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To my wife and my daughters,

and in memory of Barbara Ward and L. Hugh Sackett






Se tu segue tua stella,

non puoi fallire a gloriosa porto…

If you follow your star,

you will not fail to find a glorious harbor…

—Dante, Inferno

[image: Image]

del bello ovile ov’ io dormi’ agnello…

the fair sheepfold, where a lamb I slumbered…

—Dante, Paradiso







A WASP Genealogy

This is incomplete genealogy, and is intended merely to show interconnections among the people who figure in this book, whose names are printed in boldface.
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Eleanor Roosevelt, Sara Delano Roosevelt, Franklin Roosevelt, and Fannie Peabody before morning prayer at St. John’s Church, Washington.



Preface

How do you write about flawed people in a scrupulous age? Most accounts of elite establishments are ponderously genealogical (Debrett’s Peerage, the Golden Book of Venice), narrowly sociological (Marx, Veblen, Pareto, C. Wright Mills), or romantically embellished (Livy’s narrative of the early Roman ruling class, and the not less imaginative accounts of aristocracy in Proust, Lampedusa, Faulkner, and Waugh). What is wanted is a history, like that of the elites of old Israel in the Nevi’im or books of the prophets, which illuminates both the acts of the ruling personalities and their inspirations—the ends and purposes that incited them, and made them a little mad. The modern historian of a patrician class cannot, of course, know the imaginations of his subjects quite so intimately as that; he must be content if, in sifting a mass of gossip and innuendo, he can find here and there the fragment of a higher motive. As for baser inducements, vanity, power, opportunity for sexual malfeasance, and the like, there is never any shortage of that sort of evidence where human beings are concerned.

The men and women at the heart of this book did much to shape the America in which we live: so much, indeed, that it is not easy to understand our problems without some knowledge of their mistakes. Yet they present those who would understand them with special challenges, beginning with their name. They were, by and large, descended from the well-to-do classes of colonial and early republican America, from New England merchants and divines, from Boston Brahmins and Anglo-Dutch Patroons. But the Civil War and its attendant changes altered their place in life, and they emerged from the crisis as something different from what their forebears had been: as both a class and a movement, self-consciously devoted to power and reform. What to call them? The term WASP—White (or Wealthy, if redundancy is to be avoided) Anglo-Saxon Protestant—fumbles their background, betraying the sociologist’s inclination to use a term like Anglo-Saxon when the plainer, more obvious English one would do. (In this case, English.) For there is nothing especially Saxon or Angle about America’s WASPs. Insofar as they embody any English strain, it would be the Norman. Like the Normans, the WASP oligarchs possessed a corrosive blood-pride, one that they could only with difficulty reconcile with their sense of themselves as suffering idealists, groping their way through dark places in the hope of glimpsing the stars.

But in fact WASPs were not an English but an American phenomenon, and it was not their English blood that particularly distinguished them or, for that matter, their Protestant religion. A large number of Americans who were of English descent, who were communicants in a Protestant church, and who might even have been rich, were nevertheless not WASPs. On the other hand, people who were not of English extraction or were only partially so (the Roosevelts, for example, and the Jameses) figure largely in the WASP story. For it was not blood or heredity, but a longing for completeness that distinguished the WASPs in their prime.I Yet the acronym we have fixed upon them is, in its absurdity, faithful to the tragicomedy of this once formidable tribe, so nearly visionary and so decisively blind, now that it has been reduced in stature and its most significant contribution—the myth of regeneration it evolved, the fair sheepfold of which it dreamt—lost in a haze of dry martinis.

I. The WASPs’ idea that we are, many of us, suffering under the burden of our unused potential—drowning in our own dammed-up powers—does not make up for the evils of their ascendancy. But it may perhaps repay study.
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Dean Acheson with Jack Kennedy, on whose vitality WASPs preyed on in the era of their decline and fall.




ONE Twilight of the WASPs



demon duri…

durable demons…

—Dante, Inferno



In 1950 photographers from Life magazine descended on the ranch outside Santa Barbara to shoot pictures of the golden family. Francis Minturn “Duke” Sedgwick, heir to the Sedgwicks of Stockbridge, Massachusetts, had come to California from the East for the sake of his health, and on three or four thousand acres of tableland at Corral de Quati and, later, at Rancho La Laguna he created a kingdom of his own, one in which he could raise his family in seclusion from the world. “It was just paradise,” his oldest child, Alice, who was known as Saucie, said. “My parents owned the land from horizon to horizon in every direction…. Imagine a situation like that where nobody entered who wasn’t invited or hired!”

Her father was a figure of enchantment. He rode out each morning on Gazette, a dappled gray mare, or Flying Cloud, a pale strawberry roan, and was four hours in the saddle, herding his cattle. The thick, close-cropped hair, the strong, smooth-shaven jaw, the brilliant smile that blazed out of the dark tan—Francis Sedgwick was an extraordinary physical specimen. Yet the eyes, surprisingly in one so fair, were brown, and shone with an odd light—a glint of genius or mania. For Francis was no mere ranchero. “Fuzzy,” as his children called him, was in aspiration a Renaissance man. He painted, he sculpted, he even wrote fiction, and his little city-state on the Pacific seemed almost Greek in its beauty, suffused, Saucie said, with the light and feeling of the gods.

Yet for all that Fuzzy was cracked, a living exhibition of the corruption and decay of the WASP ideal. “After breakfast,” Saucie remembered, he would do “his exercises by the pool in this little loincloth he wore. It wasn’t a real jockstrap, but a neat little thing which looked more like a cotton bikini. He also did his writing there, sitting in the sun in this cotton bikini with a great big sombrero on his head. He was always nearly naked.” Fuzzy was neither the first nor the last WASP to think himself a Sun God, but he carried the fantasy beyond the bounds of propriety. He sent Saucie to the Branson School in Marin County, and when he came to visit her, the girls “stood at the windows and stared at him. He was so beautiful…” But they were soon disillusioned. Life might have been, as Saucie said, a cup her father was determined to drink to the dregs, but the life he desired was “raffish and violent.” He swaggered through it in oversized cowboy boots, and with his “enormous thorax” and the “muscles of his arms and chest and abdomen” he seemed, his daughter thought, a “priapic, almost strutting” figure. A bridesmaid in the wedding of another of his daughters, Pamela, was, on arriving at La Laguna, “immediately ushered into the presence of this ‘man,’ this father with his exaggerated views about human beauty. Nobody who wasn’t beautiful was allowed to be around. He began by making comments about each of the bridesmaids, the length of our legs, the size of our bosoms…. It was a stud farm, that house, with this great stallion parading around in as little as he could. We were the mares.”

He would choose a girl and invite her to his studio. “It was sort of like the emperor selecting a vestal virgin,” the bridesmaid shuddered as though at the recollection of a close escape from the Borgias. “We all knew we’d better not go. We all thought that this was against the rules… an eighteen-year-old and a fifty-year-old… no, no, no….” The man was “a fauve, a wild beast.” There “was something malsain”—unhealthy—about him, a “Marquis de Sade undercurrent that thirty years later I can feel in my flesh right now. The way he looked at people. He undressed every woman he saw. His eyes, they would just become cold.”

Francis Sedgwick’s seventh child, Edith Minturn, who was known as Weasel, Miss Weedles, or simply Edie, was appalled by her father’s predations. He would come “strutting out in a little blue bikini like a peacock,” Pamela’s bridesmaid remembered, to flirt with the schoolgirls. Edie was “wearing very short shorts, those long legs, and a man’s white shirt, a very thin girl with brown cropped hair, and she said something like, ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Fuzzy!’ ”

She was eleven or twelve at the time, “so thin, and suddenly she zipped off, just phftt, like that. It certainly didn’t deter him….” Another time she found her father “just humping away” in the blue room at La Laguna. It “blew her mind.”

Insulated from the noise and chaos of America—the vulgarity WASPs dreaded—Fuzzy waved his wand and created in the California hills an oasis instinct “with laughter and conversation,” the “life of Greek gods.” WASPs were always to chase a dream of rebirth, some improbable garden of Apollo; but in their decadence the dream became rancid. Once they had known how to make their desires productive, and bred leaders like Theodore and Franklin Roosevelt. Now, in characters like Francis Sedgwick, they were becoming mere headcases, Mayflower screwballs, the poet Robert Lowell called them, fit only for the asylum.



BABE PALEY KNEW WHICH WAY the wind was blowing. Her mother, Katharine Cushing, who was called “Gogsie,” had been ambitious of social distinction, and she had taken pains to ensure that her three daughters made brilliant marriages. The eldest, Mary, who was known as Minnie, married Vincent Astor. Betsey, the middle girl, married, first, Franklin Roosevelt’s son James and later John Hay “Jock” Whitney, who was senior prefect of Fuzzy Sedgwick’s form at Groton, the Massachusetts prep school, and afterward ambassador to the Court of St. James’s: one of the richest men in the United States, an American Duke of Omnium. Babe duly honored her family’s household gods and married Stanley Grafton Mortimer Jr., a Standard Oil heir. But she had the wit to perceive, as early as the 1940s, that the WASP ascendancy was rapidly declining toward the grave. WASP men were becoming so—dull; a woman wanted not a dud from the Social Register (somewhat oxymoronically known as the “stud book”) but energy, dynamism, the hairy back of the satyr. Babe readily divorced Mortimer and married a stallion, Bill Paley of C.B.S. She knew her horseflesh.

Paley, too, stood something to gain from the marriage. Few pleasures are more alluring to the founder of a new family than the caresses of a daughter of an old one, and even as Paley’s own career presaged the demise of the WASP establishment, he was enchanted by its style. Old blood, it is true, found his emulation of patrician manners a little forced. He attempted to recreate, at Kiluna Farm on Long Island, the elegant negligence of a Whig country house. But Lady Diana Cooper, who though descended from an English Tory family knew her Whig country houses, thought he tried too hard. Bill was, she said, “very attractive,” if “a little oriental,” as she delicately put it: it was his “luxury taste” that appalled her. She pretended that this was only because it embodied a standard “unattainable to us tradition-ridden tired Europeans,” who were used to things being shopworn (as if she envied Bill his tackiness). She made short work of the room in which she slept at Kiluna, with its little table “laid, as for a nuptial night, with fine lawn, plates, forks and a pyramid of choice-bloomed peaches, figs, grapes,” and its bathroom in which were to be found “all the aids to sleep, masks for open eyes, soothing unguents and potions.” (It was not done thus at Haddon Hall or Belvoir Castle.) But Lady Diana visited Kiluna Farm during the reign of Bill’s first wife, Dorothy; one of Bill’s motives in putting Dorothy away and installing Babe in her place was to have a consort whose taste was well-nigh faultless, for as Truman Capote observed, Babe had “only one fault; she was perfect; otherwise, she was perfect.”

She had been born, in 1915, in Boston, the youngest child of Harvey Cushing, the brilliant brain surgeon. Admired for her “willowy” figure, her “raven” hair, and the “classically perfect features” of her face (which had been carefully reconstructed after a 1934 car accident), she had endured a cynical upbringing. Her father was a good WASP, devoted to the care of others and the pursuit of knowledge, while earning a sensible income and achieving a notable professional reputation. But her mother, with a certain justness of perception, saw that good works by themselves never really cut it in WASPdom. One needed a fortune and a name.

Nothing short of tycoons would do for the girls, and Gogsie was not entirely pleased with Betsey’s marriage, in 1930, to Jimmy Roosevelt. For though the Roosevelts were socially at the top of the heap, their fortune was much smaller than those of their Hudson River neighbors, and the cash was entirely controlled by the family matriarch, Franklin’s mother Sara, a tightfisted old witch. Franklin himself was a charming man, but he was married to the eccentric Eleanor, who omitted to shave her armpits. On the other hand, when Minnie caught the eye of the disagreeable Vincent Astor, Gogsie was delighted at the prospect of a union with the Astor millions; and she all but dragged her daughter (who preferred artists to millionaires) to the drawing room of Heather Dune, her summer house in East Hampton, where the marriage took place in September 1940.

Babe, for her part, managed to be not wholly corrupted by Gogsie’s meretricious philosophy. After finishing school at Westover she became a respected editor at Vogue and was tempted to make a career of it. What was no less strange, she had, in spite of her success in the high-bitch world of fashion, a natural, unfeigned kindness. “Babe was a wonderfully warm human being,” Millicent Fenwick, one of her colleagues at Vogue and a future congresswoman, remembered: she would give you the coat off her back—in Millicent’s case a handsome gray squirrel that proved useful on a winter trip to London. Even such a potential rival as Gloria Vanderbilt conceded that Babe was “beautiful, kind, loyal.” For there was “nothing mean or hard” in her: she was “lovely, and slim, and gracious,” a creature “without envy or guile.”



WHAT BABE HAD, BESIDES DECENCY, was the WASP desire to rise above the Yankee passion for utility, to overcome the antipathy to graces that make life bearable. In this Bill Paley, with his plutocrat-gangster manners, could not help her, and at all events he soon lost interest in her and “abandoned her sexually,” though she was scarcely forty. He went back to his first love, C.B.S., and to flings with sundry women; she was left to manage the houses and head the best-dressed list. Yet even as she was consigned to this ornamental role, she was conscious of its vapidity. The fatuities of Women’s Wear Daily might suffice for Gogsie or the Duchess of Windsor, but Babe burned with a brighter flame, and lived her life in a way that suggested that opulence, when governed by taste, could raise life to a higher and nobler plane, as it had done in the courts of the Renaissance in an age that knew nothing of Women’s Wear Daily.

She never quite lived up to it; her houses lacked the ease of their Old World models. Too much facile elegance, they said, too many ambitious pains: Babe fretted not only over the taste of the food served on her plates, but the colors, as though she were Poussin at work upon a canvas. She wanted to be her own “living work of art,” yet even before lung cancer got the better of her she knew all the fatigues of her class in its last decay.

It was Truman Capote who supplied the fresh infusion of plasma. A “not unpleasant little monster,” the man of letters Edmund Wilson said, “like a fetus with a big head,” Capote acted the witty Shakespearian fool in the courts of those whom he styled, not altogether in irony, the Beautiful People. From the moment he met Babe, on Bill Paley’s airplane as it was about to take off for Jamaica, he was beguiled by her, and she, for her part, was liberated by his conversation, a stream of insinuating talk.

But it was not simply the venom of his gossip or even the patience with which he helped her to read Proust that drew her to him. The strange, androgynous creature with the “campy high-pitched Southern whine,” punctuated by shrieks and giggles, renewed her faith in herself. For something had gone out of the WASPs; they had lost the tranquil confidence of their forebears, the easy mastery that characterized the Roosevelts in statecraft and Edith Wharton and Nannie Cabot Lodge in style. The Depression and two World Wars leveled the playing fields, and in their decline WASPs found themselves drawn to outsiders on whose vitality they could feed. In the vampiric phase of WASPdom, white-shoe institutions that once shunned strangers (anyone not of the old tribal connection) turned to them for the lifeblood that might reanimate their order. In the same way Babe Paley turned to Truman Capote: here was an impresario who could do for her something akin to what Proust did for Countess Greffulhe, the forgettable airhead who attained immortality as the Duchesse de Guermantes in Remembrance of Things Past: make her interesting to herself.

The predator in Truman saw in Babe what others failed to see, that living a life so effortlessly perfect was, in fact, hard work, and bred its own unhappiness. Wherever Babe appeared flashbulbs popped and admirers fawned. Her clothing, her jewels, her flat in the St. Regis, her gardens at Kiluna, her tropical pavilion at Round Hill, provoked astonishment and envy. Her royal progresses, undertaken with her fellow Beautiful Persons, were lavishly reported in the press; now she lay, in luxurious indolence, amid the beaten gold of Gloria Guinness’s yacht as it sailed in the Aegean, now she steamed up the Dalmatian coast with Marella Agnelli, the countess of Fiat. Yet of all the jeweled beauties who constituted her set, it was she who obtained a peculiar eminence, unrivaled until the appearance of Jacqueline Kennedy. “She might have been painted by Boldoni or by Picasso during his Rose Period,” gushed Billy Baldwin, who helped her to furnish her houses. “So great is her beauty that no matter how often I see her, each time is the first time.”

