes, the building was a refugee shack left over from the San Francisco fire and earthquake, and there was a potbellied iron stove in the middle of the room with a pipe running up through the ceiling. The only difference between a reporter and an executive in that office was that the reporters took turns sweeping out and shoveling coal into the stove.

But I was happy. I was very proud to be a newspaper reporter. That four-bit, nickel-plated badge issued by the police department and stamped REPORTER that I carried in my purse was—well, I would not have swapped it for all the tea in China.

I was a short, strong, tough-minded, tough-fibered girl, intense, eager behind the heavy lenses of my near-sighted spectacles. I had a thick, handsome mop of flying black hair and a high, healthy color to my cheeks. I was impetuous. I was quick-tempered. But I was generous too, and I had a trusting heart. That was going to get me into trouble.

Gene Cohen, the city editor, who had an eye for such things, shot me out on all kinds of stories from the beginning. I picked up the facts of life at the police court, the waterfront, the morgue, and the emergency hospital. It was easy for a quick kid.

Murder was a front-page headline if it involved a pretty face or important name; otherwise it was "cheap stuff' and likely to wind up on page fourteen.

No story was too big for any reporter on the Daily News, no story was too small. That was normal Scripps training.

I took baseball over the telephone from Tom Laird, the sportswriter, and that was a job that no man on the staff would have anything to do with, if he could help it. I had to sit at a typewriter with the headphones clamped to my ears while Tom sat out at the ballpark watching the ballgame and dictating it to me. The high-strung Laird expected me to "get him" the first time, no matter what key, tone, or distance from the mouthpiece of the telephone he was sitting at. A single "what was that?" from me brought forth a volley of cursing that burned me to my chair. In later years when people said, "I don't mind hearing you curse, Milly, it seems to come so natural," my thoughts always turned to Tom Laird and that early training I got from him.

The Daily News may have been the smallest paper in town, but it was the liveliest.

"Keep it brief! Cut it down! Keep it short!"

City Editor Gene Cohen ground it into me. He rubbed my nose in it. He bellowed. He screamed. He never let up.

"Who in hell cares what a reporter thinks? Any story can be told in a hundred words. Seventy-five is better!"

Gene Cohen was the best newspaper man I have ever encountered in a lifetime of newspapermen, and he performed almost entirely on his hunches. He was tall, skinny, and very blond, and his features were finely chiseled so that his face was beautiful, when it was in repose, the way a cameo is. Generally Gene's face was not in repose, generally it was working overtime on his moods of disgust, exaltation, horror, bafflement. Gene Cohen would have made a good actor with that face of his. His nerves were on trigger edge all the time, he was fast moving and quick thinking, and he made the city room function by screaming, swearing, and sweating at it. Gene's mother was a Swede, his father was a Jew.

"Good God almighty! Who told you that you were a reporter?" dashing the copy, anybody's copy, to the floor just as the paper was going to press.

"But Gene, that's what happened! The girl says she threatened to cut his heart out. She says the gun happened to go off accidentally and..."

"Get out from under my feet!"

What would come out of Gene's typewriter and go into the paper would be a wonderful story, it would be a story that would get all the other reporters in town hell from their city editors because they'd slipped up on "the real story." But it would be so far removed from what had actually taken place at the scene of the event, that I'd dodge my fellow reporters for days, unable to bear their pithy, scathing, and what I knew were well-justified comments, if reporting was reporting and not a happy faculty for making fiction.

One spotless, bright blue day that first spring, Cohen stuck his face across my typewriter and said, "I've got an idea for you! You're going to be a housemaid!"

"I'm going to be a what?"

"A housemaid! A kitchen mechanic! You know! A servant girl, a flunky, a pearl diver! Scrub the floors. Change the diapers. Resist the lord and master with a quick kick in the kishkes when he makes a pass!"

I could hardly stand it. Humiliating, Disgusting. I began to try and mutter something, even though I well knew what happened to any "goddam, lousy reporter" who resisted one of Cohen's brain babies.

