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INTRODUCTION
by Lillian Hellman

For years we made jokes about the day I would write
about him. In the early years, I would say, “Tell me more
about the girl in San Francisco. The silly one who lived
across the hall in Pine Street,” And he would laugh and
say, “She lived across the hall in Pine Street and was silly.”
“Tell more thari that. How much did you like her, and—?"
He would yawn. “Finish your drink and go to sleep.” But
days later, maybe even that night, if I was on the find-out
kick, and I was, most of the years, I would say, “Okay, be
stubborn about the girls. So tell me about your grand-
mother and what you looked like as a baby.” “I was a very
fat baby. My grandmother went to the movies every after-
noon. She was very fond of a movie star called Wallace
Reid and I've told you all this before.” I would say I
wanted to get everything straight for the days after his
death when I would write his biography and he would say
that I was not to bother writing his biography because it
would turn out to be the history of Lillian Hellman with
an occasional reference to a friend called Hammett.

The day of his death came almost five years ago, on
January 10, 1961. I will never write that biography be-
cause I cannot write about my closest, my most beloved
friend. And maybe, too, because all those questions
through all the thirty-one on and off years, and the some-
time answers, got muddled, and life changed for both of us
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and the questions and answers became one in the end,
flowing together from the days when I was young to the
days when I was middle-aged. And so this will be no
attempt at a biography of Samuel Dashiell Hammett, born
in St. Mary’s County, Maryland on May 27, 1894. Nor will
it be a critical appraisal of the stories in this book. There
was a day when I thought all of them very good. But all of
them are not good, though most of them, I think, are very
good. It is only right to say immediately that, by publish-
ing them at all, I have done what Hammett did not want
to do: he turned down offers to republish the stories,
although I never knew the reason and never asked. I did
know, from what he said about “Tulip,” the unfinished
novel that is included in this book, that he meant to start a
new literary life and maybe didn’'t want the old work to
get in the way. But sometimes I think he was just too ill to
care, too worn out to listen to plans or read contracts. The
fact of breathing, just breathing, took up all the days and
nights.

In the First World War, in camp, influenza led to
tuberculosis and Hammett was to spend years after in
army hospitals. He came out of the Second World War
with emphysema, but how he ever got into the Second
World War, at the age of forty-eight, still bewilders me.
He telephoned me the day the army accepted him to say it
was the happiest day of his life and before I could finish
saying it wasn't the happiest day of mine and what about
the old scars on his lungs, he laughed and hung up. His
death was caused by cancer of the lungs, discovered only
two months before he died. It was not operable—I doubt
that he would have agreed to an operation even if it had
been—and so I decided not to tell him about the cancer.
The doctor said that when the pain came it would come in
the right chest and arm, but that the pain might never
come. The doctor was wrong: only a few hours after he
told me the pain did come. Hammett had had self-diag-
nosed rheumatism in the right arm and had always said

that was why he had given up hunting. On the day I
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heard about the cancer, he said his gun shoulder hurt him
again, would I rub it for him. I remember sitting behind
him, rubbing the shoulder and hoping he would always
think it was rheumatism and remember only the autumn
hunting days. But the pain never came again, or if it did
he never mentioned it, or maybe death was so close that
the shoulder pain faded into other pains.

He did not wish to die and I like to think he didn’t
know he was dying. But I keep from myself even now the
possible meaning of a night, very late, a short time before
his death. I came into his room and for the only time in the
years I knew him, there were tears in his eyes and the
book was lying unread. I sat down beside him and waited
a long time before I could say, “Do yow want to talk about
it?” He said, almost with anger, “No. My only chance is
not to talk about it.” And he never did. His patience, his
courage, his dignity in those suffering months were very
great. It was as if all that makes a man’s life had come
together to prove itself: suffering was a private matter and
there was to be no invasion of it. He would seldom even ask
for anything he needed, and so the most we did—my
secretary and my cook who were devoted to him, as most
women always had been—was to carry up the meals he
barely touéhed, the books he now could hardly read, the
afternoon coffee, and the martini that I insisted upon
before the dinner that wasn’t eaten. One night of that last
year, a bad night, I said, “Have another martini. It will
make you feel better.” “No,” he said, “I don’t want it.” I
said, “Okay, but I bet you never thought I'd urge you to
have another drink.” He laughed for the first time that
day. “Nope. And I never thought I'd turn it down.”

