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THE ROYAL ROAD TO MEMPHI S

by
Ri chard Hal i burton

Menphis. Home of Gracel and, synbol of all that is
commercial and tacky in Anerican tourism No sophisticated
travel er goes there.

But you should. There, in that |ovely, green, very
Southern city, is a grand nonunent to the last Great Anerican
Hero, the original Indiana Jones. H s name was Richard
Hal |'i burton.

Hal i burton was a wildly popul ar adventurer, witer, and
| ecturer of the 1920's and 30's. He was best known for such
stunts as crossing the Al ps on an el ephant, swimmng in the
Taj Mahal pool, and sw nmming through the Panama canal as the

S.S. Richard Halliburton (fare $0.36). He wote seven



best-selling books and hundreds of newspaper articles
describing his travels and adventures. He wote with an

ent husi asm and nai vete that charnmed and captivated his

audi ences and alienated the cognoscenti. The critics nearly
al ways panned hi s books, and sometines called hima liar and a
fraud. But the public paid no attention and bought his books
as fast as he could wite them

As ny nane suggests, | have a special interest in
Richard Halliburton. | amrelated to himin an unknown, and
per haps unknowabl e, way. My attenpts to get information have
al ways been stymied. No one in ny famly has ever been
willing to talk to me about famly history. (I think I
finally may have di scovered the reason, but that's another
story.)

Many years ago, a long forgotten friend told me of a
nonurent to Richard Halliburton, |ocated in Menphis. The
conversation was a dimmenory, and | wondered whether the
nonunent actually existed. It was only a nmatter of tine
before | went to Menphis to find out for nyself, but it took

many years. One day |ast sunmer | rediscovered Richard

Hal |'i burton.
Inevitably, but alnost accidentally, | arrived in
Menphi s one August norni ng. | expected to find, at nost, a

statue or plaque, spend a few nmnutes |ooking at it and

phot ographing it, and then driving on (I was on a very tight
schedule). | found the canpus of Menphis State University,
where | thought the nonunent was | ocated, and began asking
gquestions. No one seened to know what | was tal king about. |

was, of course, asking the wwong people. | was talking to



col |l ege students who for the nost part have never heard of
Ri chard Halliburton. After several phone calls to the public
l'ibrary, chanber of comerce, and | ocal newspaper, | finally
was directed to Rhodes Coll ege.

| drove through the main entrance to Rhodes Col |l ege, a
beautiful tree-lined boulevard, quiet and insulated fromthe
crowds and noise of the city, as all coll ege campuses shoul d
be. The canpus seened to be domi nated by a huge stone tower,
ri sing hi gh above the other canpus buildings. | parked nearby
and wal ked toward the tower to ask directions. | was
astoni shed to discover Halliburton Tower. Built in 1962, it
was pl anned and financed by Halliburton's father, as a
menorial to Richard' s life and works.

Inside the tower is a small nuseum with exhibits of
Hal | i burton's books, notebooks, letters, and menorabilia from
his travels. Conpletely engrossed, | wandered around for
hours, | ooking at each exhibit, reading, occasionally witing
sonmet hing in nmy notebook, and sonetines just staring into
space, thinking of the two Richard Halliburtons. In
phot ographs of Richard in his twenties, | saw ny father. Even
his handwiting remarkably resenbled ny father's as | renenber
it.

Finally, still in shock frominfornmation overl oad,
asked the receptionist who was responsible for this nmuseum
and whom | could talk to about Richard Halliburton. Thus
met Bill Short, the archivist of the Halliburton collection
He was in the library. | walked up and introduced nyself:

"H, I'mRichard Halliburton.” (I couldn't resist--it isn't



often | get to inpress soneone just by saying ny nane.) After
his initial response of confusion and skepticism | assured
himthat | really was who | said | was, and that | was very
interested in learning nore about Richard Halliburton. He was
very cordial, and invited ne into his office for a chat.

Bill is very know edgeabl e and ent husi astic about his
work. He spent nuch of the afternoon talking with me. He let
me study a two vol une Halliburton geneal ogy (in which I
di scovered sone famly skeletons), and showed nme nmany letters
fromRichard, including the last letter he wote to his
parents.

