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            PREFACE

         

         Robert Lowell once wrote, “In truth I seem to have felt mostly the joys of living; in remembering, in recording, thanks to the gift of the Muse, it is the pain.”1 But perhaps that was the opposite of what he meant or felt. Certainly he experienced pain in living through the late 1940s and the 1950s, when his severe bipolar disorder struck in full force, landing him in jails and then, recurrently, in psychiatric hospitals. The turning point came in 1954 after his most violent attack of mania yet. He was committed to the Payne Whitney Psychiatric Clinic in New York for a prolonged stay, during which he received for the first time a clear diagnosis and sustained talk therapy.

         It was here that the poet began writing autobiographical prose, as part of his therapeutic regimen. It was a writing project that sustained him for three years, and that continued in a different, attenuated form for the rest of his life. From 1954 to 1957 Lowell explored and memorialized his childhood memories as well as his present state of confusion and despair. When that vein of silver ran out in 1957, he returned to poetry, writing the autobiographical poems of Life Studies, which was published in 1959 and became a landmark in world poetry. In 1959 he also resumed his memoir project, though in an altered format. From this point forward, his memoirs centered on other writers. Whereas he chose to publish only one of his earlier autobiographical memoirs (“91 Revere Street,” included in Life Studies), he regularly published his memoirs of other writers in literary magazines. He appeared as a character in these memoirs too, but in a healthier condition than before, as the self-assured observer and narrator.

         Lowell wrote the introspective memoirs of 1954 to 1957 in a torrent, using them as a method to understand himself, in his past and present guises, and as a potential “way to get well,” as he later wrote.2 He composed the outer-directed memoirs of 1959 to 1977 in a trickle, as small narratives marking his connection to admired writers and ultimately registering their deaths and foreseeing his own. Taken together, these memoirs begun in crisis and ending with his death were the closest thing to a prose autobiography that Lowell ever wrote.

         This present volume gathers Lowell’s childhood memoirs in Part I, and his narratives of his adult life in and out of psychiatric hospitals in Part II. Lowell chose, or was encouraged, not to publish these texts, for reasons that will be explored in our introductions. Many of these memoirs lack that last coat of finish he normally applied to his published work. Some are fragmentary, though others are virtually completed. Together they tell a powerful story of a soul in pain and a writer searching, with courage and discipline, for a way forward. In a contrary fashion, many of the memoirs in Part III were indeed finished and published. Whereas the initial examples show a sociable, genial Lowell in conversation with his creative peers, the later examples present a Lowell shaken by the deaths of his friends.

         We believe these prose memoirs display another dimension of Lowell’s artistry. Although their imagery and fantasy complement his poems, these prose works also stand apart, using their medium’s discursiveness to achieve something different from what could be attained through poetic condensation. The memoirs tell a story that is paradoxically extreme and ordinary. In living through the calamitous events evoked in Parts I and II, and through the losses in Part III, Lowell must have felt great pain; in writing about those events with such verve and moral imagination, he must have felt blessed with joy.

         
            1 Robert Lowell, Notebook 1967–68 (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1969), 160.

            2 Robert Lowell, Collected Poems, edited by Frank Bidart and David Gewanter (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003), 834.
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            PART I

            My Autobiography2

         

      

   


   
      
         
3
            INTRODUCTION

         

         In October 1954, Robert Lowell wrote to his friend John Berryman: “I’ve just started messing around with my autobiographical monster.”1 In April 1955, he signed a contract for this work with Robert Giroux of Farrar, Straus and Cudahy. At about the same time, he wrote to Peter Taylor: “I want to invent and forget a lot, but at the same time have the historian’s wonderful advantage—the reader must always be forced to say, ‘This is tops, but even if it weren’t it’s true.’”2 Lowell continued to work on the project until early February 1957, when he told Elizabeth Bishop that he was “stalling.”3 After six months of troubled silence, he began to write autobiographical poems instead. These poems would appear as the “Life Studies” sequence in Life Studies, published in 1959. Lowell ultimately published only one chapter of his prose memoir, “91 Revere Street,” which saw print first in Partisan Review and then in Life Studies.4

         Lowell’s initial intention to write a book about his childhood reflected 4his experience with psychoanalysis during an extended stay at the Payne Whitney Psychiatric Clinic in the summer of 1954. He hoped he could use that immersion into memory as a way to overcome the writer’s block that had been haunting him. The project gained added resonance in late 1955 when he and Elizabeth Hardwick purchased a house on Marlborough Street—“a block from where I grew up,” as he wrote to William Carlos Williams.5 Although Lowell later implied that his memoir merely prepared the way for Life Studies, it is a powerful text in its own right. He kept “bits” of it in his desk for years, and as late as 1972 he dreamed of completing it, “if I can find a new form that will let me write at greater length.”6 With relatively few overlaps, “My Autobiography” and the “Life Studies” sequence illuminate and challenge each other, and reveal the opportunities and limitations inherent in their different genres. 

         Lowell originally planned to begin his memoir with his birth and conclude in the summer of 1934, when he was seventeen and attending St. Mark’s School. The text would end with “a period of enthusiasm,” which occurred a few months before he “found” himself, presumably as a writer.7 “My Autobiography,” however, does not follow through with this plan. For one thing, it includes a chapter depicting his parents’ courtship (“I Take Thee, Bob”), which occurred before his birth. Presented almost as if Lowell witnessed the events, and written in a style that mimicked his mother’s “exaggerating humor,”8 this chapter breaks with memoir convention and prepares us for the extent to which fantasies, imagined voices, and secondhand stories will contribute to the text: that is, the extent to which Lowell’s narratives are as much a dream of the past as a recounting. Moreover, “My Autobiography” does not carry us into 1934 but instead stops, or almost stops, in 1930 as the young Lowell, aged thirteen, apprehensively prepares to enter St. Mark’s School. Skipping over his boarding-school years entirely, 5the story then jumps to his bittersweet last meeting with his grandfather, Arthur Winslow, in December 1937, when Lowell was twenty. 

         Despite its deviation from the initial plan, “My Autobiography” seems roughly complete. The first eight chapters articulate the social world of Lowell’s early and middle childhood. This initial sequence resolves in the most sustained chapter of the memoir, “91 Revere Street.” In this chapter, the young boy, now eight, demonstrates characteristics that are to stay with him a lifetime: intelligence, keen observational powers, rebelliousness, impulsiveness, inner turmoil, and creativity. One might consider the next sequence of nine chapters, from “Pictures of Rock” through “Arthur Winslow V,” to be Lowell’s pastoral. They focus on his experiences with his grandfather in mostly rural settings, even as Lowell’s father is experiencing disastrous career reverses back in the city. Then “My Autobiography” shakes off the leisure of middle childhood in two climactic chapters: “My Crime Wave” and “Entering St. Mark’s.” These chapters return us to the urbanity of Boston, without the daily protective presence of Grandfather Winslow. Lowell is now entering early adolescence, a time of considerable perturbation. Grandfather Winslow returns in the memoir’s coda, a poetic evocation of the last meeting between the old man, now dying, and the grandson, now approaching adulthood. Transitioning from patriarch to angel, Winslow has an effect that is both paralyzing and soothing. “My Autobiography” concludes with a vision of the grandfather as a “white blur,” presiding over memories that are themselves fading to a blur.

         Lowell never showed this memoir to Giroux. He apparently shared it only with his wife, Elizabeth Hardwick, who read at least one chapter, “Entering St. Mark’s,” and suggested some word changes. When Lowell moved on to Life Studies in August 1957, he left his prose memoir behind. He wrote to Giroux in October: “My autobiography is on the shelf (or rather in my desk-drawer where I have a hundred tousled pages) for the moment.”9 Despite the implication that he would return to this work, he never did. He explained that “working out transitions and putting in things that didn’t seem very important but were necessary to the prose continuity” became 6“tedious.”10 Writing to Richard Tillinghast in August 1969, he mentioned several other issues as well—“a dread of more of the same, impossibility of honestly showing the living, at loss for a plot to pass beyond childhood”—yet he continued to insist that it was the tedium of plugging holes and retyping pages that ended the project.11 In fact, he had nearly completed a first draft of his childhood recollections. He could have asked an editor or Hardwick to help him with the revisions. Perhaps the strain of scrutinizing his life in such harrowing detail finally overwhelmed him. He later said, “In Life Studies, I caught real memories in a fairly gentle style,”12 and so he did if you compare the poems to the prose memoir. 

         Although Lowell never published “My Autobiography,” he kept the typescript safe for seventeen years before selling it to Harvard in 1973, along with a good portion of his archive. There it sat, in the stacks of the Houghton Library, rarely disturbed for more than forty years. Now it appears to us from out of the past, a moving work by one of our great writers.