Because on the night we had first met he was getting
over a five-day drunk and he was to drink very heavily for
the next eighteen years, and then one day, warned by a
doctor, he said he would never have another drink and he
kept his word except for the last year of the one martini,
and that was my idea.

We met when I was twenty-four years old and he was
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thirty-six in a restaurant in Hollywood. The five-day drunk
had left the wonderful face looking rumpled, and the very
tall thin figure was tired and sagged. We talked of T. S.
Eliot, although I no longer remember what we said, and
then went and sat in his car and talked at each other and
over each other until it was daylight. We were to meet
again a few weeks later and, after that, on and sometimes
off again for the rest of his life and thirty years of mine.
Thirty years is a long time, I guess, and yet as I come
now to write about them the memories skip about and
make no pattern and I know only certain of them are to be
trusted. I know about that first meeting and the next, and
there are many other pictures and sounds, but they are out
of order and out of time, and I don’t seem to want to put
them into place. (I could have done a research job, I have
on other people, but I didn’t want to do one on Hammett,
or to be a bookkeeper of my own life.) I don’t want
modesty for either of us, but I ask myself now if it can
mean much to anybody but me that my second sharpest
memory is of a day when we were living on a small island
off the coast of Connecticut. It was six years after we had
first met: six happy, unhappy years during which I had,
<oith help from Hammett, written my first play. I was
returning from the mainland in a catboat filled with mar-
keting and Hammett had come down to the dock to tie
me up. He had been sick that summer—the first of the
sicknesses—and he was even thinner than usual. The
white hair, the white pants, the white shirt made a
straight, flat surface in the late sun. I thought maybe that’s
the handsomest sight I ever saw, that line of a man, the
knife for a nose, and the sheet went out of my hand and
the wind went out of the sail Hammett laughed as I
struggled to get back the sail. I don’t know why, but I
yelled angrily, “So youre a Dostoyevsky sinner-saint. So
you are.” The laughter stopped, and when I finally came
into the dock we didn’t speak as we carried up the pack-
ages and didn’t speak through dinner. Later that night he
said, “What did you say that for? What does it mean?” I
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said I didn’t know why I had said it and I didn’t know

what it meant.

Years later, when his life had changed, I did know
what I had meant that day: I had seen the sinner—what-
ever is a sinner—and sensed the change before it came.
When I told him that, Hammett said he didn’t know what
I was talking about, it was all too religious for him. But he
did know what I was talking about and he was pleased.

But the fat, loose, wild years were over by the time we
talked that way. When I first met Dash he had written
four of the five novels and was the hottest thing in Holly-
wood and New York. It is not remarkable to be the hottest
thing in either city—the hottest kid changes for each winter
season—Dbut in his case it was of extra interest to those who
collect people that the ex-detective, who had bad cuts on
his legs and an indentation in his head from being scrappy
with criminals, was gentle in manner, well-educated, ele-
gant to look at, born of early settlers, was eccentric, witty
and spent so much money on women that they would have
liked him even if he had been none of the good things. But
as the years passed frori 1930 to 1948, he wrote only one
novel and a few short stories. By 1945, the drinking was
no longer gay, the drinking bouts were longer and the
mqods darker. I was there, off and on for most of those
years, but in 1948 I didn’t want to see the drinking any
more. I hadn’t seen or spoken to Hammett for two months
until the day when his devoted cleaning lady called to say
she thought I had better come down to his apartment. I
said I wouldn’t, and then I did. She and I dressed a man
who could barely lift an arm or a leg and brought him to
my house, and that night I watched delirium tremens,
although I didn’t know what I was watching until the
doctor told me the next day at the hospital. The doctor
was_an old friend. He said, “I'm going to tell Hammett
that if he goes on drinking he’ll be dead in a few months.
It’s my duty to say it, but it won’t do any good.” In a few
minutes he came out of Dash’s room and said, “I told him.

