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Would I were greedy as now forever,
Not for fortune, nor yet knowledge, and not for love—never,
A muscled horse obedient to ruthless master, art,
Exultantly racing till he break his heart.

—NOTEBOOK 12,
6/20/45
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So I want to write. I must write. Because I am a swimmer
struggling in a flood, and by my writing I seek a stone to rest on.
And if my feet escape it, I go under.

—NOTEBOOK 5,
6/21/41



INTRODUCTION

Patricia Highsmith’s New York Years
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Twenty-year-old Patricia Highsmith is certain that she is destined for greatness. But which path to choose? She wants to, no, needs to write. But does she dare to attempt writing for a living? Will she be able to subsist on an artist’s unreliable income? In any case, she definitely feels she must plunge headlong into life, in order to garner material for her writing.

Reading Patricia Highsmith’s vibrant early accounts of her life can leave the reader breathless. How does she handle the sheer pace of it? How does she reconcile college or (later) a job, a jam-packed social life—and still find time to write? She certainly does not waste any time on sleep. Early on in her twenties, a pattern of two contradictory impulses emerges. There’s the urge to lunge herself into excess—“The world and its martinis are mine!” (1/24/45)—partying, smoking, drinking, constantly falling in and out of love. And then there’s the urge to retreat into “the still point of the turning world” (as in the title of one of her first short stories), which is essential for reflection and writing.

In addition to writing fiction, young Pat also starts setting down an almost continuous commentary on her life in her diaries and notebooks—almost five thousand small-formatted, densely handwritten pages for the years 1941 to 1950, a captivating self-portrait of a young artist trying to find her path in life as well as in the bustling city she calls home.

If the young Texan felt like an outsider in New York when she first came to the city as a child, or felt guilty and singled out as a gay teenager, in her twenties she makes the city her own. She falls in with a tightly knit circle of older, successful, international, mainly lesbian artists and journalists, many of whom have recently returned from Europe and the frontlines of World War II.* Reveling in their company during martini-fueled lunchbreaks, at gallery openings and private soirées, Pat for the first time feels among her own. And she is provided with positive role models: women living lives they’ve chosen for themselves, and, more importantly, women making their lives with other women. Her “Madison Avenue gang” and the women she encounters roaming the Village’s bars and gay haunts provide her with the safe space from which to grow into the person she longs to be.

Thus encouraged, she hones her craft in her spare time, collecting ideas and observations, writing short stories, and starting on her first novel in late 1942 (one she later discards). She seeks acceptance, a sense of belonging—but she also feels (and is also told she is) special—a person with a calling: “I am a writer … I am an angel, a devil, a genius. … My eyes are on the stars and beyond” (February 9, 1950).

The city opens doors for her that exist nowhere else in the world. Just out of Barnard College, Pat lands a job as one of the few female writers in the comics industry in its Golden Age, allowing her to move to her own apartment at just twenty-two. Yet she resents the time spent away from her true calling, her own writing: “How can one be a prostitute in the day and a good lover at night?” (4/17/43). She is keen to get herself noticed by people with influence in magazine publishing. When Harper’s Bazaar’s fiction editor Mary Louise Aswell buys her first short story and, along with Truman Capote, recommends her to the prestigious Yaddo artist retreat, Pat rejoices. It’s at Yaddo, far from the city’s many distractions and her constant pecuniary concerns that she will finish her first, breakthrough novel, Strangers on a Train.

Pat’s ambivalent relationship with New York, which at once inspires and exhausts her, is paralleled in her relationships: aloof and desired, a magnet to both men and women, she loves as she pleases and as many as she pleases (“three nights, three people!”—July 23, 1948). She jumps from one affair into the next, forever failing to find in a partner both lasting comfort, and lasting inspiration. Within her circles she may be able to live out her sexuality relatively freely, but even in bohemian Greenwich Village she can get denied entry into a location for lack of a male escort, or for wearing pants, and of course risks getting shamed or even jailed, particularly toward the end of the 1940s with the rise of McCarthyism. The “lavender scare” persecution of homosexuals, along with her own conservative upbringing, drive her into psychotherapy, where she confronts her identity: “I want to change my sex—is that possible?” Considering the chartered “normal life” of most other women at the time—getting married, settling down, having children—both repellent and desirable, she finds solace only in her next novel, The Price of Salt, where she invents “a substitute for the life I cannot live, am unable to live” (5/7/50) and in which two women in love may live happily ever after.

