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Abstract (Summary)
It's easy to see why Faulk closed with this sermon. It is the central story of his life. Goliath was Aware Inc.,
a group of right-wing crusaders of the McCarthy era who falsely branded Faulk, then a promising
television and radio performer, a communist sympathizer. The Philistines were the cowardly politicians and
network officials who went along with blacklisting during the '50s. The smooth stone with which Faulk
killed Goliath was the truth.

Here the analogy breaks down. Faulk may have slain the giant, but he never really routed the Philistines.
CBS, the network that fired him, turned its participation in blacklisting into advertising revenue by
broadcasting Faulk's story as a television movie. Racism, American intervention in Nicaragua, political
spying by the FBI, criminal politicians, pollution of the planet, the threat of nuclear war, all continue to
give Faulk plenty of targets at which to lob the smooth stones of his humor.

With this background, Faulk entered the University of Texas to encounter the next formative influence on
his life, the writer, naturalist, folklorist and literature teacher, J. Frank Dobie. Dobie had built a national
reputation for his essays and collections of cowboy and border lore. Twelve years Faulk's senior, Dobie and
Faulk became close friends when Faulk dropped out of law school and entered graduate school in 1938.
Faulk became a collector of folklore, especially black folklore, traveling to the Trinity and Brazos River
bottoms, where he collected sermons and stories of black people.

Full Text (3421  words)
Copyright Houston Chronicle Publishing Company Division, The Hearst Corporation (the "Houston
Chronicle") Jul 9, 1989

Michael Berryhill is the Houston Chronicle fine arts editor.

John Henry Faulk was right in the middle of one of his favorite stories when he was interrupted by a burglar
alarm that sounded worse than a billy goat caught in a barbed-wire fence. The alarm was to protect the art at
San Antonio's Witte Museum, where Faulk was performing his one-man show of Texas stories.

The stories, which he has been gathering and polishing most all of his 76 years, are set in the mythical town
of Pear Orchard, Dobie County, Texas. Faulk already had portrayed Pear Orchard's folksy mayor greeting a
delegation of Japanese businessmen looking for a factory site. He had done the filling-station attendant
advising the Japanese that if they have a Baptist among them, they ought to let him dicker with Cal, Pear
Orchard's biggest property owner. Cal is soft on Baptists, he declares. He weighs 312 pounds and ever'
ounce of ever' pound is Baptist.

Faulk had told about the radio preacher who had a do-it-yourself baptism kit for shut-ins and the shoeless
boy who sees a house with two sheets on every bed for the first time. He'd given the indignant speech of an
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old white lady to her garden club about the young black gardener who wanted white man's wages.

The burglar alarm went off during the most poignant moment of the show. Dressed in a maroon Aggie
jacket and wearing a brown felt cowboy hat, Faulk was doing Chuck Clark, the small-town Buick dealer
whose son, a former football hero, has come home from New York to tell his parents he has AIDS. Chuck
is at an emotional breaking point when he learns his son is not a heterosexual and sends him out of the
house. Despite another wail from the alarm, Faulk managed to hold his audience to the end of the story.

While security guards tried to figure out what was wrong, the 300 or so people who had packed the Witte's
auditorium waited outside on a stone terrace behind the museum. With only a couple more stories left in the
show, John Henry told the people that if they would just gather around close, he would stand under a big
tree and finish up with his last two characters.

John Henry didn't really need the props or hats or the Texas flag draped on the back of the stage. The Witte
courtyard is surrounded with historical houses, one of them a log cabin with a breezeway, and John Henry,
himself a piece of Texas history, needed only a quick mental adjustment to slip into the sweet face and
syrupy voice of gabby Miss Fanny Rollins, who explains how the farmer came to be buried in a bale of
cotton.

He closed with the sermon of a black preacher, the Rev. Tanner Franklin, who tells the story of David and
Goliath, singing from the old song: ``You've got to stand up, you've got to stand up, you've got to stand up
to get the job did.''

It's easy to see why Faulk closed with this sermon. It is the central story of his life. Goliath was Aware Inc.,
a group of right-wing crusaders of the McCarthy era who falsely branded Faulk, then a promising television
and radio performer, a communist sympathizer. The Philistines were the cowardly politicians and network
officials who went along with blacklisting during the '50s. The smooth stone with which Faulk killed
Goliath was the truth.

The story of Faulk's record-breaking libel trial against Aware and the men who financed and ran it has been
told many times - by Faulk in his book, ``Fear on Trial;'' in a 1975 television movie by the same name; by
Faulk's lawyer, Louis Nizer, in ``The Jury Returns;'' and in many journalistic and historical accounts.

