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YOUTH AND APPRENTICESHIP:
THE SOUND AND THE FURY

The Long Beginning

FauLkNER’S LIFE WAS ALL ABOUT STORIES—MAKING THEM UP,
making them over, even making them true. As a child in Oxford,
Mississippi, he was a famous storyteller, often spinning tales
with more verisimilitude than veracity. He was also an ardent
listener, as he had learned to be from listening to family stories
told by his grandfather, his aunts and uncles, his neighbors,
stories that were themselves often more made-up than not.
Meanwhile, people began to tell stories about Faulkner as
well, especially as he grew up and became a writer. Once he
acquired a reputation as a novelist, he came to enjoy provoking
stories about himself and his past as well as telling them himself.
Between the tales he told of himself and those told about him,
his biographers have thus had rich treasures to draw upon in
their effort to tell Faulkner’s own story. Although they’ve done

an admirable job of sorting truth from fiction, they have also



2

demonstrated that to understand Faulkner at all, one must take
the stories at least as seriously as the so-called facts.

Consider for example the story Faulkner told when requested
to provide an author’s profile for Forum, which was to publish
“A Rose for Emily,” the first short story for which he was
actually paid, in its April 1930 issue.

Born male and single at early age in Mississippi. Quit school
after five years in seventh grade. Got job in Grandfather’s bank
and learned medicinal value of his liquor. Grandfather thought
Jjanitor did it. Hard on janitor. War came. Liked British uniform.
Got commission R.F.C. pilot. Crashed. Cost British gov’t
L2000. Was still pilot. Crashed. Cost British gov’t 1.2000.
Quit. Cost British gov’t $83.40. King said, “Well done.”
Returned to Mississippi. Family got job: postmaster. Resigned
by mutual agreement on part of two inspectors; accused of
throwing all incoming mail into garbage can. How disposed of
out-going mail never proved. Inspectors foiled. Had $700. -
Went to Europe. Met man named Sherwood Anderson. Said,
“Why not write novels? Maybe won’t have to work.” Did.
Soldier’s Pay. Did. Mosquitoes. Did. The Sound and the Fury.
Did Sanctuary, out next year. Now flying again. Age 32. Own

. 1
and operate own typewriter.

From the outset, it is clear that Faulkner is making fun of the
implicit biographical form he has been asked to fill out. What
follows is to be understood, therefore, as designed more to
amuse than to inform. Faulkner was intensely devoted to his
privacy and rarely provided straight answers to biographical
questions. Instead, he took the opportunity to continue the
fabrication of his life story, a creative project he had begun

in earnest during his military stint. If we look at this
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mini-autobiography in the context of the knowable facts, we can
readily identify some major omissions and distortions. For
example, Faulkner quit school, finally, in the eleventh grade,
as soon as football season ended, but he had been a star student
in grammar school, skipping the second grade because of his
obvious intelligence. His commission was in the Canadian
Royal Air Force (CRAF), not the British Royal Flying Corps
(BRFC), and the war ended before he completed training in
Canada. His friend Phil Stone, not his family, actually secured
the postmaster’s job for him, although had he not been a
Falkner (as the family name was spelled), he probably wouldn’t
have been able to get it. He did go to Europe, but before that he
met Sherwood Anderson in New Orleans. Faulkner arrived
there in January 1925 intending to go to Europe, but he
found Anderson and the community of writers and artists
associated with the literary journal, The Double Dealer, so
engaging that he stayed on for six months, producing his first
serious batch of prose and writing his first novel, Soldier’s Pay
(1926). Finally, he omits from his list of novels in print or in
press Sartorts, a revision of his first Yoknapatawpha novel,
published just the year before, in 1929.

Some of these facts matter more than others in our under-
standing of who Faulkner was, but to see how they matter, we
need to approach the story Faulkner is telling here first as a
story. That story is far more revealing than any corrected
version of it could be.

Here is one way of reading this story. Faulkner portrays
himself as failing at each task he assumes; he gets drunk rather
than fulfill his duties in his grandfather’s bank, he crashes an
airplane twice, he can’t deliver the mail properly. So, thanks to

THE SOUND AND THE FURY



4

Sherwood Anderson’s model, and perhaps his advice, Faulkner
takes up novel writing as an alternative to having “to work.” This,

he proudly announces, turns out to be something he can do.