         
            *

         

         A memoir always highlights the passage of time. Lowell’s “My Autobiography” does so with rare plangency. From its opening citation of The Education of Henry Adams (1918) to its stylistic allusions to Henry James’s A Small Boy and Others (1913), Lowell’s memoir acknowledges the self-representational strategies of two early modern masters. In its resemblance to Elizabeth Bishop’s autobiographical story “In the Village” (1953), which Lowell thought “wonderful,”13 “My Autobiography” also connects to midcentury discourses of traumatic memory. Whereas Adams and James evoked their own nineteenth-century development from the standpoint of an emergent modernity, Lowell sought to half recover and half create early modernity itself.

         Time is embedded in each of Lowell’s chapters. The first, “Antebellum Boston,” begins with his birth. The sequence of chapters loops back to the courtship of his parents, and then rushes forward to his infancy, his middle 7childhood, his unhappy pubescence, and finally his last meeting with his dying grandfather—a vision in white underwear, part specter, part angel, and part object of desire. Each chapter presents a subtly different view of Lowell, his family members, and their social milieu—each new perspective an ironic commentary on the hopes and disappointments that have come before. 

         Anxieties about time contributed to the composition of “My Autobiography” in the first place. Following the death of his mother in 1954, Lowell became severely manic and was eventually committed to the Payne Whitney Psychiatric Clinic in New York. He described himself spending the next two years dreaming at night that he was like one of Michelangelo’s statues that can be “tumbled downhill without injury,” but feeling in the morning as though he “had been flayed, and had each nerve beaten with a rubber hose.”14 He added: “I am writing my autobiography literally to ‘pass the time.’ I almost doubt if the time would pass at all otherwise.” Thus, he composed “My Autobiography,” which narrates the passage of time, because he felt that time had come to a standstill. He needed to restart it discursively in order to feel it again in his mind and body. He intended the story of his birth and growth to foster a rebirth and new growth as he entered middle age: “I also hope the result will supply me with my swaddling clothes, with a sort of immense bandage of gauze and ambergris for my hurt nerves.” A movement backward into his painful past might regenerate his barely existent present, like an electroshock, and might regenerate his movement into the future.

         In “My Autobiography” Lowell wrote about himself as a small boy in the company of nearly unfathomable others. Most important among these were his self-important yet affectionate grandfather; his gifted, frustrated mother; and his increasingly withdrawn and deflated father. As Lowell wrote, “My grandfather, mother, father, and I were those that mattered, the rest of the world was allegory.”15 It was the Freudian Oedipal triangle plus one; the family romance spread out across three generations; an Oedipal quartet. “My Autobiography” provides a Künstlerroman of a complicated and, in many ways, unlikable young person surrounded by a triad of similarly difficult elders—controlling giants restraining their inheritor, who wants to be a controlling giant too. The dynamics among these four main characters, and the more peripheral family members, friends, and servants who drift through the pages, dominate the text’s vision of the past and its diagnosis of pain.

         8Young Lowell’s orderly movement from infancy to adolescence and beyond is impeded by the egotistical and evanescent quality of the love offered by his elders, and also by his own combination of creativity and “psychoticism”16—that is, by his extraordinary involvement with language and fantasy in alliance with his aggressive and hostile impulses. “My Autobiography” is an act of recollection, and to that extent seems to confirm Lowell’s late lament that “sometimes everything I write / with the threadbare art of my eye / seems a snapshot.”17 Yet the narrative frequently portrays times when his fantasies take hold of him and won’t let go. It also shows the memoirist recalling events he couldn’t possibly have witnessed, or telling the same story twice, in different literal circumstances. We see in this text not the aging poet who feels walled off from “something imagined” but the reverse: a writer vivified and possessed by things imagined.

         At the same time as “My Autobiography” focuses on four unique individuals, it re-creates a lost time and milieu: the fading grandeur of an Anglo-American family endowed with wealth and privilege, in rough contact with a wider society of immigrants, the poor, subalterns, and emancipated women, all attempting to rise in the world. The story concerns more than a family; it provides a portrait of social change and resistance, the sense that one’s privilege is never enough. The declining yet still powerful white aristocrats of this text insistently disrespect people who are not “of the right sort.”18 They call both Native Americans and citizens of India “Injuns.”19 They place Boston’s “Irish, Negroes, Latins” on the same discursive plane 9as “grit, litter.”20 They pair “Bravas” (mixed-race immigrants from Cape Verde) with “children”; consider Portuguese Americans “exotic”; call Chinese Americans “Chinamen”; and divide Italian Americans into grades A and B.21 Even insults aimed at other white men serve to police the margins: “anile,” “quee-eers.”22 

         At the same time, a constant fluidity of identity threatens these hierarchic attitudes. Under the slightest pressure, the structures of white heterosexual selfhood begin to crumble, revealing uncertainties about gender, sexuality, and ethnic otherness. In “91 Revere Street,” it is revealed that Lowell’s family tree includes at least one “swarthy” Jew. “My Crime Wave” explores not only young Lowell’s compulsive need to perform violence on a male Jewish body but also his romantic yearning for a second Jewish boy, whom he thinks of as a “girl.” The young Lowell not only wishes he “were an older girl,”23 his phallic mother half-heartedly beseeches his father to be a man, his father fails to be the man his wife demands (but doesn’t want), and his bad-boy grandfather joins with his grandson in a sort of homosocial coupling. Seemingly solid identities tremble and break when the memoirist casts his cold eye on them.

         “My Autobiography” vibrates between comedy and tragedy, critique and compassion. It reveals the degree to which Lowell himself participated in the flawed behavior depicted, with the consolation that the troubled boy portrayed in these pages grew up to be the brilliant ironist who wrote them. Lowell wanted to both mock and mourn his family, his social world, himself. He wanted, in his famous phrase, to “say what happened,”24 and he wanted to say what he felt and imagined. Most of all, he aimed to turn his memories into art.

         
            1 Robert Lowell, The Letters of Robert Lowell, edited by Saskia Hamilton (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2005), 240.

            2 Letters, 245.

            3 Elizabeth Bishop and Robert Lowell, Words in Air: The Complete Correspondence Between Elizabeth Bishop and Robert Lowell, edited by Thomas Travisano with Saskia Hamilton (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008), 195: “So many relatives don’t like it. But that isn’t the trouble; rather it’s laziness and feeling that I must store up more drive and wisdom.”

            4 Robert Lowell, “91 Revere Street,” Partisan Review 23, no. 4 (Fall 1956): 445–77; Life Studies (New York: Farrar, Straus and Cudahy, 1959), 11–46.

            5 Letters, 249.

            6 Letters, 317; Lowell to Robert Giroux, July 12, 1972, quoted in Robert Giroux, “Homage to a Poet,” in Robert Lowell: Interviews and Memoirs, edited by Jeffrey Meyers (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1988), 260.

            7 Robert Lowell, “For two years I have been cooling off,” reproduced in Part II of this volume.

            8 Robert Lowell, “To Mother,” in Day by Day (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1977), 78; reprinted in Collected Poems, edited by Frank Bidart and David Gewanter (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003), 789.

            9 Letters, 296. He actually had more than three hundred pages of drafts, though some of these were redundant.

            10 “An Interview with Frederick Seidel” (1961), in Robert Lowell, Collected Prose, edited by Robert Giroux (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1987), 243.

            11 Letters, 522.

            12 Robert Lowell, “A Conversation with Ian Hamilton” (1971), in Collected Prose, 286.

            13 Words in Air, 173–74.

            14 “For two years I have been cooling off.”

            15 “My Crime Wave,” reproduced below in “My Autobiography.”

            16 H. J. Eysenck and S. B. G. Eysenck, Psychoticism as a Dimension of Personality (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1976); Hans J. Eysenck, “Creativity and Personality: Suggestions for a Theory,” Psychological Inquiry 4, no. 3 (1993): 147–78.

            17 Robert Lowell, “Epilogue,” in Collected Poems, 838.

            18 “91 Revere Street.”

            19 “I Take Thee, Bob,” reproduced below in “My Autobiography.”

            20 “91 Revere Street.”

            21 Respectively, “Forty-Four West Cedar Street and Barnstable,” “Entering St. Mark’s,” “Arthur Winslow IV,” and “91 Revere Street.”

            22 “91 Revere Street.”

            23 “91 Revere Street.”

            24 “Epilogue,” in Collected Poems, 838.

         

      

   


   
      
         
10
            A NOTE ON THE TEXTS

         

         Lowell’s “My Autobiography” has twenty chapters, seventeen of which appear here for the first time. The texts derive from the typescripts in the Robert Lowell Papers at the Houghton Library, Harvard University.

         Of the three chapters that have been previously published, the best known is “91 Revere Street,” which appeared for the first time in the fall 1956 issue of Partisan Review and then as Part 2 of Lowell’s Life Studies in 1959 (though not in the Faber and Faber edition). The Life Studies version included sixty-seven small changes in the text, most of them improvements. We have used that version here, correcting only obvious errors. Thus, we replaced “cameraderie” with “camaraderie” and “patroling” with “patrolling.” Some (though not all) of these corrections also appear in the Vintage Books edition of Life Studies (1959) and in Robert Giroux’s edition of Lowell’s Collected Prose (1987)—but not in Lowell’s Collected Poems (2003) nor in Selected Poems: Expanded Edition (2007).