Perspiration was making this lean, blond, sensitive face shine, perspiration and frenzy. Giving birth to an idea was to Cohen what giving birth to a baby is to a woman.

"They'll go crazy over it in the Mission, they'll eat it up!"

The Daily News was served up on some eighteen thousand working class doorsteps each morning at three. All I had to do, according to Gene, was to get into the houses of the rich and "dish the dirt" in a serial story to be called "Why Is There a Servant Girl Problem?"

"Who cares more about the goings-on of Mrs. Goldrox and what kind of lace she wears on her drawers and what she says to Mr. Goldrox when he comes home drunk than Bridgit, Maryann, and Tessie breaking their backs over the washtubs in the Potrero?"

That was Gene's theory. "They'll eat it up," he said.

I went to a Miss Dillon's domestic employment agency where I displayed some references that Guy Jones, the managing editor, had written for me with many a snort. I filled out a blank saying that I was a second maid. Miss Dillon was an Irishwoman, red in face and with a measuring blue eye, sitting behind a big desk like a top sergeant.

"Take a chair," she barked, tossing my application into a wire basket with scarcely a glance and nodding toward a row of wooden stairs that were lined against the wall. "I get plenty of calls for second girls."

I spent the next couple of months slugging it out in service to some of the very best name families in the Bay Area. I became familiar with the fierce, punishing jungle that lay between the fashionable dining room and the anarchistic kitchen.

Mrs. Torrance of San Carlos took me on as a second maid. She was a little old lady with a grand and frigid manner.

"I live in the country, very quietly ... there are no nickelodeons and no dance halls. I shall expect you to accompany me to church on Sunday."

I was thinking, "Well, I seem to have landed a job at last. Cohen will be satisfied. I wonder how the old girl gets her hair to look like that. It looks like polished steel. Might be a wig."

"I shall expect you on Saturday, then, at San Carlos ...

San Carlos is a station on the San Mateo peninsula, a settlement put down among the oak trees in the low-lying hills that are green in the springtime with the heavy grasses. This was springtime.

A Filipino boy opened the door of the rambling, unpretentious house, which fit the description that Mrs. Torrance had given me. The fierce noise of general housekeeping emerged from within. The house was in the process of being reopened, dredged, and dusted out from the long winter.

I got fifty dollars a month as a maid, and I damned near kept the job. With room and board thrown in, that was social security.

I kept running into the Daily News office every time I had an hour off. It was reassuring. It reminded me that the world was really made up of flesh and blood, blasphemous, well-meaning human beings. I was writing out what I had seen and heard from the servant girls the day before. When I passed five or six chapters over the city desk, Jones called me over. He was a little man with a fishy eye and an enormous habit of understatement. "The old man (Eugene MacLean, the publisher of the Daily News) thinks that this servant girl study of yours is pretty good. About a by-line now. Have you doped out a by-line for yourself?"

"By-line? What's the matter with my own name, Mildred Bremler? I want it to be my name so all the girls back at that snobby high school that I went to will know that I'm a reporter."

"Your name sounds German," said Jonesey, "that's not so good these days. Mildred Bremler is not a good by-line anyhow, a name like that won't stick in people's heads. Let me see ...," he was making little balloons with the stub of a soft pencil on a pile of copy paper ... "suppose we make it Milly, hm, that's all right, Milly ... Milly Brem ... Brent... Bennett... that's it! Milly Bennett."

One day Gene Cohen was working the telegraph slot. The big clock on the office wall said 8:29 A.M. Deadline for the first edition.

Suddenly Gene let out a bloodcurdling scream, bounded in one clean jump over the city desk, and was on the run for the backroom crying something that sounded like "war" and something that sounded like "606." It was war, and it was 606.

The day was April 6, 1917.

U. S. DECLARES WAR took up half of page one all day. 606 was the name that the printers hung on the biggest type in the composing room.

