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    Advance Praise for A Curious Life


     


    “A remarkable story of one man’s epic rise from humble roots to the highest echelons of science and academia. Not just a beautifully told tale of perseverance, courage, and altruism, but a love letter to the city that gave the author his shot and the fascinating artists, activists, and scientists in his circle.”


    — Ed Boland, Author of the New York Times Bestseller The Battle for Room 314


     


    “This book gives you Tom Haines’s authentic voice: open-minded, candid, inquisitive, and always ready to believe the best of others. He leads us from the inauspicious launchpad of an orphanage, through youthful struggles always confronted with grace and determination, to a career as one of those teachers every student dreams of, and a retirement dedicated to advancing essential social causes. A fascinating account of an exemplary life.”


    — Christopher Hampton, Playwright


     


    “The CUNY School of Medicine owes its existence to Tom Haines. Forty-five years later, the school still embodies his innovative—and back then, controversial—vision of medical education that recruits, educates, and nurtures clinicians drawn from underrepresented minorities, and sees them graduate and return to their communities to practice in underserved neighborhoods. A Curious Life tells the remarkable story of the school’s founding.”


    — Maurizio Trevisan, Dean of the Sophie Davis School of Biomedical Education (2011 to 2016) and Founding Dean of the CUNY School of Medicine (2016 to 2019)


     


    “Tom, the orphan, has a relentless ability to build community wherever he goes. Everyone in science, politics, and the arts who meets Tom is a potential friend, not only to him but to each other. This book will introduce you to some of them and to the boundless enthusiasm and optimism of a remarkable man.”


    — Marilyn Gunner, Professor of Physics at the City College of New York and Fellow of the American Physical Society


     


    “Thomas Haines’s story raises fascinating questions about the nature of families and their influence on adult life. After growing up at the Graham School, an orphanage almost as old as the Republic, Haines went on to become a distinguished scientist, educator, and family man who, for years, cared for his fatally-ill wife while raising their daughter. Within this exciting story are questions for experts on—or anyone interested in—‘normal’ child development.”


    — Christian Beels, M.D., Former Director, Public Psychiatry Fellowship, N.Y.S. Psychiatric Institute
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    Happiness isn’t a goal; it’s an experience that depends on how you relate to your environment and how you think about yourself. Once you learn that, you have a lot more control over your life.1

    


    
      
        1 Thomas H. Haines, as printed on Graham Windham’s official letterhead
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    FOREWORD



    In countless conversations over the past fifteen years, I have gradually learned more and more about the amazing life story of Thomas Haines. And now Tom’s memoir, A Curious Life, presents the whole story in a series of interwoven stories and vignettes covering eighty years—from his first memory of a sunset at the Graham School, an orphanage started in 1806 by Eliza Hamilton, the widow of Founding Father Alexander Hamilton, to a dinner at a Graham fundraising gala at the Museum of Natural History in New York last year.


    Readable, informative, and inspirational, A Curious Life is a testimonial to the power of the human spirit to persevere. It is also a grand tour of academic scientific research, medical education, politics, art, and travel—with a huge dose of New York City real estate as well. Growing up in an orphanage allowed Tom to choose his own family—according to him, a great advantage in life—and choose he did. Tom describes the overlapping connections among at least five families over six decades.


    If there is one quality that describes Tom’s incredible journey, it’s luck. Yes, luck! And Tom would be the first to acknowledge that a number of chance events shaped his life time and time again. It has been said that lucky people often generate their own good fortune. Often the most important determinants of someone’s life path arise through the most trivial of circumstances. That’s the luck factor, and Tom’s memoir could just as well be called A Lucky Life.


    First there was the Graham School family and the importance of learning social skills in the context of respect, hard work, and determination. Tom’s first mentor in a long string of mentors was the director of Graham, Al Thomas. In his transition from Graham to an independent life beginning at age fifteen, Tom worked odd jobs in exchange for lodging, but eventually ended up homeless in New York City, sleeping on a park bench in Bryant Park, using his small suitcase that contained all of his possessions as a pillow.


    If Tom Haines is a lucky person, and he certainly would characterize himself as such, then he is the type of a lucky person who has seemed often to generate his own good fortune. Enrolling at City College in New York led to temporary lodging with the Gorney family in an apartment on the Upper West Side of New York that was a crossroads of politics, music, and art. The blacklisted popular music composer Jay Gorney, Tom’s next mentor, converted him from a McCarthyite into a “lefty” during the mid-1950s—a shift intensified by lively discussions amongst the diverse student body in the City College cafeteria.


    Tom developed skills from childhood at noticing and leveraging chance opportunities. A chance meeting in the registrar’s office at City College led to his marriage to Adrian (“Adzie”) Rappin, a budding artist. It was Adrian’s need for a proper studio that led Tom and Adrian to purchase two connected, run-down, but substantial apartment buildings on West 68th Street just off Central Park in 1965. A series of sometimes hilarious, but often poignant, stories of life on 68th Street serve as a backdrop to life with Adrian, including raising their amazing and precocious daughter, Avril. I will leave it to the reader to discover how Avril’s own incredible life journey led to a photo of Tom and Avril with President Obama that is displayed in the book.


    Tom is, above all else, a scientist and teacher. He describes his first laboratory success in finding an entirely new type of cell membrane component called a sulfo-lipid that was made only in cockroaches, and how the untimely death of his first research mentor, Richard Block, in a plane crash in South America led in rapid succession to Tom’s getting a PhD in biochemistry, a National Institutes of Health grant, a faculty position at City University in New York (CUNY), and a tenured professorship at age thirty-six! CUNY was the perfect environment for Tom to establish his research focus on living membranes, especially membranes in so-called extremophiles, or microorganisms that adapted to survive in extreme environments like acid or heat.


    In his role as chairman of the Biochemistry Department at CUNY, and later one of the key founding visionaries of the unique medical school at CUNY, Tom became a legend in innovative medical education. The CUNY program that Tom pioneered took students right out of high school into a six-year M.D. program with the goal of providing opportunities for students in underrepresented minority and lower socioeconomic groups to become practicing physicians. How Tom partnered with Dr. Robert Marshak to form what would become the Sophie Davis School of Biomedical Education in the early 1970s is a case history in how perseverance and drive towards an idealistic goal also requires iconoclastic tenacity and the leveraging of personal connections. Tom’s confidence to include intuition in his decision-making about life events and his ability to “read people” served him well.


    With Adrian’s encouragement, Tom rediscovered his own lost family that had originated from the Isle of Man, a small, rural island between Wales and Ireland. On their honeymoon trip to Europe, he finally met his long-lost sister Bernice, who had been sent to England before he was born. Tom was not technically an orphan, but had been taken from a mother too ill and impoverished to care for him. She herself had been abandoned and institutionalized in one of the cruel periods of American mental health care, eventually to die alone and be buried in a potter’s field.


    Tom tells the touching story of Adrian’s declining health and eventual passing—and his attempts over a seven-year period to adapt his and teenage Avril’s life to Adrian’s needs. Again, the backdrop of New York figures prominently into the story of Adrian and Tom during a series of apartment relocations and health challenges. The resilient attitude that Tom developed at Graham provided a foundation that few, if any, could have matched as he struggled to provide comfort and meaning during Adrian’s decline.


