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  Preface


  In 1913 there were two arrivals in Los Angeles that would have lasting consequences for the city. The first was water, which came via a 223-mile
  aqueduct from the Owens Valley to the San Fernando Valley, and allowed the city to grow beyond the limits of its natural resources. As this great and controversial feat of engineering was nearing
  completion, the second arrived. He wore a sharp suit, a straw boater circled with the colours of an English public school, and carried a silver-tipped cane. His name was Raymond Chandler.


  Ray was twenty-five in 1913 and he had spent the previous few months in San Francisco, working odd jobs, trying to make ends meet while supporting his mother, who had only recently joined him in
  America from England. He had been drawn to Los Angeles by a chance meeting on the ship that had ferried him from London to the United States but the decision to venture there would be the making of
  him. Behind him, he had a difficult childhood, a complicated adolescence and a failed career as a poet. In front of him, he had seven novels and a series of screenplays that would make him one of
  the most famous writers of the twentieth century. But, as Ray stepped for the first time into the bright, bleached light of LA, he could not know how his future would unfold. In 1913 he was just a
  young man, freshly arrived, looking to start a new life.


  This book examines how that shy man, born in Chicago, raised in London and educated in an English public school steeped in Victorian tradition, came to define modern Los Angeles. Ray, in the
  end, will be remembered as the author who proved that pulp fiction could aspire to more than the plotting of violence, but that was not what he set out to do. From the start
  Ray saw crime writing as a way to learn the mechanics of storytelling and though he wanted to write a crime novel he also hoped that he would eventually move beyond his most famous creation, Philip
  Marlowe, and one day be able to forget mystery stories altogether. Privately he found his failure to do so frustrating, but publically he gave short shrift to any suggestion that he should write a
  serious novel. By the end of his life, I believe, he had come to understand that his inability to overcome Philip Marlowe was also part of his success. With each apparently futile
  attempt to write something other than a crime novel he managed to expand the boundaries of what it was possible to achieve within the genre and, in so doing, turned it into art.


  Unfortunately, this achievement also came at a great cost. Alcoholism cast a long shadow over Rays life. His father was a violent drunk and, despite being all too aware of his
  fathers weaknesses, Ray could not prevent himself succumbing to the same addiction. Drinking, loneliness and a peculiarly British form of arrogance sometimes made him seem distant and aloof,
  even to his closest friends. Often in his letters he comes across as bitter and short-tempered and in person he could be even worse. At other times, however, he could be warm and generous. He was
  patient with new writers and had a seemingly endless appetite to debate the issues of the day, whether they were literary, cinematic, political or even culinary.


  As a biographer I have taken an unflinching look at every stage of Rays life and what I have seen has not always been pleasant. Since his death in 1959, Ray has been charged with racism
  and misogyny, while others have trawled his novels for signs of both repressed homosexuality and homophobia. In the pages that follow readers may find ample material upon which to build a case for
  all of these. I have, however, decided to resist the temptation to interrogate such attitudes. Neither have I spent time on the excuse that they are merely the product of a particular era.
  Ultimately, I have chosen to leave Rays readers to reach their own conclusions.


  My first encounter with Raymond Chandler took place at university, where The Big Sleep and Farewell, My Lovely featured in a seminar on crime fiction. Little did I think then that I would end up writing a book about the author of those novels but, from the very first page I read, I was fascinated, not just with Philip
  Marlowe but also with the world in which he existed and that inspired his creation. So, in this book, I have tried to set Rays achievement into a wider cultural and historical context. It
  has taken six years and my research has taken me to California, Canada and Oxford. It has been hard, often overwhelming and, in the end, it is impossible to set down a life on paper without some
  excisions and some difficult choices. I take responsibility for all of these. Likewise any errors contained herein are my own.


  Raymond Chandler once joked that the biographies of writers that appear on the back of their books make them dog themselves out in a velveteen smoking jacket, a cap with a tassel, a pipe
  full of Craven Mixture, and lollygag around admiring themselves instead of putting out a little careful but uneven prose.1 He was always unnerved by
  pretension and, I suspect, the thought of a book about him would smack of exactly that. However, despite the darkness in his life, the more I understand about it, the better I appreciate his
  literary work. I hope that the shade of Raymond Chandler, wherever he may be, will see that this book is about connecting the two, and showing the real lasting vitality of his art.


  LondonLos Angeles


  20062012





  Chapter One


  My Father Was an Alcoholic


  Raymond Chandler was born on 23 July 1888 in the upper rooms of a small, red-brick house on Langley Avenue in Chicago, Illinois. A doctor, by the
  name of Martin Walter, had been called to help but the birth was straightforward and, after a few hours, Chandler arrived in the world. Within his lifetime Ray, as he was known to family and
  friends, would become associated with another city, Los Angeles, in another state, California, by writing a series of crime novels that feature tough men and even tougher women. At first, though,
  there was only one tough guy in his life: Rays father, Maurice Chandler.


  Very little is known about Maurice. He appears infrequently in Rays letters and, when he does, it is with disdain and even shame. He was born on 15 August 1858, somewhere in Chester
  County, Pennsylvania, into a family that could trace its heritage back to Quaker settlers who had left Ireland in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. His parents, Amy and John Chandler, were
  farmers, wealthy enough to send their son to study engineering at the Towne Scientific School at the University of Pennsylvania. It was a good school with a sound reputation and, when Maurice
  matriculated in 1880, his parents had high hopes for him. Quakers were generally diligent and hardworking: Maurice though, was not, and his university career was marked by a singular lack of
  success. He left after only two years, without a degree. The reasons behind Maurices departure from university are not clear, but we know from his later years that he was a man who shirked
  responsibility, gave up too quickly, and was easily distracted. No doubt the qualities that made him a bad student also made him a bad father and husband.


  He did, however, leave university in 1882 with enough education to achieve a certificate of proficiency, sufficient to get him a job as an engineer working for a Midwestern railway company at
  the heart of what was, in the latter half of the nineteenth century, a rapidly expanding industry. The impact of the railways on the economic shape of America was, for the first time, to link the
  outlying regions directly to commercial centres like Chicago. In turn, these cities became great entrepts, with goods being sent to the great cities in the East and then on to markets
  beyond. Journeys that had taken days now took hours; large amounts of corn, pork and beef could be delivered quickly, without risk of spoilage; and it was profitable for both rural regions and
  cities. From the 1840s, corn grown on the plains of Nebraska (then the worlds largest cultivated region) was being sold across the world. The American Midwest was so essential to the
  international diet that it was known as the worlds breadbasket.1 This was a trade only made viable by the railways.


  When Maurice Chandler joined the industry, many of the major rail-building projects were complete. The first transcontinental railway had been officially finished thirteen years earlier, on 10
  May 1869, when the joining of the Central Pacific and Union Pacific lines was commemorated by the striking of a golden spike. Nonetheless, in an environment that saw one in every thirty-two
  Americans employed in the rail industry by 1881, it did not take Maurice long to find employment with the Union Pacific2 company. There were still plenty
  of smaller branch lines to be built as Chicago continued to grow and his engineering qualification saw him attached to one of the many teams that planned routes, laid track and repaired old,
  worn-out lines. The work was tough and that meant long hours and extended periods away from home. It kept him moving through the Midwest for five years, following the lines that radiated out of
  Chicago through Illinois, Nebraska and Wyoming, so that his twenties were essentially nomadic. He measured out his bachelor days in the boarding house rooms in small towns and temporary company
  tenements.


  Things changed for Maurice in 1886. He was working first in Omaha  then famous as a centre of debauchery and illicit activity  and later in Laramie, Wyoming. It
  was a new town  so new in fact that the trees that lined the roads were still saplings  and, compared to the excitement to be found elsewhere in nineteenth-century Omaha,3 it was a quiet one. There he met the woman who would later become his wife. Her name was Florence Dart Thornton. She had bright blue eyes, set in a strong square
  face and a head of thick brown hair that she would braid and pin into a chignon for formal occasions. She had only been in America for a year but her good looks had already caught the attention of
  many Laramie men.


  Florence was born in Ireland in 1861 to Isaac and Anna Thornton who, like Maurices parents, were Quakers. They lived in Waterford, which coincidently was the same Irish city from which
  Maurice Chandlers ancestors had emigrated from two or three generations earlier. In the middle of the nineteenth century, Waterford was a busy port, built on the River Suir, with a
  reputation for producing much-sought-after crystal and cut glass. For much of its existence it was considered Irelands second city, and, like the rest of the country, was dominated by an
  Anglo-Irish elite. The Thorntons, as nonconformist Quakers, were not quite part of this elite but were close enough to rub shoulders with the citys leading families, and ran a successful
  firm of solicitors with offices in Waterford, Dublin and Cork. Isaac was head of the firm and oversaw a prosperous business, providing the family with enough capital to live in a large house
  outside the city and keep themselves in considerable Victorian comfort.


  Isaac died suddenly in the late 1870s, leaving Anna to take over the household. She was a tyrant and a bully by all accounts and brought up her five daughters and only son, Ernest, in strict
  adherence to her moral and religious code. When Ernest reached university age, she forced him to study law, which he agreed to reluctantly. He had no wish to join the family firm, but, when it came
  down to it, Ernest could not resist his mothers will.4


  The Thorntons, and Anna in particular, were fiercely proud of their Quaker roots, which, she believed, located them squarely in the upper echelons of the British Empire. The flipside of this was
  that Anna had a great disliking for both Catholicism and for the Irish working class which formed the bulk of the congregation and brought her children up to share that
  prejudice.5 Anna could often be heard boasting that her family had no Catholic connections, not even by marriage: the Thorntons were pure Anglo-Irish
  Quakers.


  A crisis came upon the Thornton family in the first years of the 1880s, in the person of a boiler inspector called Ernest Fitt. He had fallen in love with Florences sister, Grace, and the
  two wanted to marry. Anna Thornton was appalled. She approached the problem of marriage in the same way that she approached Ernests reluctance to study law: she attempted to bully Grace into
  giving him up. This time, however, Annas victim would not be broken down and, when it became clear that there was no hope of compromise, she and her lover decided the only course open to
  them was to emigrate to America.


  Twelve months later, at the age of twenty-five, Florence followed. Her motivation for leaving is less clear. She was not involved in any forbidden relationships as far as we know and could
  probably have looked forward to marriage, children and security in Waterford had she stayed. But in the wake of Graces departure, life there steadily worsened. Without her sister, Florence
  bore the brunt of her mothers wrath and, eventually, it became intolerable. America must have seemed like the answer to her prayers and in 1886, with all the impetuousness of youth Florence
  packed her possessions and left, with hardly a penny to her name save for what she could borrow or had secretly saved at home.


  The journey itself was tough. It was rare for young women to travel unaccompanied and rarer still for them to do so without the support of their parents. At Queenstown, she boarded a ship to New
  York and, like the majority of emigrants, she found her place in steerage. For the ten days or so that it took to cross the Atlantic, she lived in dark, cramped and dirty conditions, sharing her
  living space with crowds of fellow passengers, some as filthy as her surroundings. It was a journey for which her sheltered upbringing in Waterford could not have prepared her.