Dash said okay, he’d go on the wagon forever, but he can’t
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and he won’t.” But he could and he did. Five or six years
later, I told Hammett that the doctor had said he wouldn’t
stay on the wagon. Dash looked puzzled: “But I gave my
word that day.” I said, “Have you always kept your
word?” “Most of the time,” he said, “maybe because I've so
seldom given it.”

He had made up honor early in his life and stuck with
his rules, fierce in the protection of them. In 1951 he went
to jail because he and two other trustees of the bail bond
fund of the Civil Rights Congress refused to reveal the
names of the contributors to the fund. The truth was that
Hammett had never been in the office of the Committee
and did not know the name of a single contributor. The
night before he was to appear in court, I said, “Why don’t
you say that you don’t know the names?” “No,” he said, “I
can’t say that.” “Why?” “I don’t know why.” After we had
a nervous silence, he said, “I guess it has something to do
with keeping my word, but I don’t want to talk about that.
Nothing much will happen, although I think we’ll go to
jail for a while, but youre not to worry because—" and
then suddenly I couldn’t understand him because the voice
had dropped and the words were coming in a most untypi-
cal nervous rush. I said I couldn’t hear him, and he raised
his voice and dropped his head. “I hate this damn kind of
talk, but maybe I better tell you that if it were more than
jail, if it were my life, I would give it for what I think
democracy is and I don’t let cops or judges tell me what I
think democracy is.” Then he went home to bed, and the
next day he went to jail.

July 14, 1965

It is a lovely summer day. Fourteen years ago on
another lovely summer day the lawyer Hammett said he
didn’t need, didn’t want, but finally agreed to talk to
because it might make me feel better, came back from
West Street jail with a message from Hammett that the
lawyer had written on the back of an old envelope. “Tell
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Lily to go away. Tell her I don’t need proof she loves me
and don’t want it.” And so I went to Europe, and wrote a
letter almost every day, not knowing that about one letter
in ten was given to him, and never getting a letter from
him because he wasn’t allowed to write to anybody who
wasn't related to him. (Hammett had, by this time, been
moved to a federal penitentiary in West Virginia.) I had
only one message that summer: that his prison job was
cleaning bathrooms, and he was cleaning them better than
I had ever done.

I came back to New York to meet Hammett the night
he came out of jail. Jail had made a thin man thinner, a
sick man sicker. The invalid figure was trying to walk
proud but, coming down the ramp from the plane, he was
holding tight to the railing and before he saw me he
stumbled and stopped to rest. I guess that was the first
time I knew he would now always be sick. I felt too bad to
say hello, and so I ran back into the airport and we lost
each other for a few minutes. But in a week, when he had
slept and was able to eat small amounts of food, an irritat-
ing farce began and was to last for the rest of his life: jail
wasn't bad at all. True, the food was awful and sometimes
even rotted, but you could always have milk; the moon-
shiners and car thieves were dopes but their conversation
was no sillier than a New York cocktail party; nobody
liked cleaning toilets, but in time you came to take a
certain pride in the work and an interest in the different
cleaning materials; jail homosexuals were nasty tempered,
but no worse than the ones in any bar, and so on. Ham-
mett’s form of boasting—and of humor, as well—was
always to make fun of trouble or pain. We had once met
Howard Fast on the street and he told us about his to-be-
served jail sentence. As we moved away, Hammett said,
“It will be easier for you, Howard, if you first take off the
crown of thorns.” And so I should have guessed that
Hammett would talk about his own time in jail the way
many of us talk about college.