    Tom’s resilience again pulled him through as he started another journey with his next life partner, Polly, with a renewed focus on the 68th Street building, travel, and family. And then, because of a successive series of attempts to help caretakers and laborers at the 68th Street building, Tom and Polly realized first-hand that the perverse policies of Nixon’s war on drugs and the Rockefeller drug sentencing guidelines in New York of the 1970s were taking a terrible toll on people and families who could not advocate for themselves. They formed a successful nonprofit advocacy organization along with a cast of characters that reads like a Who’s Who of American politics, including former US Attorney General Elliot Richardson.


    Reading about the life of Tom Haines in A Curious Life will provide a reminder that it is possible to create “self-fulfilling prophecies” based on endless optimism and persistence. But at the same time, we get the impression that Tom is a one-of-a-kind person. A person who knew from age four that his life was his, and his alone, to live. And that focus, hard work, patience, and resilience would eventually win the day. Who could have possibly imagined that the four-year-old boy looking out at the sunset across the Hudson River from the grounds of the Graham School would have been able to live such an incredible and productive life? From abandoned toddler, to homeless vagabond, to research chemist, to husband and father, to university professor, to innovative educator, to New York building landlord, Tom has always placed a premium on personal connections and interactions. He has benefited from the kindness of strangers and mentorship, and in turn he has mentored and helped countless others along the way on his amazing life’s journey. What a lucky life he has lived.


    — Thomas P. Sakmar, M.D., Richard M. & Isabel P. Furlaud Professor, Laboratory of Chemical Biology and Signal Transduction, Rockefeller University

  


  
    INTRODUCTION



    One of the great privileges of leading Graham Windham has been coming to know Dr. Tom Haines. Tom is an illustrious alumnus of the Graham School and an active board member at Graham Windham, which now serves 5,000 kids and their families each year. Tom’s perspective on the world remains shaped by his early days at the Graham School, the orphanage in Hastings-on-Hudson, New York, where he spent his formative years. 


    Tom combines a charming, generous, and curious demeanor with a fierce inner determination to understand the world and how it works. Perhaps because of his unconventional childhood, Tom has spent his life challenging conventional wisdom. He is a man who shields himself from the cold from the inside out, shunning a coat all winter. He is an orphan who tells those of our kids whose parents are not in their lives that they are lucky because they get to pick their parents, just like he did. He is an educator who created a thriving medical school with students right out of high school by upending the traditional medical school curriculum. He is a scientist who is poised to offer new data about membranes that will change our understanding of this important biological function.  


    While I do not have any clue about membranes (despite Tom’s many attempts to teach me), I have learned of the beauty of the world as seen through Tom’s eyes. Tom is full of wonder, without fear. Once, as we crossed New York City’s busy Columbus Avenue in the middle of the block, Tom shared with me that Polly, his extraordinary wife, hates his perpetual jaywalking. Tom, however, sees no problem with it. He is, after all, very good at it, an expert in navigating his bustling neighborhood. I’m on Polly’s side on this one, but I also recognize that Tom has never used the crosswalk. He has jaywalked through life, enjoying every moment, always taking the most interesting and innovative way. As you will experience in Mindy Lewis’s fabulous telling of Tom’s life, the world is a more enchanting place with Dr. Haines in it. Reading this autobiography, I am sure you will see why it is such a joy to be his jaywalking companion now and again.


    — Jess Dannhauser, President and CEO, Graham Windham

  


  
    CHAPTER 1



    THE GRAHAM SCHOOL



    In my earliest memory, I’m standing in front of the main building of the orphanage, facing across the Hudson River to the Palisades, looking at a gorgeous sunset. I’m reaching up, holding somebody’s hand. It was August 1937, and I had just turned four years old.


    Two years earlier, my father had abandoned my mother. Living on welfare and left alone with a toddler in a Greenwich Village apartment, my mother suffered a nervous breakdown. She was sent to Bellevue and then transferred to Central Islip Hospital on Long Island. On May 3, 1937, at the determination of a judge, I was committed to the Edwin Gould Foundation for Children “by reason of the insanity of the mother.”1 Three months later, I was sent to the Graham School, an orphanage in Hastings-on-Hudson, New York.


    Situated on the crest of a hill overlooking the river, the Graham School resembled a college campus, with stately Federal-style brick buildings bordered by fields and farmland. In the center was a playground and main administration building, surrounded by a circular road leading to twelve2 cottages. Four girls’ cottages overlooked the Hudson River and the Palisades, and eight boys’ cottages were inland, where there was a farm with horses, chicken coops, and greenhouses. Each cottage housed twenty to thirty children from age three or four, up to those old enough to attend Hastings High School. The layout, with its cluster of buildings and green landscape, was a conscious break from the nineteenth-century idea of orphanages as hospital-like institutions with wards. Instead, its founders envisioned a community where children could live, learn, and play in a healthy, family-like atmosphere.


    Framed portraits of the school’s founders, Isabella Graham and Elizabeth Schuyler Hamilton, hung in the administration building. As a child, I was familiar with the faces of the ladies in the oil paintings. But it wasn’t until I got a little older that I became aware of the school’s historic roots.


    The Graham School was founded in 1806, when Mrs. Isabella Graham, president of the Society for the Relief of Poor Widows with Small Children, needed help caring for six children whose widowed mothers had recently died. To protect the children from being sent to disease-ridden almshouses or forced to become indentured servants, Mrs. Graham enlisted the help of her recently widowed friend Elizabeth Hamilton, whose husband, Alexander Hamilton, had been killed by Aaron Burr in a famous duel two years before. Eliza knew the hardship her husband had suffered as the orphaned child of an unwed mother. Sheltering orphaned children was a cause close to both their hearts. In addition to raising their own seven children, the Hamiltons had adopted a daughter and opened their home to other orphaned or neglected children (Eliza called them “little Alexanders”). A year after her husband’s death, Eliza joined forces with Mrs. Graham and her daughter Joanna Bethune, along with other prominent women, to create the Orphan Asylum Society in the City of New York—the city’s first private orphanage. Originally located in a two-story Greenwich Village townhouse that could only accommodate sixteen children, the Orphan Asylum soon became overcrowded and moved to a larger facility on 72nd Street between Broadway and the Hudson River on a nine-acre plot that would later become the site of the Schwab Mansion. In 1902, the Orphan Asylum moved north to a forty-acre riverfront site at the Hastings-Yonkers border. The move was made by boat and railroad, and a long, steep staircase was built from Warburton Avenue up to the brand-new orphanage for easy access to and from the river and railroad. In 1929, it was renamed the Graham School.3


    I was surprised when I was told that I had a half-brother in Dun Cottage, near the farm. I was born when Carl was six, and was a baby when he was placed in the orphanage. We didn’t have the same father, so our last names were different. Just before I arrived, the staff told Carl I was coming. He resented this, and decided to have nothing to do with me. I was first placed in McCartee, a girls’ cottage, because the administration knew that little boys tended to be kicked around by bigger boys. Carl lived across campus, so at first we rarely saw each other.