  At first, many passengers would have been sick, unused to the movement of the sea. The stench would have been awful and respite, in the form of a trip to the upper decks, was
  only occasional. At night, Florence slept in a caged bunk-cot with other women above and below her; by day she was ejected, forced to mingle with her fellow passengers while the accommodation was
  cleaned. Was she shocked by some of the people she met? Stowaways and runaways were not uncommon on the Atlantic crossings and her beauty would have no doubt brought unwanted attention. In her old
  life, men, other than those in her immediate family, would have remained mysterious creatures. On board a ship, they would be very real and very close.


  There was music, at least. Emigrants would have packed fiddles and other musical instruments to help while away the journey and groups would have gathered to sing hymns and favourite songs late
  into the night. The food, though, was not good. Old meat and thin soup were the daily diet.


  After nearly two weeks of this, Florence landed at New Yorks Castle Garden, where immigrants were received until 1890, when the more famous Ellis Island opened. This was not the end of
  her journey, however, and she faced a night in a cheap New York boarding house before taking a train the next morning, first to Chicago, and then onwards to Laramie.


  Travelling by train was no more comfortable than by ship. For two days she sat on rough, wooden benches, crammed into a plain carriage with only a stove to warm it, and a single
  toilet6, as the train rocked its way steadily through its almost 1,000-mile journey to Chicago. There was not even a view to alleviate the boredom. Robert
  Louis Stevenson, who made an identical journey only a few years earlier, in 1879, described what he saw as he passed through the deserts of Wyoming:


  
    
      To cross such a plain is to grow home-sick for mountains . . . Hour after hour it was the same unhomely and unkindly world about our onward path; tumbled boulders, cliffs
      that drearily imitate the shape of monuments and fortifications . . . not a tree, not a patch of sward, not one shapely or commanding mountain form; sage-brush, eternal sagebrush . . . and for
      sole sign of life, here and there a few fleeting antelopes . . . there was not one good circumstance in that God-forsaken land.7

    

  


  Better things did await Florence in Laramie8. There, she found her sister happily married to the boiler inspector and preparing to
  have children. They had made a good life in Laramie and Florence fitted in with them easily. She was glad to have turned her back on Waterford and in Wyoming she grew into a confident, happy young
  woman. She spent her days helping Grace at home  doing housework, shopping, looking after baby Muriel once she was born  while Ernest was at work. For the first time in her adult
  life, she could relax without the mantles of class and religion that had been forced upon her. She lived like this for a year and was content.


  In 1887, just as she was finding her feet, her world changed again. How did this pretty Irish girl come to be introduced to a gruff railway engineer like Maurice Chandler? One possible
  explanation is that they met through her brother-in-law, Ernest Fitt.


  Fitt looked to better himself in America and at some point was employed as a draftsman and later as a civil engineer.9 If he worked in these roles as
  early as 1887, he may well have come across Maurice Chandler professionally, inviting his new friend to meet his wife and recently arrived sister-in-law, perhaps hoping that the young bachelor
  might take Florence off his hands. However they met, there seems to have been an immediate attraction and their relationship moved with surprising speed, hastened no doubt by the knowledge that
  Maurices time in Wyoming was limited. When his job finished he would have to follow the work and as this moment drew closer, Florence was forced to make a choice. Would she stay with her
  sister and brother-in-law or would she go away with Maurice? In the end, with the same impetuousness that brought her to America, Florence chose Maurice.


  The young couple were married at St Matthews Episcopal Church. They had known each other less than a year. The ceremony was performed amidst ominous quiet by the Reverend George Cornell
  and witnessed by a pair of drifters, William and Nettie Comley.10 The circumstances of the marriage  the hastiness with which it came about, the
  fact that Ernest and Grace did not attend  raises questions. The relationship may have been a passionate one but was it, in the eyes of Florences sister and brother-in-law, also a bad
  one?


  Maurice and Florence stayed in Laramie for a couple of months and it was here that Ray was conceived. Ray always thought things might have turned out better had the Chandlers
  remained in the area but circumstances were against them and Maurices work took him towards Chicago. Maurice knew Chicago well. He almost certainly lived there early in his career and would
  have travelled through it often while working. Florence had also visited before, but only briefly, stopping over for a few hours while changing trains on her way to Laramie. It was all new to her
  and certainly very different from the kind of environment to which she was accustomed.


  There were six rail termini in Chicago, with trains from Wyoming ending their journey at Union Station. It is here that Florence disembarked. The first thing she would have noticed would have
  been the smell: the stench of rubbish and manure, mingling with the foul odour of the out-of-town stockyards,2 blown in on the prairie winds.


  Trains also made Chicago noisy and dangerous. Around 1,000 a day came into the city, travelling along tracks that carved through the city. Since 1857, Chicagos railway network had been
  the largest in the world, and city authorities had little or no control over its expansion. It was the product of pure, unbridled capitalism. Tracks crossed major roads and intersections, blocking
  traffic and pedestrians while the iron monsters, tugging behind them innumerable wagons, belched their way to the station. It is hardly surprising that the accident toll was high in this
  environment and, in the year of Raymond Chandlers birth, an average of two Chicagoans were killed every day by trains.11


  Perhaps most shocking of all for Florence would have been the citys sheer size. She had never fully experienced a city like Chicago but, after all, cities like Chicago had not existed for
  long. It was built on a different scale, to a different template, and, unlike older cities, it had expanded not just outward but upward.


  When Florence arrived in Chicago, it was already home to some of the most famous and innovative tall buildings in the world. In the past, urban skylines had been dominated by
  the spires, crosses and domes of churches, mosques and synagogues, but Chicagos skyline was characterised by capitalist rather than spiritual devotion. Each new building had to be bigger and
  better and Chicago soon became a perpetual building site. Mark Twain wrote,


  
    
      Chicago [is] a city where they are always rubbing a lamp and fetching up a genii and contriving and achieving new possibilities. It is hopeless for the occasional visitor to
      try and keep up with Chicago  she outgrows her prophecies faster than she can make them. She is always a novelty; for she is never the Chicago you saw when you passed through the last
      time.12

    

  


  Buildings like the Montauk Block (Burnham and Root, 18821883) and the Rookery (Burnham and Root, 1888) changed the way that Chicagos inhabitants looked at the city, and not always
  in a good way. People began to fear that the buildings were getting too tall  so tall, in fact, that they risked blocking out the sun itself, creating canyon-like streets never touched by
  natural light. These fears were not realised13, but it goes to show quite how little these architectural developments were understood and how
  intimidating they could be.


  How strange Chicago must have appeared to Florence, familiar with the three- and four-storey buildings of the industrial areas of Waterford. Buildings with ten, eleven and even more storeys
  would have seemed quite awesome and daunting.


  Maurice and Florence set up their first home on Langley Avenue, in Chicagos south-eastern suburbs, close to Washington Park. Meanwhile, Maurices job had not changed very much.
  Despite his new wife and the imminent arrival of his first child, he was still working out and around the Midwest, and Florence often found herself alone. Aside from any emotional problems, this
  made life practically very difficult for the expectant mother. She had no family in the immediate vicinity and whatever support she needed had to come from her new
  neighbours.


  Florence went into labour on 23 July 1888 and gave birth the same day. She named her baby boy Raymond Thornton Chandler, giving him her own maiden surname as a middle name. He was christened
  shortly after and, as part of the experience, taken to G. W. Varney, a nearby photographer, where he posed for his first photograph in his gown.


  Sadly, we know very little about Rays earliest years. The two photographs from this period suggest a relatively normal childhood but they lack context. One, taken when he was around
  eighteen months old, shows a chubby-cheeked little boy wearing a traditional gown, perched awkwardly on a chaise longue in a photographers studio. In his hand, he is clutching a doll, a
  favourite toy, called Alfred. This picture shows early evidence of the shyness from which Ray was to suffer throughout his life: his gaze is drawn away from the camera and he is looking nervously
  at someone out of shot, perhaps trying to reassure him and elicit a smile. The photograph was probably taken as a memento for Maurice because Ray and his mother were about to make their first trip
  away together. It was time, Florence felt, to visit her mother in Ireland.


  Ray and Florence left Chicago some time in the summer of 1890,3 when Ray was just two years old, and made the long rail journey to New York. From there they
  took the boat to Queenstown in Ireland and then on to Waterford. Taking a very young child on such a long journey was brave but it appears that, this time, Florence could at least afford the luxury
  of a cabin14 to make the crossing a little easier. The food was better  meat and vegetables served at the table in a dining room, rather than the
  thin soups she had endured on her last journey  and a cabin also provided greater privacy, an obvious advantage for a young, attractive mother. Nonetheless, the journey was still a hard
  one.


  Why did Florence and Ray make that long journey back to Ireland? There is no evidence to suggest a family emergency. Florences father was already dead and there is no
  reason to believe her mother was ill. If there had been a crisis, we can also assume that she would have travelled with her sister. Did Florence travel because her mother demanded it? Anna was an
  exacting woman and may have insisted on seeing her grandson. But the trip had other advantages too. Aside from introducing her family to her beautiful baby boy, Florence could show her mother what
  a success she had made of her life, and make clear to her family that she was now no longer Miss Thornton but Mrs Chandler.


  At some point during the crossing Alfred, Rays doll, fell overboard. It must have upset the young child to lose such a precious toy and put extra pressure on Florence, who must have been
  expecting the visit to be a challenging one. Miraculously though Alfred reappeared once they arrived in Ireland, as Ray recalled years later. Perhaps this was a good omen.


  Florence always felt the weight of her mothers disapproval keenly and, though she must have hoped that the presence of baby Raymond would help mitigate her mothers choler, it is
  unlikely that Anna was anything other than her usual bad-tempered self. As her later behaviour suggests, Anna was not a woman who forgave easily and the reunion with her daughter may have been
  uncomfortable for everyone involved. But Florences preparedness to face Anna is characteristic of the bravery she showed in her late twenties. There is little doubting her resilience.


  The young boys own thoughts about this first visit to Ireland are not recorded. Ray seems to have remembered very little of his experience during the trip other than the loss of Alfred
  and his miraculous recovery at a hotel. While his mother and grandmother tried to reconcile it is probable that Ray kept his own quiet counsel, spending his days as he would have done in Chicago,
  playing with Alfred and his other toys, toddling about under the supervision of a servant, making his chubby-cheeked way around the Waterford house and getting to know his uncle Ernest and
  aunts.


  Their stay came to an end in late October when Florence and Ray headed home, boarding the SS Servia at Queenstown and landing in New York on the 27th. They headed straight back to
  Chicago. It would be nice to imagine Maurice waiting for his wife and son at La Salle station, where the trains from New York terminated, but it is more likely that he was away
  working and that Florence and Ray made their way back to their Langley Avenue home on their own. While they waited for one of his brief visits, Florence no doubt tried her hardest to settle into
  the life that she had just sold to her mother as happy and successful.