But the goddess was unable to believe in her cult. What she needed, Truman saw, was a priest, one who would tend the altars, maintain the mysteries, furnish the texts. It was an office he was himself only too happy to fill. (It is believed that he supplied Babe with that beatitude of her class, “You can never be too rich or too thin.”) Amid the clouds of incense that wafted from his thurible, she could momentarily forget that she was merely another creature of WASP decadence, sunk in the vanities of café society. She could see herself as he saw her, a palm-nymph cast out of an Assyrian garden, a blithe spirit who could “fly where others walk.” Once this sense of superiority came easily to WASPs; now they needed help.



“MY GOD, THE FATHER WAS something! A cross between Mr. America and General Patton.” But Fuzzy Sedgwick’s machismo was deceptive; so exaggerated a masculinity had its origin not in strength but in a dread of weakness and effeminacy. He had been born, in New York City, in 1904, and had grown up a sickly, delicate child; he passed much of his life in the shadow of men much stronger than he himself was. His older brother Minturn was a natural athlete who played for the only Harvard team to win a Rose Bowl. “This boy doesn’t need a nanny,” the family doctor said at Minturn’s birth. “He needs a trainer.” Francis was a much slighter figure—“he just didn’t have the physique”—and though avid of athletic distinction, he “never won a single H”—a single varsity letter—at Harvard. It was Minturn who was given the nickname “Duke” by his schoolmates; Francis, five years younger, acquired it as a hand-me-down, a courtesy title. Yet he “clung to ‘Duke’ for the rest of his life,” even after Minturn told him bluntly that it was he who was “the real Duke.” “You,” he said, “will always be ‘Little Duke.’ ”

At Groton, a tiny school in Massachusetts, Francis encountered, in the headmaster, Endicott Peabody, a still more formidable figure of masculine strength. Cotty Peabody stood six feet tall and was hard as nails. “If you put your hand on his upper arm,” one of his old boys said, “it felt like the branch of an oak tree.” Theodore Roosevelt thought Cotty the “most powerful personality he had ever encountered.” “I don’t think I ever met a man,” the novelist Louis Auchincloss said, “who radiated such absolute authority.” Franklin Roosevelt, too, fell under Peabody’s sway and cited his old schoolmaster as the greatest influence in his life after his parents. When, long after Roosevelt’s schooldays were ended, Peabody came to the Oval Office to bid goodbye after a stay in the White House, the president, watching him go out the door, was heard to say, “You know, I’m still scared of him.”

Confronted with a figure so supercharged with manliness, Francis wilted. It was at Groton that he suffered the first of those nervous collapses that were to vex him throughout his life, and upon withdrawing from the school he was sent to California to recover. The pattern repeated itself after Harvard and its most exclusive WASP habitat, the Porcellian Club. He had, before graduating, procured an introduction to the financier Clarence Dillon, who invited him to travel with him in Europe as part of an extended job interview. The prospect of a magnificent career opened up, and Dillon obtained for him a position in the London office of Lazard Frères, the banking house. But Francis broke down under the strain, and the spell of nervous prostration was the end, Minturn said, “as far as his financial possibilities with the Dillon Empire were concerned.”

A Groton schoolmate, Charlie deForest, came to the rescue, offering the neurotic sufferer the sanctuary of Tylney Hall in the English countryside. There Francis renewed an acquaintance with Charlie’s sister Alice, and he and Alice were soon engaged to be married. Once again Francis found himself in the shadow of a more competent man, this time Alice’s father, the railroad bigwig Henry Wheeler deForest. Francis took courses at Harvard Business School and tried to fit himself into the mold of a businessman like his future father-in-law, but again he fell to pieces. He retired to the Austen Riggs Center in Stockbridge, where he languished in a private room and was diagnosed with manic-depressive psychosis.

Advised by his doctors “to develop his artistic side,” Francis, after his marriage to Alice freed him from money cares, chucked business to become a sculptor in New York. But his new vocation only heightened his fear that he was not a real man; in the world he knew the arts were suspect, a vocation for weaklings and “fairies.” “I think he was ashamed not to be a banker like everyone else who took the Long Island Rail Road into town,” Saucie said, “so he commuted into New York wearing a bowler hat and carrying an umbrella.” When the butler drove him to the station each morning, he looked as though his destination were an office on Wall Street rather than an atelier on East Fifty-seventh.



CALIFORNIA OFFERED ESCAPE, A REFUGE from the WASP competitions of the East, and on land purchased with his father-in-law’s money Francis found the mastery that eluded him at Groton and Harvard and Lazard Frères. Here, with his gift for make-believe, he could build up his body and create the pleasure dome that haunted his imagination, an “ideal world,” Saucie called it, an Arcadia of sunlight, presided over by a golden figure clothed in white.

The “surface looked so good,” she said, that it was only with difficulty that you saw the unseemliness that lurked beneath. Yet the Greek or Renaissance fantasy of Corral de Quati and Rancho La Laguna, warped though it was, had its origin in ideas that had long animated the class to which Francis Sedgwick belonged. After the Civil War, WASPs reinvented themselves, overcoming a tendency to weakness and breakdown in order to try to raise up a nation sunk in the corruption and crassness of the Gilded Age. They went in for political reform, as championed by the Roosevelts, and founded institutions intended to produce a patrician class that would regenerate America.

But the civic humanism that inspired this earlier WASP renaissance had little currency in the America in which Francis Sedgwick found himself in the 1940s and ’50s. The old patrician passions, finding no constructive outlet, assumed in him a morbid form. Visitors to his dukedom on the Pacific noted how much of the old WASP idea he had incorporated in its design. He “brought his children up on this huge ranch,” the writer John P. Marquand Jr. said, “in the Groton-Harvard-Porcellian Club myth that he lived in.” But the ranch was Groton and Harvard as reflected in a circus mirror, with all the proportions distorted. Liberated from the real competition of his contemporaries, Francis entered into imaginary contests with his surrogate fathers, his aged headmaster and his dead father-in-law, striving to outdo them precisely by smashing their idols and breaking their taboos. (Endicott Peabody was hardly a match for him in the seduction of young girls.) The true aristocrat, Fuzzy believed, must liberate himself from New England prudishness and constraint: only then could he bring about a more vital humanism in the sunshine of the West, amid the sagebrush and chaparral of the Santa Ynez. His children were to be his guinea pigs, and his prodigies. “I was Miss Mozart,” Sukie Sedgwick remembered. “Edie was Miss Rembrandt. Minty was Mr. Leonardo. Christ, we were all supposed to be God knows what—geniuses to add to Fuzzy’s pyramid.”

The problem, for more normal WASPs who clung to the ideals of patrician humanism, was that Fuzzy, in his madness—his fetish of blond sleekness, his insistence on the beauty and genius of the aristocrat—laid bare a contradiction at the heart of their ascendancy. Either aristocracy was, as Fuzzy maintained, right, and blood-pride legitimate, or the WASPs themselves, in attempting to erect a patrician order in America while pretending to be adherents of equalitarian democracy, were hypocrites. In their prime the WASPs could paper over the problem with a rhetoric of service and humility. But now they were too tired.



JOSEPH WRIGHT ALSOP V WAS beside himself. His great friend John Fitzgerald Kennedy had been inaugurated as president of the United States earlier that day, and although Joe himself would later be coy about the matter, he had reason to believe that the young leader would call on him in his house at 2720 Dumbarton Avenue in Georgetown after the night’s official revels were ended. He was in high spirits as he dined that evening with his friends Phil and Kay Graham of the Washington Post and Cold War diplomat Chip Bohlen and his wife, Avis. Afterward they all got into a big car and rode through the snow to one of the inaugural balls, drinking “several more bottles of champagne,” Joe said, “during the course of our journey.” The ball proved a bore, but when Joe went out into the street, he found a foot of snow on the ground and all the cabs taken. “He was close to hysterical,” the Wall Street Journal’s Phil Geyelin recalled. “He was desperate to get a taxi.”

Like Fuzzy Sedgwick, Joe Alsop, who had been born in 1910, was of the old WASP connection—his grandmother was Theodore Roosevelt’s sister—and like Fuzzy, he had come up through Groton, Harvard, and the Porcellian Club. But unlike Fuzzy, Joe found a way to trade on his eccentricities. As a boy and young man he had been fat, and at Groton he had been the “butt of teasing” on account of his bookish disposition and his “almost ladylike interest in people’s clothes and things of that nature,” or so his friend and classmate Dickie Bissell (the future C.I.A. grandmaster who persuaded Kennedy to invade the Bay of Pigs) remembered. But at Harvard he turned his weaknesses into strengths; he invented for himself a semi-comic persona, that of the foppish, epicene toff practicing the dark arts of aristocracy in a demotic age. He addressed cabmen as “my good sir” and women as “dahling.” He spoke not of his bath but his bahth, and he pronounced his surname in English fashion, Awlsup. With a martini in one hand and a Benson & Hedges cigarette (sheathed in ivory) in the other, he would eviscerate, with wit and learning, whatever popular delusion or instance of the corruption of taste had most recently appalled him. Should anyone venture to disagree with him, he would beat him down with all the arts of derision of which he was a master.

So rococo and bouffe were Joe’s performances that they beguiled even as they exasperated, but the persona hardened with age. The aggrieved patrician condemned everything from the ascendancy of the social sciences to the custom of holding hands while praying. (As with Evelyn Waugh’s Gilbert Pinfold, it was never later than Joe Alsop thought.) In England he pronounced the pub food inedible and growled at the publican. (What did he expect, his stepson wondered? It was pub food.) In his rare plunges into middle America he was apt to be disconcerted by the coarseness of the native customs. Scarcely had he arrived in Waco, Texas, to attend the wedding of a nephew than he was agitated by the sight of a large sign outside the Ramada Inn in which he was staying, WELCOME TO JOE AND CANDY’S WEDDING. The suburban ranch house of the bride’s family seemed to him a “nightmare,” and the wine (“American, since no other was available”) was an ordeal for his palate.

Yet the exercise in self-caricature, or as Joe might have said, in the art of giving style to one’s character, worked: he made himself into a personage, and assisted by tribal connections, he rose fast. At the height of the Great Depression, his grandmother (Uncle Teddy’s sister) obtained for him, through the good offices of Mrs. Ogden Reid, a job as a reporter on the New York Herald Tribune, an oracle of the WASP establishment then in the possession of the Reids. In this first employment Joe did nothing to relax his WASP hauteur. “Boy, get me a pencil,” he snapped at a copyboy, the Tribune’s future foreign correspondent Barrett McGurn. But Joe proved a talented writer, and he was soon dispatched to Washington to cover the Senate. Here his fellow Roosevelts could help him. He dined in the White House with Cousin Eleanor and Cousin Franklin and spent Christmas Day with them; he was impressed by their WASP good taste, a “style of life” that seemed to him “pretty close to the perfect style of an American President.” For there was no plutocratic gaucherie about the Roosevelts; they lived, Joe thought, “like a rather old-fashioned American gentleman’s family in ‘comfortable circumstances,’ ” and there was nothing in their manner of life “that could be said in the smallest degree to be glossy, or particularly conspicuous, or likely to meet with the approval of the new group known as the ‘beautiful people.’ ”

The food in the Roosevelt White House was, Joe admitted, execrable, for Cousin Eleanor, in her “extreme puritanism,” thought it virtuous to eat badly. The drinks, however, “being the President’s department,” were not “actively repellent.” F.D.R. made “a good old fashioned” though only “a fair martini,” about “the color of spar varnish.” Yet the president did more than mix cocktails for Joe: he helped him discover his vocation as a prophet of what Time publisher Henry Luce had begun to call the American Century. As Roosevelt attempted to persuade a reluctant nation to intervene in the Second World War, he gave Joe and his colleague Robert Kintner extraordinary access to the administration’s decision-making. The result was an instant book, American White Paper, which gave the public a glimpse into the drama behind the scenes, the secrets of the palace. But if the book was an exercise in reportorial flair that admitted the reader to the corridors of power, it was also an urgent polemic. If America was to preserve its way of life, Joe argued, it could not allow Hitler to dominate Europe and Asia and through them the rest of the planet: on the contrary, America must use its “power and resources to make the world a decent place to live in” by standing up to aggression as Cousin Franklin was doing.

It was heady stuff. There were in those days half a dozen great houses in the capital presided over by highbred hostesses—Mrs. Robert Bliss, Mrs. William Eustis, Mrs. Truxton Beale, Mrs. Robert Bacon, Mrs. Dwight Davis. In them Joe encountered people much like himself, united by tribal memories, inside jokes and esoteric nicknames, and a desire to direct the destinies of a nation. Some of these diners, among them Dean Acheson and Averell Harriman, were to become proconsuls of the American Century. Conversations over cocktails or, after dinner, brandy, led to public action: committees like the WASP-dominated Century Group, to which Alsop and Acheson belonged, worked to defeat Hitler, and after Hitler put the revolver to his head in the bunker in the Wilhelmstrasse, they turned their attention to Stalin.

Joe, who spent the Second World War in China helping General Claire Chennault use American air power against the Imperial Japanese Army, returned to Washington in 1945 to embark, with his younger brother Stewart, on a newspaper column, “Matter of Fact.” Seeking both to break news and shape opinion, the Alsop brothers warned of the dangers of Soviet imperialism and made the case for initiatives (among them the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan) intended to counter Soviet aggression. At its height “Matter of Fact” appeared in dozens of newspapers and reached some 25 million readers; in foreign capitals it was read as a semiofficial voice of the American imperium.

No journalist was more severe in his enmity toward Moscow than Joe. The struggle between East and West, he told the Nieman Fellows at Harvard in 1947, was a clash of visions fully as momentous as that between the Persians and the Greeks in the dawn of the West. Yet the aesthete in Joe was never eclipsed by the Cold Warrior—rather as though Oscar Wilde, at the height of the Yellow Book decadence, had been a staunch British Empire man, ready to throw some kindling into the bonfire after the relief of Mafeking. Alsop would emerge from his bedroom in the morning in a purple dressing gown piped with lilac, and his house at 2720 Dumbarton Avenue was an epicure’s delight, rich with Louis Quinze gilt, curious folios, jade and lacquer from Asia. The place was seductive; all the great figures of Washington went there. The men of high place in the state came, McGeorge Bundy, George Kennan, Robert McNamara, Paul Nitze; the spies came, Allen Dulles, Frank Wisner, Dickie Bissell; the wits, or those who passed for such, came, Isaiah Berlin, Arthur Schlesinger, Phil Graham; the grandes dames came, Bunny Mellon, Kay Graham, Alice Roosevelt Longworth, who was Joe’s cousin. Even the traitors came, among them Guy Burgess, the once charming madcap, a sort of Etonian dervish, now bloated and filthy, his powers of mind lost in a drunken ruin. Joe asked him to leave when he began to traduce the American Republic.

The wine was first rate. Joe preferred Bordeaux vintages, and he was partial to his friend Alain de Rothschild’s Château Lafite. The caviar aux blinis and the terrapin soup were as good; and the exotic garden and the belligerent toucan (it once spat its food out on Bob McNamara’s bald spot) were complimented by a comical butler, José, whose services became, during the course of an evening, entertaining in their own right as he consumed the heeltaps left in discarded glasses.

But Joe himself supplied the higher entertainment. His mind was baroque, a thing of devious curves and deceptive concavities, of trompe l’oeil artifices and unnerving chiaroscuros. With odd pauses and interjections—an assortment of “ehs,” “ahums,” and other “learned catarrhal noises”I—he would lead his guests through the gossip and innuendo of the day (“gencon,” he called it: general conversation) to the great questions of war and peace. But the luxury and frivolity of 2720 Dumbarton Avenue—the high learning and Bacchic revelry strangely interfused with civic purpose—reflected something more than the whims of an idiosyncratic personality. Joe’s was a late attempt to realize an old WASP dream of human completeness, a developing of all sides of one’s nature to satisfy some longing in the soul.



ONLY JOE NEEDED MASKS. THE lacquered mandarin knew what he was about when, forsaking his calligraphy, he acted the bully, browbeating anyone who seemed to be going soft on the Commies. The pugnacious manner was self-protective; the arrogance of the façade—the large round spectacles, the “high Oxonian” speech—concealed a good deal of tenderness. Kay Graham, who as empress of the Washington Post did not want for pals, said that Joe was one of the “two or three best” friends she made in life. But there were other tendernesses that Joe found more difficult to acknowledge. Once, gossiping into the night with his friend Isaiah Berlin, he became uncharacteristically solemn.

“Isaiah,” he said, “there’s… uh… something… I… uh… something I’m about to tell you.”

“What’s that, Joe?”