         The other previously printed items are “Antebellum Boston” and “Philadelphia.” Giroux’s edition of Lowell’s posthumous Collected Prose printed both chapters, combined into one and titled simply “Antebellum Boston.” We have returned to Lowell’s typescripts, omitting Giroux’s editorial interventions and presenting the two chapters individually, as Lowell wrote them.

         The purpose of our edition is to provide a version of Lowell’s “My 11Autobiography” that is as complete, as readable, and as close to Lowell’s intentions as possible. We have arranged the chapters in the chronological order of the scenes portrayed, as was Lowell’s design. He left some of the chapters—for example, “Antebellum Boston” and “Washington, D.C.”—in single, well-edited typescripts, virtually ready to go to press. But he left other chapters in multiple versions, often with further changes inserted in his sometimes illegible script. As a rule, we chose the latest, fullest version of each chapter. In “Forty-Four West Cedar Street and Barnstable,” “Arthur Winslow V,” and “Entering St. Mark’s,” however, we inserted one or more paragraphs from another version (or several other versions) into the main one, footnoting the location of the added material.

         We have provided titles for seven chapters that Lowell left untitled: “Philadelphia,” “Arms-of-the-Law,” “The House at Rock,” “Arthur Winslow II,” “Uncle Cameron,” “18 Chestnut Street,” and “Arthur Winslow VI.” Although Lowell indicated his intention to number the Arthur Winslow chapters, he only numbered the first. We arranged and numbered the rest.

         If Lowell omitted, misspelled, or mistyped a word, we made a silent correction. If we felt an irregular spelling served a purpose (for example, “Hindoo” in “I Take Thee, Bob”), we left it alone. We also lightly regularized Lowell’s punctuation. We use standard capitalization and hyphenation of family titles, except in “91 Revere Street,” where we occasionally adhere to the text published in his lifetime in Life Studies. If he crossed out a word or phrase and penciled in a legible substitute above it or in the margin, we chose the substitute. If he proposed an alternative word or phrase, but did not cross out the original, we made our best effort to choose the word that seemed most likely to be the one he would have chosen. In the few instances where we added a word or phrase to improve comprehensibility, the addition appears in square brackets. In several chapters, Lowell began new sections by retyping sentences from an earlier section, seemingly to keep himself focused. We deleted these repetitions, indicating their absence with bracketed ellipses.

         Elizabeth Hardwick made a number of corrections in the only surviving typescript of “Entering St. Mark’s.” The corrections range from commas and disambiguated pronouns to extra phrases and additional sentences. She also crossed out some sentences. We adopted these changes selectively, more often preferring to return to Lowell’s original wording.12

         We have lightly annotated people, events, and contexts when such information would be difficult for readers to find on their own. In general, we have let Lowell tell the stories he wanted to tell, in the words he wanted to use. To facilitate reading, we have provided genealogical charts analogous to the ones Lowell developed to assist him in composition, and we have also supplied a biographical time line.

      

   


   
      
         
13
            Antebellum Boston

         

         Like Henry Adams, I, too, was born under the shadow of the Boston State House, and under Pisces, the Fish, on the first of March 1917.1 America was entering the First World War and was about to play her part in the downfall of five empires: the Austrian, the German, the Russian, the French and the English. At this moment, the sons of most of the old, aristocratic, Republican Boston families were waiting on their doorsteps like spent Airedales or poodles. They were, these children and parents, waiting and hoping for a second wind. James Michael Curley was out of jail and waiting for a mandate from the people to begin the first of his many terms as mayor of Boston. Nothing from now on was to go quite as expected—even downhill.

         My grandfather Winslow had chosen to live at 18 Chestnut Street, high on Beacon Hill. In his doorway were two loutish, brownstone pillars copied from the Temple of the Kings at Memphis.2 Here, each afternoon, my grandfather would pause for a few minutes at four o’clock and finger his cane, inscribed with the names and altitudes of mountains in Norway which he had climbed. Looking about, he took satisfaction in seeing himself surrounded 14by neighbors whose reputations had made state, if not universal, history. When these people died, their houses, resting on the solid brick of their names, were starred in the guidebooks. Across the street Edwin Booth had lived; across the street Julia Ward Howe still lived; across the street Ralph Adams Cram had lately settled.3 Edwin Booth had been so famous one could forget he was an actor; Julia Ward Howe was so old and so distinguished one could forget she was only a woman; Cram, he decided, went rather fatiguingly far afield in his search for old ways of building new churches. Grandfather was not content with Cram, yet he kept Cram drawings scattered over the wormy desk he had brought home from Palermo—thus enjoying the exalted ceremonial of seeing his own just derision continually defeated by his good nature. Twenty houses down Chestnut Street stood the house that had belonged to Francis Parkman, and near was the house in which Oliver Wendell Holmes had lately died, another in which Percival Lowell had also lately died.4 My grandfather was a Boston boy who had made good as a mining engineer in Colorado. He was proud of being self-made. He was proud, too, of his descent from New England Winslows who had supported George the Third in the eighteenth century, just as furiously as they had supported Cromwell a century earlier. These Winslows had been ruined and even, temporarily, exiled to Canada during the American Revolution. My grandfather wanted everyone to be pre-revolutionary and self-made. In the mornings he would declare that everyone in Boston was an opportunist and a parvenu; in the evenings he would glumly suggest that his neighbors were decadents who lived on their mere names. In 1917, my grandfather was well satisfied. Yet from time to time, something of the poison of his later agony would show; his vitals burned and he looked out with a pale, aching eye. 

         From my mother’s scrapbooks and from her reminiscences, I can imagine scenes that took place in 1915. Perhaps it is fraudulent for me to describe recollections of things I did not see. Nevertheless, the two years before my 15birth are more real to me than the two years which followed. America entered the war and my mother entered marriage in the two years after 1915. I was often glad I could not be blamed for anything that happened during the months when I was becoming alive. 

         When I was three or four years old I first began to think about the time before I was born. Until then Mother had been everything; at three or four she began abruptly and gratingly to change into a human being. I wanted to recapture the mother I remembered and so I began to fabricate. In my memory she was a lady preserved in silhouettes, outlines and photographs; she sat on a blue bench; she wore a blue serge dress; she smiled at my father, a naval lieutenant in a collarless blue uniform. Blue meant the sea, the navy, and manhood. Blue was the ideal, defining color Mother had described to Father as his “Wagnerian theme,” the absolute he was required to live up to. I was a little doll in a white sailor suit with blue anchors on the pockets, a doll who smiled impartially upon his mother and father and in his approbation thus made them husband and wife. But when I was at last three years old all that began to change. I could no longer see Mother as that rarely present, transfigured, Sunday-best version of my nurse. I saw her as my mother, as a rod, or a scolding, rusty hinge—as a human being. More and more I began to try to imagine Mother when she was happier, when she had been merely her father’s favorite daughter, when she was engaged but unmarried. Perhaps I had been happiest then too, because I hadn’t existed and lived only as an imagined future.

         I found that all I had to do was to hold my breath when Mother talked about her girlhood and then it all came vividly to me. The large houses, the staff of servants, the immense house parties, the future—I was there, living it all. One day I held my breath longer and longer and more perfectly than ever before. I found myself breathing with ponderous, earthy effort. I found I was ill with croup. I could, in reality, hardly breathe. I lay staring at my black fingernails outlined against the white sheet. “You are a design for mourning,” Mother said. “If you try to clean your fingernails, you’ll have to dig in up to your elbows. You’ll come out on the other side of the earth, in China.”

         For three long breathless nights I lay awake, blowing on the flame of my croup kettle to keep it burning. I breathed the deadening, aromatic benzene and felt it was the myrrh of the Magi. Traditionally, they came at first with 16lambs and camels, but later my delirious visitors brought me bizarre, comforting, unorthodox creatures: flying squirrels, jumping mice, a duck-billed platypus. My animal sights danced about the benzene flame all night long in a command performance, and it pleased me to believe that they had chosen me to visit rather than President Coolidge, whose son had just died.5 Mother sat by me on the same blue bench. She remained as long as I could keep my eyes open, which was for three days and nights. I watched the planes, gyres and pyramids of her amazingly abundant brown hair and tried to explain to her that flying squirrels were whirling joyously over her head, going on tirelessly like children on the swings of an all-day recess; and, the jumping mice were burying glittering trinkets in the loops of her hair; the platypus was imitating a clipped-wing duck by flapping his paws like wings and making nutcracker sounds. Then, the scene changing, I would pass away the sick hours looking at Raphael’s Portinari and the madonnas of Carlo Dolci in Mother’s scrapbook.6 There was Mother with her brother and sister, arranged in various photographs taken of the family from time to time. There were snapshots from house parties; five colored postcard poses of Sarah Bernhardt as l’Aiglon.7 I wondered why the picture pasting had left off when the book was only half full. One of the last pictures showed my mother and grandfather together. My grandfather had written their initials in white ink on the black paper: A.W. and C.W., 1915.