  The following summer in Chicago was extraordinarily hot and around seventeen people died in the heatwave.15 Florence made the decision to take Ray to
  stay with her sister, who had now moved to Plattsmouth, Nebraska. It was the first of what was to become a series of annual vacations lasting until 1895. It is clear that Ray enjoyed the time he
  spent there. Semi-rural, slightly backward Plattsmouth, sitting on the banks of the Missouri river, was a complete change from the stench and noise of Chicago. Wild grapes grew on roadsides and
  residents gathered them to make wine. At night, fireflies buzzed brightly through the evening sky while people sat out on rocking chairs, gossiping with neighbours.16 During the day, Ray was left to play with his cousin, Muriel Fitt, who, despite being two years older, seems to have let Ray take charge. In fact, some of their games were
  surprisingly adult  he once admitted pulling down her underwear and admiring her firm bottom.17 Plattsmouth was not quite a paradise, though, and
  Ray characteristically recalled his happy times there being interrupted one day by the appearance of a dead body floating down the muddy river.18


  Florence enjoyed Plattsmouth too. She was able to relax and, for the first time, share the responsibilities of childcare with someone else. She must also have enjoyed the company of her sister
  and brother-in-law. Their adult company would have made a welcome change from the duties of her day-to-day life. Ray also seems to have benefited from being among adults. He would sit at the feet
  of his uncle and aunt as they told stories about their families that fired his young imagination:


  
    
      My . . . uncles (by marriage only) name was Ernest Fitt . . . He used to come home in the evening . . . put the paper on the music rack and improvise while he read it
      . . . He had a brother who was an amazing character. He had been a bank clerk or manager back in Waterford . . . and had embezzled money . . . and with the help of the
      Masons, escaped the police net to . . . Europe. In some hotel in Germany his money was stolen, or most of it. When I knew him, long after, he was an extremely respectable old party, always
      immaculately dressed, and of incredible parsimony.19

    

  


  There was also an uncle who was a crooked politician and yet another who invented a machine to take on mail without stopping, but somebody beat him out of it and he never got a
  dime.20 Ray later said he should write a book about them and that does raise the question of how much he embellished these stories but,
  regardless, it seems clear that the original versions fascinated him. It is easy to imagine the young Ray listening to his uncles tales as they unfolded, noting as he did so that being a
  storyteller brought plenty of attention.


  Of course, summers in Plattsmouth had to come to an end, and Ray and Florence spent the rest of each year in Chicago. At some point, Ray underwent some education there, and certainly had friends
  in the city: according to his own account, he was part of a gang, though it was not criminal in any way.21 He would also have seen the
  construction of the site of the Chicago Worlds Fair that was emerging steadily a few streets away from Langley Avenue. He may have watched as a strange, enormous wheel-like structure,
  designed by William Ferris, was raised against the sky, but whether or not he ever visited the exhibition after it opened in 1893 and saw the first Ferris wheel, the first shredded wheat or the
  first zippers, we do not know.


  In Chicago, Florence found life hard. Whatever had originally drawn her to Maurice did not last. His long absences depressed her but his rare visits home depressed her even more. And, as Ray
  grew up, he became increasingly aware of the domestic problems his mother and father faced. During the 1890s, his parents marriage was steadily unravelling and they had no other children
  after Ray. Their slow but inevitable break-up would leave a serious psychological scar on Ray, but blame for the end of the marriage lies largely with Maurice.


  On his sons birth certificate, Maurice describes himself as a civil engineer. Ray rarely spoke about his father but, in the 1950s, at some of his lowest points, he
  began to open up to his friend Natasha Spender. He told her that his father used to be in charge of a track-laying team.22 We know that this means he
  would often have been out in the wilderness with a gang of trackmen working under him. It was their job to lift and then lay the track and sleepers, while Maurice directed them. For the men doing
  the lifting it was hard work (twelve-hour shifts were not uncommon) and it was dangerous and badly paid to boot (the trackmen on the Sante Fe line received a little over $1.20 a day for their
  work23). Managing them would scarcely have been any easier. The situation would not have been helped by the differences between the trackmen and the
  well-off, college educated engineers who ordered them around. Trackmen usually had little or no education  the only qualification they needed was the ability to hit a metal spike with a
  heavy hammer. They came from the poorest families, often had criminal backgrounds, and were well known for their insubordination.24 Engineers had the
  difficult task of corralling these motley crews into working to the tight schedules demanded by the railway companies. It often meant coercing them to extended periods of hard labour. Earning the
  respect of these often violent and thuggish men was imperative, and being away from the eyes of civilisation opened up certain options to men like Maurice: more often than not, they resorted to the
  timeworn method of sheer, brute force. In the end, Maurice Chandler was probably just another one of the many Mr Kurtzes whose violent conduct was tolerated by the railway companies as long as it
  was effective.


  Maintaining control in the wilderness through violence and oppression must have put Maurice under tremendous strain. And, like many others, he found relief in drink which, for the sake of the
  manual labourers, would have been readily and cheaply available in very large quantities. Maurice became a heavy and frequent drinker, swigging his way to oblivion to alleviate the stress of work
  and before long he was a full-blown alcoholic. His alcoholism, along with day-to-day violence and the constant company of men, had a disastrous effect on his visits home: Maurice could not adjust
  to the quiet domesticity of Florence and Ray and the peaceful atmosphere was shattered when he returned.


  Chicago was an ideal city for a drunk. Distilling was the citys second industry after meat packing. At one point, it was estimated that the drinks trade in Chicago
  was worth a million dollars a year and, in 1865, the city produced 7 million gallons of beer, or 39 gallons for every man, woman and child in the city. By the 1880s, there was one bar for every two
  hundred residents, and the citys extensive pleasure districts were not only tolerated but also actively protected by the police. Temperance societies boomed and one of Burnham and
  Rootss early skyscrapers was the Womens Christian Temperance Building, the tallest building in the world in 1890. Groups promoting abstinence created a lot of noise but had little
  effect on the citys drinking habits: alcohol was everywhere and always available to a man like Maurice with money and a thirst.25


  Faced with a drunken husband Florence remained strong. She had experienced her mothers bullying and had learnt to stand up to it and was not ready to be subdued by Maurice. They argued
  fiercely but, perhaps inevitably, Maurice did not stop at verbal confrontation: he began to beat Florence. If she complained, he hit her again, and kept doing so until she was quiet. It is hard to
  know quite how much of this domestic violence Ray saw. He could never bring himself to write about his fathers behaviour and only when he was drunk could he bring himself to speak about
  Maurice at all. As a result, according to Natasha Spender, his accounts were not consistent: sometimes, he claimed to have seen his father beat his mother, while on other occasions he denied it. He
  must certainly have known what was going on. Though he was perhaps only four or five when the beatings started, he could not have missed the bruises on his mothers body or the change in her
  manner. As a small child, however, he was utterly powerless to do anything about it. How long Florence endured the beatings is impossible to guess but, by 1895, she and Ray had left Langley Avenue,
  and Maurice.


  At around this time, when he was seven years old, Ray developed scarlet fever: I remember principally the ice cream and the pleasure of pulling loose skin off during
  convalescence.26 Florence had been reduced to living in boarding houses and cheap hotels. Without Maurices financial support, her options were limited. With no money and no job she headed to Plattsmouth to live with her sister.


  Ray was enrolled in a school in the East Fourth Ward of Plattsmouth, where his teacher was Lettie C. Smith.27 His grades there were good but not
  remarkable, despite his intelligence. This may be explained by a complicated home life which put him under some strain. Mrs Smith was not Rays teacher for long. Her notes tell us that he was
  taken back to Chicago as a result of what would be the first of several attempted reconciliations between his mother and father.


  Maurice and Florence had not given up on their marriage entirely. Florence must have hoped that things would be different and, at any rate, was perhaps concerned that her young son needed his
  father and thought the sacrifice worth it. Over the next few years, they were to go back and forth from Chicago to Plattsmouth several times. This must have been an unsettling and difficult
  experience for her, but especially so for Ray. Whatever hope kept drawing her back to Chicago and to Maurice eventually died. Florence began to accept that the relationship could not be saved.


  She left Chicago for good, possibly as late as 1900, returning to Plattsmouth one last time. This decisive move was to deny Maurice any further sway over their son.


  Ray never forgave his father and, once he and Florence had fled, made a concerted effort to cut Maurice out of his life. He all but wrote Chicago out of his own life story and avoided mentioning
  his father at all, preferring to allow his friends to imagine him growing up in rural Plattsmouth, surrounded by eccentric uncles. Whether Ray acknowledged him or not, however, Maurice was to cast
  a long shadow over his life.


  The consequence of witnessing domestic violence was to wire into Rays brain a desire to protect women, starting with his mother. As this trait emerged in him, the personality of his great
  creation, the detective Philip Marlowe, also began to form. The phrase shop-soiled Galahad, used by Ray to describe Marlowe, also suggests how he viewed himself: chivalrous, a
  protector of women, but not in a purely abstract, romantic sense.


  Maurice may have spurred his sons creativity but his despicable conduct also laid many emotional landmines for him to negotiate in the future. Rays writing, as
  we will see, betrays a preoccupation with the idea that vices and moral weakness might be inherited. Would he, like his father, become a violent alcoholic?


  Florence, meanwhile, had to look to Rays future. He needed a home and an education. After some serious consideration, she decided that, for the sake of her son, she was happy to sacrifice
  her own happiness by returning to Ireland and her family. She knew her mother would not accept her divorce and would make her life difficult, but Ireland was the only way forward for the two
  Chandlers. There, at least, she would be out of Maurices reach and could more easily resist the temptation to go back.





  Chapter Two


  I Was Raised on Latin and Greek


  Ray was twelve years old when he and his mother made the long trip back to Waterford, leaving behind them domestic violence and drunkenness, only
  to submit themselves instead to the class-ridden, intolerant, bullying atmosphere of the Thornton family home. It was a journey through time as well as space, which saw them turn their backs on the
  bright novelty of Chicago and Plattsmouth, and enter, instead, the chilly embrace of Victorian Britain.


  Queen Victoria had only a few months left to live when the Chandlers landed in Ireland but the Thorntons were resolutely Victorian in their values. Unsurprisingly, news of the divorce did not go
  down well with them. At the end of the nineteenth century, divorce was still considered an exceptional and rash act, and one that brought with it social censure. As far as the Thorntons were
  concerned, no matter how brutally Maurice Chandler had treated Florence, leaving him was a step too far and Anna Thornton would never forgive her daughter for bringing shame upon the Thornton
  family.


  As would any good Victorian matriarch, Mrs Thornton dominated her family and their house, as certain of her class and position in society as ever. It is hard to imagine today just how sharply
  class boundaries were drawn but, in nineteenth-century Britain and Ireland, social position was everything. Anything that might undermine that structure had to be dealt with swiftly. To be
  Anglo-Irish was to be tied to the ruling elite and  as far as Anna Thornton was concerned  separate from and superior to the Catholic classes. Annas prejudices infected the
  entire household: her children, grandchildren and servants could not escape them. The family housekeeper, Miss Groome, refused to employ Catholic servants at all.


  Miss Groome was the daughter of a Church of England canon, which qualified her for the occasional afternoon tea at the house of Miss Paul, a local spinster, who lived in one of the large houses
  outside the city. Miss Paul was, Miss Groome liked to point out, country, which put her in a class above the Thorntons and her effect on the housekeeper was considerable. Ray later
  recalled how nervous these tea parties made her.1 She would make a fuss for days in advance and clearly enjoyed the kudos more than the event itself.