    Each cottage had an older couple in residence. The wife ran the house and looked after the children’s daily life. Her husband was usually a worker on the staff—a carpenter, a plumber, an electrician, a laundryman, or a gardener; the husband of the housemother at Dun cottage was the plumber for all the cottages. When we got to an appropriate age, we would apprentice with one of these gentlemen in the afternoons, after school, and receive training in a skill. The housemother and her husband lived in a bedroom on the second floor, near the nursery, and the older kids lived down the hall. The assistant housemother lived on the ground floor near the kitchen, which she was responsible for overseeing. There I learned to cook, bake, wash dishes, and more.


    Saturdays and Sundays were visiting days. For some kids this was a great time, and for others it was an awful time. It all depended upon what was going on with the families. My mother visited three or four times a year. As a small child, I was focused on my household responsibilities, so I don’t remember much about her visits, except that she read to me once. But I knew she was my mother, and I was expected to spend time with her when she visited. On one visit, my mother gave me a sweater that may have been a hand-me-down of my brother’s. When I outgrew it, the housemother wanted to take it away and pass it on to the other kids. But I didn’t want to let it go, because my mother had given it to me.


    My mother, Elsie (short for Elizabeth) Cubbon, was born on January 25, 1894, on the Isle of Man, a self-governing British dependency in the Irish Sea between Ireland and England. Ten years earlier, her parents had immigrated to Cleveland, which had a huge Manx community. Elsie’s four older siblings were born in Cleveland, but my mother was born on a return visit to the family homestead in the District of Andras, Bride and Jurby, Isle of Man. Throughout her life, my mother would maintain ties to her Manx family.


    In her early twenties, Elsie married Alfred Steakle,4 from Harvey, Illinois. In fact, she married him twice: After divorcing him in 1922, she remarried him in 1923. In 1924, she gave birth to my half-sister Bernice. Three years later, my half-brother Carl was born. In 1927, when Carl was just an infant, Alfred Steakle died in an automobile accident in Des Plaines, Illinois.


    Elsie was a singer and pianist. Her sisters, Mamie and Annie Cubbon, also played piano and worked as music teachers. I don’t know if this passion for music is genetic, and I don’t recall my mother ever singing to me or playing an instrument (though I do remember her once giving me a book of popular songs), but I love classical music and am often at concerts.


    Elsie moved to New York planning to teach music. She had briefly worked as a music teacher in Cleveland, but was fired from her job, as it was considered “morally unsuitable” for an unmarried mother with small children to be a teacher. Elsie took Carl and Bernice to England to ask her maiden sisters to take them off her hands, with the promise that once she was in a good situation back in America, she would send for them. Her sister Annie had made an agreement with the school she worked at that they would take Bernice into their classes during the day and Annie’s mother could look after her in the evenings. However, Carl was too young for the school to take and Annie did not think her aged mother could manage to look after him during the day. The sisters agreed to take Bernice, and Carl went back to America with Elsie.


    In 1928, Elsie met and married my father, Charles Haines, a butcher from Cleveland. In New York, he was frequently unemployed and sought itinerant work of other kinds, sometimes in New Jersey. They remained married for seven years until he finally left for good.


    My knowledge of my father is a blank. When I was in college, I recovered from my mother’s belongings a newspaper clipping about an electrician who was killed in an accident while installing wires over roads. My mother said she thought it was my father, because he was about the right age and in the same line of work at the time. She once told me that he took all kinds of risks. (I too take risks, in my work and in other ways, like my habit of jaywalking. But I can’t say I inherited this tendency from him.) I don’t recall having met my father or having any contact with his family. He left my mother when I was two, and a year later I was sent to the Graham School, just before the electrician’s death. I kept the clipping for many years, until it got lost.


    I lived in McCartee Cottage for about two years. My stay there ended when one day, in the presence of our athletic director, a little girl asked me if she could watch me go to the bathroom, and I said yes, if I could see her go too. The athletic director intervened and reported us. The next thing I knew, I was moved across campus into the upstairs “nursery” at Dun Cottage, where Carl lived. I shared a bedroom with other young boys; it was one of six or seven bedrooms that each housed from two or three to eight kids, with small cots and cubbies for personal belongings. The two-story cottage had a kitchen and dining room, a living room, bathrooms, and showers.
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    Boys' bedroom at Graham School ca. 1940s–50s

    (Courtesy of Graham Windham/New York Historical Society Archives)


     


    Carl and I lived in different parts of the house and rarely saw each other. I wanted to spend time with my brother, but he’d have nothing to do with me. He was angry that I’d suddenly appeared on his doorstep. I was hurt, but I was just a little boy and didn’t know what to do. Frustrated, I climbed from a porch onto a garage roof, and wrote his last name in big letters—S-T-E-A-K-L-E—so everyone could see it from the kitchen window. This made him even angrier.


    Mrs. Hastings, the housemother at Dun cottage, explained that Carl, who wasn’t a talkative child, preferred to play with boys his own age. Mrs. Hastings was someone I could go to if I had a problem. She would make appointments with the doctor or dentist as needed. If our clothes had holes in them or no longer fit, she’d give us hand-me-downs from the older kids. Everything was handed down. If someone outgrew a pair of shoes, they’d be given to you (as a result, my toes are twisted). As a child, it wasn’t a big deal—you took what you were given, put them on and ran outside to play. Mrs. Hastings’s elderly husband was a plumber, and later, when I was eleven or twelve, I would apprentice with him. He spent his days working and wasn’t involved in life at the cottage. But Mrs. Hastings was like a mother to us.


    Each cottage was like a family. The older kids looked after the younger ones, helped maintain the house, and kept things running smoothly. All the kids, depending on their age and abilities, were assigned chores, supervised by the housemother or assistant housemother. Each cottage had a coal bin, and somebody had the job of shoveling coal into the furnace, which was about eight to ten feet long and red-hot. Younger children would be assigned the job of putting coals into the pot-bellied, cast-iron water heater. Soon after I moved to Dun Cottage, I was old enough for that job. When the water wasn’t hot enough, everybody yelled at me. It was my first lesson that you’d better pay attention to what you’re doing.


    The cottage was organized around chores. From an early age, the children took turns washing or drying dishes, cooking, or baking bread in the kitchen’s big ovens. We would set the tables and then wait on tables. There were four big tables in the dining room, which was between the kitchen and the living room. The kitchens were huge, with the kind of stoves found only in restaurants. Each kitchen fed all the kids and staff in that cottage. The kids prepared most of the food, under the guidance of the assistant housemother. The older ones baked bread, cookies, and cakes. Four or five times a week I got up very early to make six big loaves of bread, enough to feed the whole house. I learned how to roll the dough and let it rise several times before putting it into the bread pans. When it cooled, we sliced it. I did a lot of baking. I baked butter, peanut-butter, and chocolate chip cookies, and every other kind you can imagine. We also made our own ice cream, using salt and chilled cream.


    The living room at Dun Cottage had a phonograph and three records, one of which was “Lucky Lindy,”5 about Charles Lindbergh’s 1927 trans-Atlantic flight: “Lucky Lindy! Up in the sky / Fair or windy, he’s flying high….” We could play those records as much as we liked, but they were the same records all the time. The living room was full of books that were mostly donated by the members of the Board of Trustees, who were all women. Every so often, one of the board members came with their family and ate in one of the cottages, usually midday Sunday dinner, after church. At Graham, everybody knew each other.