He showed ne a vi deotape copy of an 8mm fil m nmade by a
menber of the crew of the Sea Dragon, a Chinese junk which was
to be Halliburton's |last and greatest adventure. The filmwas
remarkably cl ear and sharp and color-true for a filmb50 years
old. At one point, a figure wal ked across the deck in the
m ddl e di stance, face not visible. "That's him-that's his
wal k..." | exclainmed spontaneously. Sinultaneously the canera
zooned in to reveal the unmi stakable face of Richard
Hal liburton. Bill stopped the videotape; we stared at each
other in silence across the darkening room W both knew
there was no possible way | could have seen this film or
coul d have ever seen Richard Halliburton wal k. "I
nmean...that's ny father's walk," | said finally, after
realized what had happened. W were both stunned and noved.
My father has been dead for 25 years, so even his wal k nust be
a di m subconsci ous nmenory.

We spent several hours talking and | ooking at letters,

phot ographs, and other nmenorabilia fromHalliburton's |ife.



It was long after the library had closed when we finally left
and drove a few bl ocks to see the house Richard built for his
parents. No one was hone, so we couldn't go inside, but we

| ooked at it fromthe street, and Bill took a photograph of me
in front of the house. A snall attractive house, it | ooked
like a confortable place to live. Richard never actually
lived init, but he occasionally visited his parents there,

bet ween tri ps.

While talking in front of the house, Bill |ooked at ny
car, a 4-wheel drive Isuzu Trooper |oaded with the
paraphernalia of a summer's wandering. He asked where | had
been. | told himl had recently returned from South Aneri ca,
and had spent the |last few weeks traveling around the United
States. That during this tine, ny wife and son had travel ed
across Canada. | nentioned that this was fairly typical, and
that we hoped to spend next year in Australia. Hi s response:
"You're a Halliburton, all right!"

Ri chard Halliburton's last great adventure was to try to
sail a Chinese junk from Hong Kong to San Francisco, to pass
through the CGolden Gate just in time to cel ebrate the opening
of the 1939 Wrld's Fair. He nust have had a sense that
somet hing was wong. In his last letter to his parents, on
March 3, 1939, he wote "Think of it as wonderful sport, and
not as sonet hing hazardous and foolish.”™ The Sea Dragon |eft
Hong Kong the next day. On March 23rd canme the last word from
the Sea Dragon: "Southerly gales, squalls, lee rail under
wet bunks, hard tack, bully beef, having wonderful tine. Wsh

you were here instead of ne.... Ri chard Hal li burton was | ost



at sea.

The plaque at the base of Halliburton Tower sunmmarizes
Hal liburton's life: "In daring a nodern Icarus he flew too
near the sun.” It then quotes from The Royal Road to Ronance,

Hal l i burton's first book:

"I wanted freedom freedomto indulge in whatever

caprice struck my fancy, freedomto search in the

farthernost corners of the earth for the beautiful

the joyous, and the romantic."

Richard Halliburton lived at the right time, a time
between two terrible wars when the American public |onged for
adventure and romance. Even during the depression, his books
reached the best seller lists. People read them and dreaned
of a nore exciting life. Wether he was a nediocre witer is
irrelevant; people needed Richard Halliburton. Toward the
end of his life, Richard was caught in his owm trap. He
wanted to become a serious witer, but in order to make a
living he had to invent nore and nore outrageous trave
adventures. In the |late 1930's, as the black clouds of Wrld
War |l gathered, his popularity waned and he seemed to be
| osing his enthusiasmfor adventure. After the Sea Dragon
voyage, he planned to settle down and wite serious
literature. Perhaps he saw that an era was endi ng, and that
he must change with the tines. Perhaps he subconsciously knew
the Sea Dragon trip was dooned, but that he nust attenpt it
anyway. Sonething deep within ny genes tells nme that Richard

Hal | i burton died the way he needed to, and when he needed to.

It was very late before | left the city of Richard



Hal liburton. Still in a daze, | drove deep into the night,
t hi nki ng about ny roots and ny genetic and spiritual

relationship to the other Richard Halliburton.