  The housekeeper is one of the most prominent characters in Rays letters about this time. He was attracted to the habit she had of both undermining and reflecting his familys social
  prejudices. For example, she always looked down on Rays uncle Ernest because he was a mere solicitor. Ray recalled her observing that there are only four careers for a gentleman: the
  Army, the Navy, the Church and the Bar. A barrister was a gentleman, but not a solicitor.2 Ernest knew how she felt about him and responded in
  kind:


  
    
      Sometimes when the dinner did not suit him he would order it removed and we would sit in stony silence for three quarters of an hour while the frantic Miss Groome browbeat
      the domestics below stairs and finally another meal was delivered to the master, probably much worse than the one he had refused . . .3

    

  


  Miss Groome undoubtedly helped add to the uncomfortable atmosphere in the house but it was the relationship between Ernest and Anna that caused most tension. Having chosen her sons career
  for him, she continued to meddle in his personal life and in his law practice. Their bizarre relationship, combined with his distaste for the law, soured the mood of the house. It makes it easy to
  understand why, when Ray remembered his uncle, he did so in the simplest of terms as a man of rather evil temper.4


  Despite all of this, Ray seems to have made friends and to have enjoyed living there. He found himself being pushed into the company of nearby cousins and they soon became
  friends. Ray remembered playing cricket with one of them, though even that was not without its social conflict:


  
    
      . . . one of the boys was a Catholic . . . he came in to the game in an elaborate chariot with grooms in livery; but he was not asked to have tea with the rest after the
      game. He wouldnt have accepted of course.5

    

  


  Ray struggled with this prejudice for most of his life: I grew up with terrible contempt for Catholics, and I have trouble with it even now.6 It just goes to show quite how deep the attitudes of Anna Thornton and the Waterford household could penetrate.


  Ray makes no mention of his education in Waterford in letters or other writings, probably because he did not remain there long enough to attend school: before long, the decision was made to send
  Ray and Florence to London. It is not clear who was best served by this. It may have been that Anna sent her dishonourable, divorcee daughter away out of a sense of embarrassment; or perhaps
  Florence wanted to save her son from a childhood like her own, under Annas stern influence. For whatever reason, the Chandlers packed their things again and set off for London and yet
  another new home.


  It was not, in the end, much of an escape. They moved to Whitefield Lodge at 77 Alleyn Park, in Dulwich, South London, where they were joined by Ernest, another sister, Ethel, and a servant,
  Rose. Ethel was the odd one out among the Thornton girls; she was considered less attractive than her sisters and, perhaps as a consequence of this, never married. She was also the only Thornton
  child to feel any affection towards their mother. It must then have pleased Ethel, if no one else, that Anna Thornton would be making regular visits to the Dulwich house, perhaps even relocating
  there. It was, in effect, to be a continuation of life in Waterford, and Florence suffered there just as she had in Ireland, the victim of constant slights and disapproval. Ray remembered vividly,
  for example, occasions when Anna refused to serve wine to her divorced daughter.


  Unsurprisingly, London came to depress Florence. Starved of affection she put all her energy into her relationship with her son and the two became utterly dependent on each
  other. This brought him a greater emotional maturity than would be usual for a child of his age, burdened as he was with the full knowledge of his mothers difficulties. In turn, this close
  relationship with Ray left her unable to establish or maintain a serious relationship with a man because she worried about how they would treat her son. Years later, Ray regretted this. He was
  aware that she had affairs  or rather, men paid court to her  and knew, too, that he was the reason why they never developed. This knowledge, combined with his own increasing
  awareness of her dependence on him, would eventually put a serious strain on their relationship.


  Despite the atmosphere at home, Ray thrived in London. He fell in love with it. There was something about even suburban Dulwich that seemed to inspire him. It was quiet, calm and neighbourly, a
  world away from Belgravia, Mayfair and St Jamess, though still part of the great Imperial capital. Piccadilly was a mere five miles away and, on a clear day, the grubby, grey dome of St
  Pauls was visible on the skyline. It was where bank clerks and civil servants lived in double-stucco-fronted houses; where Sundays were reserved for gardening and gossip; where people led
  quiet, careful lives. It was nothing at all like Chicago and very, very British.


  As Ray explored his new home Ernest and Florence discussed the boys future. Ray needed an education and it was decided that he be sent to nearby Dulwich College as a day
  boy. Ray was extraordinarily lucky that his uncle Ernest was willing to foot the bill for a private education. Ernests feelings towards his nephew are unclear  his support has
  been described, by previous biographers, as grudging  but there is no doubt that his decision, reluctant or otherwise, changed Rays life and gave him opportunities that he would not
  otherwise have had.


  Dulwich College is, perhaps, more famous than it should be. It is, as Ray liked to say, not out of the top drawer7 as far as public
  schools are concerned, and does not rank among the socially elite schools such as Eton or Harrow. Like Charterhouse and Marlborough, however, it is a good school. It was then, as now, a
  school for the children of civil servants, solicitors and bankers, rather than for the heirs of aristocratic families. It has become particularly famous for educating some of
  the best-known writers of the twentieth century, a testament to its literary and artistic ethos. P. G. Wodehouse attended some seven years before Ray; Dennis Wheatley and C. S. Forrester after Ray
  had left. In the latter half of the twentieth century, its pupils included Graham Swift and Michael Ondaatje. In 1900, however, this literary reputation was yet to be established. Dulwich College
  was then known for educating the children of the empire and as a training ground for its Imperial servants. It was, in short, a school for the middle classes.


  The College had been established in 1619 by a contemporary of Shakespeares, actor-manager Edward Alleyn. In 1857, Victorian public school reform resulted in the College being split into
  two  the Lower School became simply Alleyns, while the Upper School retained the name of Dulwich College. It was also in the mid-nineteenth century that it outgrew its original
  buildings and was re-sited on Dulwich common. Today, modern buildings sit alongside Victorian structures, but any Alleynian of Rays generation would still recognise the long avenue lined
  with leafy chestnut trees leading up to the magnificent Italianate palazzo designed by Sir Charles Barry. They would recognise, too, the lush, well-maintained grounds at the front of
  the school, dotted with rugby posts and cricket squares, filled with the noise of sport.


  Ray joined the school as Pupil 5724 on 18 September 1900. Shortly after that date, the family moved from Alleyn Park to Mount Cyra, a tall, redbrick house on Auckland Road, Upper Norwood, just
  south of Dulwich. He was then a small, thin boy with an angular face, a high forehead and a knifelike nose. Each morning, dressed in a black jacket, waistcoat and a thickly striped blue and black
  tie, he walked to the college.


  Ray stood out from his peers for several reasons. As a day boy he was immediately set apart from a sizeable proportion of his contemporaries. Boarders had after-school adventures, such as
  breaking out of the grounds after ten to smoke cigarettes, while day boys simply sloped off home to be with their mothers, and so were never quite fully integrated into the life of the school.


  Then there was the accent. Ray spoke with a mild American twang. Had he attended preparatory school (prep) not only might he have lost that accent but, in the
  normal run of things, he would have picked up some schoolboy slang and idiom. As he had not done so, he found it hard to shake off American manners and his ignorance made him feel uncomfortable.
  For example, he hated the way that public school etiquette reduced his name to R. T. Chandler. Sir Alwyne Ogden, a contemporary of Rays, remembered that he was desperate to be called Raymond
  but this simply would not take. In a world where small victories and defeats mattered, this would have been troubling for the boy.8


  Public schools were places where boys were kept in perpetual competition. Everything counted, from the cut of a boys uniform to the profession of his father. In this last instance, Ray
  was in trouble. He could only look on quietly as the other boys swapped stories about pater. Had Maurice been dead, Ray might have got away with it  several boys in his year
  had lost their fathers in battle, and there was a certain pride in it but Ray had nothing to be proud of when it came to Maurice.


  Finally, having lived in households dominated by women, with only the occasional male influence from Maurice, Ernest and his Plattsmouth uncles, meant that Ray had not really learned how to rub
  along with other men. He was simply not prepared for this aspect of life in a public school. This singled him out even more. Some boys cope well in such situations, but not Ray, and so his first
  few years at Dulwich were a strain. Interestingly enough, although he accepted the ethos of Dulwich College and of the public school system in general, he rarely mentioned his very early years at
  the college in his letters indicating, perhaps, that it was not a period he liked to remember.


  A typical school day started at around eight in the morning with prayers at chapel; then he went straight into lessons. There was a break at a quarter to eleven every day and then lunch at one.
  In the afternoon, lessons ran from two until four. Once they were over, the boys would run to the sports fields for two hours of Games  rugby in the autumn and winter terms, cricket in the
  summer. After Games, Ray would have slipped away to make his way home, like other day boys. For the first time in his life, Rays life had structure and routine and that,
  at least, he relished.


  The curriculum at Dulwich was broad. In his first year, Ray received a grounding in the Classics, studying Ovid, Aeschylus and more; as well as in in English subjects, studying
  Africa and Australia in an attempt to instil a sense of British Imperial superiority and destiny. Patriotism was a key tenet of the Dulwich way of life and every day a toast was made: To my
  country, right or wrong. It suited Ray and, academically at least, he did very well in his first year at Dulwich, finishing second in his form.


  During the summer vacation Ray and Florence were sent to Waterford. It would not have been an experience either of them looked forward to but they were living at Ernests expense and had
  little choice. Ray would spend the next four summers there and this shifting between London and Ireland is, in some ways, symbolic of the much greater pressures that were beginning to shape his
  young mind. He was always proud of being Irish but bridled at being mistaken for an Irish Catholic. Simultaneously, at school, he was brought up to be British and, while the Anglo-Irish were part
  of the Imperial project, in the eyes of his school contemporaries they remained alien and inferior. And, as he was reminded regularly, he was American too. This hotchpotch of nationalities left the
  young Ray facing a challenging question: was he Irish, British or American? In the end, he settled this conflict by wholly embracing Britishness, adopting all the trappings and manners of an
  English public schoolboy.


  In September 1901, Ray returned to Dulwich and joined the Modern side of the curriculum. This, he later explained, was intended most for boys who expected to go into some
  sort of business.9 In other words, it was for boys who were not expected to go to university, and taught them mercantile skills. The Classics were
  dropped, much to Rays disappointment, and replaced by modern languages such as French, German and Spanish. The focus of these lessons was tight: they studied conversation and correspondence,
  to the exclusion of literature. Despite the shift, Ray still did well, winning prizes for overall achievement and mathematics. He stayed on the modern curriculum for two years and, had he
  continued, in his final years he would have gone on to study political economy, commercial history and geography. Fortunately for Ray, however, his true talents were
  recognised. By his own admission, having [gone] up the Modern side to the top, he then switched down to the lowest form in the senior school on the Classical
  side.10


  This move came in the spring of 1903 and Ray was being honest when he admitted to joining the lowest form. In fact, in this year he was not given a form ranking at all, which suggests that he
  struggled to catch up on three years of lost time studying Classics. It did not help that, in the same year, he suffered several bouts of tonsillitis, each of which kept him away from school for a
  period. He was kept back for the autumn term of 1903 so that he could consolidate his learning and make up for lost time. For a boy with academic ambition, this must have been frustrating, but he
  pushed on with his studies so that, in the new spring term, he was allowed to move up to the next form.