         I can still see Mother as she was in that picture, posed before the brownstone pillars of 18 Chestnut Street. I see her strong, firmly modeled chin, her pulled-in, tiny waist, her flounces, her beaver muff, and her neck, which was like a swan’s neck crowned with an armful of pyramidal hair and an ostrich feather. She seemed a lady out of Edith Wharton’s Age of Innocence. The time covered in the novel would have been at least a decade earlier, but Boston and my grandfather proudly worked at lagging behind the fashions, 17a precise and mysterious degree of lagging, just as difficult to comprehend as the latest fashion itself. In the photograph of Mother snapped in front of the Chestnut Street house, my grandfather stood behind her in the doorway. He wore a round fur cap which made him look like a Cossack and he was smiling; to my curious eye he seemed not so much a person as a fascinating, ever-new face with a grin, and a lasso of fur about him. 

         I imagined Mother waiting to be handed into her touring car, a frail, ailing, indestructible, thirty-foot, carriage-like affair which already had the distinguished and obsolete air of a museum piece or a prop in a silent movie. Mother, her strong chin unprotected and chilled in the helpless autumn, seemed to me the young Alexander, all gleam and panache, Alexander, as in her copy of Plutarch, conferring with his aide-de-camp before the Battle of the Granicus. Mother, also, was a sort of commander-in-chief of her virgin battlefield. Steaming up out of my croupy delirium, I saw horses, wondrously tall, stepping up Chestnut Street—horse-chestnut street where the stables were even then being altered into garages. The horses looked down their bald, bleached Norman noses at me, and shook awkward silver bells that turned out to be my christening cups which Mother had sold because she wanted to clear her shelves. My horses reached their noses into the upper foliage of trees and pulled down bushels of green and gold leaves; they nibbled grotesquely and dribbled out of the sides of their mouths a landslide of green slates that were slipping from the stable roofs. A flight of green umbrellas drifted through the air, upside down. On another page of Mother’s scrapbook I saw crowds in London, Brussels and Paris; the people grimaced under their shiny, rained-on umbrellas. They had the look of spectators at a gladiatorial show. They were listening to the declaration of World War I.

         If you looked quickly at the snapshot I have mentioned, you first noticed only my mother and grandfather. It took a second glance to reveal that my father was also “in the picture”—and this recessiveness, within the family portrait, was not, alas, an accidental aspect of a single photograph but the genuine and enduring placement at all times. Even Father’s four disturbingly evident initials (R.T.S.L.) retreated into corners of the album. He was a young man in a collarless blue lieutenant’s uniform, always slightly out of place, with even his scrupulous neatness appearing somewhat impersonal, not really his, but as if he and his clothes were each morning hastily cleaned and pressed after a night of neglect. He smiled and smiled in his photographs, 18just as he smiled and smiled in life. He would look into the faces of others as if he expected to find himself reflected in their eyes. He was a man who treated even himself with the caution and uncertainty of one who has forgotten a name, in this case, his own. Father was not too straightforward, nor too backward, neither too slack nor too hard; the refusal of overstatement was the pillar he leaned on, the inclining Tower of Pisa which was his pose, his definition, his color and his support. In the photograph, Father was self-consciously holding a leash which had on its end a tobacco-colored, senile Sealyham. Old as the creature was, it nevertheless suggested that my father was its slave, rather embarrassingly serving as attendant on walks. In the picture, Mother seemed to be caught on an exciting and fated young day, as if at this moment she had found the courage to say to my grandfather, “Papá, Lieutenant Lowell and I want to be engaged,” and then daring to add, or at least to think, “And Bob hasn’t a mean or an extraordinary bone in his body.”

         Mother’s conception of her father was very different from her notion of her Lieutenant Lowell. Even her military notions were reserved for her father, who was a great conquering emperor in her mind. Six years before, she had read the Duchess D’Abrantès’s Memoirs of Napoleon. “In short, when I recollect Napoleon entering the courtyard of the Hotel de la Tranquillité in 1793, with a shabby round hat drawn over his forehead, and his ill-powdered hair hanging over the collar of his grey great-coat, which afterwards became as celebrated as the white plume of Henry IV, without gloves, because he used to say they were a useless luxury, with boots ill-made and ill-blackened, with his thinness and his sallow complexion …” Yes, he was “a sloven,” but Mother, with her intense and extraordinary neatness, could love this personage she wished to tidy, could imagine herself as a tidying, organizing hand to greatness. She began to bolt her food, and for a time slept on an army cot and took cold dips in the morning. In all this she could be Napoleon made over in my grandfather’s Prussian image. It was always my grandfather she admired, even if she called him Napoleon. She might run into her father’s library and say, “I wish you were puny and green in the face with genius, and not six feet tall with a red and brown face.” She had learned how to lead her father: she had only to let him dominate.

         My grandfather’s behavior inclined strongly toward exaggeration. When Mother’s suitors came, he acted with a bossy, tense attentiveness 19that was absurd even in that era of protective patriarchs. Mother and the young man would sit down in the “Louis Seize Room” at Chestnut Street. My grandmother and grandfather sat in the next room only a few feet away. They were partially visible and utterly audible. But, with the plea that they were thinking of Mother’s privacy, they would stubbornly refuse to be introduced and said that no indication need be made that the young people were mindful of their presence, a forgetfulness no one was ever visited by, however.

         In the war years there was much talk about the Prussians and the Austrians. My grandmother Winslow came from Raleigh, North Carolina.8 She was too joyful, quick and amused to blame my grandfather for the Civil War, although in her heart she may have decided that “his kind” was at fault. She couldn’t imagine ranting about family, or pretending to be discontent with the wealth my grandfather had won for her. Still, she could never quite swallow New England. It was a place peculiarly designed to irritate. She did not feel that New England had formed my grandfather so much as that his strictness had somehow chosen New England for its proper setting. When Austria came up in conversation, my grandmother would grow excited with critical feeling; she would say, “If only those humorless, crop-haired Prussians would stay in their own country.” She would grunt and condemn and mix up Von Moltke, General Sherman, Rutherford B. Hayes, and Prince Hohenlohe. My grandfather would immediately and violently take offense. He would repeat that he had spent two years studying in Stuttgart, and to good effect; he would insist that northern climes were the nurses of character. As he talked, his bulletins from the English-Speaking Union9 would slide from the table, and he would brush aside the cuttings from the National Geographic which he had fastened together with paper clips and which he meant to mail to some country relative. In argument he grew heated and sometimes even stamped the floor. Whenever one of my mother’s utterly subdued young men said something Grandfather disapproved of, he would cough. No one ever coughed back. Before he could propose to Mother, my father had to break through all these coughs, disapprovals, impediments.

         
            *

         

         20The wedding took place. Photographs of the bride and her bridesmaids remained, yellowing on the mantels; there also remained the tale of a gold and platinum watch chain given to Father by his shipmates. Never before had there been a chain fashioned with such an abundance of precious material. It was interestingly costly and pronounced scandalous in the tastelessness of its design. Mother somehow managed to dispose of this chain—she was not one whose hand was stayed from destruction by sentiment. Because it had been so outlawed, and yet strangely unkillable at least as a topic of conversation, I used even years later to wish that I might see the heavy, hopeless chain for myself. Mother never liked the presents she received; she either exchanged the gift or had it in some vaguely accusing fashion remodeled. If you gave her a silver belt buckle, she would have one half made into a pin for her coat; if you gave her a traveling case, she would say with a sigh that she never hoped to see another train or boat as long as she lived.

         For their honeymoon my parents took a two-week journey to the Grand Canyon. The choice was so heroic and unoriginal that it left them forever after with a feeling of gaping vacuity: the whole thing was also inexplicable because my parents, in great moments at least, fell in with what was fashionable and accepted: coming-out parties, grand tours, good hotels, photographs by Bachrach, dresses by Worth. Striking the common, humble, young-honeymooners note in the Grand Canyon was for them a peculiar dissonance, always a bit jarring. I have never thought our lives determined by the stars and yet at idle moments I could imagine myself stamped with the mark of the Grand Canyon, as if it were a sticker on an automobile. The Canyon’s hollow hugeness was a sort of bad start for us all. I have never seen it; it is, indeed, too familiar to be seen.

         Immediately after their marriage, Mother went to Jamestown, or rather she was taken there or sent there.10 My father was stationed at this inexpensive little haven near Newport. Father had often to be away for weeks at sea, but Jamestown had the grandeur of its nearness to Newport, some society and a great deal of solitude to offer my mother. She made a great point of liking it all. As a very green and reckless housekeeper, for a whole week she 21ordered three quarts of cream a day under the impression it was only grade A milk. Her new husband had no complaints to offer; he did not presume to advise and direct. Mother sighed for her father, whose urgent domination she had long been accustomed to and been sustained by. 