How do I want to live and love? And how am I going to write about it? In Highsmith’s case, these questions will remain inexorably intertwined. Even in a city full of people who seek to be unapologetically themselves, she still does not feel like she’s found her place—it’s a search that will continue for the rest of her life.

EDITORIAL NOTE

During her lifetime, very little was known about Patricia Highsmith’s personal life, least of all the early years. So when a row of eighteen diaries and thirty-eight notebooks, dating back as far as 1938, was discovered tucked in the back of her linen closet after her death, it was a literary sensation.

It seems clear that Patricia Highsmith had long planned to have her notebooks published. The uniformity of the Columbia spiral notebooks she used throughout suggests it, even more so the fact that she kept editing them, making comments, cuts, and date changes whenever rereading. Most importantly, there are written instructions. A slip of paper in Notebook 19 shows that Pat’s college friend Gloria Kate Kingsley Skattebol had at first been enlisted to publish a selection. Pasted to the April 2, 1950, entry, it reads: “A note after rereading all my notebooks—rather glancing through all of them, for who could possibly read them?—(and Kingsley, have some taste, have at least the taste I have in 1950 in weeding out what is already written, and recently written).” At other times, the author considered burning the notebooks or leaving them to the Lesbian Herstory Archives in Brooklyn. In the end, Pat appointed Daniel Keel, the founder of the Swiss publishing house Diogenes and her longtime worldwide representative, the literary executor of her estate, so it fell to him to decide what the author would have wanted to happen with her journals.

Keel had taken over as Pat’s German-language publisher in 1967, and after a while became a friend and trusted adviser. In 1983, the uncertainty of her publishing situation in the United States finally prompted her to transfer the international rights to her complete works to Diogenes. When Keel and Highsmith reviewed her papers together before her death, the diaries and notebooks were expressly listed as part of her literary estate alongside her remaining unpublished novels and uncollected short stories. Keel recognized the collection as a literary treasure that should be presented as a unified whole, a task he passed on to me as Patricia Highsmith’s longtime editor.

I first met Pat in 1984, when Daniel Keel placed the manuscript for Found in the Street on my desk and informed me that he had arranged a meeting with the author at a nearby hotel for a few days later—and with that, I was her editor. Pat greeted me coolly, disregarding my extended hand. She then ordered a beer and fell silent. It took me half an hour to get a conversation going about the manuscript, which was set in modern-day New York, but struck me as the New York of the 1950s. By the end of our conversation, she even laughed. Back at the office, I told my boss about the initial awkwardness of our encounter. To my amazement, Keel congratulated me effusively on my success, explaining that it had taken him years to coax more than a yes-or-no answer out of her.

To make Patricia Highsmith’s original diary and notebook entries accessible to a broader public in one volume was an immense challenge. First, the handwritten pages had to be transcribed, itself the work of years. Gloria Kate Kingsley Skattebol checked the transcripts against the handwritten, often cryptic originals and added some helpful annotations. Then the sheer amount of material necessitated a culling, to carve out the essence of this “behind-the-scenes” work. As the author herself recognized, it would have been a mistake to reproduce the diaries and notebooks word-for-word, riddled as they are with redundancies, chitchat, indiscretions, and gossip—especially in her twenties, her notes from that period being so much more extensive than in later years, when her journaling had developed its cohesive style. Our selection is based on Pat’s own focal points.