    The assistant housemother had a radio in her bedroom, and when something important happened, people gathered around to hear the news. Throughout the 1930s and ’40s, we listened to President Roosevelt’s “Fireside Chats.” Hearing the President’s voice on the radio was something really special. There were other exciting events. When I was five, the Great Hurricane of 1938 devastated the Northeast coastline, with wind gusts of up to 125 miles per hour and eighteen-foot water surges. When I ventured outside the cottage, the wind was so strong that it blew me forty to fifty feet: almost all the way to the home of the school superintendent.


    From kindergarten to the eighth grade, classes were held in Graham’s main administrative building that faced the Hudson. The auditorium was a spectacular rotunda with a twenty-two-foot-high ceiling, arched windows, and enough chairs to seat all the kids and staff at once. From the ceiling hung circular brass chandeliers, each about three feet in diameter, with light bulbs all around. Kids took turns changing the light bulbs. You learned how to reach up with a sixteen-foot long pole, grasp the bulb, turn it, and remove it—a complex maneuver that was hard to master, especially for a small kid like me.


    Every Sunday we had services in the auditorium. We’d sing hymns and listen to sermons that began with verses from the Bible. The superintendent and school principal, Allen Thomas, served as pastor and taught the Sunday school, although we sometimes had visiting ministers.


    Al Thomas was a gentle man with a neatly trimmed mustache and a ready smile. He had a deep bass voice and led hymns in church services. He and his family lived in their own house, which also functioned as his office. From age ten, he had lived and attended classes at the Graham School, where his father, Dr. Franklin Thomas, served as school principal and superintendent for twenty-six years. Allen Thomas studied atomic physics and mathematics in college and earned a master’s degree in education. After serving in the Navy, he returned to teach at Graham and took over his father’s job when he retired.
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    Graham Superintendent

    Allen Thomas (Courtesy of Graham Windham/New-York Historical Society archives)


     


    Al Thomas was a father figure to everyone at Graham and a strong influence in my early life. He was always available to me in his official capacity. Even after I’d left Graham and was going to City College, I would seek him out when I needed advice.


    Because I was always challenging the teachers and questioning the rules, Al Thomas used to call me a “Philadelphia lawyer.”6 My habit of questioning got on the teachers’ nerves. That seemed wrong to me. How could we learn if we didn’t ask questions? And weren’t the teachers supposed to know the answers?


    In third or fourth grade, I read a book on astronomy. The visiting Sunday school teacher at the time was probably in his thirties, but to me he was an elder who was supposed to be wise. He was telling us that we were going to heaven. I raised my hand and asked, “Where is heaven? Is it above the stars or below the stars?” He didn’t answer my question, but I wasn’t letting him go. “But it has to be someplace. I mean, we all agree the stars are there,” I persisted, but he didn’t answer me. Finally, I thought, “These adults don’t know what they’re talking about!” I don’t know why I believed the astronomy book and not the Sunday school teacher. I wasn’t mature enough to see that the book and the teacher were coming from completely different worlds. That’s when I started making decisions for myself about what to believe and decided this religion thing was nonsense.


    In the hallway at Dun Cottage, at the bottom of the staircase, there was a list of every student in the cottage. This is where Mrs. Hastings would post our weekly grades for deportment. If we had gotten into a fight or otherwise misbehaved, we would get a D for that week. A high deportment grade—an A or A-minus—gave us all kinds of privileges. We could go see Disney movies at the theaters in Yonkers. We’d catch a bus right at the school’s gate, and there were four movie theaters along the bus route as it traveled toward New York City, through the center of Yonkers. The railroad station was located at what was called the Five Corners, where all the streets converged in the main square. There was a drugstore and an ice cream parlor where we could get sundaes. We’d be allowed to go there on Saturdays. Sundays were tied up with other activities: Sunday school, church, Sunday dinner, and family visits. On Saturday nights, the school showed films—Laurel and Hardy, the Marx Brothers, or Charlie Chaplin—which we looked forward to during the week. That was a strong motivation, because if we didn’t behave, we couldn’t go to the movies. I may have groused, but the deportment grades I got were always fair.


    Everything at Graham was orderly. We had to get permission for everything, whether it was going to the movies on a Saturday night or visiting our families. All activities were planned in advance, but that never seemed like a constriction. It was just the way things were. Within that structure, we could still have fun. And part of the fun was finding ways to liven things up.


    I started running away when I was about eight. Running away was an organized event, instigated by one of the kids. I never ran away alone, always in a group. Broadway was our main exit route. We never went far, usually just into town. The police would see us hanging around Hastings, pick us up, and drag us back to the school. Then we would be punished. Mr. Thomas used a willow switch. You’d hold out your open hand and he switched it until you couldn’t close it to make a fist. But the punishment wouldn’t stop us from running away again. I ran away at least three times.


    Lots of kids had complaints about Graham and about being punished after running away. I didn’t have any complaints. We got punished for what we did, but I never took it personally or resented it. At some point, when the New York State Legislature was considering abolishing corporal punishment, Mr. Thomas held a secret ballot for the students to decide whether or not to continue it at Graham. Overwhelmingly, we voted in favor of allowing it—because once the punishment was over with, that was it. No relationships changed, and we weren’t put in any awkward situations. Nevertheless, when corporal punishment was banned by the Legislature, Graham changed its policy.


    As we grew, we would be assigned jobs, which were supervised by the older students. Everyone would be paid a small amount per month: $1.25 for shoveling coal into the furnace; seventy-five cents for putting coal into the water heater; fifteen cents per week for other chores in the cottage. In the summer, when we spent most of the day working, we could earn as much as five dollars or more per week. Even little children were paid, though that ended for a time when a law was passed prohibiting child labor (the practice of paying children a small allowance for their work was later reinstated and is still in practice at the Graham School today). Our mother needed money, so in due time, I would contribute some of my earnings to my mother, but not as much as Carl, who earned more because he was older.


    Rotating jobs provided an opportunity to learn a variety of skills. We’d either work in the gardens or take care of the horses or the chickens. I especially liked mowing lawns and gardening, and I learned a lot from the staff members who did that work. One of the great ideas at Graham was Weekly Squads: work teams that kids of all ages engaged in, directed by a staff leader. After four or five hours of working outdoors raking leaves, mowing, or weeding, you’d really feel you accomplished something, whether you were six or seven, or ten or eleven.


    Right next to Dun Cottage were two big greenhouses and a garden, where I sometimes worked. We grew all sorts of plants—tomatoes, squash, pumpkins—that we started as seedlings and then planted them outdoors. Eventually they’d be harvested, shared amongst the cottages, and eaten fresh or canned. Next to the garden was the cornfield, which went all the way up a steep hill to the main gate on Broadway. In the other direction, going down to the river, we’d pass the huge chicken coops, a barn with horses, and a large barnyard. To collect eggs, we’d have to wear gloves because those chickens didn’t want to give up their eggs and would peck at us if we tried to take them.


