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Very Much a Lady

SHANA ALEXANDER

“ENTHRALLING…. Read this book as a cautionary tale.”

—Cosmopolitan

“FRESH, BALANCED, AND EXCEEDINGLY WELL RESEARCHED…. A human illumination of the contradictions which have shaped the lives of many American women.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“BEAUTIFULLY WRITTEN, UNFORGETTABLE…. Shana Alexander compels us to know Jean Harris for the first time, bound and gagged by social convention, rushing to self-destruction.”

—Gail Sheehy

“A PERSUASIVE CASE…. Quite a lot more than a competent unraveling of a complicated case. It is also a sensitive portrait of Jean Harris…balanced, skeptical, worldly, compassionate.”

—The Washington Post

“MUCH THAT IS NEW…. Evokes both the resonance of a modern age and the ageless strains of loss and unrequited love.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

“COMPELLING.”

—Ms. Magazine

“A SUPERB SOCIAL DOCUMENT, a compelling personal drama suffused with psychological insights.”

—Barbara Goldsmith, author of Little Gloria…Happy at Last

“SHANA ALEXANDER STANDS AT THE TOP RANK of prose stylists at work today…. The remarkable thing about her new book is that only a third of it deals directly with Mrs. Harris’s trial and conviction for the murder of Dr. Tarnower. In page after page they come vividly to life—the highstrung headmistress, consumed by jealousy, and the arrogant doctor, doomed by vanity.”

—James J. Kilpatrick, syndicated columnist
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“Society must go on, I suppose, and society can only exist if the normal, if the virtuous, and slightly deceitful flourish, and if the passionate, the headstrong, and the too-truthful are condemned to suicide and madness.”

—FORD MADOX FORD, The Good Soldier





Author’s Note



I SAW HER FIRST on TV, stepping out of a police car, and thought—she reminds me of me. Same hairdo, same shoes, even the same college class. Headmistress of a select girls’ school, she had just been arrested for murder. The dead man, Dr. Herman Tarnower, was someone I used to know. Later, when I began to dig back into her life story, and his, striking similarities turned up between her life and my own. Her flourishing professional career has been devoted almost entirely to private-school education, and mine to journalism, but our chronologies are roughly parallel as to dates of birth, marriage, motherhood, divorce, and the experience of becoming what the Bureau of Internal Revenue calls a “female head of household.” Most important, we are women of the same era: the last generation of Americans brought up to believe that nice girls get married. The love affair between Jean Harris and Herman Tarnower had gone on for fourteen years.

After Mrs. Harris had been sent to prison, and while I was still doing research on the case, something else happened which set that tragic event into harsh perspective. A lifetime convict named Jack Henry Abbott was released from prison on parole and, within days, he had stabbed a young stranger in the heart. When Abbott was recaptured and brought to trial, in the same state which had convicted Jean Harris, he said his lifetime behind bars had rendered him “extremely emotionally disturbed,” and he threw himself on the mercy of the jury. They responded with sufficient compassion to convict him of manslaughter, not murder. Harris, on the other hand, had been too principled to say she was “extremely emotionally disturbed”—or perhaps too “disturbed”—and too prideful to beg for mercy. Harris had insisted on telling the “truth,” pinning all her faith on her civics class conception of the American system of justice. She had, after all, devoted her professional lifetime to instructing children in the workings of this very system, and its superiority to all others.

Seen side by side, the two cases reveal our criminal justice system to be so imperfect a machine, so terrifyingly random as it wheezes and clatters along, that it metes out to Jack Abbott the same punishment it awards Jean Harris. The hardened criminal-multiple killer and the distraught boarding-school headmistress occupy different institutions, but they are serving identical prison terms: fifteen years-to-life, without possibility of parole for fifteen years.

But I had not set out to investigate the injustice of the “justice” machine, nor the pliability of the system in the hands of the artful criminal. I was interested in a single individual, Jean Harris, someone who had always seemed to embody the highest ideals of society, not the lowest. Three times, at three schools, the headmistress had been handpicked over other candidates as figurehead and exemplar to the next generation, three times set up as a model of womanhood to some of the fairest, most privileged daughters in the land. What qualities had raised her up? What held her together? What brought her down? And afterward: why was this passionate, headstrong, and too-truthful woman apparently so incapable of utilizing the criminal justice system as it was designed to be used—to assure an accused person the benefit of the doubt?

That I would attempt to write her story was inevitable from the first moment I saw her on TV. The following day I drove to her lawyer’s office to announce my intentions, and when I got home I commenced a gentle postal bombardment of his client with letters and writings I had published over the years. Less than two months after Dr. Tarnower’s death, my phone rang. “You remind me of me,” she said.

This was the first of scores of conversations Jean Harris and I have held in the many months before, during, and after her murder trial. In this time we have come to realize that we are not nearly so alike as either of us at first had thought, and we have become friends. Nonetheless, what follows is in no sense of the term an “authorized biography” of Jean Harris. It is my view of the story only. I hope that someday she will be permitted to publish her own. In the period during which our friendship has developed, we have never made “agreements” of any nature. I have of course told her of my intention to write about her, but I have neither formally nor informally sought her permission to do so. She has never asked my permission to read any part of my work-in-progress, nor of the final manuscript, and she has not done so. One day when we were talking in the prison visiting room another of her visitors, a woman more worldly than the former headmistress, said, “Jean, aren’t you going to read this book before it’s published?”

“No. And I may not read it afterwards either,” she replied. “But it’s all right. I trust her.” No writer could receive a more precious gift, and I can only pray that her trust will sustain under the unforeseeable impact of the present volume.

