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When I was young enough to still spend a long time button-
ing my shoes in the morning, I'd listen toward the hall:
Daddy upstairs was shaving in the bathroom and Mother
downstairs was frying the bacon. They would begin whis-
tling back and forth to each other up and down the stair-
well. My father would whistle his phrase, my mother would
try to whistle, then hum bers back. 1t was their duet. I drew
my buttonhook in and out and listened to 11—I knew it was
“The Merry Widow.” The difference was, their song almost
floated with laughter: how different from the record, which
growled from the beginning, as if the Victrola were only
slowly being wound up. They kept it running between them,
up and down the stairs where I was now just about ready to
run clattering doum and show them my shoes.
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N OUR HOUSE on North Congress Street in Jackson,
I Mississippi, where I was born, the oldest of three children,
in 1909, we grew up to the striking of clocks. There was a mis-
sion-style oak grandfather clock standing in the hall, which
sent its gong-like strokes through the livingroom, diningroom,
kitchen, and pantry, and up the sounding board of the stair-
well. Through the night, it could find its way into our ears;
sometimes, even on the sleeping porch, midnight could wake
us up. My parents’ bedroom had a smaller striking clock that
answered it. Though the kitchen clock did nothing but show
the time, the diningroom clock was a cuckoo clock with
weights on long chains, on one of which my baby brother, after
climbing on a chair to the top of the china closet, once suc-
ceeded in suspending the cat for a moment. I don’t know
whether or not my father’s Ohio family, in having been Swiss
back in the 1700s before the first three Welty brothers came to
America, had anything to do with this; but we all of us have
been time-minded all our lives. This was good at least for a fu-
ture fiction writer, being able to learn so penetratingly, and al-
most first of all, about chronology. It was one of a good many
things I learned almost without knowing it; it would be there
when I needed it.

My father loved all instruments that would instruct and
fascinate. His place to keep things was the drawer in the “li-
brary table” where lying on top of his folded maps was a tele-
scope with brass extensions, to find the moon and the Big
Dipper after supper in our front yard, and to keep appoint-
ments with eclipses. There was a folding Kodak that was
brought out for Christmas, birthdays, and trips. In the back of
the drawer you could find a magnifying glass, a kaleidoscope,
and a gyroscope kept in a black buckram box, which he would
set dancing for us on a string pulled tight. He had also supplied
himself with an assortment of puzzles composed of metal rings
and intersecting links and keys chained together, impossible for
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the rest of us, however patiently shown, to take apart; he had
an almost childlike love of the ingenious.

In time, a barometer was added to our diningroom wall;
but we didn’t really need it. My father had the country boy’s
accurate knowledge of the weather and its skies. He went out
and stood on our front steps first thing in the morning and
took a look at it and a sniff. He was a pretty good weather
prophet.

“Well, 'm zot,” my mother would say with enormous
self-satisfaction.

He told us children what to do if we were lost in a strange
country. “Look for where the sky is brightest along the hori-
zon,” he said. “That reflects the nearest river. Strike out for a
river and you will find habitation.” Eventualities were much on
his mind. In his care for us children he cautioned us to take
measures against such things as being struck by lightning. He
drew us all away from the windows during the severe electrical
storms that are common where we live. My mother stood apart,
scoffing at caution as a character failing. “Why, I always loved a
storm! High winds never bothered me in West Virginia! Just
listen at that! I wasn’t a bit afraid of a little lightning and thun-
der! I'd go out on the mountain and spread my arms wide and
run in a good big storm!”

So I developed a strong meteorological sensibility. In years
ahead when I wrote stories, atmosphere took its influential role
from the start. Commotion in the weather and the inner feel-
ings aroused by such a hovering disturbance emerged con-
nected in dramatic form. (I tried a tornado first, in a story
called “The Winds.”)

From our earliest Christmas times, Santa Claus brought us
toys that instruct boys and girls (separately) how to build
things—stone blocks cut to the castle-building style, Tinker
Toys, and Erector sets. Daddy made for us himself elaborate
kites that needed to be taken miles out of town to a pasture
long enough (and my father was not afraid of horses and cows
watching) for him to run with and get up on a long cord to
which my mother held the spindle, and then we children were
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given it to hold, tugging like something alive at our hands.
They were beautiful, sound, shapely box kites, smelling deli-
cately of office glue for their entire short lives. And of course, as
soon as the boys attained anywhere near the right age, there
was an electric train, the engine with its pea-sized working
headlight, its line of cars, tracks equipped with switches, sema-
phores, its station, its bridges, and its tunnel, which blocked off
all other traffic in the upstairs hall. Even from downstairs, and
through the cries of excited children, the elegant rush and click
of the train could be heard through the ceiling, running
around and around its figure eight.