Here the analogy breaks down. Faulk may have slain the giant, but he never really routed the Philistines.
CBS, the network that fired him, turned its participation in blacklisting into advertising revenue by
broadcasting Faulk's story as a television movie. Racism, American intervention in Nicaragua, political
spying by the FBI, criminal politicians, pollution of the planet, the threat of nuclear war, all continue to give
Faulk plenty of targets at which to lob the smooth stones of his humor.

His real story is not that of a heroic figure of a trial, but the story of an entertainer, a storyteller whose
values have been shaped by his craft, and whose craft has remained true to his values. If he is better known
as great defender of the First Amendment, who jumps from stories about his cousin, Peavine Jeffries, to
quoting Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, that's only because it comes naturally. His story is that of a
man who believes the beautiful foundation of the United States is that no one should be persecuted for
having an idea, any idea at all. John Henry Faulk lives in a small but comfortable book-filled house perched
on a hill in a suburban Austin neighborhood. The yard is as wild as he can let it get, with a thick growth of
cedars and scrub oak sprouting behind a tall chain-link fence that keeps the deer out of the vegetable
garden. Bird feeders full to the brim with seed attract blue jays and cardinals and ring-necked turtledoves.
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He sits in a long room in the back of the house dominated by a round oak table at one end and an oil
painting of the single most important person in his life, his father and namesake.

He wears gray slacks and a comfortable guayabera shirt. A year ago he fought back an inoperable cancer in
his sinus with radiation treatment. It had shrunk to nothing but has come back recently, and he is undergoing
a round of miserable chemotherapy treatments. The treatment has slowed down his plans to take his one-
man show to Broadway, but he has still managed to put on three shows in San Antonio and seems full of
vinegar on the Sunday after. After the chemotherapy, the doctors propose to implant gold seeds, he says,
only Faulk transforms them into gold nuggets.

``I wonder what those are going to run, Liz,'' he says to his wife of 25 years. ``Maybe we can get brass ones.
I don't know why brass ones wouldn't work. That's how cheap I am.''

While Faulk pokes fun at himself there is, as always, a hard vein of truth in his humor. Despite winning a
$3.5 million judgment in 1962 against the people who libeled him, he never saw any real money. An appeals
court reduced the award to $150,000, Nizer had done $500,000 worth of legal work, and the defendants
were broke. The best reimbursement Faulk got was the moral satisfaction of winning. During the last 30
years he has pieced together a living, as he calls it, from lectures, after-dinner speeches and his one-man
show. At 76, he not only likes to work, he needs to work, to provide for himself and his wife and his
college-aged son, Johann.

The record-breaking judgment was based on what Faulk might have earned had he been able to continue his
promising career as a television host during the early days of television. For a while he had Jack Paar's job
on the ``Morning Show'' at CBS, in which he featured his pet goat, Katy Gonzales. (New Yorkers would
stop him in the street to find out what kind of strange dog he was walking.) He was on many of the first
television quiz shows. He had a fine apartment on East 52nd Street, he recalls. The subway was a nickle,
and no one knew what a mugging was. He was in love with the throb and life of the city.

Whether he could have stayed on top is doubtful. In its infancy, television was intensely regulated and
censored, one of the factors that makes the accusations against him even more ridiculous, he points out. But
it's doubtful that anyone with such critical political views as Faulk would have survived in television.

``Oh, I'd have been in trouble anyway,'' he says. ``Aware was just a symptom, Honey, just a symptom of a
sickness. No, the body politic in this country was sick. I think that somebody else would have singled me
out. You have no idea what that period was like. Most people don't. The president of the United States, Mr.
Ronald Reagan, was the president of the Screen Actors Guild, which was one of the unions I belonged to,
and he was informing on fellow performers, costing them their jobs, destroying their careers... I couldn't
have made it and maintained what I regard as the integrity and very soul of who we are as a people.''

Not many humorists and storytellers can persuasively claim our national identity as a central theme of his
work, but Faulk does.

``American humor,'' he explains, ``is basically protest humor. All of it has been. Josh Billings, Bill Nye,
Mark Twain, Mr. Dooley. It derives directly from the nature of our republic, the thing that happened there in
Philadelphia in 1787, the setting up of a self- governing, democratic republic, where there weren't any
sacred cows. Where, as Mr. Madison said, `If we look at the nature of this republic, we shall see that the
power of censorship lies with the people over the government, never with the government over the people.'''
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Faulk's identification of humor and storytelling with the foundations of freedom grew straight out of his
background.