         Winter came and my father went off to Guantanamo. Mother was then sent to Staten Island, across the bay from New York City, to stay with my grandmother Lowell and great-grandmother Myers, Father’s mother and grandmother.11 To Mother’s unhappy eyes, Grandmother Lowell appeared to be sapless, resigned, depressed, dependent and contented. She had lovely, soft white hair which she wore in braid; her husband, my father’s father, had died in the fifth month of their marriage, five months before my father was born.12

         This terrible, early bereavement bewildered my grandmother Lowell. She remained a young girl, chaste, tender, sentimental and sad. She adored her son and looked forward with girlish delight to the hope that my mother would bring something fresh and gay into her life. But Mother felt mislaid and lost in a household without brothers and sisters, men, arguments, explosions. She didn’t enjoy Grandmother Lowell and Great-Grandmother Myers at all; she was miserable with them. The only thing she enjoyed was taking brisk walks and grieving over the fact that she was pregnant. She took pride in looking into the great Atlantic Ocean and saying, without a trace of fear or illusion, “I wish I could die.”13 On her insistence, and certainly contrary to my father’s wishes, we made our first of those many intense moves back to Boston from where my father’s life and work had sent us. My mother’s true lover was Boston, or living in Boston, or perhaps not living away from Boston; she died during the separations. I was born at my grandfather Winslow’s, on the first of March 1917.

         
            1 A reference to the famous first sentence of The Education of Henry Adams.

            2 The great temple in Memphis, Egypt, was dedicated to the local god Ptah, though several smaller temples were dedicated in part to the deified King Rameses II. Lowell may have meant the Temple of Seti I at Abydos, famous for its colonnades, described in Algernon Thomas St. George Caulfeild’s well-known The Temple of the Kings at Abydos (1902).

            3 Edwin Booth (1833–1893), renowned American actor; Julia Ward Howe (1819–1910), American author, lecturer, and suffragist; Ralph Adams Cram (1863–1942), American architect, the foremost advocate of Gothic revival.

            4 Francis Parkman (1823–1893), American historian; Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. (1809–1894), American poet and physician (“lately” is inaccurate, for Holmes had died in 1894, whereas his son, the Supreme Court justice, was still alive); Percival Lowell (1855–1916), Lowell’s distant cousin, was a noted astronomer, mathematician, and author.

            5 President Calvin Coolidge’s younger son, Calvin Jr., died suddenly from a blood infection in July 1924 at the age of sixteen, when Lowell was seven.

            6 Probably The Portinari Altarpiece by Hugo van der Goes (ca. 1440–1482) in Florence. Carlo Dolci (1616–1686) painted many madonnas—e.g., Madonna in Glory, The Blue Madonna, and Madonna and Child—all of them in blue.

            7 L’Aiglon, French for “the eaglet,” was a posthumous nickname given to Napoleon II (1811–1832), the son of Emperor Napoleon I and his second wife, Empress Marie Louise. Bernhardt created the title role of Edmond Rostand’s play about Napoleon II, L’Aiglon, in Paris at the Théàtre Sarah Bernhardt in 1900. She played the role again in London at Her Majesty’s Theatre in 1901.

            8 Mary Livingston Devereux (1862–1944) of Raleigh, North Carolina, whom Arthur Winslow married on May 19, 1887. Lowell’s grandfather met his wife in Raleigh while he ran a private practice there as a geologist and mining engineer.

            9 Charitable educational organization, founded in Britain in 1918, seeking to promote the English language and to provide educational opportunities for English-speaking people around the world.

            10 Jamestown in Newport County, Rhode Island.

            11 Kate Bailey Myers Lowell (1859–unknown) and her mother, Caroline Chappell Myers (1835–1930).

            12 Robert T. S. Lowell II, born 1860, died on March 17, 1887, four months before Lowell’s father was born (July 15, 1887).

            13 Compare to “Unwanted,” in Robert Lowell, Day by Day (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1977), reprinted in Collected Poems, edited by Frank Bidart and David Gewanter (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003), 833: “I wish I were dead, I wish I were dead.”
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            I Take Thee, Bob

         

         In the winter of 1915, my mother, Charlotte Lowell [née Winslow], first met my father, Robert Traill Spence Lowell, at a dinner given by Beatrice Lowell1 for her son, Alfred Putnam Lowell, who was announcing his engagement to Mother’s best friend, Kitty Bowles.2 Of course, Mother had been in on the secret for two months, and for two months she had been in a tizzy asking Kitty half-envious, half-flattering questions about the Lowells. One afternoon Mother even acted out a slightly hysterical one-man charade, entitled, The Lowells: Have they tails or have they wings? A few of Mother’s skits have been remembered. There was her A. Lawrence Lowell,3 the genial President of Harvard, awarding Alfred his A.B. and saying lugubriously, “Go west, young man, avoid Miss Bowles.” There was Percival Lowell, the brilliant but unsociable astronomer, who looked through the wrong end of my grandfather Winslow’s telescope, and said, “I have discovered Percival, the minutest living planet.” Then there was Mother all padded out with pillows and laundry bags, and with a clothespin 23in her mouth; pretending to be Amy Lowell,4 and exclaiming, “Hold me, John Keats, I am as light as the Lusitania.” There was Judge James Lowell,5 himself a charader, for Mother made him talk with a Jewish accent and play the role of King Solomon giving judgment. “Oi yoi, scut do kiddo in bieces.” There was the imaginary Augustus “Awful” Lowell, the cotton plutocrat, who earned more money yearly than the government adding machines could add, and was therefore decorated with the blue ribbon that had hitherto belonged to Mother’s Scottie, Mac. There was Cornelius Lowell, the historian of the French Revolution, writing an article for the Atlantic Monthly entitled, “Notes on the Monetary Background of Charlotte Corday.”6 There was Guy Lowell,7 the architect, being consulted on a building for the Boston Fine Arts Museum. He was holding up photographs of St. Peter’s, the Pitti Palace, the Taj Mahal, the Parthenon and the Eiffel Tower, and saying, “Take your pick.” There was Mrs. John Lowell, the President of the Colonial Dames, who was blackballing an application for membership made by the wife of President Wilson. There was Mrs. Gus Lowell … but why go on? At the end, all but two of the Lowells were awarded wings. Tails went to the unspeakable Amy and to Cornelius, whom my grandfather Winslow impulsively described as a “cad, a smart Alec and a Pink.” 

         Mother’s Reading Club—Rosy Bigelow, Franny Kittredge, Connie Codman and Kitty Bowles—were out in force for the one-man charade. Politely, they had almost died laughing, but on the way home, Connie had said, “Well, I must admit that Charlotte is an uproarious sport.” And Kitty had said, “Yes, Charlotte is emphatic, but that’s why we love her.” And Franny had said, “Sometimes I worry.”

         Kitty Bowles was taut, timid, freckled and a believing Unitarian. For two years, she had actually run her mother’s hen yard at Barnstable, and insisted on helping her maid make and unmake the beds. She spoke perhaps too stridently about the need for people to be plainspoken, considerate and sincere. I can see her shaking her honest, puzzled red head at the world’s 24profusion and horror. “But the Kaiser had all the advantages,” she would say. “Can you honestly understand why he refused to look into his own heart?”8 Kitty, as Mother insisted, was an “honest to goodness person”; that’s why it was amusing to try and figure out just what she saw in Alfred Lowell. Alfred looked as though he had been born in his black bowler hat, his black mustache, his black coat, his black waistcoat, his black striped trousers, and his cold, chewed black cigar. He was a first-rate yachtsman and a first-rate squash player; his skill in carving a fowl was already beginning to be talked about. He had a sinister eye for women, which may have been Platonic. He belonged to two or three good clubs. By his stiffness and slang, he kept the world at arm’s length. He was high church, had a horror of stereotyped velleities, and there was no subject on earth which he was unable to analyze in terms of firsthand Boston anecdotes. All in all, the Reading Club was upset, and couldn’t believe that Alfred was at all Kitty’s dish of tea. Mother took a more down-to-earth and Machiavellian view. She thought that a Lowell with a perfectly good Harvard Law School degree was nothing to be sneezed at in Boston. “Alfred may be a stick,” she would say, “but he does have style.” 

         Mother asked Kitty hundreds of humorous questions about Alfred’s first cousin, Robert. Mother would say, “A Lowell and a naval officer! He must be a genius and a buccaneer. I love him sight unseen!” Then Kitty would answer, “Bob is the most gentle, the most cheerful, the most modest, the most Euclidean man I have ever met.” This last was Kitty’s affectionate translation of the one sentence that was used by everyone to characterize Lieutenant Lowell. “Can’t say much about Robert. I hear he got straight A’s at Columbia for his work in radio.” Then Kitty would wrinkle up her frail freckled nose. She was determined to be sincere as well as considerate, but Bob was a puzzler to sum up. She remembered a lecture on Psychology given by Professor James.9 Franny’s father, Professor Kittredge,10 “Kitty,” had insisted on taking the entire Reading Club. Kitty Bowles said, “Bob’s mind-stuff is recessive, because Bob’s father died before Bob was born.”

         25When my father had been a mere midshipman, he had spent his summer vacations with his Aunt Beatrice and Alfred. Beatrice once amused my grandmother Winslow by waving her arms in the air and crying, “Little Boy Blue is here. My nephew dogs Alfred all day as though he were Alfred’s navy-blue shadow.” And even now, almost fifteen years later, my father had the reputation in Boston of being something of a spook, who didn’t know his way about. Aunt Beatrice was British, barking, squat and tyrannous. She had a tongue in her head, and she believed that noblesse oblige “obliged” her to use her tongue on Boston. People said that this was because she was a widow, a foreigner and arthritic.