    Every week, half the cottages would get enough chickens for the big chicken dinner on Sunday. We took turns killing the chickens, and I became so good at it that for the three years before I left at fifteen, I was in charge. It was a horrible experience. We had to chase and catch the chickens, hold their legs and wings together, chop their heads off, and throw their bodies into a trash can. Sometimes they jumped out of the trash can and ran across the yard without their heads on. As soon as they were dead, we held them by their legs and dipped them into boiling water to release the feathers. Once we plucked the feathers and removed the gizzards, we’d clean them up and send five or so chickens to each cottage, where they’d be roasted under the supervision of the assistant housemother.


    Dun Cottage was in the farm area. Our farm had a barn with a couple of horses, and sometimes it was my job to take care of them. I liked to brush their manes and feed them carrots. I learned an important lesson: Never stand behind a horse, because you’ll get kicked, and you’ll never know why!


    When new kids arrived at Graham, they sometimes came with their parents or guardians to look the place over. One time I was working with the horses and a new kid said to me, “What is that?” I answered, “It’s a horse.” “How do you know?” he asked, and I said, “Because it has a mane.” He had no idea what a horse was! And I had no way to explain.


    On the other side of Broadway, inland, away from the river, was a farm that was part of another institution not unlike ours. Andrus was a dairy farm, with a pasture where cows would graze, and there were also sheep and goats. The pasture was enclosed by an electrified, barbed wire fence, which we used to slip through, even though it was strictly off limits. It was very tempting—an alternate reality, with animals and farmland and kids just like us, only different.


    From time to time, new kids would arrive from the city. Some were delinquent kids from broken homes. The Children’s Village, an orphanage in nearby Dobbs Ferry, had more delinquent kids than we had at Graham. We had to be careful when we had sporting events with the Children’s Village kids, because they were tough and played hard. Each school had a different atmosphere. The kids in Children’s Village had more restrictions, and those at Andrus had fewer restrictions. Andrus was a wealthy institution. Graham was in the middle. There was a warm and lively atmosphere, people were kind, and we never lacked for anything.


    Even though I knew my mother was poor, I never felt that I was getting charity. To me, charity had a different meaning. Early on, Mrs. Hastings taught me that the main question you should ask yourself is: “What nice thing can I do for someone today?” I found it especially satisfying when I did something nice for somebody, and so I was forever trying to find things to do for people. I discovered that if I paid attention, there were always opportunities.


    One day while washing dishes at Dun Cottage, I looked out the window and saw a pair of Baltimore orioles raising their young. A Baltimore oriole is an elegant bird. The male has a bright orange body, a black head, and black and white striped wings. The oriole family had picked a place outside the window, in full view. Watching the parents feeding the baby birds, I wanted to do something to help them, but I couldn’t reach them. I tried dropping bits of food from the roof and tried to get to them from other angles. I even wanted to help the birds.


    Al Thomas was a trained ornithologist who studied with Roger Tory Peterson and owned a set of his guidebooks. Before Peterson, you’d have to shoot a bird to verify its identity. But Peterson recognized that you could observe what it ate or how it flew, where it perched or what it sang. Al Thomas organized a bird club at Graham and took us on bird-watching walks after school and on Saturday mornings. Every winter, Peterson conducted a survey of the birds in New York City. Before dawn on New Year’s morning, Al Thomas would take a group of kids down to the Battery at the lower tip of Manhattan, where Peterson conducted his survey. It was an honor to be allowed to join him.


    Holidays at the school were festive occasions. On Easter, there was an egg hunt. On Halloween, there was apple bobbing and costumes. On Christmas, they’d take us to Radio City Music Hall, an event that was paid for by someone on the board. We had a huge tree on the edge of the campus, all lit up and decorated by the kids. Each cottage learned a Christmas carol, which we’d rehearse for weeks. Al Thomas would come around to the cottages and supervise carol practice. He had a big bass voice, and we could always tell when he was singing. Once when he came to Dun to hear us rehearse, we had a dog in the cottage, which sat behind us as we sang, groaning along with us. Thomas looked around and said, “Who’s that bass?” We all stepped aside, and there was the dog, wondering what was going on. We burst out laughing, and Al Thomas laughed along with us.


    On Christmas Eve, we’d stand around the tree, which to me felt fifty feet tall, and each group would sing its carol, with the best cottage winning an award. Whether or not we won, singing our carol with the rest of the cottage gave us a sense of pride and belonging.


    Christmas at Graham was so exciting that it never occurred to me to feel sad or deprived. It was much more fun being at school than with my mother in her run-down apartment. The kids received Christmas presents from board members and local families. These would be placed around the little tree in our cottage. The older kids also gave us gifts or arranged for the younger kids to be given this and that. But the real gift was the sense of belonging. We who had no family were one.


    The school provided all the experiences of a normal childhood. When the weather was warm, we’d swim in the Hudson River. We’d take a ferry across the river to Alpine, New Jersey, where there was a big park at the foot of the Palisades, a gorgeous ridge with steep cliffs that go right down to the river. At the bottom is a flatland where there were all kinds of activities for kids, like swimming and organized games.


    For a few weeks each summer, the younger kids went to a camp in the Pocono Mountains in Pennsylvania called Life Camp.7 The swamps in that area had a wonderful abundance of life. I learned about the carnivorous swamp plants—pitcher plants and Venus flytraps—that I’d find and bring home and feed with bugs. My encounters with poison ivy, mosquitos, and all the other things you have to watch out for in the woods equipped me to be a camp counselor during high school. But more important, my youthful fascination with the natural world foreshadowed what would become an enduring interest in biology.


    Living at Graham provided lots of opportunities to test our limits. In the winter, we went cross-country skiing in the woods. There were steep hills going down to the Hudson, and we’d ski down through the trees. Kids sometimes got hurt, but we did it anyway. Down the hill, toward the railroad tracks and the river, was the Croton Aqueduct, the main conduit for water from upstate to New York City. To us kids, it was just a woodsy hiking path, accessible from the cottages and outer edges of the campus.


    Steps from the main building of the orphanage went all the way down to the railroad tracks and Warburton Avenue next to the river’s edge. When I was about eleven, I walked down those steps to a trolley car on Warburton Avenue that took me to the 242nd Street IRT subway station. From there I took the subway to visit my mother, who then lived at 133rd Street between Amsterdam and Convent Avenue, near City College. Though only half an hour’s journey, Graham was a world away from the harsh reality of my mother’s situation.


    I visited my mother perhaps five or six times while I was at Graham. The first time, somebody came with me, either Al Thomas or someone he’d assigned to show me the route and how to pay my subway fare and go through the turnstile. After that, I went by myself. Carl visited her too, but we never went together.


    My mother lived in a small apartment on the top floor of a walkup building in a rundown neighborhood. She had an icebox, not a refrigerator. Once a week an iceman came and delivered a massive block of ice—maybe 100 pounds—that he’d lift with tongs and place in the top of the icebox. The apartment was decrepit, and the paint was cracked and peeling.


    Visiting my mother was depressing. She was angry about her circumstances, which she blamed on “the Jews.” She believed they were responsible for her poverty, her inability to get a teaching job, being on welfare, and so forth. She had all sorts of excuses. She may have picked some of this up from people in the neighborhood who also had difficulties and had to blame someone. She would go on and on, venting her anger, but it was never directed at me.