He was born in 1913 and grew up in a many-roomed wooden house surrounded by a 40-acre farm in what is
now South Austin. The house still stands, and was for many years run by his sister as the restaurant Green
Pastures. It was a big, warm happy family, he recalls, with five children and a host of poor relatives who
came for help from Faulk's father, a successful lawyer.

John Henry Faulk Sr. had been a barefooted sharecropper until two West Texas ladies taught him to read
and write when he was 16 or 17. With a thirst for learning, he managed to get admitted to the University of
Texas, and with the help of an uncle who was a state senator, he worked his way through undergraduate and
law school.

He was called Judge Faulk because of his skill at arbitrating cases among his clients, many of whom were
poor and black. Faulk Sr. was a socialist and an anti-racist. He was a correspondent with Clarence Darrow
and an adherent of the socialist leader Eugene V. Debs, who once spent the night in the big house.

Judge Faulk also taught the adult Bible class at the Methodist church in a freethinking manner.

``He was quite a devout follower of Jesus,'' Faulk explains, ``but he just thought Jesus was a very great
rabbi of great brilliance. He'd teach a little Spinoza, Marx and other things in Sunday school class. Daddy
had an absolute, unswerveable belief in the perfection of human beings. If they just followed Jesus's
teachings, they would be perfected. He was constantly being beat out of money by people. But he never held
it against them. He was anything but a bitter man. He was an amiable soul.''

Judge Faulk worshipped Thoreau and Emerson and read their essays to young Johnny for bedtime stories,
urging him to fill his mind with good reading, what he called ``muscle meat.'' The son was anything but
receptive. He spent his boyhood hunting, fishing and running around with the other kids of South Austin.

``I was regarded as a sinner child,'' he says. ``I would sin. I'd cuss. I'd steal if I could find anyone unwise
enough to leave a purse around. I can remember Mama saying when the ladies of the church missionary
society would come over, `Ladies, don't put your purses down in the hallway. I think you'd better bring them
on in to the sitting room. Johnny's loose in the house. I can't keep my eye on him all the time.'''

For such a young crook, Johnny took an extraordinary interest in law enforcement.

``I rode the frontier out in South Austin,'' Faulk says, ``Boots Cooper and I did. I was a Texas Ranger
captain, and he was a United States marshal. I was 12, and he was 11, so I was in charge of the operation.
Long before the Pentagon came up with the body count, we killed hundreds of outlaws and cattle rustlers,
bank robbers and a great many Comanche Indians. I don't know how many. I know that 500 or a thousand
came around behind Mama's chicken house one afternoon, and we killed the whole shootin' match.''

``I remember at one period of my life I was the Red Rider of the Texas Rangers. I came in one time, and
said, `Well, I've got to be driftin' off now, down there to the south 40. I got some steers I got to bring in.'
And Mama said, `Well, listen old Red Rider, before you drift off to the south 40, drift out to the woodpile
and drift in with an armful of kindling.' She'd say, `I'd give anything if I could buy Johnny for what he's
worth and sell him for what he thinks he's worth.' She was a good one at old Texas folk sayings.''
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She was also a storyteller, he recalls. She told a fine story about the depredations of a three-toed bear, a real
bear whose tracks her grandmother showed her as a child, a bear that was hunted and finally killed.

His mother was also a comedian, known for her comic dialects in the ladies' club plays. Faulk Sr. was
known for his mimicry, too, Faulk says, and sometimes was reprimanded by judges for imitating witnesses
during cross examination.

Faulk came by his stage bent naturally in such a household, saturated with independent thinking in a city
that was profoundly Southern. The wounds of the Civil War were still fresh in many people's minds. Many
of his mother's family had fought for the Confederacy and harbored deep hatred of Yankees and blacks.
Segregation and racial stereotyping were the norm. A black could not walk on the University of Texas
campus unless it was to deliver a package.

Yet Judge Faulk predicted segregation was bound to end as soon as blacks had enough economic and
political power to stop it. When a self-professed Southern gentleman carried on about tradition, Judge Faulk
would remind his son that it was Southern gentlemen who bought and sold their fellow men and women.

With this background, Faulk entered the University of Texas to encounter the next formative influence on
his life, the writer, naturalist, folklorist and literature teacher, J. Frank Dobie. Dobie had built a national
reputation for his essays and collections of cowboy and border lore. Twelve years Faulk's senior, Dobie and
Faulk became close friends when Faulk dropped out of law school and entered graduate school in 1938.
Faulk became a collector of folklore, especially black folklore, traveling to the Trinity and Brazos River
bottoms, where he collected sermons and stories of black people.