         What had really spoiled Aunt Beatrice was that the first two years of her marriage to Uncle Charles had been spent in India, where she had queened it over a staff of thirty Hindoo servants. She only wore ugly earth-brown dresses ornamented with dim sand-brown spots. If some ignorant guest flattered Aunt Beatrice on her colors, she would shriek, “Brown favors me! Isn’t it a scream! I dress like a gilded toad so as not to be mistaken for a hollow-hipped, flyblown Boston bluestocking.” She was dying to be taken for an enfant terrible. “Would you believe it?” she would giggle. “Boston wants to behead me because I have never learned Bridge!” After dinner, she would force her guests to listen to her sing old French songs which she had translated. She accompanied herself on a harpsichord which she had imported from Budapest. She sang off-key; the harpsichord was never in tune. For years she had kept two pacifist clergymen in tow. “Aren’t they darling?” she would say. “They have walked straight out of the Vedanta.”11

         Once she had disgusted my grandfather Winslow by saying, “Stop beating around the bush, Arthur. Of course, it’s a racket! You may be Mr. Upright Citizen, but I know I am just what Karl Marx says I am. I am a corrupt old crow, with more money than is good for her, and who wouldn’t lift a finger to help my fellow man, especially if it meant work. Do you know what I am writing on my gravestone? ‘Riches were my greatest responsibility.’ I would rather be damned than give a nickel to the Reds or the Red Cross.” Aunt Beatrice’s comments on Amy Lowell’s free-verse poem Patterns went something like this: “No tumpty-tump-tump. No jamble-jam. The woman in Patterns is an honest-to-God eighteenth-century rococo striptease. I hear 26the Old Howard Burlesque House12 is after her. But she says, ‘Down with the stage! I am descended from Governor Winthrop on both sides, and swear to abide by the blue laws.’” The person who maddened Aunt Beatrice more than all others was my father. She would say, “Bob hasn’t a mean bone, an original bone, a funny bone in his body! That’s why I can’t get a word he says. If he were mine, I’d lobotomize him and stuff his brain with red peppers.” 

         Thirty Hindoo servants with thirty mops would have had a hard time of it trying to clean 10 Clarendon St. in time for the engagement party.13 Though set in the middle of Boston, 10 Clarendon stood on a corner and was as big and as wayward as a Newport mansion. On the grounds, an acre of sickly yews gathered dust and survived; indoors, an acre of possessions bred and multiplied. The ceilings were twenty feet high. The walls’ four-inch-thick oak panels were said to have been taken from the frigate Constitution when it was being remodeled twenty years earlier. The floors were red, black-speckled tiles stamped with sixteenth-century Spanish coats-of-arms. They had been imported from Bruges by Mrs. Jack Gardner,14 rejected, and sold to Aunt Beatrice for a song. Suits of armor stood on duty in nooks and held up unlit tapers as big as the paschal candle. Banners and frocks of chain mail hung on prongs of maces, and looked like dust cloths lost in the gloom. In the drawing room, there was a huge Dresden china chandelier, in which colored Madame de Pompadours and gamboling goats alternated as candleholders. The light flickered rudely on two bad oil portraits of full-length Bengalee bankers, who wore tuxedoes, turbans, and cordons of the Legion of Honour.

         Here, Aunt Beatrice sat and received. Mother came near. Mother waved her fan at the swarthy, swathed, painted faces and said in a little girl’s voice, “Mrs. Lowell, I admire your beaux, your white knights.”

         Aunt Beatrice said, “When you really get to know them, no one is more bourgeois than a Brahmin.”

         27Mother said, “Oh, then Papá needn’t make us memorize Emerson’s essay on ‘Friendship.’”

         Aunt Beatrice looked blank. Alfred Lowell said, “Charlotte, Ma isn’t talking about old Ralph Waldo and Frankie Parkman’s uncle.15 Her Brahmins is Injuns.”16

         Aunt Beatrice beckoned to my father. “Miss Winslow,” she said to Mother, “I implore you to bestow your ‘Friendship’ on the Lieutenant. Robbie is as close and romantic as the Orient.”

         
            *

         

         […] In such a setting, Mother fell in love with Father’s shyness, his name, and his deep collarless blue ensign’s uniform. Up till a little more than a year before this, Mother had still been sleeping on a hard army cot, and pinning up prints of Napoleon at Arcola, Austerlitz and St. Helena. She prized the fall above the grandeur and felt that Napoleon in exile was a man you could talk to. Two men she despised above all others. One was Sir Hudson Lowe, the roast-beef-faced St. Helena jailer.17 The other was the puny, green-cheeked eaglet, l’Aiglon, Napoleon’s legitimate son, who hadn’t the strength to live.18 Mother had a picture of her father, the patriarchal Arthur Winslow, which was hard to explain. He was a Napoleon disguised as Sir Hudson Lowe.

         Mother thought about her father day and night, but this evening she looked at Robert Lowell. “Will he do?” she said to herself. She was impressed by Father’s short, mumbled, strictly factual comments on the European War. Further down the table, another officer, Ensign MacRae, was talking on this same subject with the patronizing verbosity of an insider. Father whispered in Mother’s ear, “Poor Mac, he sounds like Admiral Sims, but he is going to be retired next spring, because he has no bean for math.” Mother felt that 28this was hardly the cry of the Eagle, but she remembered that Napoleon himself had been an artillery officer. Was it the surly, low-browed General Augereau, or Shakespeare’s Iago, who had spoken of his better as a mere mathematician?19 

         Mother began to venture a few impersonal but somewhat emphatic opinions. She said that Southerners had execrable taste in clothes, but the only presentable manners in America. She said that Theodore Roosevelt made her think of Rudyard Kipling dressed up as Mowgli in a charade. Then Father would apologetically chime in and support Mother with long, pliant platitudes. One thing was disconcerting. Every now and then Father’s mind would wander; he would show an unexpected and unwarranted warmth for nonsensical whimsy. He called the suits of armor Don Carmen. Mother had to laugh out loud. She was a little frightened.

         
            *

         

         […] On the night when Mother was to meet Father, Aunt Beatrice was seated at her harpsichord and playing an old French song that she had translated. […] She began to sing in a hoary, coughing cracked contralto:

         
            
               Le tems a laissie son manteau

               de vent, de froydure, et de pluye,

               et s’est vestu de Broderye,

               de soleil raiant, cler et beau.

            

         

         She sang the words again in her English translation:

         
            
               The year has sloughed her winter coat

               of wind and wet and night;

               and now she walks in tapestry

               of bird and bud and light.

            

         

         29My father compared the music to a platinum filament, and found that he was beginning a lecture on filaments.

         “Tinkle and toffee,” Aunt Beatrice said. “It’s pre-Adamite, I mean a pre-Bach fugue. A child could do better today.”

         My father said, “Say, what a translation. My aunt is a poet and a scholar.”

         Aunt Beatrice said, “If the Navy had taught my nephew Robbie two words of French, he would realize that my translation is, to use a naval expression, bilge. Well, as I told Amy Lowell, I may not say anything, but at least I chime.”

         Mother looked shyly at my father, then she said to Aunt Beatrice, “Mrs. Lowell, when I hear you singing, I believe that I too am ‘sloughing my winter coat of froydure.’”20

         Mother blushed. Her accent was a strange mixture of Kansas City, Raleigh, North Carolina, and Beacon Hill Boston.21 Aunt Beatrice listened for a moment with amusement, then she said with gentle derision, “Why Charlotte dear, you mustn’t strain to speak English, when it isn’t your native language. Robbie will understand you, he’s a globe-trotting sailor. He’s an honest Abe from Staten Island.” She stopped a minute, and then said very slowly and seriously, “Since Robbie was fourteen, the Navy has been his father, a mother and wife.”

         
            1 Born in Middlesex, England, Beatrice Kate Lowell, née Hardcastle (1848–1930), was the widow of Charles Lowell (1855–1906), Robert Lowell’s great-uncle (and the son of his namesake, Robert Traill Spence Lowell).

            2 Catherine Hay Bowles (1890–1969), the daughter of Rear Admiral Francis Tiffany Bowles and Adelaide Hay Bowles, née Savage.

            3 Abbott Lawrence Lowell (1856–1943), the brother of Amy Lowell and Percival Lowell, and Robert Lowell’s distant cousin.

            4 Amy Lowell (1874–1925), an avant-garde poet and a biographer of John Keats. The clothespin in Charlotte’s mouth stands for a cigar, which Amy Lowell habitually smoked.

            5 James Arnold Lowell (1869–1933), a federal judge in Massachusetts and Robert Lowell’s distant cousin.

            6 Presumably Lowell did not mean “Cornelius” but Edward J. Lowell (1845–1894), a Suffolk County lawyer, the author of The Eve of the French Revolution (1892).