“I… uh… I… uh… I am… uh… uh… I am a homosexual.”

“Oh, Joe, everybody knows that. Nobody cares.”

In fact everybody did not know. Joe routinely mocked “pansies” and “fairies.” “Oh, he’s one of those, isn’t he?” he would ask contemptuously. Many of those closest to him thought him asexual, but he had had an affair, in the 1940s, with a handsome sailor called Frank Merlo, who afterward became the lover of Tennessee Williams, and in San Francisco he had been picked up by the police during a “sweep of a popular gay rendezvous spot.”

Another assignation had graver consequences. In February 1957 Joe was in Moscow, fighting the Cold War over drinks in the Grand Hotel, when he was approached by a reporter for TASS, the Soviet propaganda service, and a young man who called himself Boris, an “athletic blond” whom Joe remembered as a “pleasant-faced, pleasant-mannered fellow” oddly eager to discuss French literature with him. Boris suggested that they meet the next day in his room in the hotel. Perhaps they might read a little Nerval? The room was equipped with hidden cameras, and soon Soviet intelligence agents appeared brandishing inculpatory pictures and pressing Joe to spy for them or, as they phrased it, to furnish them with “advice” in the “cause of peace.”

Joe sent a note of alarm to his friend Chip Bohlen, the American ambassador in Moscow, and after vicissitudes he made his way back to the West. Bohlen, in turn, alerted Frank Wisner, the C.I.A.’s director of covert operations, who urged Joe to write an account of the attempt at entrapment for the American authorities. “This is the history of an act of very great folly,” Joe began in his best Edward Gibbon manner, “unpleasant in itself,” but “not without interest” for the light it cast “upon our adversaries in the struggle for the world…”

The incident would haunt him, for although it was not publicly revealed until after his death in 1989, the scent of carrion could not long remain undetected in the vulturedom of Washington; and at all events the F.B.I. director, J. Edgar Hoover, gave the compromising materials a wide circulation. But the effect of the episode on Joe’s private morale went deeper; he clung the more fiercely to his masks because what lay beneath them was (to him) intolerable. Not for him the (real or affected) nonchalance of Walt Whitman, Americano, “one of the roughs”: Joe looked upon his longings as a weakness, one more evidence of a thinning of the WASP blood, a slowing of the metabolism. What would Uncle Teddy say?

Everywhere he looked Joe now saw presages of decay. He was not yet fifty, but he felt flabby and goutish. Once he and his Harvard chums, in their reunions in Cambridge, could drink martinis for four days straight; now a single day of gin and vermouth undid them. The American Century grew out of the tough, realistic statesmanship of WASPs like Uncle Teddy and Cousin Franklin, with their effortless superiority. Dean Acheson, Averell Harriman, George Kennan, Robert Lovett, and Chip Bohlen had carried the work forward, developing the containment strategy that countered Stalin on behalf of peoples who might otherwise have been lost in despotism.

But who were their successors? In 1956 the most prominent WASP statesman was Adlai Stevenson, the image, Alsop thought, of preppy lassitude and impotent liberalism, “Mr. Eleanor Roosevelt.” Was it any wonder, amid so much weakness and effeminacy (like Fuzzy Sedgwick, Joe mocked Adlai as womanish) that America was losing the Cold War? Only a leadership class deficient in virility would permit the Soviets to outstrip America in the race for warheads. (Joe believed, erroneously, that a “missile gap” had opened up, giving the Soviets a decisive advantage in the arts of thermonuclear destruction.) At Harvard he spoke to the younger generation of a “sickness of the soul—a loss of certainty—a failure of assurance” that was crippling the West. The degeneration was nowhere more evident than in the class to which he himself belonged, the WASPs, whom he believed bore a special responsibility, by reason of their training, their knowledge of history, and their intimacy with the state, for the future of the planet.



JOE, FORLORN IN THE SNOW on that inaugural night in January 1961, was rescued by Peter Duchin, the pianist and bandmaster who, as an orphan, had been raised by Marie and Averell Harriman. Peter gave Joe a lift, and though the trip through the snow was by no means easy, they at last reached 2720 Dumbarton Avenue, where Joe had put a quantity of champagne on ice. He now dispensed it to “what seemed an endless stream of guests.”

Shortly before two o’clock in the morning there was knocking at the door. “I can still summon,” Joe wrote many years later, “the picture of the new President standing on my doorstep. He looked as though he were still in his thirties, with snowflakes scattered about his thick, reddish hair.”

In the ghoulish demise of WASPdom, Joe was only too happy to feed on the vitality of Jack.II Here, he believed, was a statesman with “real Rooseveltian possibilities,” a “Stevenson with balls.” The Kennedys made him feel twenty years younger. “Jackie and the President,” he said, “gave occasional small dances at the White House that were as good as any parties I have been to.” Doubtless it was amusing to go through “bottle after bottle of Dom Pérignon” in the company of the new president, and to feed at “an enormous gold bucket” of fresh caviar, all the while laughing at the tastelessness of the Eisenhowers, whose attempts at interior decoration were sadly on display. “I can only recall,” Alsop wrote, “the peculiar combination of vomit-green and rose-pink that Mrs. Eisenhower had chosen for her bedroom and bathroom,” a faux pas he found almost as appalling as the fact that he had to tell his “cousin Franklin Roosevelt Jr. that he could not go on calling the President ‘Jack,’ however close they had been in the past—a point he ought have known.”

Joe, feeling his bachelorhood to be a liability in one so close to the new president, sought a beard, and he enlisted Arthur Schlesinger, the Kennedy courtier and historian, to help him woo Susan Mary Patten, the widow of his old Groton and Harvard classmate Bill Patten, who had died not long before of a lung ailment.III Susan Mary, or Soozle, as she was called, was a woman of considerable elegance who had accomplished the not easy feat of charming Evelyn Waugh when she endured his hospitality at Piers Court. (Waugh appeared at a “family” dinner in white tie and decorations and called upon Soozle to make a speech describing the Queen’s coronation, which she had recently witnessed.)IV Joe, in courting Soozle, frankly confessed to her his homosexuality; she, for her part, believed that she could “cure” him of it. He was, she told her friend Marietta Tree, the society doyenne and granddaughter of Endicott Peabody, a “very shy, complicated, brave and fine man…. the extraordinary thing is that I’ve fallen in love with him.” But the woman who during a long affair had gratified Winston Churchill’s protégé Duff Cooper, the British statesman, was sexually so much cold mutton for Joe, and theirs would be a mariage blanc.

Joe resented Soozle’s competences. (He couldn’t, among other things, drive a car.) He avenged himself by bullying her. “Oh, that’s petty nonsense,” he would say when he cut her short in front of guests. “You know better than that.” Susan Mary’s son by Duff Cooper, Bill Patten Jr., described the marriage as an exercise in mutual frustration tempered by platonic affection. Yet they presided over a great house, the most amusing in the capital; President Kennedy dined there more often than he did in any other private residence in Washington. There was always gossip; the young Bill Patten remembered a lunch to which Truman Capote and Alice Roosevelt Longworth came, and how everyone laughed about the way President Kennedy had persuaded Marella Agnelli to swim naked in the White House swimming pool.

Joe and his fellow WASPs were only too delighted to have Jack and Jacqueline (exotically blooded and nominally papist though they were) reanimate them; Averell Harriman himself, who in his stiffly magnificent condescension might have been a Whig duke, was persuaded to dance the “Twist” with Mrs. Kennedy in the family quarters of the White House. The champagne, the sex, the feeling that they were once again a power in the state—all of this invigorated the fainéant WASPs. But it was the lurid ebullience of a narcotic. WASP Washington in the age of Kennedy was morbid; there was a whiff about it of Parisian society in the days before the Revolution of 1789, of dancing in the shadow of the guillotine.



EARLY IN 1965 FUZZY SEDGWICK’S daughter Edie encountered Andy Warhol at a party in the penthouse apartment of Lester Persky, the producer, on East Fifty-ninth Street. Warhol asked Edie to come down the next day to the Factory, his studio on East Forty-seventh. “Why don’t we do some things together?” he said.

She soon appeared in Warhol film’s Vinyl, smoking a cigarette and flicking the ashes on a young man who was being tortured. People were intrigued. “Who’s the blonde?” Then came Beauty #2. The camera “was focused on a bed throughout,” Edie’s friend George Plimpton remembered. It was “of the hospital variety, with a white sheet on it, upon which lay Edie Sedgwick and a character from Warhol’s Factory named Gino Piserchio.” He looked like the Spanish bullfighter El Cordobés, Plimpton said, “a dark, small, but muscular figure…. Edie was almost naked as well…”

“Oh, she’s so bee-you-ti-ful,” Warhol would exclaim. If, as he maintained, art is what you can get away with, Edie was an artist. The mad girl seemed to subsist on caviar and Bloody Marys, and to live much of her life in limousines; once she appeared at a party clothed only in a leopard-skin coat. But she had the assurance of her class and the authority of her voice, the breathy, perfectly enunciated syllables in which she had been bred up. It was “straight Grotonian all the way through,” an acquaintance remembered, a way of speaking she had learned from her father, who had impressed it upon all his children “that they were Sedgwicks.” The “way you pronounced words implied a certain attitude that you took toward life…” “We learned English the way the English do,” Edie’s brother Jonathan said. This was not quite right; anyone who listens to Edie’s talk, as it is preserved in her film and television appearances, will find that is not that of an Englishwoman. It is a Mid-Atlantic voice with ancestral echoes, memories of an age long since vanished, its tone that of forebears like her grandmother Sedgwick (née Minturn), whose sister Edith (for whom Edie was named) had been famously painted by John Singer Sargent (Mr. and Mrs. I. N. Phelps Stokes) and whose sister Mildred had excited the lust of the philosopher Bertrand Russell.

On the ranch at La Luguna, Edie always rode the best-looking horse, and wherever she went she made an impression. When, arriving in deep fog at New London, she was told there was no going to Fishers Island that day, she commandeered Jock Whitney’s yacht. A young man remembered the boat arriving out of the mists, first the “bow and all these men in white running up and down with ropes, and then the bridge with the captain, the radar going dot, dot, dot, dot, and the lighted portholes, and then the brass, polished teak, highly formal living room with Edie in the middle of it surrounded by people in director’s chairs,” the center of attention, a WASP “It” girl.V

Yet for all that Edie was scarred, maimed by her experience of Fuzzy’s eccentric academy in the hills. As a girl she had what she called “icky feelings,” and as a teenager she developed an eating disorder. She was taken out of the Branson School in California and sent to St. Timothy’s, a finishing school in Maryland, which she left before graduating; she was later treated at Silver Hill, the sanitarium in New Canaan, Connecticut. As much as Babe Paley and Joe Alsop, Edie was a WASP in need of a reanimator, and in Andy Warhol she seemed to find a Svengali who could draw out her secret. He, for his part, was taken by a poise quite out of his star. He had grown up in Pennsylvania steel country, where the rivers ran orange and furnaces lit up the night; Edie, who had been bred in a WASP seminary modeled on a Renaissance court, was for him something new under the sun, a person who knew nothing of the acrid world from which he had sprung. She had grown up apart from the mass-produced culture of middle- and working-class America, that factory-made world of mechanical reproduction that made such a deep impression on Warhol’s own imagination, and to which he paid an ambiguous homage with his Campbell’s soup cans and Brillo boxes.

She “was always brilliantly late,” a Factory groupie remembered. But Warhol never complained. “She knows what she’s doing,” he would say. He “trusted her aristocratic instincts.” “He was an arriviste,” his friend the poet Rene Ricard said. “And Edie legitimized him, didn’t she? He never went to those parties before she took him. He’d be the first to admit it.” She knew the art of coming to a place at the moment “when the tension was at its greatest,” and when they swept into Lincoln Center, the photographers were “as hysterical as if Mrs. Kennedy was making an entrance.” It was the same in Philadelphia, where Warhol’s art was being exhibited and where they were mobbed by enthusiasts deliriously chanting, Edie and Andy, Edie and Andy.

But if Warhol admired Edie’s elegance, he resented a grace that he (in self-imagination the churlish commoner, the plebeian roturier) could never possess. The gloomy passions of his artist’s soul were excited by the possibilities of her degradation—the descent of the WASP thoroughbred to the lower depths of the Factory, the abasements of its couch, its black-painted toilet, its innumerable nauseas. Where Babe Paley met Truman Capote on her own terms, as a woman of fashion condescending to a courtier, Edie approached her revivifier as a suppliant, and almost as a vassal. In the Factory it was Warhol who wielded the scepter; it was he who anointed Edie a “superstar,” and he who turned up the klieg lights to strip her of her mystique. For by 1965 the deferences that had long sustained WASPdom were breaking down, and it was becoming commonplace to compare the faltering WASP establishment to the dying nobility of eighteenth-century France. But the revolution by which the WASPs were laid low was an opera buffa one, with Warhol himself burlesquing the parts of both Sade and Robespierre.VI The actor Robert Olivo, who called himself Ondine, remembered how he stared. He “was just watching with this watching eye…” Like Balzac’s Vautrin, he derived pleasure from the young flesh at which he stared, even as he consigned it to hell.

The emblem of her burnt-out class, Edie Sedgwick submitted to the stares. (It is characteristic of a decadent aristocracy that it embraces its predators; thus in the French Revolution the Duc d’Orléans, the cousin of Louis XVI, rechristened himself Philippe Égalité and dallied with the Jacobins—they guillotined him anyway.) Edie complied even as she foresaw and perhaps desired her doom. “I would like to go down into the depths of the underworld,” she once said, “the depths of darkest experience, and come back and tell about it.” It was a wish that was to be only partially granted. She descended to the inferno, but never returned to give a true accounting of the horror.



IN MARCH 1965, ABOUT THE time Edie was filming Vinyl in New York, Brigadier General Frederick Karch led the 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade ashore at Da Nang Bay in Vietnam. President Lyndon Baines Johnson was steadying himself to lead a ground war in Southeast Asia, but even as he believed that he had little choice but to send Americans into combat, he wanted assurances that he was doing the right thing, the good thing. And so he assembled the aging knights of the WASP ascendancy, which even in its decrepitude seemed to him a power in the state.

At Johnson’s directive, a group of WASP magnificos that included Dean Acheson, the former secretary of state, and Robert Lovett, the former secretary of defense, were summoned to the eighth floor of the State Department, where amid the eighteenth-century Chippendale of the Diplomatic Reception Rooms they were copiously briefed as to the desperate nature of the situation. There was nothing for it, the experts told them, but to dispatch 200,000 more combat troops to the jungles and rice fields of Indochina.

Afterward a smaller group went to the White House for a drink with the president. They found him in a maudlin mood. Over cocktails in the Cabinet Room, he complained of the misery of office. Everything conspired against him, “Fate, the Press, the Congress, the Intellectuals…” Acheson, who with his guards’ moustache and patrician bearing might have been a grandee painted by Velásquez, grew impatient. The dominant WASP in the room, he had run the tribe’s cursus honorum—Groton, Yale, Harvard Law, a Supreme Court clerkship, a successful Washington law practice leavened with stints of public service—before taking command of Harry Truman’s State Department in 1949 to lay the foundation for a postwar Pax Americana. “I blew my top,” Acheson remembered, and cutting short the president’s self-pitying monologue he told him “he was wholly right on Vietnam, that he had no choice except to press on, that explanations were not as important as successful action.”

It was the green light Johnson wanted. Whatever their private misgivings, Acheson and his fellow WASPs assured him that there must be “no question of making whatever combat force increases were required” in Vietnam. A fatal moment, or so Acheson’s son-in-law William “Bill” Bundy, assistant secretary of state for East Asian and Pacific affairs, recalled: the instant when Lyndon Johnson committed the United States “to land war on the mainland of Asia.”

It was a moment, too, that revealed how feeble the WASP establishment had become. The briefings Acheson and his fellow Wise Men received were, Bundy later admitted, “quickie consultations” intended to elicit the response the administration sought. What (in theory) distinguishes the patrician fortified by a humane education and a large experience of affairs is the confidence to question and to probe, to see through sham data and spurious analogies, to view the technical arguments of experts in the higher light of history and the human capacity for self-delusion. But in the twilight of the WASPs, the leading figures could only nod their heads as men like Robert McNamara, Johnson’s technocratic secretary of defense, marshalled their metrics. “You’ve got to do it,” one of the Wise Men was heard to say. “You’ve got to go in.”