While earlier notebook entries exist, we chose to begin the book with her first diary entry, written in 1941. From this point onward, Pat essentially maintained a double account of her life: whereas she used the diary to detail her intense, at times painful personal experiences, she used the notebook to process these experiences intellectually and muse on her writing. Pat’s notebooks were workbooks, and a playground for her imagination. They contain style exercises, insights into art, writing, and painting, and what Pat liked to call Keime (a German term meaning “germs”), ideas and whole passages for potential short stories and novels. Her diaries help us better understand the notebooks; they arrange the notebook entries within what seems to be a truthful time frame and personal context. In our edition, diary and notebook entries are interwoven and interlocked, the diary entries dated in long form (month, day, year), the notebook entries in numerical form (with slashes), as was Pat’s style. While the two formats can be read independently of each other, when read in tandem they help to gain a holistic understanding—in Pat’s own words—of an author who concealed the personal sources of her material for her entire life, and whose novels are more likely to distract us from who she was, than lead us to her.

In contrast to the notebooks, which are written almost entirely in English, Pat composed her diary entries in up to five languages, describing her diaries as “exercise books in languages I do not know.” There seem to have been various reasons for this. Of course, a language enthusiast and autodidact like Pat would want to acquire new languages, particularly given her aspiration to travel the world and cultivate her more urbane sensibilities. She was an ambitious student, eager to apply and practice what she was learning in her diaries, enjoying the new means of expression and perspectives on the world each new language offered her. There’s much to suggest that the exercise also served to encrypt some of the more intimate details, protecting them against unwelcome prying eyes.

Besides English, the languages she used the most were French and German, frequently switching to Spanish before and during her first trip to Mexico in 1943/44 (and to Italian in the early 1950s). We provide several examples of her original entries before translation at the end of the book. Pat was self-taught in Spanish and Italian, and her different level of proficiency in the various languages explains the differences in style and the more restricted vocabulary of some of her entries. Foreign-language passages in the diaries have been translated into English but tagged with superscript lettering to indicate the original language: G/GG for German, F/FF for French, and SP/SPSP for Spanish. Commonplace foreign phrases are left as is.

The reader must bear in mind that what is printed in this volume represents a mere fraction of Patricia Highsmith’s entire diary and notebook entries, approximately 20 percent of all of her entries written between 1941 and 1951. For instance, we have not included ideas Pat began developing for certain pieces, those that later found their way into her published stories or novels as well as others that were ultimately discarded. Because of the at times chaotic and repetitive style of Highsmith’s early notes, it was often necessary to also make cuts within single entries. We debated whether to indicate omissions and ultimately decided against it, to avoid bothering the reader with continual ellipses. Pat’s own omissions and minor oversights have been corrected, while details needed for comprehension have been added in brackets. More extensive explanations, including information on names mentioned, were added in footnotes where available; in those cases where we knew no more about someone than what Pat herself wrote, we refrained from adding footnotes that could do no more than repeat her information. Pat encounters and writes about a multitude of people; those with more of a relevance will soon become familiar to the reader, while others might be mentioned a few times only.

We have reduced all private individuals mentioned in the text to their first names, unless they were already fully named and described in extenso by Highsmith’s biographers. And this regardless of the fact that almost all of them, being of Highsmith’s age or older, are now deceased. Conversely, recognizable public figures Pat introduces, but calls by their initials, are referred to by their full names in brackets, as necessary.

As these are Patricia Highsmith’s private diaries and notebooks, her views on people and facts are of course personal and tinted by her personal biases and the biases of the times in which she wrote them—especially so as diaries or notebooks are typically a platform where one expresses thoughts impulsively, on a whim, not necessarily thought out. Pat was inconsistent and rough around the edges, and some of her disparaging remarks readers will find offensive. In the earlier entries, there is also an issue of language, when Pat uses expressions that were common at the time but have since come to be considered derogatory and offensive. The author herself was aware of this, as proven by her request to change the word “negro” to “black” for the 1990 new edition of The Price of Salt, titled Carol.

Frequently, however, it is not just Pat’s language but her views themselves that are offensive, rancorous, and misanthropic. We aim to represent them faithfully. Only in a handful of more extreme instances did we feel it our editorial duty to deny Patricia Highsmith a stage for them, in the same way we did while she was still alive.