I do not wish to avoid the subject of Hammett’s politi-



Xii INTRODUCTION

cal beliefs, but the truth is that I do not know if he was a
member of the Communist Party and I never asked him. If
that seems an odd evasion between two people we did not
mean it as an evasion; it was, probably, the product of the
time we lived through and a certain unspoken agreement
about privacy. Now, in looking back, I think we had rather
odd rules about privacy, unlike other people’s rules. We
never, for example, asked each other about money, how
much something cost or how much something earned,
although each of us gave to the other as, through the
years, each of us needed it. It does not matter much to me
that I don’t know if Hammett was a Communist Party
member: most certainly he was a Marxist. But he was a
very critical Marxist, often contemptuous of the Soviet
Union in the same hick sense that many Americans are
contemptuous of foreigners. He was often witty and bit-
ingly sharp about the American Communist Party, but he
was, in the end, loyal to them. Once, in an argument with
me, he said that of course a great deal about Communism
worried him and always had and that when he found
something better he intended to change his opinions. And
then he said, “Now please don’t let’s ever argue about it
again because were doing each other harm.” And so we
did not argue again, and I suppose that itself does a kind
of harm or leaves a moat too large for crossing, but it was
better than the arguments we had been having—they had
started in the 1940’s—when he knew that I could not go
his way. I think that must have pained him, but he never
said so. It pained me, too, but I knew that, unlike many
radicals, whatever he believed in, whatever he had arrived
at, came from reading and thinking. He took time to find
out what he thought, and he had an open mind and a
tolerant nature.

Hammett came from a generation of talented writers.
The ones I knew were romantic about being writers, it was
a good thing to be, a writer, maybe the best, and you
made sacrifices for it. I guess they wanted money and
praise as much as writers do today, but I don’t think the
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diseased need was as great, nor the poison as strong. You
wanted to have money, of course, but you weren’t in
competition with merchants or bankers, and if you threw
your talents around you didn’t throw them to the Estab-
lishment for catching. When I first met Dash he was
throwing himself away on Hollywood parties and New
York bars: the throwing away was probably no less damag-
ing but a little more forgivable because those who were
there to catch could have stepped from The Day of the
Locust. But he knew what was happening to him, and
after 1948 it was not to happen again. It would be good to
say that as his life changed the productivity increased, but
it didn’t. Perhaps the vigor and the force had been dissi-
pated. But, good as it is, productivity is not the only proof
of a serious life, and now, more than ever, he sat down to
read. He read everything and anything. He didn’t like
writers very much, he didn’t like or dislike most people,
but he was without envy of good writers and was tender
about all writers, probably because he remembered his
own early struggles.

I don’t know when Hammet first decided to write, but
I know that he started writing after he left army hospitals
in the 1920’s, settling with his wife and daughter—there
was to be another daughter—in San Francisco. (He went
back to work for Pinkerton for a while, although I am not
sure if it was this period or later.) Once, when I asked him
why he never wanted to go to Europe, why he never
wanted to see another country, he said he had wanted to
go to Australia, maybe to stay, but on the day he decided
to leave Pinkerton forever he decided to give up the idea
of Australia forever. An Australian boat, out of Sidney for
San Francisco, carrying two hundred thousand dollars in
gold, notified its San Francisco insurance broker that the
gold was missing. The insurance company was a client of
Pinkerton’s, and so Hammett and another operative met
the boat as it docked, examined all sailors and officers,
searched the boat, but couldn’t find the gold. They knew
the gold had to be on the boat, and so the agency decided
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that when the boat sailed home Hammett should sail with
it. A very happy man, going free where he had always
dreamed of going, packed his bags. A few hours before
sailing time, the head of the agency suggested they give a
last, hopeless search. Hammett climbed a smoke stack he
had examined several times before, looked down and
shouted, “They moved it. It’s here.” He said that as the
words came out of his mouth, he said to himself, “You
haven’t sense enough to be a detective. Why couldn’t you
have discovered the gold one day out to sea?” He fished out
the gold, took it back to the Pinkerton office, and resigned
that afternoon.