Bill Bundy and his younger brother, McGeorge “Mac” Bundy, Johnson’s national security advisor, helped to orchestrate the briefings that bedazzled the aging WASPs. It was Mac, in fact, who gave them the name Wise Men, urging Johnson to consider their usefulness in his effort to pursue a hawkish course in Vietnam. Yet even as he manipulated the WASP magi, Mac Bundy admired them and saw himself as in their line, the apostolic succession that descended from Henry L. Stimson, the Andover, Yale, and Harvard–trained lawyer whom Franklin Roosevelt chose to head the War Department in the fight against Germany and Japan. Mac’s father, Harvey Bundy, had been brought into the public service by Stimson, and Mac himself had helped Stimson to compose his memoirs. The cleverest boy Groton had ever seen, the prodigy of Yale and Skull and Bones, the youngest dean in the history of Harvard, Mac seemed foredestined to carry on the traditions of his class.

But in Mac, too, there was the soft place, the place tender with decay. A late-born figure, coming to power when the WASP ascendancy was running to seed, he made up for it with an extravagant self-confidence. He was the guy so smart Jack Kennedy wanted to make him secretary of state,VII the polymath so worldly Charles de Gaulle, having addressed him in the slow and stupid French he reserved for Americans, was surprised to find himself conversing with a young man whose talk might have been that of an intellectual in the Latin Quarter. But beneath what a friend called Mac’s “arrogance and hubris”—beneath the masterly state papers and the surgically precise NSAMs (National Security Action Memoranda)—Mac had doubts. Many years later he confessed that he had had “reservations” about Johnson’s Vietnam policy, and said that it “can be argued” that he had not pressed those reservations “hard enough.” But he had been bound, he said, by a code of loyalty to his chief, “to help the President do it his way.” Such loyalty was, however, strangely congruent with self-interest, for Bundy still aspired to be secretary of state, an office in the gift of Lyndon Johnson. It can be argued that it was not from virtue alone that he suppressed his doubts.



JOE ALSOP DID HIS BEST to persuade both Mac Bundy and Lyndon Johnson to overcome whatever dovish scruples constrained them from calling up the reserves and making a stand in Vietnam. He was still recovering from the death of his hero Jack Kennedy; he had been in the garden room of 2720 Dumbarton Avenue when Susan Mary burst in with the news from Dallas. “I didn’t think that he had that much emotion in him,” Joe’s secretary, Evelyn Puffenberger, thought as she watched her sobbing boss. But even as he “howled like a dog” for the dead president, Joe rallied to the standard of the living one, and he praised Lyndon’s efforts to unite the country in the midst of grief. “You haven’t put a damned foot one-quarter of an inch wrong,” he told the president over the telephone. “I’ve never seen anything like it. You’ve been simply marvelous in the most painful circumstances.” As with royalty, so with presidents, one must lay it on with a trowel; yet even as Joe stroked the presidential ego, he reminded Johnson that, just as Kennedy hadn’t blinked during the Cuban Missile Crisis, he must not “duck” his own test of manliness in Southeast Asia.

Joe was the most hawkish of the WASP mandarins, penning columns so fierce that rival pundit Walter Lippmann said that if Johnson did go to war, Alsop would bear much of the blame. Setting out for yet another tour of Vietnam, Joe felt, he told his friend Philippe de Rothschild, “like a very old dog returning to his vomit.” But he was enchanted by the tropical squalor and imperial ambience of the place; Saigon in the sixties was the capital of the sort of louche colonial raj that appeals to the traveler of a romantic or depraved cast of mind. The shimmer of the East was bewitching, and much as Venice did Thomas Mann’s Gustav von Aschenbach, Vietnam deceived Joe Alsop into thinking that an old man could be young again. In Saigon he stayed with the American ambassador, his old friend Henry Cabot Lodge; after Lodge’s exit, he could often be found in the Hôtel Majestic, made memorable by Graham Greene in his novel The Quiet American. Military helicopters took him farther afield, and once, when the gunners strafed the Viet Cong, he was “like a kid at an amusement park.” “Oh, my word,” he exclaimed, “I do believe we’re receiving fire.” It was like Uncle Teddy going up Kettle Hill.

Joe was exhilarated by all that he saw and felt; he rather liked the idea, Mac Bundy thought, of having “a little old war” in Indochina on his hands. But Joe saw only what he wanted to see, and he had lost the ability to digest new information. He “didn’t ask questions,” Frank Wisner, Jr., a young foreign service officer, recalled: “his mind was made up.” A heavy drinker from his Porcellian days, Joe on his excursions in Southeast Asia went over the top, routinely getting drunk at both lunch and dinner, and picking fights with anyone who disagreed with him. After one drunken bout in Saigon, his old friend Charles Murray, the veteran Time-Life correspondent, was blunt: “You’re the epitome,” he told Joe, “of the failed establishment.”

He was hardly the only aging mandarin whose judgment failed him. After another sham briefing of the Wise Men in November 1967, Dean Acheson overcame twinges of doubt to tell President Johnson that the war was one “we can and will win.” It was not until the Tet Offensive in January 1968, when seventy or eighty thousand disciples of Ho Chi Minh carried the fight to the cities of South Vietnam and the precincts of the American embassy itself, that Acheson began to ask the questions he should have asked before. But by then it was too late.



AS MUCH AS THE EMBASSY in Saigon, the WASPs themselves were under siege. Their reanimators had failed them. Jack Kennedy was dead, and Andy Warhol washed his hands of Edie Sedgwick. (She died of a drug overdose at twenty-eight.) The Bundy brothers, Mac and Bill, were branded war criminals, and Joe Alsop was satirized in a Broadway play as Joe Mayflower, a flamboyant toff spoiling for blood in the Far East.

Truman Capote joined the jacquerie, publishing an excerpt from his novel-in-progress, Answered Prayers, in which he avenged himself on the high mondaine bitches who had toyed with the court dwarf, offering up a thinly disguised account of the night Bill Paley cheated on Mrs. Paley with the “governor’s wife,” either Happy Rockefeller (the second wife of Nelson Rockefeller) or Marie Harriman (the second wife of Averell Harriman), depending on which calumnist you credit. Why, Capote asked, “would an educated, dynamic, very rich and well-hung Jew” like Paley “go bonkers” for a “cretinous Protestant sized forty who wears low-heeled shoes and lavender water?” Yet go bonkers Bill did; one of the “most attractive guys who ever filled a pair of trousers used to get a hard-on every time he looked at that bull dyke…” Paley, Capote averred, could “have any woman he wants, yet for years he yearned after yonder porco…”

Why? Because, Capote argued, Paley suffered from the most virulent kind of WASP envy. And the “governor’s wife” was, even more than Babe herself (who was something of a rebel: after all, she married Bill), the feminine embodiment of the WASP ascendancy. The “governor’s wife” was the living symbol of everything forbidden to Bill “as a Jew, no matter how beguiling and rich he might be: the Racquet Club, Le Jockey, the Links, White’s—all those places where he would never sit down to a table of backgammon, all those golf courses where he would never sink a putt—the Everglades and the Seminole, the Maidstone, and St. Paul’s and St. Mark’s et al., the saintly little New England schools his sons would never attend.VIII Whether he confesses to it or not, that’s why he wanted to fuck the governor’s wife, revenge himself on that smug hog-bottom, make her sweat and squeal and call him daddy…” Only the longed-for assignation was sullied, Truman wrote, by Mrs. Rockefeller’s (or Mrs. Harriman’s) bloody effluvia.

Capote was even crueler to Ann Woodward, who after a dinner party in Oyster Bay for the Duchess of Windsor killed her husband, William Woodward Jr., the Groton and Harvard banking heir, with a twelve-gauge shotgun. (Her marksmanship was afterward signalized in the nickname “Bang-Bang.”) “Of course it wasn’t an accident,” Capote wrote. She killed Billy Woodward “with malice aforethought. She’s a murderess.” Even before her husband’s death, Ann had led a loose life, and Capote was not one to overlook her “whirl on the continental carousel.” From “Nice to Monte she was known by every male past puberty as Madame Marmalade—her favorite petit déjeuner being hot cock buttered with Dundee’s best. Although I’m told it’s actually strawberry jam she prefers…”

Ann Woodward died by suicide shortly before “La Côte Basque 1965,” one of the chapters in Answered Prayers, was printed in Esquire in 1975. (It is said that she had been given an advance copy of the magazine.) “Well, that’s that,” her mother-in-law, Elsie Woodward, was heard to say. “She shot my son, and Truman murdered her…” What remained of the WASP beau monde was appalled by Capote’s assault on their kind. “I read it, and I was absolutely horrified,” Babe’s friend Slim Keith told George Plimpton. “The story about the sheets, the story about Ann Woodward…” Babe herself, dying of cancer, spoke of “Truman with total loathing as this ‘snake’ who had betrayed her.” In publishing his roman à clef, Capote signed his own death warrant so far as WASP society was concerned: but he also showed how vacuous that society had become.



WASPS LIKE EDIE SEDGWICK AND Babe Paley could still inspire envy and resentment, the love-hatred Warhol and Capote each felt for his gloriosa donna. But the ground was shifting; in the autumn of 1964 the first episode of Gilligan’s Island aired on Bill Paley’s C.B.S. network, and in the character of Thurston Howell III the WASPs began their descent from the sublime to the ridiculous. (Touché, Bill!) The non-rhotic, Mid-Atlantic English that had stirred the country when Franklin Roosevelt spoke it—dropping the r’s in words like fear and Harvard—became the dialect of a lock-jawed clown.IX

As they lost caste in America, WASPs drew closer to another defunct class, the superseded European aristoi and their not always attractive hangers-on, characters like Claus von Bulow, Mona von Bismarck (an American who married Otto von Bismarck’s grandson), and the actor-playboy Prince Ruspoli, better known as Dado—the incubi and succubi of the Old World at its most debased. The Almanach de Gotha was assimilated to the Social Register; and while such WASPs as Kingman Brewster, Elliot Richardson, Potter Stewart, and Bill Weld continued to toil in the public service, the scene inexorably shifted from the political capitals to the jet-set watering holes, to the carnival (or inferno) of Fellini’s La Dolce Vita.

Like Edward Gibbon’s decadent Romans, the degraded WASPs enjoyed and abused the advantages of wealth and luxury; we are very far, here, from the morality of Endicott Peabody, with his code of self-discipline, patriotic obligation, and modesty in the gratification of the passions. But demoralization was inevitable, when all the deeper purposes of WASPdom were breaking down. Patrician privilege was at the core of the WASPs’ being: but the WASP belief that such privilege could be justified through meritorious public service didn’t wash with the kids in the streets, protesting an establishment with blood and napalm on its hands. Then again the WASPs sought to do justice to all sides of their nature, to live up to an ideal of human potential ordained by God or, failing that, discernible through human reason. But if human beings were, in fact, a freak of evolution, an accident of natural selection—if man, far from being the paragon of animals, was one more quintessence of genetic dust—were they not chasing a mirage? WASPs made a specialty of institutions like the prep school, which used myth, ritual, and a hygienic athleticism to mold character. But those techniques grew out of the belief that there are objectively better and worse ways of being molded; in a postwar Age of Aquarius that had gotten beyond conventional morality, such formative enterprises were suspect, a threat to the authentic, untutored self. In a world of noble savages, what was the point in being a WASP, with all the painful corrective training the breed required?

As the WASPs lost faith in their verities, much of what remained of their order was ingested in the gaudy, cosmopolite society chronicled in the pages of magazines like Vanity Fair and the Tatler. Brooke Astor directed the New York field office of this insipid, gala-ridden monde; her great chance in life came when Vincent Astor, in search of a third wife, found that none of the obvious candidates would have him. “He was a very disagreeable man,” Louis Auchincloss recalled, and his previous marriages, to Helen Huntington and Babe Paley’s sister Minnie, ended in divorce. He tried to persuade Janet Newbold Bush (George H. W. Bush’s aunt) to take him on, but she turned him down flat. “I don’t even like you,” she is supposed to have said. He pointed out that he was old and likely to die soon. “But what if you don’t?” she shot back.

Eventually Vincent married Brooke, and at his death in 1959 she inherited his fortune. A year later the WASP writer Cleveland Amory published Who Killed Society? and proclaimed the death of the old patrician order. Amory, however, did not reckon on the force of will that lay concealed beneath Mrs. Astor’s silken flounces. She infused new life into her moribund class, although she did it in ways that would have made Edith Wharton, with her old New York Knickerbocker breeding, raise her eyebrows. “Don’t tell me all this modern newspaper rubbish about a New York aristocracy,” Mrs. Wharton makes Newland Archer’s mother say in The Age of Innocence. “Our grandfathers and great-grandfathers were just respectable English or Dutch merchants.” Anyone who put stock in the notion of an “American aristocrat,” Joe Alsop said, would “have been dismissed as ‘common’ ” by the upper-crust tribe to which he and Mrs. Wharton belonged. Yet Mrs. Astor, far from shrinking from her newspaper image as a New York princess of the blood, acted the part of Astor sultana with skill, cunning, and an almost indecent joie de vivre.

Mrs. Astor supposed her tactics justified by the threat to her class. Her tribe confronted not the guillotine, but something almost more painful: indifference. To overcome it she engaged a public-relations agent and wrote advice on how to conduct oneself at dinner parties for Vanity Fair. She flirted with the press and affected a romantic interest in the journalist Charlie Rose. By playing the coquette with the media she ensured its complaisance; and when, as New York’s most celebrated almsgiver, she went slumming in Harlem and the South Bronx, the camera shutters clicked.

This grande doyenne style, which in a less adroit performer would have brought ridicule, secured Mrs. Astor’s triumph. The gorgeous costumes, the glittering dinners, the flashing jewels worked their magic. She “never went out at night,” Louis Auchincloss said, “with less than a million dollars around her neck.” Her households were run on a ducal model, with a retinue of chambermaids, a butler (trained at Buckingham Palace), and a chauffeur; her son, Anthony “Tony” Marshall, was thought to have used her poorly when, after she had fallen into a cruel dotage, he pressed her to fill her rooms with Korean deli flowers instead of better cut ones. It scarcely mattered that the splendor was false, that behind the façade lay a wizened old woman who referred to her daughter-in-law as “that bitch.” The illusion, Mrs. Astor knew, was enough.

Yet for all her astuteness in keeping WASPland in the public eye, Mrs. Astor cheapened the coin. The old preppy nobility had been composed of people who, like Dean Acheson and the Roosevelts, had done the state some service. But there was always an airhead faction within WASPdom that aspired to tinsel aristocracy: thus in the late nineteenth century Mrs. William B. Astor hallowed her Four Hundred, supposedly the crème de la crème of the Republic, and Cornelia Bradley-Martin threw her egregious ball—at a time when much of the country was suffering on account of the Panic of 1897. It was poor stuff, derivative in its culture, mock-European in its style; the wine was insufficiently mellowed, and age did nothing to improve the vintage. Yet Mrs. Astor nevertheless guzzled it down in her effort to retrieve the fallen fortunes of the WASPs.



SHE DID NOT SUCCEED. THE WASPs fell hard, and they fell fast. Yet when, in 2018, George H. W. Bush died, there was a moment of confused sorrow and muddled regret for an age which had passed. Commentators spoke of the virtues of the WASPs, their good manners, their devotion to the public service, their humility. But it was not the whole story. The WASPs were in fact a rather hard-nosed group, with a keen sense of their own interests and a love-sickness for power. Overlooked by the commentariat were all the deeper impulses that animated them and made their fall something more than the tragicomedy of a class. With the extinction of the WASPs, a chapter closed, the dissipation of a complex of hopes and desires that came into being when, more than a century before, a group of young people vowed to regenerate their country. To understand what the WASPs were really about, we must go back to the beginning.

I. Reporting on the 1960 Wisconsin primary, Joe interviewed, in a Milwaukee suburb, a woman who had emigrated from Poland. “Mister,” she said at the conclusion of their talk, “you mind if I ask you why do you speak so broken?”

II. Henry James’s novel The Sacred Fount, in which the worn-out characters seek to obtain a fresh infusion of vitality by tapping the hidden springs of others’ dynamism, may be read as parable of the plight of the WASPs.

III. Schlesinger, in his appeal to Susan Mary, invoked Henry James’s novel The Ambassadors and quoted the words uttered by Lambert Strether in Gloriani’s garden in the Rue du Bac: “Live all you can; it’s a mistake not to.” It was shrewd of Arthur: WASPs were always missing things in life, and reproaching themselves for having missed them.