We also felt it important to do justice to the fact that due to aspects such as her feeling of being ostracized, her homosexuality, expressions of guilt and resentment are inextricably and fatally interwoven throughout her diaries and notebooks. The sources of her resentment are difficult to pinpoint, notably in the case of her anti-Semitism, which becomes even more of a mystery embedded as it is in a volume in which we learn about the importance for the author of the many Jews she counts among her close friends, lovers, and favorite artists.

The compilation presented here is not meant to be read as an autobiography. As in any self-portrait, the person we encounter in the diaries and notebooks is of course not necessarily the “real” Pat, but instead the person she considered—or wanted—herself to be. The act of remembrance is also one of interpretation. Many people are familiar with the somber, caustic face of Pat she presented to the world in later years, and her early notes will be their first encounter with the author as a cheerful young woman with an optimistic, ambitious eye on her future.

Anna von Planta
in close collaboration with Kati Hertzsch,
Marion Hertle, Marie Hesse, and
Friederike Kohl
ZURICH, 2022



* For more about Pat’s network of women, see Joan Schenkar’s foreword in this book.



FOREWORD

Pat Highsmith’s After-School Education: The International Daisy Chain

by Joan Schenkar
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How Patricia Highsmith got herself from West Texas Cow Country to the “pot of gold” at the end of her American Dream had a great deal to do with a sophisticated international society of gifted, prominent, willful women who were making their lives with other women. In the 1940s and beyond, their tendrils of influence curled around every corner of Pat’s life and work.

And Pat was ready to meet them: an attractive, intermittently forward, highly talented college junior with brains, a photographic memory for women’s telephone numbers, and two fixed directions for success: Uptown and Europe. Until she could be famous, however, Pat was settling for seductive friendships. And many people were interested.

The prelude to Pat’s initial Summer of Social Success began when she coolly dropped her first relationship with an older woman, a woman she’d met in a bar the month before: the “interesting” Irish émigré Mary Sullivan, who ran the bookshop in the Waldorf Astoria Hotel. It was Mary Sullivan who took Pat to gay parties in the Village, where Pat, precocious as ever, was already a young guest at the regular gatherings of (mostly) women hosted by the great American photographer (and inventor) Berenice Abbott (1898–1991) and her lover, the art critic and historian Elizabeth McCausland (1899–1965), in their two flats and a hallway on the fourth floor of 50 Commerce Street.

It was at one of Abbott’s parties with Mary Sullivan that Pat first spotted the expatriate German photographer Ruth Bernhard (1905–2006).* Ruth emigrated to New York in 1927, and her career as a commercial photographer was already detouring into the kind of high art that would lead Berenice Abbott to describe her as “the best photographer of the female nude.” Ruth developed an intense friendship with Pat, an amitié amoureuse, which, like so many of Pat’s friendships, briefly broke into something like love before Pat triangulated it with another of her fascinations, the gay male German photographer Rolf Tietgens (1911–1984). Ruth knew very well that Pat “had a lot of connections,” a lot of “love affairs.” “Pat,” she said, “was a very attractive person, a wonderful-looking woman, and people were drawn to her.” Ruth made a classically aspirational photographic portrait of Pat in 1948—a “thoughtful,” dignified, enduring image of the twenty-seven-year-old writer facing her future. And she was certain she’d photographed Pat in the nude.

Fifteen years older than Pat, Ruth Bernhard continued to meet Pat for coffee and conversation and mutual comfort: They went to gallery openings together, they took subways to Harlem, and they were equally enthralled by the female flamenco performer and singer Carmen Amaya, who dressed as a man and took the “male” part in legendary flamenco performances with her sister.†

Three years before her death, Pat telescoped her unlikely social successes as a twenty-year-old in Manhattan “trying her luck”—a phrase she used repeatedly—by attaching it to the string of high-style coincidences that began with her introduction to Janet Flanner (1892–1978) in the summer of 1941 and to some “20 [other] interesting people all in a fortnight, many of whom I still know . . .”*

This necklace of sinuously linked introductions ushered in an after-school education for Pat the year before she graduated, jobless and embarrassed about it, from Barnard College in 1942; an education that was a direct result of the war-driven exodus from Europe to New York of a phalanx of older, accomplished, expatriate mostly lesbian women: a great international daisy chain of intelligence, professional success, abundant talent, wealth, and/or privilege and freedom.