    In spite of her problems, she tried to give me positive experiences. In 1939, when I was six, we went to see the World’s Fair in New York, and she occasionally took me by subway to 42nd Street in Times Square, where I’d have my picture taken in one of those little photo booths. I still have some of the photo strips.
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    Photo booth shot of Tom,

    approximately age six


     


    All the younger kids went to school on campus. The older ones were taken by bus to Hastings High School or to a commercial school, depending upon their interests and abilities. From kindergarten through eighth grade, each grade had a teacher who would teach every subject. Most of the teachers were remarkably good, but there were also bad teachers, as is likely to happen in any school. In the sixth grade, a white-haired lady named Miss Langsdon was my favorite teacher. She was energetic and taught in a disciplined manner. She taught us how to write script by making us practice drawing circles until we got the hang of it. To this day, my signature looks like it’s all circles. When we studied English history, she taught us about the Battle of Hastings by having us line up as the two armies, and we had a war across the classroom. It was a terrific way to learn history.


    I had a well-rounded education. The school brought in a dance instructor who taught us to do all the formal dances of the 19th century—minuets, scherzos, waltzes, rondos and other classical dances. We would face each other, bow or curtsy, and dance in a small circle. I was very good at dancing. Even now, when I hear a movement of Beethoven or Mozart, I can recognize a particular dance. We also put on plays that were exciting, formal events.


    I was lucky to have landed at Graham School. Because the school was founded by a group of upper-class Protestant women, I was raised in an environment where I learned how to behave with people from “high society.” When I was about ten, I was selected to be at the table when a board member and her daughter came to have Sunday dinner with us. It was an honor to be chosen. We were thoroughly instructed in proper table manners for the occasion. And of course, the board member’s daughter reached across the table to grab food—whereas we knew how to behave.


    Although I was born in a city with the highest cultural diversity, by an accident of fate I was placed in an exclusively WASP school. That changed when New York State passed a law requiring that such private schools, in order to keep their tax-exempt financial status, must be nonsectarian and nondenominational. For the first time, the school began to admit students of different faiths. The first to arrive was a Catholic kid; we knew he was different because he went to Mass in Yonkers. Next came a Jewish kid, whom everyone called “Jewboy” until a second Jewish kid arrived. I didn’t know this was insulting; I just thought it was his name. As a child, I had no concept of religious or racial bias. Only later, as a student at City College, would I begin to understand who the Jews were and think about the Holocaust and their suffering during World War II.


    Little by little, our WASP world expanded. We were just starting to get Hispanic children at Graham in the 1940s. One of my best friends was a Puerto Rican kid named Marco. I went with Marco several times to visit his family in New York. I spent Christmas and other holidays with him, and I also spent some holidays with Irish friends. My world was expanding.


    The “Jewboy” incident was the first kind of bullying I encountered, but I didn’t know it was bullying. I was never involved in bullying a kid, but I was aware that there were kids that got picked on. And it bothered me. At the same time, I wasn’t concerned with making impressions on people. I did what boys did—sneaking around, doing things I shouldn’t do. Occasionally, I let kids from outside the school stay overnight in my room. One time, my room was cleared out of all my belongings by someone I’d invited, and I got in trouble. Another time, when I was younger, a group of boys were roughhousing in the dormitory. Someone threw a nail up in the air and it landed in my eye. I screamed and pulled it out and that was the end of it. Only years later did I notice that my vision in that eye was distorted by the scar it left on my cornea.


    Sometimes I got involved in fights. We’d set up a trap between bushes by digging a hole about a foot deep, then cover it up with twigs and leaves, and race through it. The kid behind me would get his foot caught, and injure his leg. I can’t say I was innocent. Even though I wasn’t the guy who dug the hole, I was still part of the prank. Sometimes we’d do that to a bully, and that would start a fight, fueled by an intoxicating mix of justice and vengeance. It was just child’s play, but looking back, I see how easily self-justified retribution can escalate into warfare.


    Sometimes the entire school engaged in recreational activities. We played football and baseball with other schools. Children’s Village was one. There was also basketball, but I was never tall enough for that, though I did play baseball. I was short, but I wasn’t the shortest kid, and I don’t recall being teased about my height. I had a forward curve in my back (a condition called “kyphosis”), and the adults were always telling me, “Think tall!”


    My brother Carl excelled at all sports. He was a wrestler in high school, and one day there was a notice in the local newspaper saying that he was the Westchester County champion in wrestling. He still didn’t talk to me, but secretly, I was proud of him.


    In 1941, when I was eight years old, the bombing of Pearl Harbor was broadcast on the radio. Everyone was very excited. We didn’t know exactly what it meant, only that we were now at war with Japan. From that time on there were blackouts. We couldn’t light a match or shine a flashlight. Everyone in the cottage would go into the living room and sit in the dark for a couple of hours, listening to the air raid sirens. We didn’t think Japan would invade us, but there were German submarines off the coast. There were strict rations on food, sugar, supplies, clothes, and shoes, but we were used to hand-me-downs, so that didn’t bother us. Eager to help in the war effort, we made Christmas gifts to send to our soldiers overseas.


    Carl joined the Navy during World War II before he graduated from Hastings High School. This was the normal route for young men at that time. They sent me, this little kid, to pick up his diploma and bring it down to my mother in the city—and goddamn, I left it in the subway. He resented that to his dying day.


    When I first arrived at Graham, I was proud of my brother. I soon lost that feeling because he didn’t want to have anything to do with me. I pushed him to the back of my mind, where he remained. But I could never hold a grudge. It’s just not who I am. I felt the same way towards all my friends—in the orphanage, at Hastings High School, and beyond.


    The eighth grade teacher was my last at the Graham School. I kept correcting her statements in front of the class because I was sure they were wrong, and I wouldn’t hide it. I wound up getting left back. After a semester of repeating the eighth grade at Graham, I was sent to Commercial High in Yonkers, where a portion of the day was spent taking typing classes and being tested for how fast I could type without mistakes.


    Al Thomas was concerned that the teacher had unjustifiably kept me back. The school called in a specialist to administer psychological and intelligence tests. I scored very high, and that upset Thomas. They wound up letting the teacher go. I started the ninth grade mid-year at Hastings High School. After school I did odd jobs like mowing lawns, with the goal of finding a live-in position in the community.


    When you tell someone that you were brought up in an orphanage, they start to groan and say, “Oh, I’m so sorry.” There’s no reason to be sorry, because in this situation you can do something that no other kid can do—you can pick your parents. You meet a particular adult that you like, usually because you learn a lot from them. Then it is up to you to do nice things for them. You don’t have to talk about it; you just do it. And the next thing you know, you have a person in your life you can learn from. What else can you do? You’ve got nothing else. So you reach out and try to figure out how to grow, who to get advice from, and who to volunteer for. At Graham, I chose Mrs. Hastings and Al Thomas as people to emulate. They taught me big things, like the value of helping others, and practical things, like not to climb cherry trees because the branches break easily. Like parents, they gave me guidance but let me learn my own lessons, and they were there when I needed support. That didn’t stop me from arguing with the people in charge, including Al Thomas. But I loved the man.