IV. “Your torturing of Susan Mary,” Nancy Mitford wrote Waugh, “is all over Paris—poor little thing looks more like a Nazi victim than ever.” Waugh, who praised Soozle as a “tough & appreciative little guest,” said that he counted on “large bumpers of goodish wine dulling my guests’ consciousness of their discomforts” at Piers Court.

V. As Rudyard Kipling defined “It-ness”: “It isn’t beauty, so to speak, nor good talk necessarily,” says a character in Kipling’s story “Mrs. Bathurst.” “It’s just ‘It.’ ”

VI. Yet the revolutionist who smashed the pillars was at the same time a Byzantine Catholic who went piously to Mass, and who in his silk-screened images of Marilyn Monroe and Jacqueline Kennedy revived the icon as an artistic form. Did the impulse to atone amount to genuine contrition, or was it only another kind of playacting? It is not easy to say, but at all events Mephisto always returned to the diableries of his Factory.

VII. Kennedy concluded that Bundy’s comparative youth (he was forty-one in 1960) would be held against him: “Two baby faces like mine and his are just too much.” He eventually chose the intellectually undistinguished Dean Rusk. When someone complained to Dean Acheson that it was hard to tell what Rusk was thinking, he replied, “Did it ever occur to you that he wasn’t thinking?”

VIII. In fact Paley’s adopted son, Jeffrey, went to Taft and Harvard, and afterward wrote for the International Herald Tribune, a paper controlled by his stepmother’s brother-in-law Jock Whitney.

IX. Americans “known for being lifelong speakers of the Mid-Atlantic accent,” says one writer, “include William F. Buckley, Jr., Gore Vidal, H. P. Lovecraft, Franklin D. and Eleanor Roosevelt, Alice Roosevelt Longworth, Averell Harriman, Dean Acheson, George Plimpton, Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis (who began affecting it while at Miss Porter’s School), Louis Auchincloss, C. Z. Guest, Joseph Alsop, Julia Child, and Cornelius Vanderbilt IV. Except for Child, all of these speakers were raised, educated, or both in the Northeastern United States. This includes just over half who were raised in New York (most of them in New York City) and five who were educated at the private boarding school Groton in Massachusetts: Franklin Roosevelt, Harriman, Acheson, Alsop, and Auchincloss.”
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Nathaniel Hawthorne exposed the morbidities of a dying Puritanism, the “perfectionist enterprise” that inspired and blighted the WASP mind.




TWO A Dying Race


    
la valle d’abisso dolorosa…

the valley of the sad abyss…

—Dante, Inferno

    

You find comparatively few murderers among WASPs. Harry Kendall Thaw (the Pittsburgh coal heir who shot Stanford White, the beaux arts architect, on the rooftop of Madison Square Garden in 1906), Jean Harris (the Smith College alumna and Madeira School headmistress who murdered the diet guru Dr. Herman Tarnower in 1980), and William Bradford Bishop (the Yale-educated diplomat who bludgeoned his family to death with a sledgehammer in Bethesda, Maryland, in 1976) very nearly exhaust the list of WASPs who killed other than in the service of the state and the intelligence agencies. As for Lizzie Borden (she of the forty whacks), Henry Judd Gray (the double-indemnity murderer), and Theodore “Ted” Bundy, they were not the sort of people with whom WASPs were on visiting terms, however many genetic haplogroup markers they might have had in common.

WASPs are creatures of guilt and self-questioning, more likely to kill themselves than kill others. Suicide blighted whole families. There were the Sturgises, an old Boston family with a “tendency to suicidal mania.” Ralph Waldo Emerson spoke of his horror when, in June 1853, he heard the “dismal tidings” that young Susan Sturgis Bigelow had swallowed arsenic: three of Susan’s sister Ellen’s children (one of whom was to marry Henry Adams) would also go on to kill themselves. The Gardners too: Joseph Peabody Gardner, in whom was concentrated the blood of a dozen old Massachusetts families, blew his brains out in 1875. His son, Joseph Peabody Gardner Jr., died by suicide eleven years later. Theodore Roosevelt’s son Kermit, his grandson Dirck, and his granddaughter Paulina all killed themselves; Eleanor Roosevelt’s father, Elliott (Theodore’s brother), and her brother Hall both drank themselves to death. Medill McCormick, of Groton, Yale, and the Chicago Tribune, sought relief, by turns, in newspaper work, drink, Jungian psychotherapy, and the Senate before he swallowed a fatal dose of pills in a Washington hotel room in 1925; John Gilbert Winant, whose career took him from St. Paul’s School and Princeton to the governor’s mansion in New Hampshire and the embassy in London, shot himself in the head in 1947. Edie Sedgwick was preceded to the grave by her two older brothers, Francis, who killed himself at Silver Hill in New Canaan in 1964, and Robert, who crashed his motorcycle into a New York City bus in 1965. As for the two boys of William Woodward (shot dead by Ann), James leapt to his death from the ninth floor of the Mayfair House Hotel on Park Avenue in 1978; William jumped from his fourteenth-floor apartment on East Seventy-second Street in 1999.

The suicides were only the most overt sign of trouble in the culture or the blood; WASPs have long been haunted by the despairs, lunacies, and hysterias in their domestic histories. The Sedgwicks called it “the family disease,” a malady that oppressed their house ever since Theodore Sedgwick made his fortune in western Massachusetts in the late eighteenth century, more than a century and half before his descendant Edie stripped off her clothes for Andy Warhol. Emily Dickinson spoke of “the Hour of Lead,” of a funeral “in my Brain,” Henry Adams complained of ennui, John Jay Chapman lamented his “queerness,” which as a boy led him to make “mysterious gestures before imaginary shrines” and as an adult got him the nickname “mad Jack.” Louisa May Alcott, a golden child of Emerson’s Concord who would go on to write Little Women, contemplated suicide, and “thought seriously” of jumping into the water of the Mill Dam in Boston.

Were WASPs more troubled than other people? Probably not. But they were more articulate. Their miseries got into the record, and did something to shape the destinies of the United States. Reticent though they were in person, they were voluble on paper. At some level they want us to pay attention.



WASP FAMILIES LIKE THE STURGISES, the Sedgwicks, the Gardners, and the Roosevelts were all, even at their lowest ebbs, doing quite well out of life. What went wrong? The New England heritage had something to do with it. (Even those WASPs who, like the Roosevelts, identified themselves with other regions were connected by a hundred ties to the land of the Puritans.) The New England soil was rich in neurotic possibility; the early New Englanders had not only, in Henry Adams’s words, to “wrestle with nature for a bare existence,” they had to do it under the burdens of their perfectionist enterprise. The Puritan effort to build a new Jerusalem in the American wilderness was not a formula for sanity; it was abandoned precisely because it did induce lunacy, not least in (the somewhat optimistically named) Salem itself, the center of witch hysteria. Puritanism was supplanted, in the eighteenth century, by a less demanding (and less fulfilling) Yankeeism, with its easier idolatry of moneymaking. But by then it was too late: the older vision had inflicted enduring wounds.

The Puritan guilts and manias (it is not easy to live in a city on a hill) lingered in New England long after the demise of Puritanism. You sensed them in the dying villages, with their mouldering houses and sapless apple trees, bereft of youth and vitality, for the enterprising children have escaped to seek their fortune in the cities or the West. In the old greens and on the moribund farms, the memory of primeval Puritanism survived, “shrouded in a blackness ten times black,” in tales of wizards and witch-meetings, malignant groves, a shadowed Satanism, the sort of morbidity Nathaniel Hawthorne and (more recently) Stephen King retail in their books. WASPs in the late nineteenth century were drawn to the haunted countryside, and not only on account of its quaintness or its closeness to nature: they found, in the cranks and recluses, the eccentric spinsters and cracked seers, a reflection of their own uneasy souls.

New England was a tragedy. The ancestors, dreaming first of a puritanical Jerusalem and later (after that project failed) of a Republic of Virtue (or “Christian Sparta,” in the words of Samuel Adams), had sailed too close to the sun, and the descendants suffered for their hubris. The lesson of the degenerate villages was reinforced by the literature the WASPs read. Hawthorne taught them that they labored under a curse, some grievance in the granite, and they had only to look to the asylum in Somerville north of Boston (McLean Hospital), its wards filled with deranged descendants of old New England families, to know that it was so. Behind the black veil of the New England conscience something sinister was at work, corrupting the bloodstock and producing mad or feckless heirs. Henry Adams, looking back on the New England colonists in their prime, saw a long line of Puritans and Patriots who had done much to create America’s culture and institutions. But nearer his own time he found the characteristic specimens weak and dilettantish, “ornamental” gentlefolk subsidized by their forebears’ spadework, spoilt children who could “scarcely have earned five dollars a day in any modern industry.”

Such energy and purpose as the WASPs possessed found few outlets in a modern economy. They were drawn to the old public virtues, to the statecraft their ancestors had practiced as well as to the sort of “soft” civic work that adorns a place with art and poetry. But politics, as the nineteenth century wore on, came to be controlled by political bosses who were not (in the eyes of WASPs) gentlemen, and art in America was a profession only a shade more respectable than harlotry. Boston was, in its own conceit, the American Athens, yet we have Professor George Santayana’s word for it that in “good Boston society” artists, if they were tolerated, were looked upon as “parasites” and not as “persons with whom the bulwarks of society” could have “any real sympathy.” The Calvinist austerity remained after the Calvinist consolations faded; Yankees, with their zeal for compound interest, were as suspicious of the creative impulse as the Puritans, with their zeal for divine election, had been before them.



BUT IT WAS ONLY WHEN the children of the Puritans and the Patriots confronted, after the Civil War, a class that not only mocked their pretensions but also threatened to usurp their place in the hierarchies that the real crisis came. “In the reaction after the colossal struggle of the Civil War,” Theodore Roosevelt wrote, “our strongest and most capable men” threw their “whole energy into business, into moneymaking, into the development, and above all the exploitation and exhaustion at the most rapid rate possible, of our natural resources…” These industrialists and plutocrats were, Roosevelt said, “shortsighted and selfish,” but they were also masterful. Under their alien regime the descendants of the Brahmins—the New England statesmen and sages who had done so much to build the Republic—found themselves reduced in stature, smaller than their ancestors had been. They could no longer play the part, Edmund Wilson said, of a “trained and public-spirited caste,” for not only did the new society not “recognize them,” it forced them to make their way in “a world that broke” many of them.

The fall was the more bitter when they reflected that the North, in vanquishing the Southern planters in the war, had destroyed the only group in America that could rival the Brahmins as a patrician leadership caste. With the destruction of the children of the Cavaliers—now reduced to so much “grey debris”—the children of the Puritans expected to come into their own, only to find that the war itself, and the new industrial power it had called into being, had created an elite more formidable than the defunct Southern aristocracy.

They stare out at us from the canvases of Sargent, well-to-do but uncertain young people, the splendor of whose poses is diminished by a certain vacuousness in their expressions, an emptiness in their eyes. Some committed suicide; others were sent to lunatic asylums or languished in self-doubt and nervous debility, an affliction they knew as neurasthenia, for which reading Dante was the only cure. Oppressed by the gloom of what the critic Lewis Mumford called the Brown Decades, in which coal smoke and perverse fashions combined to color the world with “mediocre drabs, dingy chocolate browns, sooty browns that merged into black,” they suffered, in lugubrious rooms furnished somberly in walnut, from obscure hurts and identified with the roi mehaignié—the wounded king—of the Grail legend. They were conscious of desolation, a barrenness in things, of belonging, in the poet George Cabot Lodge’s words, to “a dying race,”I one that had ever fewer means of distinguishing itself from the plutocracy that had outstripped it and the middle classes rising up to challenge it.

There was John Jay Chapman, who in 1887 was studying law at Harvard and already sensing in himself the misfit who, in Edmund Wilson’s words, was to spend his life “beating his head against the gilt of the Gilded Age.” Reading Dante in his spare time, he found himself, like the poet, in hell. He refused to accept the word of the girl whom he loved, Minna Timmins, that she loved him in return, and in a fit of rage he thrashed a man whom he (wrongly) suspected of having designs upon her virtue. When his friend Wendell Holmes tried to convince him that the girl did love him and that he was mad to think otherwise, he accused the future Supreme Court justice of being a spiritual “detective” and dreamt of bloody vengeance. In the climax of his ravaged state Chapman retired to his rooming house in Cambridge and put his hand to the coal fire. When he took it out, the charred knuckles and finger bones were exposed, a prefiguration of the ordeals he was to undergo as a living anachronism, upholding (as Edmund Wilson believed) the ideals of the early Republic in a different world.

George Cabot Lodge was another crippled soul. The oldest son of Henry Cabot Lodge, the Massachusetts politician, he was descended from New England’s political and cultural elite, and both his inheritance and his education led him to aspire to the old New England “effort at the Perfect.” “Bay,” as he was called, wanted to be a poet, and after Harvard he went to Europe in the hope that he might there get his music out and become a light bearer, a cultural leader. (The poet as liberator.) But in Paris he broke down; there were “hideous weeks of madness” in which he felt himself “losing my grip, my aggressiveness, my force of mind…” He wanted to “work with the tide and not against it,” to “adapt myself to my time and to become a moneymaker.” But he could not, he said, “stifle my own self,” the ideals that his education and traditions had prepared him to uphold. His Brahmin family was only too happy to subsidize his vocation; Edith Wharton, who thought him one of “the most brilliant and versatile” young men she had ever known, testified that his father, the senator, wanted to see young George a poet. He had been raised in “a hot-house of intensive culture,” and it “never occurred to his family that he was not meant for an active task in letters.” Caught between two worlds, divided against himself, George Cabot Lodge found himself “turning sick and cold and saying to myself, ‘See, your life goes, goes, goes…’ ” And indeed it did go—fast. He died young, having failed to make a mark.II

The case of Richard Henry Dana III was similar. Like George Cabot Lodge and John Jay Chapman, Dana came from a line of statesmen and poets, of doers and thinkers. His father had sailed before the mast and helped to found, in the 1840s, the antislavery Free Soil Party; his eighteenth-century great-grandfather had been delegate to the Continental Congress, envoy to Russia, and chief justice of the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts. More distantly Dana was related to the poet Anne Bradstreet, the “Tenth Muse” of Puritan New England. But no more than George Cabot Lodge or John Jay Chapman was he was able to make a place for himself in the gilded, gold-leaf America of his time. Like other WASPs who tried to live up to the traditions of their ancestors, he passed his life in “bewildered efforts to find some way of being useful.” The civic ideals he had inherited were outmoded; he had, the writer Van Wyck Brooks said, “the patrician’s pattern of mind in a world that had ceased to afford scope to patricians.”



THE CHILDREN OF THE BRAHMINS blamed their weaknesses, their fatigues, their failures—the scruples that prevented them from getting on in the world—on neurasthenia. They actually believed it to be a medical condition. In his 1881 book American Nervousness: Its Causes and Consequences, the WASP physician Dr. George Miller Beard described neurasthenia as a disease caused by “lack of nerve-force” and productive of such symptoms as, but not limited to, insomnia, bad dreams, mental irritability, nervous dyspepsia, fear of society, fear of responsibility, lack of decision in trifling matters, profound exhaustion, and excessive yawning.

In fact neurasthenia was a state of mind, one that had a good deal in common with other kinds of soul-sickness that have troubled human beings since the beginning of time. The “black bile” (melancholia) of the Greeks, the acedia or muddy listlessness of the medieval souls who, in Dante’s words, are “sad in sweet air brightened by the sun,” the “spleen” of the eighteenth-century English Augustans, with its attendant “Vapours, Lowness of Spirits, Hypochondriacal and Hysterical Distempers, &c.,” the ennui of Pascal and the noia of Leopardi, the nausée of Sartre—neurasthenia was another version of the immemorial despondencies.

What distinguished the WASP neurasthenic was his (or her) consciousness of unused powers in the soul that he (or she) sought to discharge in civic and creative activity. You see it most clearly in Henry Adams, who adopted the pose of a neurasthenic weakling oppressed by his New England heritage, looking on life rather than living it, and doomed to fail in an America that had little use for the patrician’s theory of virtue. The pose was ironic—the man who wrote The Education of Henry Adams was not in any ordinary sense a failure: but it enabled Adams to explain why the best and brightest of his generation so often fell into neurotic despair. Neurasthenia, he maintained, was the natural response of gifted natures to an environment unsympathetic to their gifts. It was the inevitable reaction of those who, resisting the fragmentary part-lives on offer in the Gilded Age marketplace, sought to do justice to the whole of their nature in a land where the two great perfectionist experiments (New England Puritanism and Yankee commercial democracy) were culturally inadequate precisely because they were founded on too narrow a conception of human flourishing.