Among these women, recently arrived to New York from Paris, were Janet Flanner (The New Yorker magazine’s Paris correspondent since 1925) and the painter Buffie Johnson (who had been studying painting with Francis Picabia in Paris and living in the famous soprano Mary Garden’s Paris house). Like their much-traveled women friends, they had been guests (and Flanner was a regular guest) at Natalie Clifford Barney’s (1876–1972) fabled salon† of late Friday afternoon literary readings, theatrical performances, and amuse-bouches at 20 rue Jacob and at Gertrude Stein’s (1874–1946) curated displays of modernist art, literature, and temperament on Saturday nights at 27 rue de Fleurus.
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Pat took many of these older women to heart, and she took some of them to bed. And in her cramped and costive handwriting she also took relentless notes on what they said and did.

Janet Flanner, the incomparable purveyor of Paris’s air du temps to New Yorker readers in the United States for five decades, filed nearly seven hundred witty and incisive “Letters from Paris” under her nom de plume of Genêt. Over the years, Flanner and her principal lover, the editor and broadcaster Natalia Danesi Murray (1901–1994), invited Pat to their summerhouse in Cherry Grove, admired her writing in letters to each other, touted her work, and were generous with introductions, translations, and help with book contracts in Italy and France. It was likely through Flanner in Paris that Pat met the critic and novelist Germaine Beaumont (1890–1983), Colette’s protégée (and more) and, like Flanner herself, a regular at Natalie Barney’s salon. Beaumont was one of the first (and most intelligent) French critics to write favorably about Pat’s work. And Janet Flanner was probably Pat’s Paris introduction to the flamboyant, wealthy Cuban-American poet and memoirist Mercedes de Acosta (1892–1968), another frequenter of the Barney salon, who accommodated Pat with social introductions, dinner invitations, and her flat on the Quai Voltaire in Paris.*

But it was the well-connected, generous, and very social artist Buffie Johnson† (1912–2006) who was responsible for introducing Pat to her most intense and enduringly “useful” friendship—and to the decades-long cascade of professional, artistic, and emotional consequences that followed. Buffie, who met Pat at a party in 1941, found her (as everyone did that year) “terrifically attractive and sparkly and energetic.” Pat, Buffie said, was “bold in her approach,” “far from sweet,” but “sure of what she wanted,” and they quickly became lovers. Buffie, who knew everyone and went everywhere, offered Pat the use of her town house on East Fifty-Eighth Street and continued to provide her with introductions to New Yorkers like the cult lyricist and wit John La Touche (Pat was more interested in La Touche’s wife, a lesbian from a prominent banking and investment family), the painter Fernand Léger (“Simply wonderful,” Pat enthused), the architect Frederick Kiesler, the heiress, art philanthropist, and gallerist Peggy Guggenheim (who exhibited Buffie’s work and introduced Pat to Somerset Maugham),* and many other pivotal people to whom Buffie had access and to whom Pat, still just a junior at Barnard College but circulating socially with astounding assurance, did not.

And then, two weeks after she met Pat, Buffie was invited to the party of a friend whose husband was the editor-in-chief of Fortune magazine. Knowing this occasion might prove “fortuitous” for her new college girl lover, Buffie took Pat with her—and Pat, said Buffie, immediately occupied herself among the partygoers. In Buffie’s version of the evening’s events, Buffie looked up from a deep conversation with her friend, the room had emptied, and Pat—“without even saying goodnight”—had left the party with a group of Henry Luce’s magazine editors.†