            7 Guy Lowell (1870–1927), architect, landscape designer, and Robert Lowell’s distant cousin.

            8 Kaiser Wilhelm II (1859–1941), the emperor of Germany, was Queen Victoria’s grandson and once a British Army officer, but by 1915 many English speakers viewed him as a betrayer.

            9 William James (1842–1910), a professor of psychology and philosophy at Harvard, the author of The Principles of Psychology (1890).

            10 George Lyman Kittredge (1860–1941), a Harvard professor and celebrated scholar of Shakespeare, Chaucer, and Malory.

            11 One of the six orthodox schools of thought in Hindu philosophy.

            12 The Old Howard (1845–1953), located in Scollay Square, was the best-known burlesque theater in Boston.

            13 By all indications, the address of Beatrice Hardcastle Lowell and Alfred Putnam Lowell was different at the time—namely, 277 Beacon Street. See “277 Beacon,” Back Bay Houses, Genealogies of Back Bay Houses, https://backbayhouses.org/277-beacon/.

            14 Isabella Stewart (“Mrs. Jack”) Gardner (1840–1924) was an art collector, philanthropist, and founder of the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston.

            15 Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882), an essayist and poet, and George Parkman (1790–1849), a physician, philanthropist, and murder victim. Francis Parkman (1823–1893), George Parkman’s nephew, was an American historian.

            16 Alfred uses the derogatory term for American Indians to refer to citizens of India. Charlotte had thought Alfred and Beatrice were referring to so-called Boston Brahmins, members of the city’s elite, like Ralph Waldo Emerson and Francis Parkman.

            17 Lowe (1769–1844), an Anglo-Irish soldier who served as governor of St. Helena, was in effect the “jailer” of Napoleon Bonaparte.

            18 Napoleon II, always sickly, died of tuberculosis at twenty-one.

            19 Pierre-Francois-Charles Augereau (1757–1816), the son of a servant, rose to the positions of general and commander in Napoleon’s army but ultimately clashed with both Napoleon and Louis XVIII. Resentful of Bonaparte’s brilliant career, Augereau reportedly once said of him, “An insignificant figure! He is said to be a mathematician and a dreamer!” See Hippolyte Adolphe Taine, The Origins of Contemporary France: The Modern Regime, vol. 1, translated by John Durand (New York: Henry Holt, 1890), 15. In Othello, Iago derides Cassio, reputedly a “great mathematician,” as merely a “counter-caster” (1.1.33).

            20 Intense cold (medieval French).

            21 Charlotte spent childhood years in Missouri (first in Jefferson City, then in Kansas City). Her father was the state geologist in Jefferson City from 1889 to 1894. Her Southern inflection came from her mother, Mary Livingston Devereux.
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            Philadelphia

         

         What I know of my parents’ engagement, marriage and honeymoon comes from what I have been told later and from what I can imagine out of my knowledge of my parents’ lives and characters. Of the first years of my own life I remember quite a bit, and of course much was told to me, and I have imagined much. In my mind white sunlight on white sand stays with a brute, unlocked, dumb insistence.

         On the top floor of our house, in a room that was dark but always germ-free because the windows were open, I used to lie on my back, hold my knees and vibrate. Stop rocking, my nurse or Mother would say. I remember this trembling fury but I do not know its reason. Remembering, I seem to see water dripping from the ceiling, down on the wallpaper, but that happened later, when we rented our house to people who were “irresponsible vandals.” I can see sunlight striking our gray carpet, the rays falling on the sideboard and the marmalade jar in our Brimmer Street house. The house was the first my parents owned in Boston as newlyweds. It was a financial miracle; Mother hadn’t paid a penny for it. My grandfather Winslow had first taken a mortgage and then a second mortgage to pay the first; then he took out a loan of some kind in order to pay the second mortgage, then he gave Mother a Christmas present to pay the interest on the loan.1 Perhaps there were other 31steps in these exciting negotiations, maybe even third and fourth mortgages, all taken by my grandfather, who was reputed to be a wizard in such affairs and who had plenty of time on his hands in order to execute his amazing financial schemes. 

         When Mother finally sold the house on Brimmer Street she paid off all the debts on it and cleared a thousand dollars. The room where I had held my knees and trembled with stubbornness has faded; more alive, more vivid long after is the sensation of the resentment occasioned by the fact that my father’s naval duties forced to us to move from Boston. Mother, despising the demands the navy made upon her, would say mysteriously that she needed character and courage to prevent my father from allowing things simply to take their quiet course and, thereby, ruin us.

         From the period of the Brimmer Street house a scene remains, a childish drama embarrassingly heavy with religious symbolism and black magic. When real events are so starkly allegorical, the accidental nature of such happenings is blackly underscored. When I was two years old I had a young nurse who was, herself, only eighteen or so years old and had come to Boston from Ireland. She was always spoken of as a beautiful girl, firmly conforming to her national pattern: she had raven hair which was soft and wavy, sky blue eyes, fair skin, and an exquisite brogue. She was pious, irreverent and loose-limbed—the pretty possessor of what Grandfather Winslow described as a “loosely-laced mind.” Her name was Katherine. Katherine’s rosary was a memorable work of religious mass production. It was designed with a Celtic exaggeration and the beads were made of some material which had the appearance and texture of rock candy. These beads were so hard, cold and precious and of such fascination that immediately the fat, warm, wooden beads which decorated my crib lost all their appeal to me. But what I loved more than the beads of Katherine’s rosary was the silver crucifix. It was heavy, intricate and important, as I could see from Katherine’s awed and loving glance upon it. Katherine told me about Jesus and I regret to recall that my feelings were highly egocentric: I saw, with despair, that I was second fiddle even in my nurse’s affections. And then suddenly the rosary disappeared and the house was disturbed by the mystery. I was questioned, 32but I merely gaped sweetly and presented myself as a figure of innocence, all sunlight and brown curls. I smiled and smiled and smiled, very much in the perplexing way my father smiled and smiled and smiled. A day or so later the rosary was found, hidden under the corner of the rug, where it had slipped by mistake according to the decision taken by the household. However, it was noted that the Christus was missing and also, with embarrassment, that the chain of the rosary had been chewed. I returned to my denying smile, but later Mother saw me pushing a strip of paper down the register. “You will burn up the house,” she said. But two days later she again saw me pushing a whole handful of paper strips down the register, “You are setting the furnace on fire,” she said. I smiled and smiled, to her intense displeasure. “Yes, I know,” I said. “That’s where Jesus is.”

         My father was sent to Philadelphia and so we were to be packed up and sent there, too, for my third and fourth winters. These years were unhappy, or so they were always described by my mother, who did not want to go to Philadelphia or any place else. The theme of her early married life was clear and constant and alarming: I want to live in Boston. I can still feel the bite of those two Philadelphia winters and the dismal chill of the scene, a clammy, snowless, sooty, sunless prospect of an insupportably long street bordered by indistinguishable residences. Now, looking back, I can wonder why Mother pronounced Philadelphia “absolutely unbearable.” Wasn’t it, after all, just a bigger, warmer, Boston?

         Philadelphia—our winters there leave an unpleasant trace in my history, like a metallic taste in the mouth. This, I suppose, came from Mother’s utter detestation of this period, because I could not have cared one way or another. I remember our train journey, very snug and very serious. I felt I was setting sail for Europe or another age and that it was only my steady courage and enduring patience which made the arrival possible. Mother undertook the trip with all the bravado of unpleasant duty, which seemed to say that if she was wrong in not wishing to go she was at least triumphantly admirable in going anyway. Her dress, her proud walk, her dramatic tension which made her assume in moments of stress an abnormally casual and indifferent air! I discovered at this time that adults enjoyed drama, even painful drama, for only then when they were boiling and raging inside could they act calmly, with a sense of importance and control.33

         We did, at last, solemnly and importantly and dutifully arrive in Philadelphia. We had taken an apartment which had a certain number of distinct rooms but was, nevertheless, quite small. The windows ran from floor to ceiling and admitted little sunlight, but much electric glare, dust and drafty air; the window panes were blue-gray and framed in iron—all of our glassy view of the outside and inside world was a little shadowed and askew, like the decor for a German expressionist film. The apartment’s bedrooms, servant’s room, dining room, nursery and parlor were a Lilliputian annex to a kitchen which was covered with a peeling black and white linoleum. When we had finally arrived, my parents spent hours screwing in light bulbs, while I sat serenely crackling the paper in a box of Fig Newtons. The confusion of the move, the disappointment of the apartment threw everything out of balance and accounted for the unprecedented availability of the Fig Newton box and even for the cookie itself, a rich, exotic mixture disapproved of, unlike the salutary New England Graham Cracker.