Neurasthenia was hell. But Adams learned from Dante that hell was good, a thing, indeed, instituted by divine love, ’l primo amore. For in deserving cases the path through la città dolente, the suffering underworld city, led, if not to sanity and salvation, at any rate to small victories over hellishness. This was the tradition of productive lunacy, the belief that you can’t attain the Jerusalem of your heart’s desire without first submitting to a Babylonian captivity. In writing the life of his dead friend George Cabot Lodge, Adams spoke of the young man’s “philosophic depression,” the dejection one feels when one’s powers find no release in joyful activity and one’s soul is condemned to feed upon itself. But the lassitudes of neurasthenia, exempting the sufferer from the demands of the marketplace, could also, Adams suggested, buy one time—to plot a comeback, and obtain one’s revenge on those who doubted one’s virtue.



FOR OUT OF THE NEUROTIC ruins emerged a patrician caste devoted to civic reform and the renewal of society. Caught, as they supposed, between barbarians above and barbarians below—between gilded tycoons and a mass-produced middle class—the children of the Brahmins overcame their debilities and reinvented themselves as WASPs.

The counterrevolution was bold. Like Dante before them, they wanted to reform the corrupt city and at the same time create a stable world order (the American Century). And like Dante, they rebelled against the idea of living an empty life and dying a meaningless (hellish) death. They were driven by a notion of human completeness, one that distinguishes them from the parochialism and self-complacency of more recent power establishments narrowly founded on money and technical expertise. They absorbed Dante’s faith in the humanities and attempted to revitalize liberal education, which was not for them, as it is for us, an antiquated heirloom, practically useless: they believed that it could both unlock human potential and promote the civic virtues, which they looked on as a salve for a variety of psychic wounds.

One must not exaggerate their virtues or overlook their vices. There was a certain amount of simple arrogance in them, and too little of the magnificence that sometimes excuses it. The WASP never possessed the grandezza of the Venetian magnifico or the Roman patrician, nor has any artist succeeded in turning the hierarchic vanities of the preppies into elegiac poetry as Waugh and Lampedusa do the pretensions of the sinking toffs who figure in their own works of aristocratic devotion.

Yet for all that they had an instinct for good form, no mean gift in a country which, Emerson said, “is formless, has no terrible & no beautiful condensation.” You see it in their houses, in the understated charm that never sacrifices comfort to pretension; you are always coming on odd little rooms of flowered chintz and cozy untidiness, devoted to conversation, leisure, books. The manners are as comfortable as the armchairs, are such as put a guest at ease; the tones of voice are pleasing, modulated with a tact that unfailingly avoids the awkward question. Still more do you see it in their institutions, in the ancient though nowadays little-studied arts by which they created places that commanded the heart and molded a type alive to possibilities we seem to have lost. Many have admired the WASPs for their effort to shape character in accordance with an ideal: but few have studied how they did it, or examined the techniques, the institutional artistry, by which they wrought upon the soul.

There is, to be sure, great difficulty in writing about people whose time has passed, who were bathed in the lukewarm bath of snobbery, who, with flashes of insight, were largely mediocre, and who were as narrowly European in their culture as they were complacently white in their pedigree arrogance. As for their other defects—where does one begin? And yet they were pretty nearly alone, among Americans, in pursuing the purposes they did. For all their arrogance and resentment, they sought a path to a new life.

I. The word “race” was, when Lodge wrote, used to describe not only what observers took to be each of several large phenotypical divisions among human beings, but smaller groups descended from common ancestors. When Lodge called America’s “well-to-do classes” of primarily New England stock a “dying race,” he was describing what today would be called a social group.

II. His son Henry Cabot Lodge, a product of the WASP revival, did make a mark. He was senator from Massachusetts before he lost the seat to John F. Kennedy in 1952; he went on to be Richard Nixon’s running mate in 1960 and Kennedy’s ambassador to Saigon, where he played a part in the debacle that contributed to the demise of his revivified class.
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Isabella Stewart Gardner felt her powers rotting within her, but unlike the diffident characters in Henry James’s stories, she broke out of her cage.




THREE Mrs. Jack Gardner and Her Unlikely Swan



Quando leggemmo il disïato riso

esser basciato da cotanto amante,

questi, che mai da me non fia diviso,

la bocca mi basciò tutto tremante….

quel giorno più non vi leggemmo avante…

When we read how the longed-for smile

was kissed by such a lover,

he, who will never be divided from me,

kissed my mouth all trembling…

that day we read no more…

—Dante, Inferno



She was by nature theatrical, a creature made for spectacles, masquerades, the fêtes champêtres of Watteau. But in Boston, the city of the Puritans, Isabella Stewart Gardner found no better scope for her exhibitionist temperament than the melodrama of a sickroom. Scarcely more than twenty years old, she grew painfully thin and languished in bed.

She was not a Bostonian by birth. Her father, David Stewart, a linen merchant in New York who had invested profitably in iron, took her as a girl to Paris, where she and her family fell in with the John Lowell Gardners of Beacon Hill, Boston. Little Belle Stewart was short of stature and plain of face, but she had a spark. She succeeded in making the John Lowell Gardners’ ponderous son Jack laugh, and in the spring of 1860 the couple were married in Grace Church in New York City.

Jack Lowell took Isabella back to Boston, but she found the city cold, and not simply on account of the climate. There was (still is) something forbidding in Beacon Hill’s top-drawer Brahmin society. Puritanism had given way to Unitarianism, but the old spirit lingered in ideals of parsimonious respectability. Each day her husband, who was known as Mr. Jack, went, as so many other Proper Bostonian males did, to a counting house in State Street, where he steadily built up his capital. The women were as joylessly industrious. While the husbands banked, the wives knitted, in little sewing circles founded on the pleasures of exclusion. Belle Gardner, the arriviste from New York, was among the excluded.

She found such refuge as she could in the semi-invalidism of neurasthenia, and she was at times so weak that when she and Mr. Jack visited Mr. Jack’s cousins, the Peabodys, she had to be lifted from the carriage. There was a ray of light. In 1863 she gave birth to a boy, another John Lowell Gardner whom she and her husband called Jackie. But the child sickened and died. The doctor prescribed the requisite cure for well-to-do patients—foreign travel, and as soon as practicable the Gardners embarked on the first of a series of grand tours. The sunshine of Egypt and the glamour of Paris revived Belle’s spirit, but they also deepened her dread of the Massachusetts winter. Stopping in London after one of her voyages, she told Henry James of her reluctance to go back to a city where she had “neither friends, nor lovers, nor resources of any kind left.”



WASPS ARE BORN IN THE consciousness of a void in their lives, a sense that their shrunken existences are a mockery of life’s promise. In this they differ from those of their own kind who are content, indeed determined, to live in an unchanging tradition—who, like the Apleys, the Beacon Street Brahmins in John Marquand’s novel The Late George Apley, are pleased that their environment has prevented them from becoming anything other than what everyone else in their class is. WASPs, by contrast, are drawn to an old Greek maxim: become what you are. Like Lambert Strether in Henry James’s novel The Ambassadors, they feel their unused powers rotting within them, but unlike the diffident Strether, they resolve to fight back, to break out of their cages.

Isabella Stewart Gardner was one of these WASPs, struggling to impose her inner romance on an alien environment. Her tactics were outrageous, even vulgar, but in a city whose leading citizens had been bled dry by Puritanism and frugality, ostentation was poetry. Casting off her neurasthenic shell, Isabella established, in her house in Beacon Street, a court of her own, one that outshone those of the women who snubbed her, and she went about imperially gowned in the latest masterpieces of Worth, the Parisian couturier who dressed the Empress Eugénie. Brahmin matrons raised their eyebrows when Isabella dared to drop the hooped crinoline in favor of dresses that revealed her pretty figure. But such was her violent elegance that no sooner did she enter a room than it seemed to make obeisance to her person as though to royalty. Brahmin matrons were soon instructing their own modistes to copy Mrs. Jack.

A rare flower indeed, filched from a hothouse in hell, or so one of her detractors whispered. Tales of her extravagance multiplied. It was said that she employed not only a butler in her house in Beacon Street but two footmen, an affront to the simplicity of the Puritan city. She arranged for pugilists to box in her salon for the delectation of her girlfriends—it lasted seventeen rounds; and she was seen carrying away two lion cubs from the zoo. Yet she swept all before her. “C’est mon plaisir,” she would say. “It is my pleasure.” It was the note of a great queen. Henry James was impressed by the authority of her gestures, the audacity of her display, although he regretted the “eccentric ways” in which this queenliness was expressed. She was “not a woman,” he exclaimed, she was “a locomotive—with a Pullman car attached.”

Still something was missing.



EARLY IN 1882 A YOUNG WASP called Frank Crawford appeared on Mrs. Gardner’s doorstep in Beacon Street. He was a magnificent physical specimen, “one of the handsomest men I have ever seen,” one of his cousins said. He “would pose before the mirror quite openly, rejoicing in his strength and beauty like any vigorous young animal.” Nor was Frank’s mind less supple than his body. He had been born in Tuscany to American parents—his mother was the sister of Julia Ward Howe, the author of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic”—and he knew Italy better perhaps than he did America. Sent, as a boy, to St. Paul’s School in Concord, New Hampshire, he had gone on to England to take first-class honors at Cambridge. He was at home in Latin and Greek as well as Sanskrit, and for the sake of privacy he composed his diary in Urdu.

In the meantime Mr. Jack Gardner, sitting in the Somerset Club over his Burgundy, was growing each day a little stouter, a little balder, a little duller, if that were possible. Was it any wonder that Isabella should have rested her eyes complacently on Frank? Yet it was a delicate business for them both. An ill-judged liaison could destroy a woman’s reputation even in New York: Boston was that much more prim. But Isabella was ready to run risks.I The respectable Bostonian met the challenge of life and the inevitability of death by acting as though he were dead already; Isabella, like many emergent WASPs, embraced the new, though possibly no less dubious, philosophy of saying “yes” to life. She went so far as to ask young Frank to… read Dante with her.

He seemed to know everyone in the great world beyond Boston, and casting a vivid light, false, perhaps, but alluring, on the latest scandals in London and New York, he gave Isabella a new idea of style and possibility. Sturgis Bigelow (a scholar of Japan and son of the unfortunate Susan Sturgis Bigelow who swallowed arsenic) thought Isabella a magnificent “gloom-dispeller” and “corpse-reviver,” but Frank was at least her equal as a child of the sun. Like Paolo and Francesca in the poem they were reading, they fell in love. It was an affair of the heart and possibly of the flesh: still more of the spirit. Isabella, conscious of a vacancy in Boston, wanted to understand the richer poetry her lover had mastered, and she was pleased that the stepchild of Tuscany could help her with her Dante, the poet to whom Boston’s enlightened souls looked as a medium of regeneration.

She had another motive for deepening her perception. She and Mr. Jack were at Constantinople when word reached them that Mr. Jack’s brother Joseph Peabody Gardner, a widower whose wife had died in childbirth ten years before, had blown his brains out. He left three orphaned boys—Joe Jr., fourteen, William Amory, twelve, and Augustus, ten. Mr. and Mrs. Jack, childless themselves after little Jackie’s death, adopted the boys and took them into their hearts. Determined to be a good foster-mother, Isabella set out to remedy the deficiencies of her own limited schooling. Henry James himself had pronounced the boys brilliant, and in order to keep up with them Isabella was soon haunting the lecture room of Charles Eliot Norton at Harvard.

Norton, a scholar of Dante, was an impresario of the culture that would shape the emerging WASPs. Wits jested that it was characteristic of Boston that it should have chosen for its high priest of taste a connoisseur of painting who was half blind and a lover of music who was largely deaf. But Norton’s weaknesses were counterbalanced by a personal charm which must have been very great. His friend John Ruskin, the Victorian prophet of art, spoke of the “bright eyes, the melodious voice, the perfect manner” that enchanted even the most fastidious, and he credited him with possessing “the sweetest quiet smile I ever saw on any face (unless, perhaps, a nun’s, when she has some grave kindness to do)…”

Norton had read Ruskin’s Modern Painters, and both men were drawn to the Italian Middle Ages and more especially to its artistry of place and community. They were certain that the medieval city of Dante, for all its murderous passions, offered “an example of integrity and civic pride and beauty” from which a modern commercial age had much to learn. Isabella’s nephew and adopted son William Amory (pronounced Emory) early succumbed to the last enchantment of the Middle Age. He was an odd and gifted child, with red hair and eyes ingenuously, protuberantly blue. Isabella gave him such training, Amory’s friend John Jay Chapman remembered, “as one connects with the idea of a British nation,” a “mixture of devotion and rigor.” At fifteen Amory passed his Harvard entrance examinations, but Isabella thought him too young for college and took him instead to Europe, where touring the cathedral towns he showed himself master of such a stock of learning as would have done credit to a much older scholar. Entering Harvard College in 1880, he was soon recognized, Chapman said, as “the best educated man in the class of ’84,” possessed of a “super-normal sensitiveness of nervous structure” and a prodigious memory. Professor Goodwin, the Eliot Professor of Greek Literature, thought him “the best scholar he had ever taught,” and the young man who was intimately familiar with the Gothic art of Chartres and Beauvais was soon as steeped in the Athens of Sophocles and Plato.

Otherworldly, eccentric, free from conventional ambition, Amory’s gift was less for scholarship than romance. He wove “fairy tales in a prosaic world,” Ellery Sedgwick (great-uncle of Edie) remembered: “there was about him a fantastic quality which seemed in common touch with all the creatures of fancy from leprechauns to giant killers.” Amory was, indeed, reluctant to forsake the imaginative playfulness of childhood, and like such other Victorians as Lewis Carroll and Ruskin himself, he was preoccupied with childish innocence. Understandably: his own had been shattered by the death of his mother and still more by the suicide of his father. At Harvard he saw others whose innocence had been corrupted in no less disturbing ways, young men poorly prepared for independence and already old in the vices of ostentation, cynicism, drink, and sycophancy. Gilded Age corruption, Amory believed, had its root in a defective system of education.

But what could he do about it? The way was open to a career at Harvard, where he might serve as a mentor to youth. But by the time a boy reached Harvard, it was often too late. The question became more pressing in 1883, the year in which his foster-mother’s dalliance with Frank Crawford was abruptly broken off. No one now knows what brought about the end of the affair, but something seems to have scared the lovers; perhaps Mr. Jack, rousing himself from the apathies of the Somerset Club, grew suspicious. (Paolo and Francesca were all very well as poetry, but before their reunion in hell, where Dante encountered them, they had been slaughtered in bed by Francesca’s husband, Mr. Jack Malatesta.) When Frank left a despondent Isabella to take ship for Europe that spring to write novels, Amory was approaching his final year at Harvard and had as yet no idea of what to do with himself. He was rich and had no need to earn his living; he might freely indulge his taste for travel, yachting, and curious scholarship. But dilettantism did not appeal to him. Then he learned that a cousin of his, a young man called Cotty Peabody, was intent on founding a school that was to be unlike any other in America or England.

The unlikely swan knew what he would do.

I. In the England of the 1860s, Algernon Swinburne was compelled to leave Wallington Hall, the country house of Sir Walter and Lady Trevelyan, after the host discovered that the poet had lent his wife a French novel. “It was nothing worse, I believe, than a volume of the Comédie Humaine,” Edmund Gosse wrote in his Life of Swinburne, “but he was a rash man who in those days recommended a French book to an English lady.” The manners of Boston in the 1880s were certainly not less severe.
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“We want a national set of young men… to start new influences not only in politics, but in literature, in law, in society, and throughout the whole social organism…”




FOUR Henry Adams Fails to Reform America



La gente nuova e i sùbiti guadagni

orgoglio e dismisura han generata,

Fiorenza, in te, sì che tu già ten piagni…

The new people and the quick riches

have begot pride and excess in you,

Florence, and already you weep for it…

—Dante, Inferno



You’ll be thinkin’ you’ll be president too!”