Among that group was Rosalind Constable (1907–1995), the sophisticated English arts journalist who would haunt Pat’s diaries, notebooks, and emotional life for the next ten years. Rosalind had light blond hair, light cold eyes, a serious intellectual background, and a pronounced ability to spot trends in all the arts. Long employed at Fortune, she was greatly influential in the magazine publishing world that Pat was finding so attractive. Sybille Bedford (1911–2006), who met Pat late in the 1940s in Rome “when she was a little bit wild” (Bedford was as much a part of the international daisy chain as Rosalind), knew Constable very well. In her beautifully etched memoir Quicksands, Bedford wrote that Constable was “a bright light of the Life/Time establishment, hard-working, hard-playing.” Rosalind was hard-drinking, too, and fourteen years older than Pat. She edited the Luce Corporation’s in-house newsletter, Rosie’s Bugle, whose sole purpose was to alert all the other Luce editors to the cultural subjects about which they should be writing.

Pat telephoned Rosalind the day after they met and, vigorously pursued by Pat and affectionately indulged by Rosalind, a long, complex friendship was launched. Done with sleeping on the current Highsmith living room couch, Pat spent nights in Rosalind’s guest bedroom. (Pat was always spending nights in her older women friends’ guest rooms—and then sometimes ending up in their beds—or, in the case of her longtime, hardworking agent Margot Johnson, in bed with their lovers.) And Rosalind, who brought Pat everywhere, was certainly responsible for Pat’s introduction to Mary Louise Aswell (1902–1984), the literary editor at Harper’s Bazaar, who, along with Rosalind, recommended Pat to the art colony Yaddo in 1948 and published her superb story “The Heroine” (rejected by the Barnard College literary magazine as “too upsetting”) in Harper’s.* Rosalind and Pat’s relationship continued to be alimented by long hand-holding walks and long alcoholic lunches, with Pat sometimes ending up in Rosalind’s lap. It was the kind of courtly love story Pat preferred when she was young: the sensual pursuit of an older woman lightly masked by an artistic and professional mentoring. This one had all the intoxications of a love affair that would never be physically consummated.

Rosalind introduced Pat to her own influential lover, the painter and revolutionary gallerist Betty Parsons† (1900–1982), and Pat took to spending time in the Wakefield Gallery where Parsons held sway. Parsons requested a copy of Pat’s essay “Will the Lesbian’s Soul Rest in Peace?”—Pat seemed to think hers might not—and Pat invited Parsons to dinner to look at her drawings. Betty Parsons (as Rosalind Constable’s lover) gave Pat yet another opportunity to be the third arm of a triangle.

And it was through Rosalind that Pat met the Ziegfeld Follies performer turned influential Broadway producer Peggy Fears (1903–1994), a close friend of Louise Brooks’s, and whose three marriages to the wealthy producer A. C. Blumenthal never interfered with her relationships with women. She built the first yacht-club-cum-hotel on Fire island, and Pat, “looking for adventure,” began visiting her every day, and then dropping in on her late at night, making Rosalind jealous.

Like Buffie Johnson, Rosalind Constable was responsible for Pat’s introduction to both “quality” and opportunity in her life in art. So it is fitting that it was at one of Rosalind’s parties in 1944 that Pat first met Virginia Kent Catherwood (1915–1966), the beautiful, witty Main Line Philadelphia socialite and heiress who would become Pat’s Muse for Life, and her lover for a turbulent year in 1946—in not just one, but two triangular love affairs with two other women,* and then in an unusually long and focused relationship: the four-year union in which Pat Highsmith siphoned, as directly as a blood donation, the life history and styles of speech of Ginnie Catherwood† (as well as the very best version of her love affair with Ginnie) into a novel unlike any other she would ever write again.

This was the novel Pat released in 1952 as The Price of Salt. She published it under a pseudonym, dedicated it to three people whose names she made up, left the United States before the book was released, and refused to acknowledge her authorship for nearly forty years. But the extended metaphors through which Pat associates The Price of Salt’s two accomplished women and their life-changing love affair with an ice-cold world of violence and danger and harm is the true language of Highsmith Country.