``I leaned my ear over,'' he says, ``and I realized they weren't a happy-go-lucky, laughing bunch, that they
were a profoundly oppressed people who resented it very deeply.

``And, of course, Hitler was rising with his anti-Semitism and his theory of the master race, and so I put two
and two together and realized that a hell of a lot of what Hitler stood for was what we had written into our
segregation laws here.''

Faulk worked hard to enlighten Dobie, who held a good many racial and religious prejudices. Both men
joined the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. The result was that when they
worked on a campaign to revoke the poll tax, a measure used to keep blacks from voting, the FBI began
investigating them.

A few years ago, Dobie obtained his FBI file under the Freedom of Information act. Much of the file was
censored, but Faulk discovered that the FBI had given its files on him to his opponents in the civil suit he
had filed against Aware. In 1955, the FBI also had scared Lyndon Johnson out of hiring him for a top
public-relations job, Faulk says.

Without knowing that J. Edgar Hoover was watching him, Faulk found that various academic groups and
civic clubs wanted to know more about the black folklore he was collecting. His recording equipment, an
acetone record scraped by a needle, was not very good. But with his gift for mimicry, Faulk discovered he
could hold an audience by repeating the stories he had heard.

``I found I could really get an audience on the edge of its chairs by doing the characters myself,'' he says.
``And this became a very important part of my speeches. I could illustrate a speech with a black sermon or
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folk stories about my relatives in East Texas. It got to be better than my recordings.''

Faulk also found that he could be much more politically pungent through satire than by directness. He would
mimic a follower of Gov. W. Lee ``Pappy'' O'Daniel, for example, who was a bitter enemy of academic
freedom at the University of Texas and a racist.

``Oh, yes, I would say,'' he says, shifting easily into a phony, syrupy voice, ``I'm jes' for Pappy O'Daniel.
He's jes' such a saintly man. You know, he went by a little sick girl and gave her money. Gave her a
quarter. He jes' poured money out of his pocket.''

Faulk reserved, and still reserves, some of his most vicious satire for redneck racism, showing how a
woman who raised her child on whippings and ignorance sees her son become a leader of the Ku Klux
Klan. The laughter that results is rueful, a little too strong, too moralistic for the bland state of most mass
media. He estimates he has 200 to 400 stories, not so much memorized as imprinted to be summoned up as
occasion demands.

``When I'm into any one of those characters, they become very real to me,'' he says. ``I am that character.
When I'm dealing with a character, I'm thinking like he does, whether I'm talking about new cars or taxes or
government. That's the reason it sounds so authentic.''

Faulk's break came shortly after his service in World War II, when CBS executives heard him doing some
stories at a party held by folklorist Alan Lomax. They threw Faulk onto national Sunday afternoon radio
with a show called ``Johnny's Front Porch.''

Orson Welles heard him at a party and wanted him for a Broadway play. The new medium of television was
hungry for personalities. Despite self-censorship, Faulk managed to gently poke fun at racism and
ignorance. But when he won union office (along with newsman Charles Collingwood and comedian Orson
Bean) against candidates who favored blacklisting, Aware marked him for retribution.

If Faulk has any regrets about the past, he keeps them to himself. Instead he talks about his plans. Broadway
next fall. Nicaragua this summer. He complains bitterly about how the United States imposed the Somoza
regime on Nicaragua and that country rightly puked Somoza out. He attributes the downfall of former
Speaker of the House Jim Wright to Wright's denunciation of U.S. policy in Nicaragua. If you get the most
powerful opponent, he says, the others won't dare speak out.

```Them Sandernistas have got us surrounded,''' he says, putting on a voice. ```They've got us pinched in
between the Arctic Circle and the Gulf of Mexico. They can come in anytime and take us all over.' This is
the idiocy we get out of Washington D.C.''

Faulk has only 350 more stories left, but he is tired from his round of performances, and he must rest up for
the next bout of chemotherapy.

``I'm going to live to be 100 years old, cancer and all,'' he predicts.

Blue jays are squalling on the bird feeder outside the door.

``Those blue jays raise more hell than any other bird,'' Faulk says.

You could say that's because they have some of the same spirit as John Henry Faulk.
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[Illustration]
Photos: John Henry Faulk reading a book (color); John Henry Faulk standing with father's portrait over his
shoulder (color, p. 4); John Henry Faulk hangs his hat (color, p. 4); Liz Faulk, John Henry Faulk (color, p.
7); John Henry Faulk (color, cover); Credit: Smiley Pool
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