  That year, he pursued a mixed curriculum, taking German and mathematics from the Modern side, and Greek and Latin from the Classical side. He read widely, including the sort of stuff that most
  adolescent scholars try to avoid: the Aeneid, Livy and Ovid in Latin; Thucydides (or Thick-sides in public school slang), Plato and Aristophanes in Greek; the Gospel of St Mark (in Greek) in
  Divinity; and Henry V and Comus in English. He came to think, in reflecting in later years, that he owed his success to this kind of education:


  
    
      A Classical education saves you from being fooled by pretentiousness, which is what current fiction is too full of. In this country [America] the mystery writer is looked
      down on as sub-literary merely because he is a mystery writer, rather than for instance a writer of social significance twaddle. To a classicist  even a very rusty one  such an
      attitude is merely a parvenu insecurity.11

    

  


  His extracurricular reading, as far as we know, was more limited. Dulwich College library records show that Ray checked out only a few books during his time there. He obviously enjoyed
  Thackeray, borrowing both Vanity Fair and The History of Henry Esmond; and he liked to be intellectually challenged too  Charles Lambs The Essays of Elia and
  Carlyles Sartor Resartus are also on the list. He was not always so intellectual in his reading and also borrowed a melodrama called Last of the Barons.
  But perhaps the College library lending information is not the best way to judge his adolescent tastes: it is possible that, like P. G. Wodehouse, he preferred to visit the bookstall at West
  Dulwich station, where he would find magazines containing the latest instalments of thrilling serials by authors like Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.


  Dulwich did not only encourage scholarly prowess but was famous also as a sporting institution. The 1903 College football team, for example, was wildly successful, defeating the older, more
  experienced students of Merton College, Oxford in one match. Ray enjoyed school sports, playing rugby and cricket, though he admitted to playing neither particularly well:


  
    
      I played rugger a bit, but was never first chop, because temperamentally I was the furious type of Irish forward and didnt have the physique to back it up. I never
      weighed more than about ten stone in those days and you have to be made of steel springs at that weight to survive.12

    

  


  He learned that he didnt have the physique to back it up the hard way, by breaking his nose in a game. In later life, that gave him a look of toughness that he did not quite
  deserve.


  Dulwich also sought to provide a moral education. When Ray arrived at the college the headmaster was Arthur Herman Gilkes and it was under his influence that Rays moral sense took a
  firmer shape. Gilkes was a famous man in his own right for his work at the College and was in office at Dulwich for over thirty years in total. He modelled the school on Thomas Arnolds Rugby
  and drew praise from Thomass son, the poet Matthew Arnold, who said that Dulwich College was the sort of school he had long desired, and vainly desired, to see put at the disposal of
  the professional and trading classes throughout this country. Gilkes was an impressive man, having taken a double first at Oxford and a blue in football. Standing six feet and five inches
  tall, sporting a long white beard, he must have seemed like a god to the boys in his charge. A.H. Gilkes took a hand in the boys moral teaching himself, guiding them through their
  confirmation classes. He loathed pretension and would even reprimand teachers in front of their pupils if they displayed anything close to this sin, often to the great delight
  of the pupils. And perhaps it was under his tutelage that Ray developed a similar intolerance, bolstered by his study of the Classics.


  But it was not just the teachers that helped Ray develop, it was the atmosphere of the school itself. There is some evidence that the English public school system that emerged in the nineteenth
  century contributed to a new interest in chivalry that had otherwise died out long ago. Rather than being monastic institutions where cloistered students studied diligently, public schools were
  more like the tilting yards of Arthurian legend. Mock battles, in the form of sport, were essential as was the hierarchical system of squire and knight that was refigured in schools as fags
  (younger boys who did the older boys bidding) and prefects (senior pupils who could impose school rules and administer punishments for any breaches13). Indeed Victorian culture was awash with chivalry, from the Pre-Raphaelites to Tennyson, who celebrated a romantic medieval past in their art. It made sense that figures like
  King Arthur were revered: they offered a less sexual view of heroism (Lancelot and Guinevere being the exception) that contrasted sharply with the fleshy pleasures indulged in by the classical
  heroes. Of all the heroes celebrated, Sir Galahad, one of the knights of the Round Table who found the Holy Grail, was perhaps the most suitable for a public school. His sexless purity represented
  the public school ideal of spotless self sacrifice and was celebrated at Dulwich College in the school library, where a photograph of G. F. Watts Galahad hung on the wall. This painting of
  an ethereal, angelic Sir Galahad would have been familiar to Ray in his last years at school and a strong memory of it lodged deep in his mind. At school he may have seen himself as something of a
  Galahad, seeking to emulate the knights legendary purity. When Gilkes asked him if he masturbated, he responded in the negative, thinking it dirty.14


  Ray faced a crisis in 1904. From early in his school career, he had wanted to be a barrister, perhaps recalling Miss Groomes views on suitable careers for a gentleman. That, however,
  would require a university education. Dulwich had allowed him to move between the modern and classical curriculum and he must have held some hope that his uncle would recognise
  his obvious academic ability and agree to fund a law degree. When Ray approached Ernest, however, the solicitor refused, and Ray found himself winding up his Dulwich education in a class known as
  the Remove. It was where boys who were not planning on going to university went to hone their skills before entering the world of business. Ray was still studying the Classics at this time and his
  form tutor, H.F. Hose, was a Classics master. The two obviously got on and they corresponded for many years after. Nonetheless, Ray, once again, was not placed in his form at the end of the year,
  which suggests that the seventeen-year-old was suffering from another of his periodic bouts of illness, and it must have frustrated him to leave Dulwich without making his mark in the final
  year.


  Still, when he left Dulwich in 1904, Ray could look back on his school career with pride. He had taken a considerable amount from the experience, in the process adopting the ideal of the public
  school. He emerged, by his own account, as sexually pure, possibly refigured in his own mind as a Sir Galahad figure, with the strong moral code of a Victorian institution. He was no longer an
  awkward immigrant but rather a Dulwich man of some considerable intellectual calibre.


  The disappointment of missing out on a place at university frustrated him though, particularly when he considered that those pupils who were staying on in preparation for entrance exams were not
  more intelligent than him, only wealthier. It is to literatures benefit that Ernest Thornton never relented but he did, however, take steps to mollify his nephew by offering to send him to
  Europe for a year, where he could improve his French and German, and complete his education. Ray seized this opportunity and headed off to Europe to start the next phase of his life.





  Chapter Three


  A Man Without a Country


  In 1905, Raymond Chandler set off for France and a culture a world away from that of Dulwich and South London. For the first time, he was entirely
  on his own, his life no longer ruled by school or family. At seventeen, he was tall and striking, with a broad head and sharp, hazel eyes, a young man rather than a child. In Paris, he would
  experience adult independence but also indulge adolescent irresponsibility.


  Foreign travel was part of the Victorian system in which he had been brought up. Leaving school did not mean the end of Rays education: Dulwich provided him with the tools 
  a habit of mind John Henry Newman called it  to continue to learn and improve his character. Development of the personality was a key idea in the nineteenth century. It was the
  Victorians who coined the term adolescence, seeing it as a period between childhood and adulthood when character was formed. In other words, this period of freedom was an essential
  part of a young mans moral growth.


  Although Ernest Thornton did not want to foot the bill for Ray to go to university, he did want to ensure that his charges schooling was finished properly. Ernest sought success for his
  nephew for various reasons, chief among them a desire to pass financial responsibility for Florence on to him. The best way to ensure this was to put Ray in a position to take a good job and a tour
  of Europe would give him an advantage by augmenting his language skills and broadening his horizons.


  Despite his enthusiasm for the adventure, Ray found it tough to leave home. It was the first time that he and Florence had been separated for a prolonged period since he was
  a very young child, and they were still close. As a day boy at Dulwich he had never had to spend time away from her and she was always ready to welcome him home and provide him with maternal
  affection. Their farewell at the station must have been difficult for both of them. He no doubt missed his mother in his first weeks away, that feeling balanced, if not overridden, by his
  excitement at the freedom he was to enjoy.


  On arriving in Paris, he took a room at the Pension Marjollet at 27 Boulevard Saint-Michel in the Latin Quarter and received his first taste of real city life. The Boulevard Saint-Michel is one
  of the long, wide, tree-lined streets built in the nineteenth century by Baron Haussmann as part of his renovation of the city. Pushing out from the Seine, it marks the line between the fifth and
  sixth arrondissments, forming one of the two main streets in the Latin Quarter. With the Sorbonne and several museums nearby he was at the heart of the citys academic community, surrounded
  by students and conspicuously intelligent conversation, the Latin Quarter deriving its name from the large number of people who spoke Latin while wandering its streets. If Ray was not to study at
  university, living in this part of Paris would be the next best thing. Unlike other districts, this enclave on the Left Bank had retained a network of narrow medieval streets. It was raffish and
  artistic  a place where high culture came into contact with low  and there were plenty of cafs, bars and restaurants, as well as museums and libraries. It could not have been
  further removed from the Victorian suburban atmosphere of Upper Norwood.


  Rays room at the Pension Marjollet was cheap and probably small. Breakfast was included in the price but, at lunchtime and in the evening, he would have had to fend for himself. That was
  part of the fun.


  In 1905, Paris was a city with art running hotly through its veins. Names such as Monet, Manet, Degas and Pissarro, which would have sounded so strange to the ears of a seventeen-year-old public
  schoolboy from London, were to be heard everywhere. The success of Impressionism and then Post-Impressionism made Paris both a centre and a subject for artists, and in the citys cafs
  and bars, a new generation of intellectuals and aesthetes debated what constituted art. Ostensibly, Ray was there to study French, and enrolled in a school to further his
  knowledge of the language, with an emphasis on its commercial application. Outside school hours, however, he was his own man. Rays pension was above the caf Vacehette, a haunt
  of many famous Parisian writers and artists. Somerset Maugham described, in his novel Of Human Bondage, the sort of scene that Ray would have encountered each morning: little family
  groups, there a knot of men with odd-shaped hats and beards talking loudly and gesticulating. . . Americans loudly arguing about art.1 Art was in
  the air: Ray could not escape it.


  And it was not only the plastic arts that thrived in Paris  literature was healthy too, with half of all Parisians visiting the theatre at least once a month, and newspapers and
  periodicals thriving. Mass literacy hailed a new age for the novel and the late nineteenth century had seen the appearance of literary journals. Writers like mile Zola, Gustave Flaubert and
  Honor de Balzac had put French literature on the map, but it was small presses and daily newspapers like Le Petit Journal, with its serialised novels and crime stories, that most
  Parisians enjoyed reading.


  Ray revelled in this atmosphere, lapping up all that was on offer. I was a young man, he wrote, and very innocent, and was very happy wandering around, with very little
  money, but a sort of starry-eyed love of everything I saw.2 Towards the end of the Boulevard Saint-Michel, he would have found the Jardin du
  Luxembourg, a beautiful landscaped park built around the Luxembourg Palace, where he would have been able to see paintings by Monet and other Impressionists.