And the high-powered, communally driven engine of the group of women friends and lovers Pat met in New York in the 1940s continued to turn its wheels of influence in every hidden corner of The Price of Salt’s creation. The steady hum of their exits from their marriages, their love affairs, their families, and their other social martyrdoms idles in the background of Pat’s least characteristic (and most true-to-self) novel like the getaway car at a bank robbery.



* Ruth Bernard was the daughter of Lucian Bernhard (birth name Emil Kahn), Germany’s most inventive graphic designer and typographer.

† Pat was sufficiently taken by Amaya to send Gregory Bullick, the artistic teenage boy who spies upon and enters the life of another, far wealthier boy in her first unpublished novel, The Click of the Shutting, to a Carmen Amaya performance at Carnegie Hall.

* Pat in a letter to Bettina Berch, December 22, 1991.

† The Barney salon, during its sixty years in Paris as the twentieth century’s most subversive literary gathering (despite its haut bourgeois trappings and genteel mise-en-scène), entertained not only all the great male modernist writers, but also recruited, attracted, and showcased all the female subverters of the modernist style. Among them: the hostess Natalie Clifford Barney herself; Renée Vivien; Colette; Élisabeth de Gramont, duchesse de Clermont-Tonnerre; Romaine Brooks; Isadora Duncan; Ida Rubinstein; Gertrude Stein, Alice B. Toklas; Lucie Delarue-Mardrus; Mercedes de Acosta; Janet Scudder; Sybille Bedford; Esther Murphy; Radclyffe Hall; Una, Lady Troubridge; Bettina Bergery; Djuna Barnes; Marie Laurencin; Mina Loy; Marguerite Yourcenar; Janet Flanner; Elisabeth Eyre de Lanux; and Dorothy Ierne Wilde.

* De Acosta’s chief claim to fame, was, as Alice B. Toklas put it, that she’d “slept with three of the most important women in the 20th Century.” Marlene Dietrich and Greta Garbo were two of them; Eva Le Gallienne and Isadora Duncan were candidates for the third.

† Buffie Johnson was the painter of the largest abstract expressionist mural ever commissioned in New York, for the old Astor Theatre; also the close friend of Carl Jung, Tennessee Williams, et al. A world traveler, and a proponent of feminist goddess history. She had just come from Paris, where, irritated by being consigned to a corner with Miss Toklas and the “wives” in Gertrude Stein’s salon (while Stein spoke of important matters with the husbands), Buffie reached over and pinched Stein’s bottom on her way out. It had, said Buffie, “the consistency of a solid block of mahogany.”

* In 1943, Guggenheim included Buffie Johnson in the notorious 31 Women show at her just-opened avant-garde gallery Art of This Century on West Fifty-Seventh Street. Djuna Barnes, Elisabeth Eyre De Lanux, Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven, Gypsy Rose Lee, Dorothea Tanning, Leonor Fini, Frida Kahlo, Meret Oppenheim, and Louise Nevelson were among the other exhibitors. The painting Buffie contributed, entitled Déjeuner sur Mer, was a seascape with two women clinging to a wrecked ship.

† Pat had a different memory of the evening. She describes a party at which only four people were present, with no mention of an early departure by her or anyone else.

* And when Mrs. Aswell retired to New Mexico with her lover Agnes Sims, she and Pat would keep up with each other through lesbian circles far and wide.

† Betty Parsons’s eponymous gallery, opened in 1946 at 15 East Fifty-Seventh Street as a locus for abstract expressionism, was the only gallery willing to represent artists like Jackson Pollock after Peggy Guggenheim closed Art of This Century in 1947. Parsons ran her gallery until her death in 1982.

* Natica Waterbury, another daughter of the American Patriciate, who flew her own plane and assisted Sylvia Beach at Shakespeare and Co. in Paris, was Ginnie’s lover when she got together with Pat—who then fell in love with Ginnie. Sheila Ward, an heiress from the West Coast (guano was the unlikely source of her fortune) was the photographer who eventually lived with Ginnie in the Southwest, but not before she and Pat got together briefly while Pat and Ginnie were still involved. The triangle was always Pat’s favorite geometry in love.