So the Irish gardener said to the boy Henry Adams at Quincy, the homestead south of Boston that served Adams’s president grandfather, John Quincy Adams, and president great-grandfather, John Adams, as a refuge from public employments. The remark so impressed Henry Adams that he never forgot it. That there should be a doubt of his being president was to him a new idea. As “influences that warped a mind,” none compared, he said, to the sight of John Quincy Adams’s bald head as it bobbed in its pew each Sunday in the Unitarian church in Quincy. Sitting behind his president grandfather, looking above the bald head to the tablet commemorating his president great-grandfather, the boy Henry assumed that “what had been would continue to be.” The Irish gardener was more perceptive.

In Henry Adams you find certain qualities of the WASPs expressed in their purest or, depending on your point of view, their most corrupt form. There was, first of all, the proximity to power, to people in whom the habit of giving orders had become second nature. Henry Adams did not, in fact, like his grandfather John Quincy Adams: rather the reverse. But as a boy he was on familiar terms with him. He hung about the old man’s library, deranged his papers, ransacked his drawers; a president, he said, “was a matter of course in every respectable family.” Henry Adams felt no special reverence for his grandfather, but he vividly remembered the ease with which the old man dominated his environment. The boy Henry was six or seven years old and in a “passionate outburst of rebellion against going to school” one morning when the door at the top of the staircase in Quincy opened and the old president came slowly down the stairs. Putting on his hat, he took the boy’s hand without a word and brought him up the hot road to school. In the grip of his grandfather’s authority, the boy was “paralyzed by awe,” yet at the same time he found himself admiring the mysterious faculty that could paralyze another human being with awe. To generalize (though not extravagantly), a true WASP not only grows up in proximity to power, he grows up wanting the same kind of power for himself. His rhetoric of service, humility, and civic conscience is rarely altogether false. But neither is it ever wholly true. WASPs like to give orders.

Both their proximity to power and their longing for it stimulate in young WASPs a conviction that they are destined to possess it themselves. When, at the age of twelve, Henry Adams was taken to Washington by his father, Charles Francis Adams, for the first time to meet the president—a WASP initiation rite that little Franklin Roosevelt’s father would be careful to observe—he took to it instinctively, enchanted by the fragrance of the catalpa trees and the mock splendor of the half-finished buildings, “like white Greek temples in the abandoned gravel-pits of a deserted Syrian city.” The White House itself seemed almost a personal possession, for all “his family had lived there, and, barring the eight years of Andrew Jackson’s reign, had been more or less at home there ever since it was built.” He “half thought he owned it, and took for granted that he should some day live in it” himself.

The next step in the WASP cursus honorum (for the WASP as for the Roman, honor and power amounted to very nearly the same thing) was a properly “exclusive” school, one that had bred a succession of leaders and would strengthen in the young person the conviction that he (mostly he’s in those days, though she’s would soon gain ground) was a WASP of destiny, intended for the service of the state. For Henry Adams, the school was Harvard College, and four years in that seminary in Cambridge, which culminated in his election as class orator, did nothing to disabuse him of his sense of future grandeur. At the same time Harvard enabled him to measure his abilities against those of rival contenders for power, and he fixed a wary eye on William Henry Fitzhugh “Rooney” Lee, the son of Colonel Robert E. Lee of the Second United States Cavalry. “Tall, largely built, handsome, genial, with liberal Virginian openness toward all he liked,” Rooney Lee had the “Virginian habit of command and took leadership as his natural habit.” He embodied the spirit of the Southern planters, the only group that could challenge the New England Brahmins’ conception of themselves as the Republic’s preeminent leadership caste. For a year or more, Adams remembered, Lee led their class at Harvard, but the descendants of the Puritans gradually overmastered the sons of the Cavaliers, and Lee “seemed slowly to drop into the background.” The habit of command was not enough; one needed brains, Adams saw, as well as sanity in one’s vices. When a Virginian “brooded a few days over an imaginary grief and substantial whiskey,” he wrote, “none of his Northern friends could be sure that he might not be waiting, round the corner, with a knife or pistol, to revenge insult by the dry light of delirium tremens.”

But although the Adamses were an antislavery family and the Lees lived on the labor of their bondspeople, Henry Adams’s friendship with Rooney Lee was “unbroken and even warm,” and when the Virginian was offered a commission in the United States Sixth Infantry, he asked the son of Massachusetts to “write his letter of acceptance, which flattered Adams’s vanity more than any Northern compliment could do.” That the child of the Cavaliers should acknowledge the abilities of the child of the Puritans was, for Adams, yet another whisper of destiny.



THREE YEARS AFTER HE GRADUATED from Harvard College, in the fateful winter of 1860–61, Henry Adams again went with his father to Washington, this time to watch the United States collapse. As, one by one, the Southern states seceded and his friend Rooney Lee was commissioned a captain in the Confederate cavalry, Adams doubted Abraham Lincoln’s ability to save the Republic. Had he bet his life “on the correctness of his estimate of the new President,” he afterward said, “he would have lost.” Studying Lincoln at the “melancholy function called an Inaugural Ball,” he looked for a sign of greatness, but saw only a “long, awkward figure; a plain, ploughed face; a mind, absent in part, and in part evidently worried by white kid gloves.”

Yet Adams soon obtained through Lincoln a coveted if unofficial diplomatic post. The new president was in the midst of settling the vexatious question of which office-seeker should have the Chicago Post Office (a patronage plum) when, almost as an afterthought, he dispatched Charles Francis Adams as envoy to Great Britain. Henry Adams would serve as his father’s private secretary, and in London he neatly combined two experiences that went into the making of so many WASPs, a political or diplomatic apprenticeship and an encounter with the society of the Old World. There were dinner parties in Belgravia, house parties in the country, breakfasts in Upper Brook Street with Monckton Milnes, a dilettante poet who was at the same time a consummate man of the world.I Adams saw the great figures of the age, from Garibaldi, the liberator of Italy, to Gladstone, the leading liberal statesman, bowed “to half the dukes and duchesses in England,” brushed against royalty. It was not every young American who found himself sitting over the Duke of Argyll’s claret in Argyll Lodge instructing the philosopher John Stuart Mill in the merit of tariffs on manufactured goods.

Not that he could ever believe that the London dinner party and the English country house represented “the perfection of human society,” as more naïve Americans did. The food, for one thing, was bad (and mostly catered from Gunter’s in Berkeley Square), and he detested the anti-Lincoln prejudices of the British establishment, which was largely rebel in its sympathies in the American Civil War. The upper-crust society of Mayfair was little more than a “polite mob” in whose manners the crudeness of Hogarth’s and Rowlandson’s London still lingered, yet he found in it, too, a social charm, an aristocratic ease and complexity of manner, unknown in Boston.II He only wished that he could combine his political education with a sentimental one, and in his imagination he pictured an attachment to a highbred woman, bored by her husband, who might polish his manners and soften his barbarism, as in a French novel. But such a liaison was not seriously to be contemplated by a young Bostonian who, like Adams, had not yet emancipated himself from Boston’s “sacred rage” against pleasure. Besides, it “would have scandalized his parents.”

The real romance, for Adams, was power, and he was struck by the way British patricians reconciled immense ambition with a civic conscience and a high literary culture. An aspiring young Briton who took up his pen to advance a program of reform might soon find himself with a seat in Parliament and even playing a part in the direction of affairs. Thomas Babington Macaulay’s Whiggish historical essays prepared the way for the first Reform Bill, which expanded voting rights, while Benjamin Disraeli’s novels were the inspiration of Young England, a conservative reform movement. Adams saw in these writers models to be emulated, and he dreamt of founding, in America, a movement of his own. What “we want,” he confided to his brother Charles in 1862, “is a school. We want a national set of young men like ourselves or better, to start new influences not only in politics, but in literature, in law, in society, and throughout the whole social organism of the country. A national school of our own generation…”

Such a school was, he knew, precisely the sort of thing America had “no power to create,” for America had no power to “centralize ability.” There was no “means, power or hope of combined action for any unselfish end.” But he proposed to find a means.



HE RETURNED TO AMERICA IN 1868 determined to make his program of reform real. And who could doubt that such a program was needed? For plainly the Republic was in a bad way. A machinery of “capital, banks, mines, furnaces, shops, power-houses, technical knowledge” had grown up to make an untamed continent habitable for civilized people. But the machinery that so efficiently mined coal and built railroads was overwhelming the country’s fragile political institutions. A quaint eighteenth-century Constitution could never do the work, Adams believed, of a “twenty-million horse-power” nation, nor could it contain the new forms of plutocratic power that were coming into being with the explosion of industrial force. Predatory financiers like Jay Gould, whose net stretched from New York’s Tammany Hall to the Washington of President Ulysses S. Grant, foreshadowed, Adams was convinced, a new Caesarism,III in which “mere private citizens” would “ultimately succeed in directing government itself.”IV But it was not idealism alone that motivated the emergent WASP in Adams. His program, if implemented, would get the better precisely of those new men who were usurping the place of families like the Adamses in the nation’s hierarchies. (Reform as a way of getting even.) It was with these mixed motives that he went down to Washington to expose the villains whose evildoing “smirched executive, judiciary, banks, corporate systems, professions, and people, all the great active forces of society, in one dirty cesspool of vulgar corruption.”

Only the obstacles in his path were greater than he had imagined. He looked, for an ally, to the newly elected President Grant, for no one doubted that the intention of Lincoln’s favorite general was “one of reform.” But a brief exchange with the chief executive satisfied Adams that there was no hope to be looked for in the White House. The evolution of American statesmen from President Washington to President Grant was, he jested, “evidence enough to upset Darwin.” Yet he found the city on the Potomac, so stupid politically and so morally vicious, to be socially charming. (The WASP has, in all generations, had a soft spot for Washington.) The town itself was primitive, a mere “political camp” in the eyes of one who, like Adams, had gazed on Regent Street and the rue de Rivoli. There “were no theatres, no restaurants, no monde, no demi-monde, no drives, no splendor, and, as Mme. de Struve used to say, no grandezza.” It hardly mattered. In Washington Adams found himself looked on as a young duke, much in demand in that genial if limited society. He delighted in the simple manners of the place and rejoiced in the softness of the climate, the “overpowering beauty and sweetness” of the Maryland autumn and the still more potent allure of the Washington spring; Mme. de Struve herself—she was the wife of the Russian envoy—could not deny it. Adams “loved it too much, as though it were Greek and half human.”

He began at once to write for the press. With his social connections and confidential sources he could hardly help, he believed, “saying something that would command attention.” Together with a little knot of conspirators he wrote articles, exposed stockjobbers, and made the case for a reformed civil service on British and Imperial Chinese models, purged of party hacks by means of competitive examination. At the same time, wound up “in a coil of political intrigue,” he laid plans for an independent “party of the centre” to be led by good men who disdained both the bosses who controlled the dominant parties and the industrialists who bribed the bosses to corner the markets.



HENRY ADAMS WAS BUSY, BUT behind the incessant energy lay the dread, not merely of failure, but of breakdown. The possibility of ending as another Mayflower screwball in the Somerville Asylum was real to him. Like other emerging WASPs, he was forming his life in reaction to familial ghosts. Of his two uncles on his father’s side, the eldest, George Washington Adams, was a melancholic drunkard who killed himself at twenty-eight. George’s brother—Henry’s Uncle John—was another failure whom drink brought to an early grave. George and John were themselves following in the footsteps of two of their own uncles. Charles Adams, the second son of Henry’s great-grandfather John Adams, died at thirty of cirrhosis of the liver, having been disowned by his president father, who denounced him as a “madman possessed by the devil…. David’s Absalom had some ambition and some enterprise. Mine is a mere rake, buck, blood and beast.” Charles’s brother Thomas, the third and youngest son of John Adams, was another ne’er-do-well sodden with drink and underachievement.

When his own articles made a stir, Henry seemed safely out of the wood of neurasthenic failure, and he looked forward to a rapid ascension into a position of leadership. But nothing happened. America was not England; a splendid literary effort was not likely to launch a young man on a career like that of Macaulay or Disraeli. Party leaders brushed aside Adams’s criticisms of the patronage machine, and insider trading on the stock exchanges was as rife as ever. The “legitimate politics” of public virtue that he foresaw overcoming the “tendency of our political system to corruption” failed to materialize, and his own ambitions were mocked in the newspapers. He had “altogether too much of the English and diplomatic and supercilious character,” it was said, to become “a useful public man.”

Evidently he was not so safe as he thought. The political prizes he sought eluded him, and he was conscious of alarming symptoms in his own psychological makeup. “My disease,” he would later say, “is ennui.” It would steal upon him unexpectedly, the state of mind William James knew as anhedonia, the inability to experience pleasure, a weariness that Tolstoy described as the desire for desire and Baudelaire called le cafard, the big fat cockroach of life, sinking its hairy mandibles into the unwitting soul. But having been beaten, in the game of power, by the new people—the party bosses and stockjobbing tycoons—Adams had, at last, found what the WASP needs if he or she is to overcome weak nerves and accomplish anything significant.

He had found something to hate.



STILL SMARTING FROM HIS EXPERIENCE in Washington, Adams returned like a kicked puppy to Massachusetts to take up a professorship in medieval history at Harvard. Two years later, in June 1872, he married Marian Hooper. Known as Clover or Clo, she had a mind that was a match for his own—Henry James compared her to Voltaire—and she was soon to become accomplished in the new art of photography or “drawing with the sun,” as Ruskin called it. Even so Henry’s brother Charles remembered having doubts about the marriage. “Heavens!—no!” he recalled saying at the prospect of his brother uniting himself to a girl who, he suspected, had inherited suicidal tendencies from her Sturgis relations. The Sturgises were “all as crazy as coots. She’ll kill herself just like her aunt” (the unfortunate Susan Sturgis Bigelow who swallowed arsenic). If Charles is to be believed, Clover was prone to fits of depression: she was also perhaps overly dependent on her father, the kindly Dr. Hooper of Boston.

She and Henry had no children, but the marriage seemed happy, and Henry would remember the decade in which they wed fondly. The “seventies… we were really happy then,” he said, discreetly passing over the eighties in silence. Although he was loath to admit it, he made a good professor, sipping sherry in the seminar room as he introduced young Harvard scholars to the latest techniques in historical inquiry. But the dream of statesmanship died hard. He edited an influential quarterly, the North American Review, in which he promoted the cause of reform, and he went down, whenever he could, to New York and Washington to build up his independent “party of the centre.” Yet very little came of it, and as the cinders of his charred ambitions cooled, he gave up his desire to make history and began instead to write it, the last refuge of the aborted statesman.

Other WASPs, most notably the Roosevelts, would succeed as political reformers; Henry Adams was among the first of the breed to experience an early and mortifying failure. The collapse of his reform endeavors and his “party of the centre” forced him to find another way to account for himself. In turning from the politics of reform to the study and writing of history, he sought a way to justify his existence after it seemed to go all wrong, and a means of understanding his failure in the light of his country’s larger experience. Giving up his professorship at Harvard, he went back to Washington, drawn to it not only on account of its archives but because it was the only place in America “where society amuses me, or where life offers variety.” In Washington he and Clo lived in style, kept as many as half a dozen servants, and established a choice salon. She occupied herself with her wet-plate photography; he investigated the records of the State Department.

In writing his various histories, not least his history of himself, Henry Adams was to find a way to dish the plutocrats and party hacks who, he said, had done the “most to block his intended path in life.” But his work would be little more than a forgettable act of literary revenge had not a deeper impulse been at work. In trying to figure out where the Republic his ancestors founded went wrong, Adams, the spoiled child of those nation-builders, was to articulate a grievance that was in some respects the making of the WASPs.

I. Milnes, who opened many doors for Adams, has been described as a “villainous tempter,” a “feline” creature of “Mephistophelean malice” who corrupted the young by taking them “through the Inferno of his library” of erotica at Fryston in Yorkshire. This is the melodrama of scholars; Adams’s encounter with Milnes and the society of the Old World, though it certainly affected him, was not an initiation in deviltries.

II. Milnes himself spoke contemptuously of that “grove of barren fig-trees called London Society.” Yet if he thought this true, it is not easy to see why he should have passed so much of his life in Upper Brook Street, entertaining that very society. At all events, such was the barrenness of which he complained, that in a few months in 1863 he numbered among his guests at breakfast or dinner Thackeray, Ruskin, Gladstone, Matthew Arnold, and Benjamin Jowett.

III. Adams drew on his brother Charles’s belief that Commodore Vanderbilt had unconsciously “introduced Cæsarism into corporate life,” and was “the precursor of a class of men who will wield within the State a power created by the State, but too great for its control.”