With the resignation came a series of jobs, but I don’t
remember what he said they were. In a year or so, the
tuberculosis started to cut up again and hemorrhages
began. He was determined not to go back to army hospi-
tals and, since he thought he had a limited amount of time
to live, he decided to spend it on something he wanted to
do. He moved away from his wife and children, lived on
soup, and began to write. One day the hemorrhages
stopped, never to reappear, and sometime in this period he
began to earn a small living from pulp magazines and
squibs and even poems sold to Mencken’s Smart Set. I am
not clear about this time of Hammett’s life, but it always
sounded rather nice and free and 1920’s Bohemian: the
girl on Pine Street and the other on Grant Street, and good
San Francisco food in cheap restaurants, and dago red
wine, and fame in the pulp magazine field, then and
maybe now a world of its own.

July 18, 1965

This memory of Hammett is being written in the
summer. Maybe that's why most of what I remember
about him has to do with summer, although like all people
who live in the country, we were more closely thrown
together in winter. Winter was the time of work for me
and I worked better if Hammett was in the room. There he
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was, is, as I close my eyes and see another house, reading
The Autumn Garden. 1 was, of course, nervous as I
watched him. He had always been critical, I was used to
that and wanted it, but now I sensed something new and
was worried. He finished the play, came across the room,
put the manuseript in my lap, went back to his chair and
began to talk. It was not the usual criticism: it was sharp
and angry, snarling. He spoke as if I had betrayed him. I
was so shocked, so pained that I would not now remember
the scene if it weren’t for a diary that I've kept for each
play. He said that day, “You started as a serious writer.
That’s what I liked, that’s what I worked for. I don’t know
what’s happened, but tear this up and throw it away. It’s
worse than bad—it’s half good.” He sat glaring at me and
I ran from the room and went down to New York and
didn’t come back for a week. When I did come back I had
torn up the play, put the scraps in a brief case, put the
brief case outside his door. We never mentioned the play
again until seven months later when I had rewritten it. I
was no longer nervous as he read it; I was too tired to care
and I went to sleep on the couch. I woke up because
Hammett was sitting beside me, patting my hair, grinning
at me and nodding. After he had nodded for a long time, I
said, “What’s the matter with you?” And he said, “Nice
things. Because it's the best play anybody’s written in a
long time. Maybe longer. It’s a good day. A good day.” I
was so shocked with the kind of praise I had never heard
before that I started out of the door to take a walk. He
said, “Nix. Come on back. There’s a speech in the last act
went sour. Do it again.” I said I wasn’t going to do it
again. He said okay, he’d do it, and he did, working all
through the night.

When The Autumn Garden was in rehearsal Dash
came almost every day, even more disturbed than I was
that something was happening to the play, life was going
out of it, which can and does happen on the stage and
once started can seldom be changed.

Yesterday I read three letters he wrote to a friend



Xvi INTRODUCTION

about his hopes for the play, the rehearsals and the open-
ing. His concern for me and the play was very great, but
in time I came to learn that he was good to all writers who
came to him for help, and that perhaps the generosity had
less to do with the writer than with the writing and the
pains of writing. I knew, of course, about the generosity
long before, but generosity and profligacy can intertwine
and it took me a long time to tell them apart.

A few years after I met Dash the large Hollywood
money was gone, given away, spent on me who didn't
want it and on others who did. I think Hammett was the
only person I ever met who really didn’t care about money,
made no complaints and had no regrets when it was gone.
Maybe money is unreal for most of us, easier to give away
than things we want. (But I didn’t know that then, maybe
confused it with profligacy or showing off.) Once, years
later, Hammett bought himself an expensive crossbow at a
time when it meant giving up other things to have it. It
had just arrived that day and he was testing it, fiddling
with it, liking it very much, when friends arrived with
their ten-year-old boy. Dash and the boy spent the after-
noon with the crossbow and the child’s face was awful
when he had to leave it. Hammett opened the back door of
the car, put in the crossbow, went hurriedly into the
house, refusing all cries of “No, no” and such. When our
friends had gone, I said, “Was that necessary? You wanted
it so much.” Hammett said, “The kid wanted it more.
Things belong to people who want them most.” And thus
it was, certainly, with money, and thus the troubles came,
and suddenly there were days of no dinners, rent unpaid
and so on; but there they were, the lean times, no worse
than many other people have had, but the contrast of no
dinner on Monday and a wine-feast on Tuesday made me
a kind of irritable he never understood.