“Look! He’s done it again and again. He lists his works (getting in

a plug for his novels), and adds that he is “flying again,” signaling
his recuperative powers, or perhaps his persistent foolhardiness.
"That he is now his own boss is underscored by his final claim to
“own and operate own typewriter.” Read this way, the piece is a
kind of ironic Horatio Alger story, a story of success based not on
working hard and seizing opportunity but on escaping real work
by becoming a novelist. Faulkner is making fun of himself and his
artistic ambitions. Once we notice the ironic distance opened up
between the narrator and the protagonist of this abbreviated
story, however, we realize that the narrator represents a persona
quite distinct from that of his bumbling character. Indeed, the
narrator is using this character partly to mask, and partly to
reveal, himself. He is a cryptic ironist displaying his wit while
eluding our efforts to pin him down. If we focus on the behavior
of this figure, the storyteller, we begin to gain a perspective on
Faulkner himself that is inaccessible to us from a simply corrected
version. We need the facts, of course, but we need them less to
correct the story than to interpret it, to see what it reveals as well
as what it is hiding.

The storyteller makes his character the butt of an ongoing
Joke, as we've seen. But he is not without mercy. Indeed, he
takes a bemused attitude toward his protagonist, both exposing
and protecting him as he rolls along,. In the postmaster story, the
narrator seems insistent that Faulkner was not fired from his job
as postmaster. He doesn’t deny the claim that he threw “all

incoming mail in the garbage,” but notes that how he “disposed
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of outgoing mail” was “never proved.” (How could it be?) The
inspectors were thus “foiled.” They couldn’t nail him after all,
and thus “by mutual agreement” (between themselves or be-
tween them and Faulkner?), he was allowed to resign. In an
ostensible effort to protect his disgraced protagonist, the narra-
tor exposes the probable firing he is so obviously covering up.
Now i fact, Faulkner was not fired from the postmaster job,
although he clearly deserved to be. In the course of his nearly
three years as postmaster, he became infamous for failing to deal
responsibly with either the outgoing or the incoming mail. He
opened and closed the post office at his own whim, discarded
what he saw as junk mail, read incoming journals that interested
him before slotting them into post office boxes, and used the
back room for poker with his friends. Finally complaints
reached the U.S. Post Office, which sent an inspector to inves-
tigate. Not because he was “foiled” but out of respect for his
family’s prominence in Oxford, the inspector allowed him to
resign. In a much quoted line, Faulkner remarked, “You know,
all my life I probably will be at the beck and call of somebody
who’s got money, but never again will I be at the beck and call of
every son-of-a-bitch who’s got two cents for a stamp.”” Faulk-
ner, then, is after all partly telling the truth when he says he
resigned rather than being fired. He virtually admits that he had
falled to do his job, at least with the “incoming mail.” But the
story doesn’t sound at all like the truth. It sounds like he is
covering up being fired by distracting us with an ostentatiously
tall tale of how he outwitted the post office inspectors. (He even
cleared $700, it seems.) The bits and pieces of truth never
cohere but are effectively swallowed up in the tall tale. We

know we’re being lied to. We’ve known that since the opening
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sentence, “Born male and single at early age in Mississippi.”
What we don’t know is where, if anywhere, the truth lies.
The storyteller is not only having fun with his protagonist as
well as his reader, he’s also begging the entire question of what
may be true, what not, mocking the very promise of the bio-
graphical profile he is using.

Faulkner the writer was actually a fairly scrupulous worker;
when he went to Hollywood, for example, he wrote reams of
prose, believing that he should deliver something in exchange
for being paid, even though it turned out that most of it proved
useless for filmmaking. So we can surmise that he felt some
shame about his postmaster performance and thus perhaps
found it a minor relief to confess his sins while submerging
them within his tall tale. Of far more importance to him was his
alleged participation in World War I. Accordingly, the story he
tells about his role in the war provides a more dramatic example
of the storyteller’s strategy of evasion and revelation. “War
came. Liked British uniform,” he begins this episode of his
life. Again, he tells an extravagant story that simultaneously
hides and reveals.