  At school, Ray had excelled in maths and languages, but, in 1905, his artistic sensibility flowered. He hung around in artistic cafs, claiming to have drunk Pernod at the Dme, a
  famous bar, popular with artists in Montparnasse. In places like this he would have been exposed to debate and argument unlike anything he had experienced at home or at school. At Dulwich, the
  Master of the school, A. H. Gilkes, was said to rail against his charges when they used vulgar abbreviations like exam and quad.3 Similarly, the language of his family home had been conservative and staid. In Paris, though, words were used with passion, conviction and power. Ray started
  to look seriously at language and, after years of ancient Greek and Latin, found new languages easy to learn. He became fascinated by French slang. Years later he told a friend:


  
    
      I have always been a great admirer of French colloquial slang . . . there is a wonderful precision and daring about French slang. I dont think it quite has the
      reckless extravagance of ours, but it seems to have more endurance.4

    

  


  His interest deepened quickly and he started to look at other, more obscure tongues, both ancient and modern. He wrote that he once hoped to be a comparative philologist . . . and dabbled
  in such strange lingos as Modern Greek . . . Armenian, Hungarian, besides the simpler and more obvious Romance tongues and the Germanic group.5 Ray
  even tacked a chart of the 214 key ideographs of the Chinese Mandarin language above the wall at the head of his bed.6 He spent hours poring
  over books on the languages, threading together alien sounds. Words and what they expressed became an obsession. His French developed well enough that, years later, he would be able to keep up a
  decent correspondence with Gallic fans. It was almost certainly in Paris that he first began to explore the idea of becoming a writer.


  There were distractions from language though and, the more he thought about foreign words, the more conscious of his own foreignness he became. At the Pension Marjollet he contemplated his
  roots, or rather his lack of them. In Britain, Ray had felt isolated by his nationality. He certainly continued to feel sensitive about his American past and criticisms levelled at his countrymen
  in the mid-1900s irked him. He once said in a letter to Hamish Hamilton that he resented the kind of ignorant and snobbish criticism of Americans that was current at that time . . .
  but that he still had no feeling of identity with the United States.7 In Paris though, for the first time since he left Plattsmouth, Ray
  came across fellow Americans:


  
    
      During my year in Paris I had run across a good many Americans, and most of them seemed to have a lot of bounce and liveliness and to be thoroughly
      enjoying themselves in situations where the average Englishman of the same class would be stuffy or completely bored.8

    

  


  Despite encountering several of his countrymen, he did not feel any kinship with them and, if anything, the sort of American he met in Paris left him feeling less connected to the country of his
  birth than ever before. These were not the genial Midwesterners of his childhood but cosmopolitan, wealthy Americans who could have leapt from the pages of a Henry James novel. And they were not
  the sort to make Ray a member of their club. In the same letter to Hamish Hamilton, he went on to write: I wasnt one of them. I didnt even speak their language. I was, in
  effect, a man without a country.9 This left him in a complicated position. He was neither British nor American; he was neither poor nor rich; he
  was disconnected and free-floating. Though he later came to see the benefit in this freedom and would use it to shape his personality as he wanted, this lack of self must have troubled the teenage
  Ray.


  As an adolescent male, Ray could be forgiven for taking an interest in sex. A year abroad would usually be seen as an opportunity for a young man to indulge in the pleasures of the flesh, and
  being away from home and unsupervised facilitated many a young mans deflowering. Paris was very open about sex. The city tolerated street prostitution, which shocked Ray, who was, in his own
  words, very innocent. Indeed, his pension was seedier than he had first understood: there were girls there who hoped to make some money from nave young men like Ray:
  I [was] so innocent that I didnt realize that there were two girls at the pension that couldnt keep their feet off mine and were offering themselves to my innocence and I never
  even knew it.10 By modern standards it might seem unusual that Ray would react so innocently to such approaches. Though we must take into
  consideration that this letter was penned by gallant Ray writing to a future fiance towards the end of his life, the fact is that nothing in it was out of character. When it
  came to sex, Ray was unusual.


  The girls in Paris were hardly genteel beauties and he was upset by the whores at the door of the apartment building.11 Libido was
  always an uncomfortable subject for him. At school the discussion of sex made him feel awkward and years later he would write that he regarded the gift [of sex] as a
  delicate and almost a sacred thing . . . I always think of myself as the recipient of a royal favour. Women are so damned vulnerable to all sorts of hurts.12 To Ray the bodies of men and women were pure until sex entered the equation. The act of intercourse defiled the body, leaving it vulnerable. It was a view that might have
  aligned him with Sir Galahad himself.


  Nor can we forget that Rays attitude to sex was moulded, in part, by his mothers experiences. She had found that, in effect, sex led to violence and abuse. In some respects,
  Florence was a typical Victorian woman and, after Maurice, refused to pursue other relationships to their logical conclusion for fear of harming or displacing her son. Effectively, she became
  celibate, sacrificing her sex life for her sons sake and so, in his eyes, became an elevated example of purity. Women were to be revered, and those who gave themselves up as easily as the
  painted women on the streets of Paris appalled him. When he came to write poetry a few years later, time and time again, he presented women as immutable goddesses. The narrator of a poem called
  When I was King, a god-like monarch of immense power, speaks of a time when he trod Valhalla / And chose my goddess out; he builds her a temple as testament to his love
  but she does not want to let him fall for her because to do so will risk his crown and heroic status (Scarce would she let me love her / Lest I forgo my crown . . .). But the King is
  not the sort to give up so he shows her bit by bit the temple of his manhood and, as if the poem were not overt enough, then proceeds through a door in his temple where
  he waits Erect and calm as Thor. Unfortunately, the result is not what the narrator had hoped for because Her worship fell to scorning, / And lifted nevermore and he
  becomes her broken god. Sex here is a dangerous thing and to suggest to a woman that you might want to sleep with her is to be diminished in her eyes. To young Ray, to love purely was
  to love without sex.


  But if he did not have sex in Paris, he may at least have found romance. In a letter in the early 1950s he wrote:


  
    
      What about the time I spent under the shadow of the Saint Sulpice in that short but intoxicating affair with a demoiselle from Luxembourg  the
      one that afterwards became known the world over  but no, this is dangerous ground. Even in Luxembourg they have libel lawyers . . .13

    

  


  There cannot be many women from Luxembourg who were famous the world over and perhaps the shy and nervous Ray did indeed somehow meet a beautiful woman from that country and pursue a romance. It
  seems more likely, though, that he was joking. The letter came about as a response to an overblown author biography that was to appear on a dust jacket for one of his books. He called this sort of
  thing a miracle of overstatement14 and played with the idea a little himelf, picturing one of his much loved Parisian haunts, the Jardin
  du Luxembourg, as the scene for an imaginary affair.


  In his letters, Ray gave different accounts of how long he stayed in Paris. Sometimes he says six months, sometimes a year. Certainly he wished he had stayed longer. His Paris education did not
  give him quite what he wanted. Yes, the classes provided a good grasp of the language, but he discovered that, despite his talent and hard work, he would never be able to speak it quite well
  enough: French one never speaks well enough to satisfy a Frenchman. Il sait se faire comprendre is about as far as they will go. Or Il parle trs bien le franais mais (a
  shrug) laccent  horrible!15


  After Paris, Ray went to Munich, the capital of Bavaria and, since German unification, one of Germanys largest cities. Like the Latin Quarter in Paris, it was a home to artists and
  intellectuals. The poet Rainer Marie Rilke had studied in Munich a few years before Ray arrived, and the novelist Thomas Mann lived there. Next, Ray moved to Freiburg im Breisgau, another
  university town, on the western edge of the Black Forest, surrounded by some of Germanys most spectacular scenery. There he worked on his German with a private tutor. He much preferred this
  to being taught in a school and, it seems, had a real impact on his understanding of the language: I could speak German well enough . . . to be taken for a German.16


  He had his photograph taken in Freiburg. The picture shows a young man wearing a high-lapelled jacket and tie, holding a book. He wanted to impress upon his mother that he was working hard and
  show himself to be a literary man. It also shows how handsome he was becoming. Florence, who kept this picture with her for the rest of her life, must have felt very proud.


  Other than the photograph, we have very little information on what Ray got up to during this period. One small detail comes in the same letter in which he jokes about the affair with the famous
  woman from Luxembourg: What about the six months I spent in the Hllenthal, trying to persuade a funicular railway to run on the level?17 Again, a joke, but one that points to Ray visiting a valley of natural beauty in Northern Bavaria during his visit.


  It is not clear how long Ray remained in Germany. He seems to have spent several months there and may have spent a large part of 1906 moving around Bavaria. But, at some point, his European
  travels had to come to an end and, after months of exposure to Europe, he headed back to Britain a more mature man. Ray always looked back on his time in Germany with affection but, as early as
  1906, could feel the drums of war starting to beat:


  
    
      I did like the Germans very much, that is, the South Germans. But there wasnt much sense in living in Germany, since it was an open secret, openly discussed, that we
      would be at war with them almost any time now. I suppose it was the most inevitable of all wars. There was never any question about whether it would happen. The only question was
      when.18

    

  


  By early in 1907, Ray was back in London. On his return he had discovered that his grandmother had died. His reaction is not recorded but it is unlikely he much mourned the woman who had made
  his mothers life so difficult. By this time, Florence was living in Streatham. It seems that Rays uncle, who owned property across South London, would often let his charges stay in
  empty houses until tenants could be found. Streatham is around five and half miles south of central London and blossomed in the mid-1850s when the first railway station opened, linking what was
  previously a small satellite settlement to the metropolis proper. Though very definitely a few degrees south of Dulwich on the social scale, it was not so down-at-heel as is sometimes suggested.
  The house that the Chandlers moved into was situated at 35 Mount Nod Road, around ten minutes walk from Streatham Hill station. It was  and still is  a
  quiet suburban road of stout, squat, red-brick houses. Some of the houses on the road seem to have been built by men with grand visions and two have ugly turrets attached to them  the kind
  of pretentiousness Ray would not have liked. The new home had one advantage: Florence and Ray were living alone, without interference from relatives.


  Victorian men did not come of age until they were twenty-one and it appears Uncle Ernest was willing to support his sister and nephew even after Rays return. In 1907 Ray had three years
  left before he could be considered independent. Ernest nonetheless wanted his nephew to begin a career so that he could start paying his way. What else had that expensive education been for? Work
  was important to Victorians like Ernest  part of a mans identity, and a noble pursuit through which he would achieve happiness and fulfilment. All the freedom Ray had enjoyed in
  Europe now came to a sudden end. Ray needed to find work and fast. He went to discuss his options with his old housemaster, H. F. Hose. Ray had learned a lot during his period abroad and he hoped
  to do something with his love for language. Being a writer was never likely to prove secure or profitable and it is possible that Hose made this point clear to Ray. His former master probably
  suggested teaching, a career that, unlike comparative philology, would not be hindered by the lack of a university education. Either Hose or Ernest also suggested the Civil Service, which evidently
  struck a chord. It offered a steady and secure career and, for a bright boy, all that stood in the way of a job was the entrance examination.