† Ginnie Catherwood’s alcoholism was advanced enough to make Pat’s own youthful capacity for alcohol look almost reasonable. It was very far from reasonable, but in the 1940s, when everyone drank in quantity, it would have taken a keener eye than the casually admiring (or coldly curious) ones turned toward Pat during all her Manhattan nights to see that her seductive behavior, heavy imbibing, rapid advances, and acute withdrawals were signals through the flames burning in her psyche.



1921–1940

The Early Years

[image: image]

Born an only child in Fort Worth, Texas, in 1921, Mary Patricia Plangman (known as Pat) grew up as something of a loner. Her parents, Mary Coates and Jay Bernard Plangman, had divorced before she was born, and since her mother, an illustrator, was working, Pat spent the first years of her life in the care of her loving but strictly Calvinist grandmother, who ran a boardinghouse. In 1924, Mary Coates married photographer and graphic artist Stanley Highsmith, an intruder in Pat’s eyes.

At age three Pat could read, and by age nine her favorite authors included Dickens, Dostoyevsky, and Conan Doyle. She pored over the illustrated anatomy reference her mother used for work and Karl Menninger’s The Human Mind, a compendium of popular scientific studies of abnormal human behavior: “I can’t think of anything more apt to set the imagination stirring, drafting, creating, than the idea—the fact—that anyone you walk past on the pavement may be a sadist, a compulsive thief, or even a murderer.”*

The family of three moved to New York in 1927, but financial, emotional, and marital crises forced Pat to travel back and forth between her new home and her grandmother’s boardinghouse. At one point, she lived with her grandmother for fifteen months; it was “the saddest year of my life.”* Pat felt abandoned by her mother, something she would never forgive, especially considering Mary had promised her daughter she would divorce Stanley. The month Pat spent at a girls’ summer camp near West Point, New York, in 1933 didn’t fix things, either. Pat sent daily letters home from camp, and two years later this correspondence appeared as an article in Woman’s World magazine—Pat’s first publication, for which she received twenty-five dollars. This was also the year she met her biological father for the first time; a graphic artist of German descent, he was one of the reasons she decided to learn German.

Upon returning to New York from Texas, Pat was enrolled at Julia Richman High School, a girls’ school with eight thousand students, most of whom were Catholic or Jewish. During this time, new literary preferences began to crystallize: Edgar Allan Poe (with whom she shared a birthday) and Joseph Conrad. With regard to her own writing, Pat felt drawn to the themes of guilt, sin, and transgression. By the time Pat was just fifteen, she was filling thick composition books with literary sketches as well as observations of the people around her. She also penned her first short stories, some of which appeared in her school’s literary magazine Bluebird. Pat was an intelligent, ambitious, and imaginative teenager, but, saddled with shame because of her secret same-sex inclinations, she came across to others as serious and withdrawn. Patterns of behavior emerged that would prove characteristic of her later romantic life; for instance, she experimented with her first (platonic) love triangle with two other women, including Judy Tuvim, who later rose to fame as the Tony- and Academy Award–winning actress and comedian Judy Holliday.

She also proved herself an incredibly diligent student, and in 1938 was accepted to Barnard College. As an undergraduate, she studied zoology, English, composition, Latin, ancient Greek, German, and logic. During her first semester, Pat began to earnestly dedicate herself to journaling. She started her first notebook, which she called a “cahier,” with the words: “A lazy phantom-white figure of a girl dancing to a Tchaikovsky waltz.”

Those early entries are a colorful mishmash of observations, comments on the books she was reading, thoughts on what she was learning in college, and ideas about economy in writing. At times she used the notebooks to record homework assignments or write short stories for her English professor Ethel Sturtevant, whom she revered, or try her hand at limericks and even sonnets at various stages of her first few crushes. Almost half of the entries are undated, and we have chosen to omit them in this volume, as they provide readers with little more than passing insight into the life of the young Patricia Highsmith.



* Patricia Highsmith in a letter to Karl Menninger on April 8, 1989.

* Patricia Highsmith in a letter to Nini Wells on March 9, 1972.
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