The facts, in brief and so far as they are knowable, are these.
When the United States entered the war, Faulkner began to
consider signing up, but he wanted a commission. In particular,
he wanted one in the Air Force, saturated as his Imagination was
with stories of flying aces whose exploits he followed even
before the war began. He told his family that he had applied
for a position in the American Air Force but was turned away
for being too short and frail. Meanwhile, Estelle Oldham, the
love of his life, became engaged to another man, and his desire

to get away from Oxford grew urgent. He went to visit his
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friend Phil Stone in New Haven, Connecticut, and there they
conspired—with the aid of a group of British students and
ex-soldiers—to pass themselves off as British so as to join the
Canadian military. Stone eventually took a different path, but
Faulkner persisted. Claiming to be a British citizen, with forged
papers to show that he had been born in the county of Middlesex
and a forged letter from one Reverend Mr. Edward Twimberly-
Thorndyke testifying to his credentials as an upstanding young
Englishman, Faulkner presented himself at the British recruiting
office in New York City. As David Minter aptly puts it in his
biography of Faulkner, “Whether bemused, fooled, or desperate
for recruits, England’s representatives accepted her adoptive
son” (Minter, 31). In short, the ruse worked, at least insofar
as it enabled Faulkner to enter Canadian RAF training near
Toronto on July 9, 1918. By all accounts he proved an avid
and capable cadet, but the war ended before he could complete
his training. Indeed, as far as the records show, he never reached
the stage of actually flying a plane. Yet upon his return to Oxford
in November 1918, he wore the uniform of the RFC (the more
prestigious British corps), walked with a limp and a cane, and
claimed he had suffered an injury being shot down over France
that had required the insertion of a steel plate in his head. His
British mask had worked, so why not adopt the injured veteran’s
mask? It is noteworthy that he now used the name Faulkner
rather than Falkner, having added the “u” on the same fraudu-
lent forms he submitted when he joined the RAF.

Faulkner was eventually to put aside the uniform and give up
on the limp (which some said he occasionally forgot to per-
form), finding other poses to assume—the poet, the dandy, the

bohemian, for example—but he never entirely quit telling the
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story of his plane crash, although it varied considerably. In his
biography of Faulkner, Joseph Blotner rehearses some of the
more hilarious versions. My personal favorite is the one in
which Faulkner claimed to have fallen “uninjured through a
thatched roof and land [ed].. . in the soup tureen of a peasant
family’s Sunday dinner.”” The version he offers up in his 1930
Forum profile, however, is more telling,

Here, Faulkner says that he flew planes in the war as a pilot
but doesn’t explicitly insist that he got to France, although he
certainly implies that he crashed under wartime circumstances.
That assumed, he tells another tall tale. The protagonist here has
no real desire to fight for Wilsonian principles, he just likes the
uniform, and the British one at that. He proves a disaster as a
pilot, twice crashing his plane. He is a shallow, vainglorious, and
incompetent buffoon. Little wonder that the British are glad to
see him go; when he says “well done,” the king is expressing
relief at his departure, not gratitude for his service. But here
again, even as he is poking fun at his protagonist, the storyteller is
at once revealing and obscuring the truth. The plane crash story
is blown up and punctured at the same time; he crashed not Just
once, but twice, but then what matters is the cost of the planes.
The planes are worth £2,000 apiece, compared with Faulkner,
whose departure costs the British government only $83.40. The
war itself is reduced to a matter of money. The young man who
went off to Canada for training in the summer of 1918, full of
enthusiasm for his anticipated glory has now and long since
recognized the decisive gap between dreams of heroism and
the experience of war, a theme on which he will write some of
his greatest fiction. The account he gives here of the war has in its

way just as sharp a critical edge as Hemingway’s in In Our Time.
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But unlike Hemingway, Faulkner missed the war, and he is
inadvertently admitting it here. He makes, after all, no claim to
aerial combat. His planes crashed, but there is no account of him
as the pilot in France surviving the crashes. It is as if he weren’t
there. And of course, he wasn’t. He is distancing himself from his
own lies about what he did in the war, but renewing them at the
same time. Indeed he knew he had lied, but he couldn’t give up
on the story, since for him the story had become in some

fundamental sense, true. How did this come about?