The hip-hip-hurrah spirit of the war came to San Francisco, but it came in a gradual, reluctant way. San Francisco is like that. Quick to love. Slow to hate.

I sold a Liberty Bond from a soapbox at Market and Mason so that I could write a little nifty called, "I Sold a Liberty Bond." It was intended to encourage others to go and do likewise.

The old German Hof Brau Restaurant got kicked to pieces and demolished by carousing sailors one night.

The servant-girl serial began to be printed in the paper, but it was too much and it was too late.2 The Cinderellas no longer needed a pleader, an agitator, a leader. The war factories began paying good wages for short, regular hours.

2 The nineteen-part series, entitled "Milly Bennett, Maid," began running on April 15, 1917. Clips in MBP, Box 6, file 5.

Not a soul in the Mission District proposed a statue to Milly Bennett, as exclusively predicted by Gene Cohen, but the big boss, "Old Man" Mac Lean, took notice.

On a never-to-be-forgotten Saturday, Mortimer paused at my desk. Mortimer was the Daily News cashier. Fumbling a small, buff-colored envelope from among the stack in the shoebox he carried, he said-, "Sign your name on the envelope and give it back." My hands were crazy with joy and excitement, but I managed to tear open the envelope. Into the palm of my hand rolled a gold piece, the most comely, the most radiant, the most exuberant five dollar gold piece ever minted west of the Rockies.

A bulb king—it was tulips—an old boy who was making his first million, proposed a trip around the world to me. It was during an interview.

"When the war is over, little girl," he said, "we'll be happy."

I unhinged his brown-spotted and veiny old hand from my youthful kneecap. "I've got a job," I said. I made my way out of his suite in a downtown hotel. I went back to the office and sat down to write a story.

The copy was scarcely out of my machine when a slow-motion Western Union lad strolled across the city room and deposited on my desk an enormous gift basket of long-stemmed red roses and a big square box.

The production of the Daily News faltered. The boys moved on my desk. They seized upon, shook, and rattled the box. They sniffed and pulled at the American Beauties.

"Open it up! Open it up!" The package did not respond. "Here's the scissors! Look what the bulb king sent Milly! Bulb king? Hahahaha! Here, take my knife! Let me do it! You're all thumbs!"

Rosy Roessner, the assistant city editor, remarked in a loud voice that as for him, it was his guess that the parcel contained a bomb or an infernal machine of some kind. Rosy was the cynical type in the first place. In the second, a bomb actually had exploded in San Francisco at the Preparedness Day Parade a year earlier.

Wiggy Williams, a reporter with an uncontaminated and ravishing imagination, commented that it was probably "a diamond ring!"

Catcalls and cheers shook the room as the wrappings fell away to reveal a red satin heart stuffed with chocolate creams. All hands seized fistfuls of bonbons. One wretch grabbed the card. George Hyde, the waterfront reporter, took a lull in the uproar to read it aloud.

"Love and kisses to a dear little charmer."

There was a split second of silence.

"Throw her in the wastebasket!" someone howled. It was acted upon.

Not too long after this, my foolish old party made the headlines. A $100,000 breach of promise suit. A switchboard operator at the hotel where he'd stayed said that the tulip bulb king didn't tell her that he was married when he proposed a trip around the world to her.

Along toward December 1917, Louise Post Johansen joined the staff of the Daily News. She was a great big, golden-haired girl, with remarkable blue eyes and a delicately cut Roman nose. Her masses of yellow hair were forever falling on her neck, her clothes looked as if they were thrown on. She took pride in her slender and beautifully molded hands, and she took care of them occasionally. A more generous and sympathetic spirit than Loojo would be hard to find.

It was she who took me in hand. Together we explored the joints of North Beach where she already "knew everybody," and where, after a merry evening, we inevitably wound up at Bigin's on Columbus Avenue where the painters, the poets, the critics, and the newspapermen of that day collected.

Loojo had a grand manner, and when she tossed back the swinging doors of Bigin's it came into play ... she would stand there, raking the smoke-filled cave with her cool, blue eyes... from somewhere behind the smoke a shout would go up:

"Hurrah! The Great Dane!"