All of this, but especially the train, represents my father’s
fondest beliefs—in progress, in the future. With these gifts, he
was preparing his children.

And so was my mother with her different gifts.

I learned from the age of two or three that any room in our
house, at any time of day, was there to read in, or to be read to.
My mother read to me. She’d read to me in the big bedroom in
the mornings, when we were in her rocker together, which
ticked in rhythm as we rocked, as though we had a cricket ac-
companying the story. She’d read to me in the diningroom on
winter afternoons in front of the coal fire, with our cuckoo
clock ending the story with “Cuckoo,” and at night when I'd
got in my own bed. I must have given her no peace. Sometimes
she read to me in the kitchen while she sat churning, and the
churning sobbed along with azy story. It was my ambition to
have her read to me while I churned; once she granted my
wish, but she read off my story before I brought her butter. She
was an expressive reader. When she was reading “Puss in
Boots,” for instance, it was impossible not to know that she
distrusted 4// cats.

It had been startling and disappointing to me to find out
that story books had been written by pegple, that books were not
natural wonders, coming up of themselves like grass. Yet re-
gardless of where they came from, I cannot remember a time
when I was not in love with them—with the books themselves,
cover and binding and the paper they were printed on, with
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their smell and their weight and with their possession in my
arms, captured and carried off to myself. Still illiterate, I was
ready for them, committed to all the reading I could give them.

Neither of my parents had come from homes that could
afford to buy many books, but though it must have been some-
thing of a strain on his salary, as the youngest officer in a young
insurance company, my father was all the while carefully select-
ing and ordering away for what he and Mother thought we
children should grow up with. They bought first for the future.

Besides the bookcase in the livingroom, which was always
called “the library,” there were the encyclopedia tables and dic-
tionary stand under windows in our diningroom. Here to help
us grow up arguing around the diningroom table were the Un-
abridged Webster, the Columbia Encyclopedia, Compton’s Pic-
tured Encyclopedia, the Lincoln Library of Information, and
later the Book of Knowledge. And the year we moved into our
new house, there was room to celebrate it with the new 1925
edition of the Britannica, which my father, his face always de-
liberately turned toward the future, was of course disposed to
think better than any previous edition.

In “the library,” inside the mission-style bookcase with its
three diamond-latticed glass doors, with my father’s Morris
chair and the glass-shaded lamp on its table beside it, were
books I could soon begin on—and I did, reading them all alike
and as they came, straight down their rows, top shelf to bot-
tom. There was the set of Stoddard’s Lectures, in all its late
nineteenth-century vocabulary and vignettes of peasant life and
quaint beliefs and customs, with matching halftone illustra-
tions: Vesuvius erupting, Venice by moonlight, gypsies
glimpsed by their campfires. I didn’t know then the clue they
were to my father’s longing to see the rest of the world. I read
straight through his other love-from-afar: the Victrola Book of
the Opera, with opera after opera in synopsis, with portraits in
costume of Melba, Caruso, Galli-Curci, and Geraldine Farrar,
some of whose voices we could listen to on our Red Seal
records.

My mother read secondarily for information; she sank as a
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hedonist into novels. She read Dickens in the spirit in which
she would have eloped with him. The novels of her girlhood
that had stayed on in her imagination, besides those of Dickens
and Scott and Robert Louis Stevenson, were Jane Eyre, Trilby,
The Woman in White, Green Mansions, King Solomon’s Mines.
Marie Corelli’s name would crop up but I understood she had
gone out of favor with my mother, who had only kept Ardath
out of loyalty. In time she absorbed herself in Galsworthy,
Edith Wharton, above all in Thomas Mann of the Joseph vol-
umes.

St. Elmo was not in our house; I saw it often in other
houses. This wildly popular Southern novel is where all the
Edna Earles in our population started coming from. They’re all
named for the heroine, who succeeded in bringing a dissolute,
sinning roué and atheist of a lover (St. ElImo) to his knees. My
mother was able to forgo it. But she remembered the classic
advice given to rose growers on how to water their bushes long
enough: “Take a chair and Sz. Elmo.”