         Philadelphia: one afternoon at about four o’clock, when winter and coal smoke had already made the sky impenetrably black, I wandered out of our long kitchen and to my horror saw Father lying in his brown, monkish wrapper on a sofa that had been moved into the hall. He was ill with flu; his temperature was 103, and he lay back, sack-like, and smiling still. Father looked cold and waxen and I thought his cheap Chinese slippers very much like little snowshoes. On the hard chair at his elbow, lay his shirt and underwear—he seemed somehow on the alert. Father, in his illness, had removed himself from the bedroom he shared with Mother so that the room might remain healthy and germ-free and spared the disorder of his convalescing presence. In his quiet, smiling, feverish banishment, he meant to be an ideal husband whose demands were infinitesimal. But, nevertheless, every time we moved we stumbled gracelessly upon the unselfish invalid. The strain brought about by his effort to make himself heroically nonexistent was extreme; all was hushed, vexed and ajar. Still after a day of such exposure and boldness, Father was cured. It did not pay to be sick in this way and it seemed to me that the cure had come from some glorious modesty and self-sacrifice on Father’s part. His object, however, was defeated because Mother caught flu and was sick for a week. She lay in warmth and splendor in her bedroom, supported by hot water bottles, gardenias, doctors, and 34trays with pink napkins on them. In her self-indulgent illness nothing was set at odds in the household; instead everything was more smooth than ever, as if music were playing and we were all living in a floating palace.

         This Philadelphia illness was my first experience with the strange contraries of hardiness and sickness which were always a great part of our family life. At this time I, too, came down with flu which mysteriously lasted for three weeks. I felt very close to Mother because she took joy in giving me every comfort and care and I was even allowed to feel that the very act of being sick for three long weeks was an extraordinary accomplishment. This feat gave much trouble and expense and yet it was the kind of trouble that one need not be ashamed of. Here was a difficulty Mother could rise to. She made sickness something of a pleasure and a privilege and surrounded it with good sense, humor and ease. Yet, mentally or verbally, it was hardiness which was always praised and when, later, I simply would not be sick, hardiness was fine and yet somehow associated in my mind with perverse stubbornness, with an assertion of my will against my mother’s. Hardiness could be hardness of heart, self-love, whereas a few convenient light illnesses were an announcement of one’s tenderness, tolerance, and family spirit.

         On the matter of illness, Mother was perplexed, and theory and practice were not always united. She believed desperately in hardiness and always said firmly, “I am never ill,” but meanwhile she spent several days every month in bed for one reason or another. When the men of her household were sick, her duties were definite, domesticity soared in importance and the stubborn wills around her were pleasantly resting and recuperating. Sickness was at once the supreme proof of masculine recklessness and absurdity and a penalty which strangely eased domestic tensions. If one was sick, he was culpable and unworthy, but on the other hand his behavior was better, more considerate: an ill man won’t be late to dinner. A passive, emergency object could be dealt with in prescribed terms and the emergency, itself, gave a pleasant drama to the routine days.

         When I was convalescing from flu, Christmas holidays arrived and I associated in my mind the lazy, indulgent recovering days with actual calendar holidays. My father was away at sea and Grandfather Winslow made us a surprise visit from Boston. My father sent me a big bundle of toys and in my self-concentration I thought I had the toys only because Father was 35away and so his absence seemed delighted.2 When he returned, I ran up to him with tears in my eyes and said, “Daddy, I love you, but please go away again so that Santa can mail us a wagonload of toys.” Father seemed rather queasy in the face of this demonstration from his son.3

         The toys had been chosen with the notion of impressing upon me the glamor of Father’s naval career by comparison with mere civilian life and parenthood. Someone in the Philadelphia Yard had ordered naval toys wholesale from Japan and was selling them at a discount to men in the service. Among my gifts was a grim, gray wooden model of a German U-boat. By pressing a button, I could snap a trap-like spring inside the U-boat which made its gear collapse on the carpet, as though the thing had been hit by a depth bomb. This device was meant to teach children that wars meant business and, further, it was the very magic of the toy itself and so I was dismayed when Mother snatched my prize from me, disemboweled it of its spring, and then returned it, a miserable, weightless, warped wreck of its former warlike self. The intricate and banned U-boat gave a fascination to the German character which had produced it. I thought they must be amazing people with their model boats, and guns and torpedoes; I imagined they were the sort to hide stones in snowballs and put barbs back on fishhooks. When my father came home he told me my toy submarine was skippered by a six-foot blond boy from Stuttgart, a creature named Fritz Shoemaker, who was drowned whenever the spring was snapped. For a few nights I had nightmares in which I saw poor Fritz’s cold, stiff, lifeless German body.

         I was partially consoled for the loss of my U-boat by another gift, a set of six hand-painted French sailors, with red tufts on the top of their sailor hats. All through Christmas morning I kept wretchedly fumbling about in the heavy sheets of brown paper in which the sailors had been wrapped. Concealed in the heavy paper, I had been told, was a seventh sailor. I 36wanted the other sailor and when I couldn’t find him I had the desperate feeling that my method for looking for him was wrong, that somewhere in the paper he lay and that it was only my clumsiness and headlong, impatient ways which prevented him from being instantly revealed. My grandfather Winslow walked up and down in front of the fireplace, snapping his gold matchbox open and shut. Mother jokingly said the sailor was in the matchbox, but I looked and saw only a green-black musty darkness. This looking for the sailor was filled with anguish, self-hatred for my ineptness, genuine despair. I felt shaken and believed I had not only known how, but had actually experienced the finding of the sailor, that I had mastered the mystery of the folded paper, but had somehow mysteriously lost my knowledge. The joy of hunting, my tireless and awkward persistence which had in it a certain measure of satisfaction, went along with my grief and anxiety. Now, I cannot decide whether there had ever truly been a seventh sailor in a seventh hat with a red tassel on it. 

         Philadelphia was a watery dinginess, like the black cement floor of its own principal railroad station. The ice floes of white enamel in our long kitchen shivered and shimmered; soot floated calmly in the air and the windows glared steel blue. In the newness of our life, the unfamiliarity, the fact that we wouldn’t stay long enough ever to be really of the city, all of this meant that about us, people existed, lived, gossiped and accepted their lives, but we did not exist. We seemed to be treading water all day, getting nowhere. Mother felt Philadelphia society was a bit limp and peripheral, an oversized and ersatz Boston. Some natives of the city called upon us. The visits passed with tenderness and mutual respect, but my mother thought these lone ladies and dignified couples peculiarly lacking in gaiety and eccentricity. They were, in character at least, Quakerish, serenely accustomed to the bromidic flow of life.

         One day a person named Martha Bent came to call. She had a nose like an acorn and her penitential purple hat threw a friendly shadow over her eyes. Around her neck she wore a plain black cord upon which she had attached a cracked ivory elephant, the color of jaundice and no bigger than a man’s molar. Mother could not prevent Martha from “theeing and thouing” Father and calling him “Cousin Bob.” She also had an unfortunate, showy way of giggling every time he spoke to her or talked naval shop in an urgent voice. As the weeks passed, Martha Bent became what is called “a fixture 37about the house.” She was, indeed, a piece of machinery, always making its own characteristic noise as it worked away. She adored children and liked to drop in on me once a day; the time she chose was nearly always around teatime when Father would be getting back from the yard. Martha was what my father liked to call “a regular fella,” and he didn’t waver from this sturdy opinion even when my mother said she was dreary and a flirt. On the subject of Martha Bent I was torn in two, accepting painfully the attitudes of my parents as correct and finding myself left with a person who was both to be wooed and to be rejected, an object as mixed and bewildering as Philadelphia itself. I already felt the stirrings of revolt against my mother’s judgment; I already felt an attraction to what she rebuked or condemned; in her enemies, or at least in her castoffs, I always saw a possible ally of my own. In my grim self-adoration I devised a way to try Martha Bent’s patience, to prove her goodness, test her loyalty. She must give me her ivory elephant! I wanted the elephant not only as proof of devotion, but greedily for itself, because it was small, heavy, precious, useless—the heart that Martha wore on her sleeve as well as the absurd animal around her neck. Then somehow I had been “given” the elephant: I lay back in my bed, looking at the dusty, gray sunlight which filtered through the window shade I had drawn in order to enjoy my treasure unseen, in near darkness. I tapped the ivory and tested it with my teeth and then it went down. Doctors were told with a shrug, “Bobby has swallowed an elephant!” And that was the sly, stupid end of a little trinket cherished by a foolish woman and by me.

         
            1 Lowell’s grandfather took the mortgages in his daughter’s name. He presumably arranged for several mortgages and a loan on her property, each to pay off the previous indebtedness, and then he gave her the money to pay the interest on the loan. When she sold the property, she paid off the principal from the sale and kept the profit.

            2 Lowell left us here with a mixed construction. Was he trying to say that the father’s absence was delightful or that the son was delighted that the father was away? Perhaps he wanted to keep both shades of meaning—or to suggest the father’s delight in being absent.

            3 In the manuscript, Lowell wrote an alternative to the first two letters of “Father” before he typed “F-a” over them. The typed-over letters look like “M-o” (though they could conceivably be “F-6”). Did Lowell originally write, “Mother seemed rather queasy”? In that possible variant, the mother serves as witness to even this most intimate instance of the son’s ambivalence toward his father—or at least she did until Lowell saw what he had written and corrected it.
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