  There was a problem, however: as an American, Ray was not eligible to apply. He and his family were determined though and so set about arranging for him to be naturalised. As the son of a
  British-born mother, and having lived in Britain for more than five years, the formal investigation into his claim was brief. Aside from swearing an oath of allegiance to the British crown, all Ray
  remembered was that he had a short conversation with a Scotland Yard detective. He received a certificate of citizenship on 20 May 1907. Ray must have found the whole experience rather amusing: he
  was hardly a threat to the Empire and, in fact, very much a product of it. As if to accentuate this fact, he went out and bought himself a silver-tipped cane with which he
  would strut around the West End.


  The Civil Service entrance exam was a challenging one and required those sitting for it to have a familiarity with maths, English, German, Greek, English history and French. It could be a
  gruelling experience and took six days to complete. Ray, always fluent with his pen and with a newly acquired command of European languages, came third out of the 600 candidates, and even managed
  to come top in the Classics exam. With such glittering results, he must have wondered what would have happened had he gone to university after all. He was offered a position as Assistant Store
  Officer, Naval Stores Branch, at the Admiralty. Florence once again had reason to be proud and Ernest cause to feel relieved.


  For the next six months, Ray took the train into Whitehall every morning, where he passed his days working steadily from nine in the morning to four thirty in the afternoon. Despite having done
  particularly well in the Classics section of the exam, and his knowledge of French and German, it was essentially a clerical accounting role. His task was to monitor and record the movement of
  naval supplies, from potatoes to bullets, across the country and the Empire. Having always excelled at mathematics, he must have found this an easy task.


  Despite the unchallenging nature of the work Ray was not happy. After six months, he found himself wanting to escape the Service and eventually resigned. He disliked the routine drudgery, and
  the years ahead must have looked bleak. The Civil Service had seemed the best option but, in reality, he had felt forced down that route, and away from his true ambition: I wanted to be a
  writer and that would not have gone down at all well, especially with my rich and rather tyrannical uncle. He would later say:


  
    
      I thoroughly detested the civil service. I had too much Irish in my blood to stand being pushed around by suburban nobodies. The idea of being expected to tip my hat to the
      head of the department struck me as verging on the obscene.19

    

  


  But the truth was almost certainly more complicated than that. For one thing, Chandlers wish to pursue a literary career was not at odds with his working for the
  Civil Service. It was almost the perfect day job for a writer because of its untaxing hours and its holidays. In fact, there were plenty of writers who balanced the two, Anthony Trollope being
  perhaps the most famous example. And his own argument that his colleagues inferiority was too much for him to stomach  though it contains a measure of truth  is one of his many
  thinly-veiled attempts to elevate his own status in the eyes of his friends later in life. In this, Ray was a typical public schoolboy, anxious to establish his own class credentials and bitter
  towards those who failed to recognise them. In other words, he wanted to prove that he had always been a cut above middle class, and always more than a mere clerk.


  If Ray could have been both a writer and a civil servant, and if we assume that colleagues were not perhaps as bad as he later suggested, why else would he want to leave? It is certainly true
  that the instinct to write was strong in him. From at least 1907  but probably much earlier  until his death, he wrote regularly and habitually. He was willing to undergo a lot to
  achieve his ambition of becoming a writer and, some time in 1908, went as far as moving into a small flat in Bloomsbury, giving up the security and safety of the house he shared with his mother.
  But we must also take into account the looming threat of taking financial responsibility for Florence. The two were always close and their relationship developed under adversity and in close
  proximity. It cannot have been entirely healthy. Though Ray always adored his mother and felt a strong urge to protect her, there may have been something darker in their relationship. Mothers do
  not appear often in his fiction but, when they do, they rarely come out well.20 In The High Window, Mrs Murdoch is painted with particular
  venom:


  
    
      She had a lot of face and chin. She had pewter-colored hair set in a ruthless permanent, a hard beak and large moist eyes with the sympathetic expression of wet stones.
      There was lace at her throat, but it was the kind of throat that would have looked better in a football sweater . . . Her voice had a hard baritone quality and sounded as
      if didnt want any nonsense.

    

  


  Ruthless . . . hard . . . unsympathetic  Mrs Murdoch is a repulsive human being, not remotely motherly, and one cannot help but wonder if, when Ray described her, some
  buried feelings about Florence leaked out. Though it is dangerous to read too much into such clues, we do know that, later, their relationship deteriorated. His time on the Continent, though all
  too brief, must have given him a taste of what it was like to live without Florence. The job in the Civil Service tied him to her. Was the desire to write also a desire to escape responsibility and
  to be free?


  Chandlers first taste of literary success came when his poem An Unknown Love was published in Chambers Journal, a decent literary magazine, in December 1908.
  It is not a good poem, as Ray knew (he thought his pre-1913 poetry was B grade Georgian at best). That said, he was only nineteen when he wrote it. Inspiration came one Sunday
  afternoon, when he was in the bath. This is the opening stanza:


  
    
      
        When the evening sun is slanting,


        When the crickets raise their chanting,


        And the dewdrops lie a twinkling on the grass,


        As I climb the pathway slowly,


        With the mien half proud, half lowly,


        Oer the ground your feet have trod I gently pass.

      

    

  


  It is a poem of adolescent longing, directed at a dead girl with whom the speaker was in love but never actually met. Could they understand the union / Of two hearts in dear communion /
  Who were strangers in the world of flesh and blood? The narrator is in the mould of Rays later heroes: he is passive as his ardour is stormed by its subject taking
  advantage of his weak position. Then, having been conquered, he becomes a devoted pilgrim, trapped in a relationship that can never happen. Strip away the awful rhymes
  and the Georgian situation of the verse, examine the bare bones, and you could have a Marlowe story: a seductive woman and a man trapped. But that was far in the future. The
  important thing to Ray was that this was his poem, in print. It may not have been a work of genius  how many nineteen-year-olds poems are?  but it was exactly the sort of thing
  that the readers of Chambers Journal wanted. It was the first indication that he had some ability in the field and it must have emboldened him in his decision to pursue literary
  ambitions.


  Ray said that his uncle was livid with rage when he heard he was giving up his career in the Civil Service, though he may have been twisting the facts to present himself as a
  literary rebel. This did not, however, necessarily mean the end of Ernests plans for his nephew. Ray was only nineteen, after all, and it was not unheard of for young men to give up one job
  only to find another much more stimulating. He would have been able to take some crumbs of comfort from Victorian novels: did not David Copperfield abandon a law office position that had been
  purchased for him only to become a parliamentary reporter and novelist, finding in that career a decently Victorian moral satisfaction?


  Rays literary career began in earnest when he joined the Daily Express as a reporter. Unfortunately he found life hard at the paper: I was a complete flop; the worst that
  they had ever had . . . Every time they sent me out on a story I would get lost. They fired me.21 Now, despite his frustration, Uncle Ernest
  stepped in and once again gave his support, arranging for Ray to meet Roland Ponsonby Blennerhasset, a man whose name would fit a character in a Wodehouse novel, and who happened to be as wealthy
  as Bertie Wooster. Ray described him as a barrister with a House of Lords practice, a wealthy Irish landowner . . . [and] a member of one of these very ancient untitled families that often
  make earls and marquesses appear quite parvenu.22 Blennerhasset in turn introduced Ray to J.A. Spender, a man who would keep him busy for the
  next few years, and provide him with enough pay to live on.


  J.A. Spender was one of the great newspaper editors of the early twentieth century. He ran the Westminster Gazette, an afternoon paper, for twenty-five years. He was, like Ray, a
  classicist but, unlike him, had received a university education, at Balliol College, Oxford. Journalism was, for Spender, a noble calling, and his rise in the industry was
  little short of meteoric. He started as a freelancer before assuming the editorship of Hulls small Eastern Morning News in 1888. Evidently he did a good job there because, in 1892, he
  was asked to become assistant editor of the Pall Mall Gazette, a Liberal-leaning London paper. Shortly afterwards, he moved to the Westminster Gazette in the same position, before
  rising to the editorship in 1895, still only thirty-three years old.


  The Westminster Gazette was a paper of opinion rather than news. Its distinctive green pages were filled with argument and debate and it had only a small circulation. It was nonetheless a
  highly influential organ and, if not read by the masses, it was certainly read by people with influence. In the first decades of the twentieth century, Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany read it,
  believing it to be a window into the mind of the British political leaders. The Saturday edition included a lively literary section edited by Naomi Royde-Smith. She, along with Spender, helped Ray
  on his way, though he later claimed never actually to have met her. Spender asked Ray to contribute occasional articles to the paper and encouraged him to trawl through foreign newspapers looking
  for articles to translate and republish. He even went so far as putting Ray up for membership of the National Liberal Club so that he might have access to the reading room. Smith, meanwhile,
  published his verses, which, at the time, concerned fairies, legends and other common late Victorian subjects.23 They can be divided into two loose
  groups.


  First, there are the male hero poems, which tend to have titles like The Quest, The Perfect Knight and The Pioneer, and focus on pure male heroes on
  journeys. The men in these poems are tough: one is stronger than a mountain (His strength is higher than the mountain . . .  The Perfect Knight), while another
  makes the hearers wonder / That a man could eer be weak (The Pioneer). But they have points of weakness. In The Quest, this is a woman. The knight
  at the centre of the poem is searching for enlightenment, figured in the poem as the voice of his master (the cities of the east and west . . . the moorland and the fen . . . [when] there
  seemed naught undiscovered to my ken). However he fails to hear his masters call and it is only when he gives up, and falls for a woman  against his
  wisdom  only to be let down by her (She spurned the love which all my soul possessed) that he finally does hear his masters call. In other poems the flaw
  is isolation, such as in A Pilgrim in Meditation or The Reformer.


  It is easy to see qualities this clutch of early poems share with Rays later work  lonely men with weaknesses, and dangerous women. Some of these women are seductresses (I
  left my learning for a maidens breast, / I scorned my wisdom to become her thrall  The Quest) and they tend to abandon men:


  
    
      
        
          I must leave thee, love?


          Tis I must go?


          Then as you wilt,


          For thou must know.


          (A Womans Way)

        

      

    

  


  These poems anticipate The Big Sleeps Carmen Sternwood and Helen Grayle in Farewell, My Lovely, in that they present the destruction of good men by beautiful but dangerous
  women.


  The second variety of poems are more esoteric. They have titles like Art and The Bed of Roses. In these poems the poet and artist are cast as the hero. The artist can
  create art:


  
    
      
        But a poet waits unnoticed


        Anear the trampled bed [of roses],


        And waters it and watches


        Till a rose-bud lift its head.


        And then he plucks it quickly,


        And quickly steals away,


        For the yokel cometh lusty


        For another harvest day.


        (The Bed of Roses)

      

    

  


  These show a different side to Raymond Chandler but are still laced with the same sentimentality as his later work.