To both my parents I owe my early acquaintance with a
beloved Mark Twain. There was a full set of Mark Twain and a
short set of Ring Lardner in our bookcase, and those were the
volumes that in time united us all, parents and children.

Reading everything that stood before me was how I came
upon a worn old book without a back that had belonged to my
father as a child. It was called Sanford and Merton. Is there any-
one left who recognizes it, I wonder? It is the famous moral
tale written by Thomas Day in the 1780s, but of him no men-
tion is made on the title page of #hzs book; here it is Sanford and
Merton in Words of One Syllable by Mary Godolphin. Here are
the rich boy and the poor boy and Mr. Barlow, their teacher
and interlocutor, in long discourses alternating with dramatic
scenes—danger and rescue allotted to the rich and the poor re-
spectively. It may have only words of one syllable, but one of
them is “quoth.” It ends with not one but two morals, both
engraved on rings: “Do what you ought, come what may,” and
“If we would be great, we must first learn to be good.”

This book was lacking its front cover, the back held on by
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strips of pasted paper, now turned golden, in several layers, and
the pages stained, flecked, and tattered around the edges; its
garish illustrations had come unattached but were preserved,
laid in. I had the feeling even in my heedless childhood that
this was the only book my father as a little boy had had of his
own. He had held onto it, and might have gone to sleep on its
coverless face: he had lost his mother when he was seven. My
father had never made any mention to his own children of the
book, but he had brought it along with him from Ohio to our
house and shelved it in our bookcase.

My mother had brought from West Virginia that set of
Dickens; those books looked sad, too—they had been through
fire and water before I was born, she told me, and there they
were, lined up—as I later realized, waiting for e.

I was presented, from as early as I can remember, with
books of my own, which appeared on my birthday and
Christmas morning. Indeed, my parents could not give me
books enough. They must have sacrificed to give me on my
sixth or seventh birthday—it was after I became a reader for
myself—the ten-volume set of Our Wonder World. These
were beautifully made, heavy books I would lie down with on
the floor in front of the diningroom hearth, and more often
than the rest volume S, Every Child’s Story Book, was under my
eyes. There were the fairy tales—Grimm, Andersen, the
English, the French, “Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves”; and
there was Aesop and Reynard the Fox; there were the myths
and legends, Robin Hood, King Arthur, and St. George and
the Dragon, even the history of Joan of Arc; a whack of Pi/-
grim’s Progress and a long piece of Gulliver. They all carried their
classic illustrations. I located myself in these pages and could
go straight to the stories and pictures I loved; very often “The
Yellow Dwarf” was first choice, with Walter Crane’s Yellow
Dwarf in full color making his terrifying appearance flanked by
turkeys. Now that volume is as worn and backless and hanging
apart as my father’s poor Sanford and Merton. The precious page
with Edward Lear’s “Jumblies” on it has been in danger of
slipping out for all these years. One measure of my love for
Our Wonder World was that for a long time I wondered if I
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would go through fire and water for it as my mother had done
for Charles Dickens; and the only comfort was to think I could
ask my mother to do it for me.

I believe I'm the only child I know of who grew up with
this treasure in the house. I used to ask others, “Did you have
Our Wonder World?” I'd have to tell them The Book of
Knowledge could not hold a candle to it.

I live in gratitude to my parents for initiating me—and as
early as I begged for it, without keeping me waiting—into
knowledge of the word, into reading and spelling, by way of
the alphabet. They taught it to me at home in time for me to
begin to read before starting to school. I believe the alphabet is
no longer considered an essential piece of equipment for trav-
eling through life. In my day it was the keystone to knowledge.
You learned the alphabet as you learned to count to ten, as you
learned “Now I lay me” and the Lord’s Prayer and your father’s
and mother’s name and address and telephone number, all in
case you were lost.

My love for the alphabet, which endures, grew out of re-
citing it but, before that, out of seeing the letters on the page.
In my own story books, before I could read them for myself, I
fell in love with various winding, enchanted-looking initials
drawn by Walter Crane at the heads of fairy tales. In “Once
upon a time,” an “O” had a rabbit running it as a treadmill, his
feet upon flowers. When the day came, years later, for me to see
the Book of Kells, all the wizardry of letter, initial, and word
swept over me a thousand times over, and the illumination, the
gold, scemed a part of the word’s beauty and holiness that had
been there from the start.