When we were very broke, those first years in New
York, Hammett got a modest advance from Knopf and
began to write The Thin Man. He moved to what was
jokingly called the Diplomat’s Suite in a hotel run by our
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friend Nathanael West. It was a new hotel, but Pep West
and the depression had managed to run it down immedi-
ately. Certainly Hammett’s suite had never seen a diplo-
mat because even the smallest Oriental could not have
functioned well in the space. But the rent was cheap, the
awful food could be charged, and some part of my idle
time could be spent with Pep snooping around the lives of
the other rather strange guests. I had known Dash when
he was writing short stories, but I had never been around
for a long piece of work. Life changed: the drinking
stopped, the parties were over. The locking-in time had
come and nothing was allowed to disturb it until the book
was finished. I had never seen anybody work that way: the
care for every word, the pride in the neatness of the typed
page itself, the refusal for ten days or two weeks to go out
even for a walk for fear something would be lost. It was a
good year for me and I learned from it and was, perhaps, a
little frightened by a man who now did not need me. So it
was a happy day when I was given half the manuscript to
read and was told that I was Nora. It was nice to be Nora,
married to Nick Charles, maybe one of the few marriages
in modern literature where the man and woman like each
other and have a fine time together. But I was soon put
back in place—Hammett said I was also the silly girl in
the book and the villainess. I don’t know now if he was
joking, but in those days it worried me, I was very anxious
that he think well of me. Most people wanted that from
him. Years later, Richard Wilbur said that as you came
toward Hammett to shake his hand in the first meeting,
you wanted him to approve of you. I don’t know what
makes this quality in certain men—something floating all
around them that hasn’t much to do with what they've
done—but maybe has to do with reserve so deep that we
all know we cannot touch it with charm or jokes or favors.
It comes out as something more than dignity and shows on
the face. In jail the guards called Hammett “sir” and out of
jail other people came close to it. One night in the last
years of his life, we walked into a restaurant, passing a
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group of young writers I knew but he didn’t. We stopped
and I introduced him: those hip young men suddenly
turned into charming, deferential schoolboys and their
faces became what they must have been at ten years old.
It took me years of teasing to force out of Hammett that he
knew what effect he had on many people. Then he told me
that when he was fourteen years old and had his first job
working for the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, he had come
late to work each day for a week. His employer told him
he was fired. Hammett said he nodded, walked to the
door, and was called back by a puzzled man who said, “If
you give me your word it won’t happen again, you can
keep the job.” Hammett said, “Thank you, but I cant do
that.” After a silence the man said, “Okay, keep the job
anyway.” Dash said that he didn’t know what was right
about what he had done, but he did know that it would
always be useful.

When The Thin Man was sold to a magazine—most of
the big slick magazines had turned it down for being too
daring, although what they meant by daring was hard to
understand—we got out of New York fast. We got drunk
for a few weeks in Miami, then moved on to a primitive
fishing camp in the Keys where we stayed through the
spring and summer, fishing every day, reading every night.
It was a fine year: we found out that we got along best
without people and in the country. Hammett, like many
Southerners, had a deep feeling for isolated places where
there were animals, birds, bugs and sounds. He was easy
in the woods, a fine shot, and later when I bought a farm,
he would spend the autumn days in the woods, coming
back with birds or rabbits, and then, when the shooting
season was over, would spend many winter days sitting on
a stool in the woods watching squirrels or beavers or deer,
or ice-fishing in the lake. (He was, as are most sportsmen,
obsessively neat with instruments, and obsessively messy
with rooms.) The interests of the day would go into the
nights when he would read Bees, Their Vision and Lan-
guage or German Gun Makers of the 18th Century or