    When I was eleven or twelve years old, Al Thomas told me that my mother was in a mental institution. He took me out to Long Island in a car, and together we visited my mother. The first time we visited, she knew me, and we talked. I felt a little uncomfortable. She gave her usual tirade about the Jews, which meant everything was fine. The second time I went to visit her, she didn’t know who I was. I began to wonder: What was wrong with my mother? I didn’t know what was going on, or what to do or say. The third time I visited, the same thing happened. By this time, I was in the eighth grade and having all those fights with the teacher. Al Thomas was extremely supportive. He was already talking to me about high school and even mentioned college and possible things I could do beyond school.
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    Tom age twelve


    The mental hospital was a very large place, with lots of buildings and the sound of screaming coming from behind barred windows, like a prison. As a boy, I didn’t get what it was all about. I just thought it was weird. Decades later, I had an epiphany. My second wife Polly’s son had enrolled in a residential program at the New York Institute of Technology’s Long Island campus. When we visited him there and I walked onto the campus, I had an eerie feeling that I had been there before. Only later did I realize that the campus was the former site of Central Islip State Hospital, the same institution where I’d visited my mother. I was astonished to learn that in the 1940s and ’50s, Central Islip was one of five institutions on Long Island that performed lobotomies. Recalling the time when my mother no longer recognized me and seemed out of it, I suspected they had lobotomized her, because after that time she was no longer herself. She appeared disconnected, with no interest in me. At some point, my mother returned to her apartment. During the Great Blizzard of 1947, New York City got over two feet of snow and I spent Christmas week cooped up in her apartment. I was relieved when the train tracks were cleared and I could return home to Graham.


    According to the Graham School records, my mother’s diagnosis when she was admitted to Central Islip was “Psychosis with Psychopathic Personality-Hyperthyroidism.” Who knows what her diagnosis would have been today, but her treatment certainly would not have been a lobotomy. As a child, I was completely unaware of all this. From my perspective, there was just this mother I had to visit, whether in her apartment or the hospital. This was required, like the other social obligations I was expected to fulfill. I had to send Christmas cards, and I had to write letters to my aunts Mamie and Annie and my half-sister Bernice in England, even though we’d never met. By the time I was born, Bernice was living with my aunts in England and would remain there while Carl and I grew up at the Graham School. We were both lucky to have escaped the repressive Victorian upbringing inflicted upon Bernice by my mother’s sisters.


    Most people imagine orphanages as cold, harsh, Dickensian institutions. But Graham was nothing of the sort. It was a place with a warm family atmosphere, where I learned all the skills I would need to make my way through life. Not just how to do specific jobs like gardening and plumbing, but how to take initiative in any situation. Taking responsibility at an early age enabled me to recognize opportunities and jump in without hesitation—skills that would later prove essential in my work as a scientist and educator.


    In a climactic moment in Lin-Manuel Miranda’s Hamilton: An American Musical, Eliza Hamilton’s character reflects on her life in the song “Who Lives, Who Dies, Who Tells Your Story”:


    “Can I show you what I’m proudest of? I established the first private orphanage in New York City / I help to raise hundreds of children / I get to see them growing up.…”8


    Almost a century after Eliza Hamilton’s death, I was one of the children whose lives she shaped.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2



    HASTINGS HIGH



    In the spring of 1949, before I was to begin tenth grade, I learned that my good deportment grades had earned me the privilege of working in the community, if I could find a job. I liked mowing lawns and gardening, and I’d learned a lot from the Graham staff. I wandered out into the neighborhood, staying close to the orphanage. Broadway divided just beyond Graham, and where the road came together again was walking distance from Hastings High School. Kids from the orphanage often found work in that area.


    I soon found a fabulous place with two huge lawns. Oakledge House was on a hillside, at the end of a hidden driveway with a big gate on Broadway. The property was bordered by formal gardens with every kind of flower. There were arbors covered with flowering wisteria vines and areas with little benches where people could sit quietly, surrounded by currant and gooseberry bushes and other unusual plants. All of these were kept well-trimmed and looked lovely to me. But the garden was quite run-down. The grass was very tall, and there were lots of weeds. Even to me, a fourteen-year-old, it looked like it was sagging at the hips.


    I walked up the hill, knocked on the door, and asked the owners, Mr. and Mrs. Bohnert, if they needed the lawns mowed. They said they’d be very happy to have somebody do that. Al Thomas gave me a good reference, and within a week I was mowing lawns there.


    The lawns were somewhat larger than a baseball infield. Still, the place was small compared to the major estates in the neighborhood that belonged to well-known people, many of whom were ultra-wealthy. On the southern end of a nearby forty-acre preserve was a Neo-Renaissance French chateau built in the mid-1800s for presidential candidate Samuel J. Tilden; in the early 1900s, the president of Liggett & Myers Tobacco added two wings to the mansion and named it Lenoir, after the North Carolina tobacco plantation where he’d grown up. On the north end of the Lenoir Preserve, once you crossed the Yonkers border at the edge of the Graham School, there was a thirty-room Georgian mansion owned by Colonel John Stilwell, vice president of Consolidated Edison and brother of the World War II General Joe Stilwell.9 Other notable residents included activist/educator Margaret Sanger, architect Richmond Shreve, artist Jasper Francis Cropsey, psychologist Dr. Kenneth B. Clark, and Metropolitan Opera ballet master Alexis Kosloff.10 In spring, all the gardens bloomed with rhododendrons and other flowers.


    The Bohnerts had bought Oakledge from a botanist named Langmuir. (I later learned that his brother Irving Langmuir won a Nobel Prize in 1932 for discoveries about surface chemistry; his work led directly to the invention of the gas-filled incandescent lamp and the discovery of atomic hydrogen.)11 The three-acre property had once been part of the Draper Estate, which occupied many square miles. The property was filled with rare plants and trees from all over the world.


    I worked in the garden all summer. Mrs. Bohnert gave me projects to do, like planting bulbs for the fall bloom. She showed me how to do all the things necessary for caring for a formal garden. I learned how to make wooden fences and seal them with creosote to prevent them from being destroyed by insects. Behind the house was the toolshed and acres of fields. By the side of the house near the garden was a tree with a birdhouse and rope swing.


    I was happy when the Bohnerts invited me to live in their house while I attended Hastings High School. The charming three-story house was built with rough-cut marble from a nearby quarry. In the basement was a ten-by-ten-foot room with a window that looked out on the trees and fields beyond. The Bohnerts arranged with Al Thomas for me to stay there while I attended high school and work afternoons and weekends in exchange for room and board. I packed my belongings in a small suitcase and moved in.


    Three people lived in the house: Rosetta, Herbert, and Bill Bohnert. Rosetta Bohnert, the lady of the house, was an oil painter who specialized in flowers and landscapes. Her husband, Herbert Bohnert, was a commercial illustrator who painted the Gulf Oil and Dutch Boy Paint advertisements that, at that time, were posted on billboards all over the highways. Both the Bohnerts were active in the Westchester County painting groups. They were also very wealthy. Mrs. Bohnert had owned a restaurant on Lexington Avenue for many years before she married Mr. Bohnert. Both had been married before. Bill was Mr. Bohnert’s son by his deceased first wife. The summer I started working there, Bill was about to be a senior at Hastings High School. I had finished ninth grade and would begin tenth grade in the fall. If all went well, I would live with the Bohnerts for the next three years.