The evening was launched. Loojo was perfect. She never wanted to go home, and neither did I.

Bigin's was a long, narrow room, its walls covered with canvasses by Mahlon Blaine, Heine, Anna Willie, and others who had painted pictures for Bigin in payment for their meals and wine.

I don't think that anyone who looked at the naked women riding the centaur on Bigin's walls, whether through four tumblers of bootleg or fourteen, can forget them. They were the work of Blaine and were precisely what a lecherous drunk needed to look at to put him in his place.

I met Mencken at Bigin's. George Sterling had him there for dinner one night, and I was crazy with excitement and pleasure when George came to our table and said, "Come over and meet H. L. Mencken."

So I met Mencken. He was short, he was rotund, he was red in the face, glassy-eyed, and had a face like the moon. All that was the matter, I guess, was that I got to him too late, for he said nothing whatsoever to me, in addition to which Gene Cohen had to hold him up against the wall so that he could shake hands with me.

"It must be the honest-to-God Mencken," I said to Loo. "I've got this feeling that it's really Mencken, but what does he have to look like that for?"

I think every newspaper office has its approximation of Wiggy Williams. Even in this day of gilded and more urbane journalism, some bachelor, man-about-town reporter is constantly figuring in implausible escapades from which he emerges with an awful hangover, but otherwise unscathed.

Wiggy was the author on the Daily News. He had what amounted to a positive talent for sentimentalizing and dramatizing the sordid, the dreary, the banal.

The routine of the hobo in the skid row flophouse, the lonely cop marooned on a fog-belt beat, the frustrated fireman cut off by night duty from the sight of his little children ... these became seething, heart-gripping adventures as they leaped out of Wiggy's lumbering old Underwood.

Wiggy was the boy with the solid gold watch engraved with love and kisses from the fire ladies of San Francisco. Wiggy had written a serial story about how the brave and handsome firemen were strangers to their own wives, how the little kiddies didn't recognize papa when he came home, and so the two platoon (double shift) system for firemen was inaugurated and Wiggy got the gold watch.

Now there was a theory in the Daily News office that Wiggy carried two jobs, writing his serials and covering the federal beat, and that was why he was entitled to more pay than any of us, double our salaries, a stupendous fifty dollars a week.

The practice was that frequently, all too frequently for the rest of us, the cry went up from the city desk, "Where's that fat-headed, thick-witted so-and-so Wiggy Williams?"

Wiggy could not step on a worm, he was that tenderhearted. Wiggy hated the dark, he was that timid, but he could and did duck out of his reporting job constantly, leaving his work to some already overworked reporter, and he could and did brave the wrath of these reporters who were forever threatening "to break every bone in that slug's head!"

I must say that Wiggy was always sure to take care of his serials during his absences. Advance chapters for any thriller-diller serial were always to be found among the old cigar butts, the burned matches, the flashy hat checks and chewed-up pencils in the top drawer of his desk. The excuse, when he would reappear a week or ten days later, was as changeless as the foghorn on Alcatraz.

"I was out getting firsthand stuff for my next serial." He would be shaky, his pale, fat cheeks more sallow, his prominent eyes more bug-eyed.

Many a secret and cunningly contrived safari was organized among us "to catch Wiggy with his pants down." You know. Surprise him in some round of bootleg dives, some Hannam baths, or even some less reputable if more glamorous hideout. Many a lusty brave after Wiggy's scalp woke with his own scalp on the floor of a joint... and no Wiggy.

Captain Phil Sinnott came home from the wars and was installed as our new managing editor. He was determined to alter this disappearing habit of Wiggy's, at least temporarily. One of Wiggy's circus serials was running in the Daily News, "Leona of the Lions," I believe. The town was placarded with posters about "this dazzling, scintillating heartbreaking thriller of the sawdust world," and the circulation of the Daily News had taken an upswing, which indicated that a Williams serial was enjoying its customary success.