When Faulkner came home to Oxford decked out in the
uniform of an RFC Lieutenant, he was in one sense masking
his failures and losses. He had not been to France, he had not
fought in combat, he had not married Estelle, and although he
had been writing poetry for years now, he had published
nothing. In his uniform he commanded a certain respect, at
least for a while. His tales of battle also drew attention and
admiration. He had, after all, always told a good story, and he
had real whoppers to tell now. It was quite a performance while
it lasted. His imagination had been so engaged by the stories he
heard from and about soldiers, as well as by his own training—
learning airplanes, war tactics, and military discipline—that
the tales he told about his experiences essentially became his
experiences. Faulkner’s first piece of published fiction, “Land-
ing in Luck,” appeared in the University of Mississippi campus
newspaper the following year. It tells the story of a young cadet
in training whose close call with a fatal landing echoes many of
the stories Faulkner told about his own training flights in
Canada.” In one sense, Faulkner is relying on autobiography

for his material, as do many young writers, but in another sense
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he has already projected on the screen of his memory an
alternative and imagined autobiography. What he actually
“did in the war,” in other words, is increasingly irrecuperable,
replaced by the memories he has sustained and embellished in
telling and re-telling his war stories. “Landing in Luck” howev-
er enables him to step back from and ironize his tall tales, in this
mstance to reveal his protagonist as a terrified and incompetent
pilot, who is nonetheless ready to take credit for his sheer luck.
Young Thompson basks in the reputation he acquires as a result
of his miraculously “lucky” landing. As i the 1930 profile,
adopting the stance of the storyteller provides Faulkner with
a kind of amnesty from the charges of failure that haunted him,
a temporary immunity that allows him to speak freely, indeed
to tell the truth. As we shall see, adopting the storyteller’s
persona would eventually prove crucial to Faulkner’s practice
as a novelist, enabling him to hide himself far more successfully
than he does in “Landing in Luck” while elaborating fictions
through which his imagination could break down and reinvent
narrative form itself.

“Landing in Luck” appeared in The Mississipian, the local
university paper, in 1919. Faulkner did not return to serious
prose writing until January 1925, when he arrived in New
Orleans and began his first novel, Soldier’s Pay, initially titled
“Mayday,” which was published in 1926. A dark portrait of the
return home of a wounded war veteran, the novel is based on
Faulkner’s experiences with and among soldiers and cadets in
Toronto. It is as if his memories, and the changes wrought on
them by his imagination, had been put on hold for seven years.
Soldier’s Pay 1s not a great novel, but it is a moving one, and it

served to usher Faulkner into his long delayed vocation as a
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novelist. The question is why the delay? The short answer is
that he was writing poetry, largely bad poetry. A fuller answer
requires us to follow some of the other stories told about and by
Faulkner.

From the time he was nine years old, William Faulkner would
respond to the perennially annoying adult question, “What do
you want to be when you grow up?” by saying “I want to be a
writer like my great-granddaddy” (Blotner, 23). There is a certain
irony implicitin this no doubt pleasing espousal of a strong family
tie and a gentlemanly profession. For although Faulkner’s great-
grandfather had indeed written several books, one of which had
even sold well, his large and resonant reputation was by no means
primarily that of a writer. A self-made man, civil war colonel, and
gilded age railroad magnate, William Clarke Falkner led an active,
controversial, and regularly violent life. He was, in fact, shot dead
by his erstwhile business partner, on the main street of Ripley,
Mississippi, eight years before his great-grandson and namesake
William Cuthbert Faulkner was born in 1897. As Faulkner was to
remark many years after being nine, “People at Ripley talk of him
as if he were still alive, up in the hills someplace, and might come
in at any time.”” William Clarke Falkner was to become the
source and model of several major figures in Faulkner’s fiction,
but his great-grandson’s identification with him as a “writer” is
both disingenuous and revealing.

At nine, William Faulkner was already straddling the
contradiction in his nature between the aspiring artist and the
muscular man of action his great-grandfather had actually been.
By identifying with him as a “writer,” Faulkner could perhaps

hold onto both ideals. As he neared adolescence, it became
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