  The poetry is a world away from the writing that made his name but it was the sort of poetry he had been encouraged to write at Dulwich and that was popular with the papers readers.
  Royde-Smith thought that attention to fairies and their concerns has always been a poets business,24 while Spender himself, who
  would one day cut his nephew, the late modernist poet Stephen Spender, out of his will for writing a poem containing a suggestion of homosexuality,25
  was similarly keen on traditional poetry:


  
    
      I have spent a great deal of time puzzling out [T. S.] Eliots poems . . . But the fact that they have to be puzzled out, and in a manner quite unlike the puzzling out
      of Browning or obscure Greek poets, kills the poetry for me.26

    

  


  This is a early example of Rays ability to write to a market. He may have slavishly mined all the tropes of Georgian poetry but that is what readers wanted. Modernism was being born in
  the minds of men like Ezra Pound and James Joyce, but could only emerge, in part, as a reaction to the huge market for Rays type of poetry.


  Chandler was not always an assiduous journalist. For one thing, he had very little training, and, put simply, he did not always know what he was doing. For example, he would be sent proofs to
  check for errors and to ensure that his copy would appear as he intended it to. Unfortunately, it seems, no one told Ray that, so he simply ignored them. The only time he would venture into the
  office was on pay day, when he would turn up to receive his money. He would have fixed a stamp in a large book and signed his name across it to confirm he had been paid, and it is easy to imagine
  the pride with which he would have first done so: at last, he was the poet receiving payment in gold and silver.27


  Ray estimated that he received around three guineas a week from the Westminster Gazette when he was at the height of his productivity. Unfortunately, it is difficult to determine exactly
  how much he wrote because so much of his work was printed without attribution.


  As most fledgling authors will recognise, getting the attention of an editor can be difficult, but Ray had a unique approach. Rather than sending his work to them
  speculatively, he would write to the owners and express interest in buying the paper. His first attempt saw him approach Sir George Newnes, the owner of Tit Bits magazine, a low-brow if
  rather profitable weekly publication. Ray was invited into the offices, no doubt slightly trepidatious about agreeing to discuss an offer he could not hope to fulfil. Thankfully for him, he was
  received by a wise secretary, definitely public school, who assured him that the magazine was doing just fine but that his approach had at least the merit of
  originality. Ray must have been relieved that he had not landed himself in hot water but disappointed that he had gone to such effort and received nothing in return.


  He kept going though, next approaching The Academy. Started in 1869, The Academy was a periodical devoted to literature. Originally, it was a monthly publication but, as literary
  discussion grew more popular in the latter half of the nineteenth century, it became a weekly.28 As a rule, it published unsigned reviews to promote
  honest debate and, until the turn of the century, was modestly successful. In 1902 it merged with another periodical, Literature, and became The Academy and Literature, but this did
  not lead to great success and, through the 1900s, it changed ownership several times. In 1907, Lord Alfred Douglas, best known as Oscar Wildes lover, became its owner and editor but, by
  1910, a man called Cecil Cowper had taken over and it was he who agreed to a meeting with Ray. According to Ray, Cowper was not disposed to sell an interest in his magazine, but pointed to a
  large shelf of books in his office and said they were review copies and would I care to take a few home to review.29


  His book reviews started appearing in the magazine throughout 1911 and 1912. Ray tended to be given books by lesser known authors, suggesting that he was still an apprentice at the time, though
  it also indicates the sheer volume of material being printed in the second decade of the twentieth century. At the same time, he contributed occasional essays on diverse literary subjects. Like his
  poetry, Rays essays were convoluted disquisitions that reflected the fashion at the time for overblown, rather circuitous prose. One, Realism and
  Fairyland, compares two forms of writing  realism and idealism  with the latter winning out, though, if the truth be told, it is hard to unpick the thread of its argument,
  giving it the quality of a precocious adolescents essay. It concludes in this lofty fashion:


  
    
      . . . any man who has walked down a commonplace city street at twilight, just as the lamps are lit, can reply that such artists are not realists, but the most courageous of
      idealists, for they exalt the sordid to a vision of magic, and create pure beauty out of plaster and vile dust.30

    

  


  Another contribution, The Genteel Artist, anticipates Rays later work in the way it contrasts established, society artists with the struggling writers working on Grub
  Street. He suggests that rich artists are inferior to the poor artist,


  
    
      Other things being equal, one feels that a great poem is more likely to be written on a deal table than on an article of inlaid rosewood. The genius in the garret may have
      an uncomfortable time in many ways, but he has one great advantage over his more luxurious rivals  he is compelled to throw himself body and soul into his work.31

    

  


  No doubt this position was in part informed by Rays own experience  in his eyes he was the genius in the garret  but also it foreshadowed later, more mature essays like
  The Simple Art of Murder and Writers in Hollywood in the way that it attacked the establishment. The Genteel Artist concludes as follows:


  
    
      He [the genteel artist] turns out a novel or a painting as neatly and as coldly as the machine turns out the packed ounce of tobacco, and probably in the general scheme of
      things the three products are of similar value.32

    

  


  The art created by the established author is, artistically speaking, of less worth than that created by an impoverished artist. This is the intellectual position of the
  outsider, the excluded other railing against the establishment, defining his own position as an inverted image of that of which he is not part. And this is how Ray saw himself. It is little wonder,
  since his sense of self was forged at home, where he and Florence were made to feel like second-class citizens, and hardened at school, where Rays lack of father and American heritage set
  him apart from his fellows. This sense of otherness became an intellectual position rather than a personal one because, at the same time, he sought to belong. He adopted the public school regalia;
  he wrote in the style of his Edwardian contemporaries; he was desperate in some way to fit in. In other words, a deep fissure ran through Ray. On the one hand he was the public schoolboy with his
  silver-tipped cane and Dulwich College tie; on the other hand he attacked the established way of doing things. It was a hard balance to maintain.


  In 1912, Ray was offered an opportunity that would have allowed him to write regularly:


  
    
      I think my most startling experience in those days was the result of an introduction to Horace Voules, then editor of Truth, whos chucker-out (Anglice
      bouncer) was a suave Cantabrigian in a cutaway coat and the usual striped pants, and this gentleman advised me to write newspaper serials at six guineas a week. Said it was easy, you just kept
      on until they made you stop and then you started a new one. Imagine me then in a blue-chalk-striped flannel suit cut by a West End tailor, wearing an old school tie and an old school band on a
      natty straw hat, carrying a cane and gloves, and being told by this elegant fellow to write what then appeared to me the most appalling garbage ever slung together in words. I gave him a sickly
      smile and left the country.33

    

  


  Rays response shows the difficulty of his position. On the one hand, he and the suave Cantabrigian were cut from the same cloth (evidently striped) but, on the other,
  Rays intellectual stance separated them. Rays eagerness to belong lost out to his unwillingness to compromise intellectually. He did not want to become part of
  the institutions that he thought produced the most artless of art, preferring to remain on the outside even if it meant missing out on the rewards that might be available. Though this was a very
  difficult position to maintain, it was a noble one and showed a self-sacrifice of which even Sir Galahad might have approved. Ultimately, it was an intellectual stance that helped make him the
  writer he eventually became.


  Unfortunately, the extra work that the Academy brought in did not help alleviate his money worries. After 1909, he seems to have given up his Bloomsbury flat and returned to live with his
  mother, who now had a house in Forest Hill. This must have felt like a step backwards for an ambitious young man. The drive that had encouraged him to quit the Civil Service was beginning to
  evaporate. In 1910, he decided to go into teaching. He got in touch with his former master, H. F. Hose, and sought out work at Dulwich College. He was employed as a substitute teacher from
  Michaelmas term 1910 to July 1911 and earned 53 6s for his efforts, which was a pittance compared to what his full-time colleagues were earning. Hose, for example, earned 333 a year.
  The income kept him afloat while he continued submitting essays and poetry to magazines, but put paid to his dream of living by his pen. He would still walk around the West End in a sharply
  tailored suit, sporting an old school tie, with his silver-tipped cane, but did not have the money for the lifestyle to match. Life began to depress him.


  It can only have deepened his despair to know that fellow writers were also suffering. Richard Middleton, an acquaintance of Rays, committed suicide in Brussels in 1911. Middleton was a
  poet and writer of short stories who, unlike Ray, also managed to hold down a day job, at the Royal Exchange Assurance Company. Unfortunately this made him very unhappy and, to compensate, in the
  evenings, he joined the Bohemian demi-monde. He was never particularly successful, though his work lived on in anthologies after his death. Quite when or where he and Ray met is not clear,
  but Ray described his death as a suicide of despair34 and seems to have empathised with Middleton:


  
    
      The incident made a great impression on me, because Middleton struck me as having far more talent that I was ever likely to possess; and if he
      couldnt make a go of it, it wasnt very likely I could.35

    

  


  The realisation that someone more talented than him had been pushed to suicide led Ray to contemplate his ambitions. He decided that, despite his education, his confidence in his ability, and
  his increasingly impressive connections, he was stuck. He had no job and no private income and, without those, being a professional writer was more than just a struggle  it was
  impossible.


  He was, however, still part of literary London, and witnessed the beginnings of a new movement. Ray reacted to the emergence of modernism by parodying it in a poem entitled Free
  Verse, though he did not submit it for publication:


  
    
      
        But I find somehow I require


        A little more liberty,


        To express my immortal soul


        (That is, if it is immortal, which one rather doubts

		
		After reading Freud).

      

    

  


  And it is hardly subtle with its modest attack on linguistic experimentation:


  
    
      
        I like


        To put a word like that down


        And just look at it


        With my head on one side,


        And run around it


        Until I get a bit dizzy,


        And then sit down and


        Babble a bit


        About any old thing that comes


        Into


        My head. Finally I gather it up


        With my poetic gift, a sort of shovel, you know,


        And spatter it whimsically on a


        few


        Sheets of paper,


        And there you are.


        A poem more or less.

      

    

  


  Though Ray looked on the nascent movement with scorn, he kept himself informed of the latest trends and thinking. He preferred traditional poetry and it is ironic that a man which such disdain
  for experimentation in the form would later so shake up the tradition of the detective novel.


  Since 1908, Ray had tried his hardest to succeed as a writer. He worked at it for nearly four years but, though his poetry and essays were adequate and of their time, his
  output in this period little hinted at the greatness to come. He had failed. Like so many others before and after him, he began to look to the United States with hope. Although he already knew
  America better than most; it nonetheless promised him the same opportunity that it did to so many true emigrants  the chance to re-invent himself.


  Throughout his letters and descriptions of his time in London, Ray seems to come up against the same obstacle over and over again: class. In his mind, he was an upper-middle-class public
  schoolboy and this was the image he liked to project to the world around him. Despite the obvious privileges of his upbringing, his situation was much less clear-cut. He had the contacts but he
  lacked a private income. He dressed in the uniform of his school contemporaries, yet he was different to them. At best, he was an Anglo-Irish American; at worst, a man without a
  country. This division was difficult for Ray. It left him isolated and positioned him as the outsider looking in. This, along with the failure of his literary career, contributed to his
  decision to leave Britain. The United States offered him the opportunity to start from scratch without that class burden, and to join the ranks of the self-made man.


  He summoned up his courage and approached Uncle Ernest with an offer: if Ernest would lend him 500, he would take himself to America and off his uncles hands.
  Ernest agreed, and so Ray used the money to buy himself a first-class ticket and set out for the country of his birth. He left London as a failed British writer and arrived in America as a new
  man.
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