LEARNING stamps you with its moments. Childhood’s
learning is made up of moments. It isn’t steady. It’s a pulse.

In a children’s art class, we sat in a ring on kindergarten
chairs and drew three daffodils that had just been picked out of
the yard; and while I was drawing, my sharpened yellow pencil
and the cup of the yellow daffodil gave off whiffs just alike.
That the pencil doing the drawing should give off the same
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smell as the flower it drew seemed part of the art lesson—as
shouldn’t it be? Children, like animals, use all their senses to
discover the world. Then artists come along and discover it the
same way, all over again. Here and there, it’s the same world.
Or now and then we’ll hear from an artist who’s never lost it.

In my sensory education I include my physical awareness
of the word. Of a certain word, that is; the connection it has
with what it stands for. At around age six, perhaps, I was
standing by myself in our front yard waiting for supper, just at
that hour in a late summer day when the sun is already below
the horizon and the risen full moon in the visible sky stops
being chalky and begins to take on light. There comes the mo-
ment, and I saw it then, when the moon goes from flat to
round. For the first time it met my eyes as a globe. The word
“moon” came into my mouth as though fed to me out of a sil-
ver spoon. Held in my mouth the moon became a word. It had
the roundness of a Concord grape Grandpa took off his vine
and gave me to suck out of its skin and swallow whole, in
Ohio.

This love did not prevent me from living for years in fool-
ish error about the moon. The new moon just appearing in the
west was the rising moon to me. The new should be rising.
And in early childhood the sun and moon, those opposite
reigning powers, I just as easily assumed rose in east and west
respectively in their opposite sides of the sky, and like partners
in a reel they advanced, sun from the east, moon from the west,
crossed over (when I wasn’t looking) and went down on the
other side. My father couldn’t have known I believed that
when, bending behind me and guiding my shoulder, he posi-
tioned me at our telescope in the front yard and, with careful
adjustment of the focus, brought the moon close to me.

The night sky over my childhood Jackson was velvety
black. I could see the full constellations in it and call their
names; when I could read, I knew their myths. Though I was
always waked for eclipses, and indeed carried to the window as
an infant in arms and shown Halley’s Comet in my sleep, and
though I'd been taught at our diningroom table about the
solar system and knew the earth revolved around the sun, and
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our moon around us, I never found out the moon didn’t come
up in the west until I was a writer and Herschel Brickell, the
literary critic, told me after I misplaced it in a story. He said val-
uable words to me about my new profession: “Always be sure
you get your moon in the right part of the sky.”

MY MOTHER always sang to her children. Her voice came
out just a little bit in the minor key. “Wee Willie Winkie’s”
song was wonderfully sad when she sang the lullabies.

“Oh, but now there’s a record. She could have her own
record to listen to,” my father would have said. For there came
a Victrola record of “Bobby Shafftoe” and “Rock-a-Bye Baby”,
all of Mother’s lullabies, which could be played to take her
place. Soon I was able to play her my own lullabies all day long.

Our Victrola stood in the diningroom. I was allowed to
climb onto the seat of a diningroom chair to wind it, start the
record turning, and set the needle playing. In a second I'd
jumped to the floor, to spin or march around the table as the
music called for—now there were all the other records I could
play too. I skinned back onto the chair just in time to lift the
needle at the end, stop the record and turn it over, then change
the needle. That brass receptacle with a hole in the lid gave off
a metallic smell like human sweat, from all the hot needles that
were fed it. Winding up, dancing, being cocked to start and
stop the record, was of course all in one the act of listening—to
“Overture to Daughter of the Regiment,” “Selections from The
Fortune Teller,” “Kiss Me Again,” “Gypsy Dance from Car-
men,” “Stars and Stripes Forever,” “When the Midnight Choo-
Choo Leaves for Alabam,” or whatever came next. Movement
must be at the very heart of listening.

Ever since I was first read to, then started reading to my-
self, there has never been a line read that I didn’t bear. As my
eyes followed the sentence, a voice was saying it silently to me.
It isn’t my mother’s voice, or the voice of any person I can
identify, certainly not my own. It is human, but inward, and it
is inwardly that I listen to it. It is to me the voice of the story
or the poem itself. The cadence, whatever it is that asks you to
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