Then Wiggy went away, leaving behind the customary bundle of chapters.

111 teach that great big tramp a lesson, said Phil Sinnott, but nobody on the staff paid any attention to that. We had heard other managing editors say the same thing.

As usual, the day that the material he had left behind had ran out, Wiggy appeared at his desk, moist-eyed and shaky, but there he was and busy as a beaver, banging out further adventures for Leona.

"Get out! Get out! Get out!" yelled Phil, suddenly spotting Wiggy, "I don't want to see that fat face of yours around here for two weeks, you're laid off, get out! I don't want any serial, I don't need any chapters, get out of here, you great big slug, before I throw you out."

That was Wiggy's round face protesting with its last astonished breath, that was Wiggy backing out through the office door and the door closing behind him.

The silence in the office was 100 percent; you could have heard a pin drop.

"And now, boys and girls," said Phil rubbing his thick, sandy hair in a puzzled, troubled way, "and now boys and girls, we'll write Wiggy's serial."

I might say that we adjourned to the corner blind pig and mapped out our work, that there we drew slips of paper to determine whose turn would come when, and that we turned in as murderous a hash of "Leona of the Lions" as it would be possible to conceive.

Leona deteriorated under our blundering hands. The flow of her adventures got choppy and clogged, the writing became confused and debased. Where was the dash and the flavor, where the bamboozle and the heart's blood that Wiggy could conjure with his clichés, his catchpenny phrases, his commonplaces? Frustrated, we became killers. We murdered his characters.

Wiggy was really suffering. He telephoned Phil every day, sometimes two, three times a day, begging and pleading to come back to the office. "I don't ask for pay," was what he was saying, "just let me come back and write my own serial."

Any two weeks must come to an end. This one did too, and Wiggy returned to the office. He marched across the linoleum with that pontifical dignity that short, fat men simulate so well. He was cold sober looking and as white as a sheet, and he threw himself at his old Underwood without a how do you do or a go to hell to anybody in the city room.

What Wiggy wrote, and I maintain to this day that it was an inspiration verging on greatness, what he set down was that Leona had been very ill, that she had been at "death's door" with a raging fever ... all that had transpired in the serial story in the preceding two weeks had been the delirium of her fever.

From there he went on with the adventures of Leona and her friends and all went very well with that cozy, happy family, I assure you.

Some months ago I met a Mr. Leong, a young Chinese patriot who was touring the United States on behalf of the new cooperative movement in China.

"Who is doing the propaganda for the Japanese in the China war in these parts?" asked Leong.

"Wiggy Williams," I piped up, "he's a former newspaperman doing publicity now, I heard over the radio that he is registered with the State Department as working for the Japanese."

This conversation took place at a Sunday morning breakfast party in the hillside garden of Professor M. M. Knight in the early summer of 1939. An engaging young Pole was there, an exchange student at the University of California, and he had been telling us how the Soviet Red Army would certainly come to the aid of the Polish government, if Hitler marched. Yes, everybody was sitting there in the sunshine, we were jolly and filled with amusing, hopeful conversation, as well as strawberries and cream, waffles, scrambled eggs, and coffee.

"I'll tell you a funny story about Wiggy Williams. I used to work on the same paper with him years and years ago," and I recounted the affair of "Leona of the Lions" up to and including how Wiggy rescued all of his characters.

"What ingenuity!" cried Leong. "Can't we get this fellow on the Chinese side?"

I caught my breath. I was horrified, for just a moment ... here I had been busy despising Wiggy for more than a year for having taken up for the Japanese against the Chinese, and here was a Chinaman out of China who only saw Wiggy as someone who might be useful. The way they invented gunpowder, I reflected, the Chinese probably invented realistic politics.

"Perhaps you can get him," I said, "the State Department report has it that the Japs pay him seventy-five dollars a week. Chungking should be able to top that."

"We'll double it," cried Leong. "for a fellow such as you describe, we'll double it."
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