    After years of rooming with other boys, I finally had my own room. It had a bed, a chair, my very own closet, and a big window. From my window, I could see the garden and—beyond the trees—the Hudson Valley, and looking north towards West Point, a glimpse of the Hudson River. Back then, before the construction of the bridge, the Hudson looked like a wide sea. The Dutch named that spot the Tappan Zee.


    At the entrance to my room was a recreation room containing a billiards table used mostly by Mr Bohnert’s son, Bill. I wasn’t invited to participate when Bill came down to play pool with his friends—the only time they would come down to the basement.
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    Oakledge rear view: Rosetta Bohnert’s large studio window, center; Herbert Bohnert’s studio, lower middle; Tom’s bedroom window behind bushes, lower right (Courtesy of Bill Bohnert)


     


    He never offered to teach me to play. To him, I must have seemed just a servant boy. This surprised me, because I didn’t see myself that way. I enjoyed working and didn’t see anything wrong with it. I told myself I wouldn’t have to put up with Bill for long, because next year he’d be leaving for college. In my mind, he was a temporary presence, and our hands-off relationship didn’t bother me. I was used to this kind of treatment from my brother Carl. Eventually I learned how to play pool, when some of Bill’s friends taught me. They showed more of an interest in me than Bill or anyone else did.


    Just off the recreation room was Mr. Bohnert’s painting studio, and directly above that, Mrs. Bohnert’s studio. Because the house was built on a hillside, Mr. Bohnert’s basement studio was light and sunny, with big picture windows that showed the full Hudson Valley vista. Mr. Bohnert regularly produced paintings for his two main accounts: Dutch Boy Paint and Gulf Oil. His paintings had a sparkle to them, especially the ones featuring the Dutch boy that Bill had posed for as a child. Each painting was a long rectangular shape that would later be sized up to fit a billboard. They were colorful, crisp, lovely paintings on paper in watercolors or gouache.
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    Herbert Bohnert in his studio (Courtesy of Bill Bohnert)


    I’d never known any real artists before. The only art I saw at the orphanage were the kids’ drawings and paintings and the old oil portraits of the school’s founders. But this was different. Mrs. B. exhibited her still life oil paintings in local art shows in Westchester county, and Mr. B. made a living from his billboards. Both made paintings, but I was impressed by the skill of his art more than hers. Once a month he would take a dozen paintings to the city for his clients’ approval, get instructions for the next round, go home, and sketch it out. Yet nobody took him seriously as a painter. His wife was taken seriously because she was showing her work and was involved in the art community. Commercial art was seen as a notch below fine art.


    At the time, I didn’t know anything about fine art and commercial art. It never occurred to me that Mr. B. was making a living with his art. Making a living was not part of my world because at Graham, everything was provided. But now I was seeing with my own eyes that the watercolor images that flowed out of his brushes were the same ones on the big billboards along the highway. It always gave me a thrill when I caught a glimpse of them from the Bohnerts’ car on one of our outings. It made me feel that that I was part of something important, and that it was possible to do something that had an impact in the world.


    The Bohnerts’ home, Oakledge House, was a charming Arts and Crafts-style house, with a peaked roof and tall bay windows. It had many rooms, all of them small and decorated with antiques. Each room had an elegant fireplace with fancy metalwork in brass and copper. The fireplaces were unusual because they extended into the rooms, instead of being recessed into the walls. Thick walls of locally quarried stone kept the place cool in summer. The walls were covered with Mrs. Bohnert’s floral oil paintings. There was even an early-model black-and-white television. There was also a study, with lots of books. The living room faced a circular driveway that led out to Broadway, but you could not see the house from the road. It was very private.


    The kitchen, where I made lunch for the family, was in the back. I also helped with breakfast when it was appropriate—which wasn’t often, because most of the time they didn’t have much for breakfast. Dinner was in a separate dining room. After dinner on one of my first nights there, Mrs. Bohnert suggested we all go to the movies. I remember thinking: You mean, we can just go? At Graham, everything was planned in advance. It was a revelation that things could be done spontaneously, on a whim.


    The Bohnerts took me under their wing. The more they trusted me, the more I felt like part of the family. I learned how to deal with everything in their home, like the furnace and things of that sort. I had already done this at Graham, where I had been responsible for the hot water heater in Dun Cottage and learned how to shovel coal into the furnace and keep it roaring. Working in Graham’s apprenticeship program with the plumber, electrician, and other tradesmen, turned out to be extremely useful for dealing with the Bohnerts’ place. The furnace, hot water heaters, mudroom, and garden tools were all in the basement. Along with the gardens, this was my realm. Upstairs, it was another world: formal and elegant. This was the face they showed the world. But living there was a different story.


    The emotional atmosphere of the house was unpredictable. Mrs. Bohnert was very lovey-dovey—except that when you came home after a day at school or whatever else you were doing, one of us three men was about to get yelled at. I never knew when I came home if I was going to be praised or abused. When you were down, she would complain about every little thing you did that she didn’t like. When you were up, everything you did was fine, and someone else was being yelled at. In that way, I was one of the family. But I didn’t have any experience of what a family was supposed to be. My idea of families was based entirely on movies with Jimmy Stewart, or Spencer Tracy in Father of the Bride. Bill Bohnert kept away from Mrs. B. as much as possible, so I was often the butt of her verbal abuse. I had never experienced anything like that at Graham, and I didn’t understand it. At Graham, everything was orderly and mapped out and there wasn’t a lot of drama, but at the Bohnerts, you never knew what was going to happen.


    Mrs. Bohnert’s behavior was strange enough that I came to the conclusion that this lady was crazy, and it was up to me to learn how to deal with the craziness. I don’t like disagreeable situations, and my way of handling them is to back off and think about it later, asking myself, “What can I make of this?” Once I found a way to think about a situation, I could figure out what to do. It reminds me of that old saying: “The first casualty of any war is the truth.” If I could remain objective, Mrs. Bohnert’s yelling couldn’t touch me.


    To better understand social behavior, I sought out other resources. Dale Carnegie was a pillar of that era. He was running a school in midtown Manhattan and hundreds of people went to hear him. I got my hands on How to Win Friends and Influence People and read it. I was always looking for things like that. It was a way to make peace.


    Mrs. Bohnert was a Christian Scientist. You couldn’t use a bathroom, other than the one in the basement, without finding Christian Science booklets next to the toilet. One of Mrs. Bohnert’s favorite expressions, culled from Christian Science, was “the greatest of these is charity,” which refers to the three virtues: faith, hope, and charity. In modern versions of the Bible, this is sometimes phrased as faith, hope, and love. “And the greatest of these is love,” is the way I learned it at the Graham School, both at Sunday services and by Mrs. Hastings’ example. But Mrs. Bohnert insisted it was charity, not love, which has a very different meaning. Charity is giving, and love is giving, but they aren’t the same.
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