IV. Tocqueville had long before warned of the inadequacy of the elites that were coming into being with the growth of freedom and democracy—elites that exhibited all the corruption of the ancient aristocracies and possessed none of their higher feelings. When barbarians encounter a higher civilization, they first embrace its vices, and next enlarge upon them. Even so the Gilded Age magnificos aped all that was least attractive in the aristocratic tinsel of the Old World—and made it yet more tawdry.
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Amory Gardner, Endicott Peabody, and Sherrard Billings, intent on creating a school that would “differ… from any in England or America.”




FIVE Cotty Peabody Leaves the Bank



Là sù di sopra, in la vita serena,

rispuos’ io lui, mi smarri’ in una valle…

There, in the bright air above,

I told him, I went astray in a valley…

—Dante, Inferno



They called him the Sun God. The young Endicott Peabody, or Cotty, as he was called, was a “wonderful specimen,” a cousin remembered, “of stalwart youth… broad shouldered, fair-haired, blue-eyed, with an irresistible capacity for laughter…. There wasn’t a young man far or near as good looking as he was, but he seemed quite unconscious of the effect he was producing, and that added to his charm.”

He had been born in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1857, the great-grandson of a merchant grown rich in the East India and China trades, indigo, silks, sugar, spice, and opium. But the China and East India trades died away, and Cotty’s father, Samuel Endicott Peabody, did the prudent thing by going into private equity. The old shipping aristocracy, nabobs of the “poetic blue-water phase of commercial development,” was no more; a young Brahmin must make his peace with the new princes of industrial capital. Samuel Endicott Peabody married the daughter of the founder of Lee, Higginson & Co., a Boston investment firm, and in 1871 he was offered a partnership in the London bank of Junius Spencer Morgan, the father of J. P. Morgan, the American Midas. He took his family to England and sent thirteen-year-old Cotty to school at Cheltenham, where we find him, a handsome lad, playing cricket, arguing with the headmaster (who, he conceived, had been unjust), and being altogether what one of his mates called “a most audacious fellow.”

Three years at Trinity College, Cambridge, followed, and after taking a degree in law, Cotty returned to America to accept a position at Lee, Higginson & Co. He was, to all appearances, a forthright soul not given to doubts, and everything seemed to mark him out for a splendid career in business.

But appearances may be deceptive. Alluding to Matthew Arnold’s poem “The Buried Life,” Cotty confessed that there were times when he felt “a nameless sadness over me steal.” He saw evil in the world, and vaguely sensed in himself gifts that had not their scope in the computation of interest in a bank. Some of his frustration was no doubt sexual; he was courting, not very successfully, a pretty cousin of his called Fannie Peabody. But the problem went deeper. He was perplexed, he said, by “social problems” to which he saw no obvious solution, and he complained that his work in State Street “doesn’t lead to anything and has little in it except a fortune, if that.” Then again the crudeness of America in the Gilded Age depressed him. His friend John Jay Chapman described how, coming home after a sojourn in Europe, “the ugliness of everything appalled me.” Peabody knew what he meant; there was very little, in America, of the glow of poetry and order he had found in certain English communities, where what Wordsworth called “old usages” and the “colouring of other times” softened the “vulgar light” of “present, actual, superficial life.” America, in Henry James’s words, seemed “barren of romance and grace.” “What a horrible day it is has been!” Peabody exclaimed as he looked out on the desolate New England scene. “It is in a great part subjective on my part, however, for instead of jumping at the sight of the pure soft snow my heart seems to sink each time that I look at it. It is only for a time, I suppose, but it makes a great difference in the way that we look at the world—whether we are ourselves happy or despondent…”



YOUNG COTTY FOUND NO COMFORT, in his despondency, in his family’s religious tradition, the “corpse-cold” creed, as Emerson called it, of New England Unitarianism. But in England he had felt the appeal, at Cheltenham and in Cambridge, of Anglicanism, and one day, despairing of State Street, he went over to Trinity Church in Copley Square to seek the counsel of the Right Reverend Phillips Brooks. A physical giant of a man, Brooks was one of the foremost preachers of the day, and the pews of Trinity Church, recently rebuilt in the Romanesque style by Henry Hobson Richardson, were crowded with well-to-do Unitarians and Congregationalists seeking a richer liturgical experience than their own creeds supplied. WASPs were born, in part, in a rebellion against New England prose, and many Proper Bostonians were persuaded by Brooks’s pulpit eloquence—it was at least as garish as Richardson’s arches—to embrace the Protestant Episcopal Church, the American goddaughter of the Church of England.I Cotty Peabody was one of the converts. “I turned to Phillips Brooks,” he wrote, “as many a young man had done before in his attempt to find out what God intended for his life. He decided me to give up business and enlist for the work to which I believed I had been called.”

And so Cotty left Lee, Higginson to enter the Episcopal Theological School in Cambridge and to be ordained a priest in the Protestant Episcopal Church. Yet he had little interest in dogma or doctrine. Christ for him was an agent of the regeneration of souls. By serving Christ one could hope, he said, “to do some good in the world.” But could one do good in the world? All his life Peabody seemed the most confident of men, a stranger to anguish, “a dominant and dominating personality.” But the habit of the stiff upper lip, inculcated both in his Salem boyhood and his English youth, was strong, and beneath the commanding exterior there was a good deal of uncertainty and self-reproach. At times he was sure that he could bring the light of Christ to others, “then at other times there seems to be an impenetrable cloud with no light behind it. It is good for one, I suppose, if one can only look at it in the right way. I fear I do not at times. Indifferent at other times, almost without faith, I seem to be as far away from a Christian patience and true love for the Master as ever…. But I must not go on in this way.”

It came to his attention that in Tombstone, Arizona Territory, the little Episcopal parish was in need of a pastor. The gunfight at the O.K. Corral had taken place not long before, and the town was said to be “the rottenest place you ever saw.” Peabody accepted the call. Although he spent less than a year in Tombstone, his pastorate was a success. The son of Salem and Cheltenham and Trinity College won over the rough town, with its cowboys and desperados. It was said that a gang of “hoodlums, thinking to cow the eastern tenderfoot,” threatened to “ride him out of town on a rail.” But something in “Peabody’s steady gaze, his huge hands and massive frame,” made them think better of it. The Tombstone Epitaph was impressed: “Well, we’ve got a parson who doesn’t flirt with the girls, who doesn’t drink beer behind the door, and when it comes to baseball, he’s a daisy.”

Peabody himself would later dismiss tales of his vanquishing bandits as “largely legendary.” But his actual achievement was creditable. He oversaw the construction of a church, the first Episcopalian one in Arizona, and he organized a baseball team as an alternative to more vicious recreations. And he ministered to the downcast and the outcast, to all who were poor in spirit. Yet he felt himself a failure. “I am feeling somewhat blue and depressed to-night and am going to vent it upon you,” he wrote to a friend in the East. At the Lenten service “I did very poorly indeed…. I tried to lecture on St. Paul. I had intended to speak without my notes as much as possible, but I saw one or two of the people closing their eyes, evidently on slumber bent…. I may be, in fact I think I am, over-sensitive in such matters, but little things—such as a person smiling or going off for a snooze—put a complete damper on me… I do not accomplish anything like as much as I ought. At 1:30 I feel blue and homesick generally…”

He went back to Massachusetts in doubt as to whether he had any gift for pastoral work. “It is a grand gift,” he said, “that of being able to bring people out and inspiring them with confidence in one’s sympathy.” But did he possess it? In the midst of these doubts he was called to St. Mark’s School, an Episcopal boys’ school in Southborough, Massachusetts, to preach during Holy Week. He loved being back in a school and had some hope that he might be appointed headmaster. But the headmastership went to a Mr. Peck, who was not even a man of the cloth.

Cotty Peabody would have to make a school of his own.



IT WOULD NOT BE JUST any school. It is sometimes said that Peabody sought to create, in Massachusetts, an American version of Eton or Harrow, schools that had for centuries educated the English upper classes. But although Peabody had been happy at Cheltenham and admired Dr. Thomas Arnold’s work as a reformer at Rugby, he later said that the English schools taught him mostly what not to do.

To do any real good, he believed, a school had to get at the soul of a boy, and to do this it must be much smaller than Rugby or Eton, not more than fifty or a hundred boys. There must, too, be fewer barriers between masters and pupils than was the case in the English public schools. In the school he intended to found, teachers and students would “live together, work together, and play together in friendly fashion with friction rare.”

It was a novel, even a revolutionary idea. Arnold of Rugby had, indeed, tried to merge the master in the friend, for it was only as a friend that a master could look into the “inner heart” of a boy and find out what he really needed. But in practice, the English iconoclast Lytton Strachey observed, Arnold “ruled remotely.” His appearances in the lower forms “were rare and transitory.” The older boys saw “more of him, but they did not see much,” and “it would often happen that a boy would leave Rugby without having had any personal communication with him at all.” It was much the same at Cheltenham. Peabody remembered how his house master kept his charges at arm’s length with “sarcasm” and “satirical remarks.”

It would be different in Cotty’s school. He would not simply teach boys but reach them. He would draw out their hidden potential and send them into the world as a force for good.



WHATEVER HIS INWARD UNCERTAINTIES, PEABODY had the knack of inspiring confidence. He was fair, extraordinarily so, with the kind of looks which that age instinctively trusted. And then he was so earnest; hardly had he resolved to found a school than gifts from fellow WASPs came pouring in. Some gave cash. The Lawrence family, into which three of his siblings married, offered land. Not far from the Lawrence homestead in the town of Groton, thirty-five miles northwest of Boston, was a farm of ninety acres. Cotty went out to see it one day in June 1883. He was in one of his funks, confessing to a friend that he was “far from God” and utterly alone. But his mood soon brightened. “Mrs. Lawrence drove me to a spot which has been selected for ‘the School’ and surely a fairer place one seldom sees. It is a large plateau overlooking a glorious valley with great hills and mountains beyond. It would do good to live there and it would surely be a fine thing for boys to grow up amid such scenery.” Frederick Law Olmsted, the landscape architect, was induced to go out and see the site: he pronounced it good.

A board of trustees was rapidly formed. Phillips Brooks consented to be its president, and J. P. Morgan lent it the prestige of his name. It is not easy to know what motives induced Morgan and the other millionaire trustees, all of whom were doing quite well out of the Gilded Age, to back a reformist school, but back it they did, and early in 1884 the announcement went out over their names.

“It is our purpose to open a School for Boys next autumn at Groton, Massachusetts…”

I. In his novel Esther, Henry Adams portrayed Brooks, who was his second cousin, as Stephen Hazard, an archaic and spiritually unsatisfactory dogmatist. Yet Santayana maintained that Brooks’s Anglicanism “was not really backsliding towards superstition, as Old Boston might think; everybody knew that Bishop Brooks was as liberal as any Unitarian, only nicer…”






[image: Image]
Venice strengthened Isabella Stewart Gardner’s desire “to show Boston what it was missing.”




SIX Mrs. Jack Seeks a Humanized Society



speranza cionca…

crippled hope…

—Dante, Inferno



The “secret of her perpetual youth,” Bernard Berenson said of Isabella Stewart Gardner, “is that she is a vampire and feeds on one young person after another.” He first encountered this “wily old Circe” as a student at Harvard, probably after one of Charles Eliot Norton’s lectures. She, for her part, was intrigued by the exotic creature Harvard nobs looked down upon as a “Polish Jew” with “brash and pushy” manners. (Berenson had been born in Lithuania.) Here, she thought, was a young genius whom she might take up, encourage, and in due course suck dry.

She subscribed to a fund to send Berenson to Europe, but was disappointed by his want of application. The young man seemed to do little in his travels but compose letters and loiter in museums. She would not subsidize dilettantism, and writing him down as a bad debt she broke off communication. He, for his part, deplored her want of sympathy; her “egotism” and “monstrous vanity” made her impatient of anyone who was not immediately serviceable to her. Did she not see what he was up to? And yet it was not easy for him to say just what he was up to. He hardly dared confess even to himself the extent of his ambitions at this period in his life. He wanted to be a universal man after the fashion of the Renaissance, a second Goethe, the reviver of the humane traditions of Weimar and Florence. He resented the brusqueness of his patroness, who in her American hurry would have cracked the whip on Leonardo himself. Yet for all that, Mrs. Jack’s was “the biggest and deepest and most fascinating nature” he had yet encountered. Her aspirations were in their own way lofty; as much as John Jay Chapman and the young Henry Adams, she was a WASP patriot who wanted to perfect America, or at any rate so much of it as came within her ken.

“I am not as stupid as you think I am,” she told Berenson. She had been educating herself. She had learned, from Professor Norton, that other civilizations might in certain respects have surpassed that of Boston, and in Venice she had discovered that the last enchantment of the Middle Age was real. Her heart, she confided to Berenson, ached for the island city, and she and Mr. Jack went there regularly, taking rooms of “gloomy opulence” in the Palazzo Barbaro, “upholstered with every comfort.”I The marble, the velvet, the gilt gesso, the hot light of the balconies, delicately suspended above the canal—the palazzo was nothing to be sneezed at. But it was not the grandeur of the Venetian palace alone that spoke to Mrs. Jack: so also did the artistry of the Venetian squares and the gospel preached in the Venetian churches. Mrs. Gardner was herself a churchgoing Episcopalian, one who washed the steps of Boston’s Church of the Advent with palm fronds on Maundy Thursday. But what was still medieval in Venice exceeded, in spiritual depth and powers of social cohesion, anything conceived of in Anglo-Catholic Boston. The beauty of the city strengthened her vocation, in her friend Professor Santayana’s words, “to show Boston what it was missing.”

Much like the tycoon Adam Verver in James’s The Wings of the Dove, Mrs. Gardner wanted to bring to the New World the artistic and spiritual fruits of the Old. (Art and spirit were for late nineteenth-century minds closely related: in the philosophy of Mr. Ruskin, art proceeded from faith, while in the theory of Professor Santayana, faith was an illusion contrived by art, “literally false but poetically true.”) Mrs. Jack was not a philosopher, but she had recently inherited more than a million dollars from her father, and she and Mr. Jack had begun to acquire paintings with the idea of eventually creating a museum in Boston, rather as James’s Verver seeks to establish a “collection” for the edification of his own hometown. The idea of museum building was in the air, a potential cure, WASPs believed, for America’s cultural maladies. (Art as a means of regeneration.) New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art had been founded in 1870 with the help of WASPs like Howard Potter, the Brown Brothers banker; Martin Brimmer, the uncle of John Jay Chapman’s girlfriend Minna Timmins, was busy building up Boston’s newly established Museum of Fine Arts.

Mrs. Gardner was as yet a beginner, just starting on her quest to bring artistic and spiritual enlightenment to her native country. She was working to master the principles of acquisition when she received from Berenson a book he had recently published called The Venetian Painters of the Renaissance. Her protégé had been busier than he seemed. He had gone to school to Walter Pater, the oracle of Victorian aestheticism, and he knew Pater’s book The Renaissance, he told Mrs. Gardner, “almost by heart.” Many a midnight he would on coming home take up the book, “and meaning to glance only at a passage here or there, would read it cover to cover.” Pater urged young aesthetes to pursue beauty “not in the most abstract, but in the most concrete” way, to find not a universal formula for it, but the formula that expresses “most adequately this or that special manifestation of it.” In studying the Venetian masters, Berenson followed Pater’s advice. He sought to isolate the “special manifestation” of beauty unique to each painter, the qualities which distinguished it from that of all others.

Berenson learned something, too, from the Italian connoisseur Giovanni Morelli, who taught him to pay attention to the most apparently mundane details when studying a painting, a method that led Charles Eliot Norton to denounce the “ear and toe-nail school” of art criticism. But if Berenson’s techniques showed a healthy respect for the quotidian, they also grew out of ideas concerning the power of painting over the imagination that owed something to Goethe, Nietzsche, and his own libido. A great master, Berenson believed, created the illusion that his two-dimensional surface was in fact three-dimensional by making the beholder feel as though he could actually touch and grasp the things portrayed. When we behold an image of Giotto’s, he wrote, “our palms and fingers accompany our eyes…” In the same way the flesh of Botticelli’s goddess in The Birth of Venus seems to us really caressible: “the tactile imagination is roused to a keen activity, by itself almost as life-heightening as music,” for the nude figure is “the best vehicle for all that in art which is directly life-confirming and life-enhancing.”
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