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World mourns Anderson-born man of letters 

By KELLY DAVIS
Anderson Independent-Mail
January 10, 2005 

Gloria Williamson will miss the letters the most. 

The rest of the world is mourning the loss of Anderson native Guy Davenport, but the world has his hundreds of essays, books, articles, pictures and reviews. 
Ms. Williamson, his sister, got his letters, frequent in the last few months of his life, filled with the minutiae of a well-guarded private life underneath a public life worthy of obituaries and articles from The Washington Post to The New York Times.

"It’s like something is missing in me," she said of missing her only sibling, born in 1927 to Railway Express agent Guy Mattison Davenport Sr. and Marie Fant Davenport of Anderson. 

Letters that once described the progression of a literary career in the freeing atmosphere of the University of Kentucky English Department, and played out in the pages of The New Yorker and Harper’s Weekly, turned since Mr. Davenport’s diagnosis with lung cancer in late August to the grind of chemotherapy, radiation and lost appetite. 

But those days also were brightened by news of his nieces and nephews and their children, penned by Ms. Williamson, who wrote almost every other day. 

Mr. Davenport, 77 at his death last week, finished early at Anderson’s Boy’s High School and enrolled at Duke University, interviewed Ezra Pound in jail in 1952 for his Harvard doctoral dissertation, and in 1990 won a "genius" grant from the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, but never learned to drive. He was famous for walking everywhere, and allegedly turned down a position at Baltimore’s Johns Hopkins University because he could not find a house close enough to walk to campus.
Student and friend Chuck Ralston, a military librarian living in Mableton, Ga., said Mr. Davenport challenged his students to see the exotic underpinnings of ordinary things, all related to a common human experience even if separated by continents or centuries. 

"He was one who looked at things with fresh eyes," he said. "He saw things and comparisons, and made comparisons, that other people didn’t make. He said, ‘This stuff is right in front of you, all you have to do is look and see.’ " 

Mr. Davenport — a Rhode’s scholar at England’s Oxford University, where he earned a degree in literature in 1950 — sought a scholarly reputation. He did not have a television, washer or dryer, Ms. Williamson said. He wore a tweed jacket, and his letters were written by typewriter, signed with a cursive, "Brother." 

The precursor to the neat cursive was the block printing in pencil he used in one of his earliest writings, a neighborhood newspaper he hand wrote as a small child when the family lived on Franklin Street. A crumbling page of the "Franklin News" in Ms. Williamson’s scrapbook describes the various states of health of family and friends, and outings for fishing and picking blackberries.
Two years his senior, Ms. Williamson said his brother demonstrated his genius at a young age. 

"He was a barrel of fun, but he never played with me," she said. "He studied and wrote, and I played with the neighborhood children." 

First an illustrator, Mr. Davenport "could draw and paint before he could write," she said. He took pictures with a shoebox camera and developed them in their bathroom. At 14, he was copying famous paintings and executing his own landscapes, some Ms. Williamson keeps in her China hutch. He published pen and ink drawings in The Daily Mail, precursor to the Anderson Independent-Mail. 

"Daddy used to brag on his smart son," Ms. Williamson said. 

Although he was well compensated for his publications, reviews and teaching, "money didn’t mean a doodle to him," she said. He gave generous gifts to his family, she said. 

A pet peeve of his sister is the common biographical note that he quit high school before moving to Durham, N.C., to study art at Duke. 

"If you had enough credits, you could quit after Christmas and that’s what he did," she said.
Survivors in addition to Ms. Williamson include his companion of nearly four decades, Bonnie Jean Cox, of Lexington, Ky., and his nieces, June Hopkins and Lori Allison, both of Anderson, and nephew Henry Williamson, of Dillard, Ga. 

He donated his body to Duke University Medical Center, a decision that did not surprise his sister. 

A private memorial service is planned at Young Memorial A.R.P. Church in Anderson at a future date, Ms. Williamson said. 

Kelly Davis can be reached at (864) 260-1277 or by email at davisk@IndependentMail.com.
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Gloria Davenport of Anderson, sister of the late Guy Davenport, says her brother’s award-winning writing was something she enjoyed.
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