This book is not offered as an apologia pro Jean Harris, but as an independent view of the case, the fruit of interviews, observations, and researches engaged in continually over the past two and a half years. In that time, I have attended every day of all the public legal proceedings involving Jean Harris, and have talked to hundreds of people who knew her and Herman Tarnower—old friends, new friends, professional colleagues, relatives, neighbors, servants, students, teachers, parents, doctors, lawyers, judges, police officers, and members of the District Attorney’s office. Some of these people spoke to me entirely on the record, some entirely off, some insisted on the right to approve their quotes, some authorized the use of their quotes but not their names. When, as frequently happened, I was offered widely divergent versions of the same events, my solution was to seek out third-party witnesses where possible; sometimes to use both versions of the story, sometimes to use neither; and in general to rely on nearly forty years’ professional experience in the familiar journalistic drudgery and occasional thrill of sorting wheat from chaff.

This is the occasion to thank all my sources once more for their generous gift of time, and their valiant efforts to serve truth. In addition, I should like to express particular gratitude to some special friends of this project: the Honorable Betty Friedlander, Jessica Mitford, and Robert Treuhaft, Michael and Eleanore Kennedy, Ethel Person, M.D., Ralph Wharton, M.D., A. Bernard Ackerman, M.D., Dr. Erika Freeman, and Herald Price Fahringer, all of whom spent precious hours and days instructing me in the vagaries of the law, the mind, the body, the human heart, and who aided and encouraged me in the struggle to adapt what I had learned to the gridlock demands of the manuscript page. There simply would be no manuscript without the rigorous attentions of my brilliant, clear-minded editor, Genevieve Young. I am grateful too to the many, many others who cannot be named, but who helped me immeasurably to see, to understand, and to prevail. Foremost among all these people, of course, is Jean Harris herself.

 

On November 16, 1982, Jean Harris’s conviction was affirmed by the New York State Court of Appeals, the state’s highest court. As in her earlier appeal to the Appellate Division, the opinion of the judges was unanimous. In consequence, the law requires Mrs. Harris to remain in prison until 1996.

 

New York, N.Y.

December 1982
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Spring Break




YOU COULD HEAR THE horses snuffling down in the barns, and far away a groundskeeper clattered his mowing machine over billows of bluegrass lawn. Otherwise on this early Monday morning in March 1980, the campus of the Madeira School lay unnaturally hushed and empty, a vast sylvan dell surrounded by several hundred acres of prime Virginia woodlands just across the Potomac and not twenty-five minutes from Washington, D.C. Spring Break had somehow, finally, arrived. The girls had gone home, and for the next three weeks the faculty was free to sort and bundle the academic debris of the last term, and brace for the next. Without the bright shoals of schoolgirls eddying everywhere about, the members of the faculty looked stranded, bleached out. Serious schoolteaching is exhausting work. At a boarding school one must also summon up the savoir faire, the resilience, the brute emotional strength to take on the management in loco parentis of a hive of adolescent girls. But somehow the teachers endured it, and often enjoyed it. As mentors and guardians of some of the most privileged young women in America, Madeira’s little band of dedicated educators took their work with great seriousness, no one of them more so than their fragile and high-minded headmistress, Jean Harris. On this Monday morning, just as she did when school was in session, she had scheduled a ten-hour day of appointments, beginning at eight-thirty when her secretary dropped by her home to pick up the stack of correspondence she had worked on over the weekend.

But this morning no work was ready for the secretary, and the headmistress’s normally immaculate living room looked as if a small tornado had passed through. In the several agitations of the weekend, bits of her clothing and scraps of her papers had got strewn over the furniture and floor, and now she could not figure out how to tidy up, what to do first. Neither woman mentioned the dishevelment. It had been a harrowing few days. Drugs and alcohol were a chronic problem at Madeira, as they are at most boarding schools, and on the previous Thursday afternoon an impressive cache of marijuana paraphernalia, along with traces of leaves and seeds, had been discovered in the suite of rooms in South Dorm where dwelled four of the school’s most popular student leaders. All were seniors, less than three months away from graduation, and all held positions of special trust: two were members of the Student Council, one was head of the Student Judiciary, one was Madeira’s best rider, and one was also House Mother. That evening in the headmistress’s parlor, a long and highly emotional meeting had taken place. The evidence of wrongdoing was spread out on the bright gold carpet for all to see, and the fifteen Student Council members and every adult who lived on campus were in obligatory attendance. Impassioned speeches had been made espousing every conceivable opinion—hang them, enshrine them, ignore them. Near midnight came the vote, and it had been unanimous: the offenders were expelled on the spot and sent off to telephone their parents. In this manner, at this hour, four startled families—unusual families in that they had both the means and the priorities to sink over thirty thousand dollars into the precollege education of a female child—had learned of the abrupt wreckage of that daughter’s educational future. Midnight phones began jangling; Board members and powerful alumnae across the United States were roused; Madeira’s Old-Girl Network twitched and heaved. On Friday the parents of the miscreants had begun arriving on campus, and by Saturday evening Jean Harris had dealt personally with the variously aggrieved and infuriated mothers and fathers. She had also had to crack her whip at the leaders of the bitter, widespread student backlash that had set in Friday morning; and on Friday night, in an unrelated incident, another girl had been found dead drunk, and swift discipline was once more required.

All in all, a nightmarish weekend, but by nine o’clock sharp on the first Monday of Spring Break Jean Harris was at her desk in her spacious, book-lined office overlooking the Potomac. Moments earlier, she had stopped at the campus post office and sent a bulky letter by registered mail to an address in Scarsdale, New York. The two senior faculty members who met with the headmistress at nine o’clock found their normally energetic leader weary, discouraged, and glazed-looking. They felt much the same.

At 9:59 Jean Harris made a six-minute telephone call to a Scarsdale number. Her next office visitor, a serious, bearded young man who had just joined the staff, thought that the headmistress handled their meeting with a level of professionalism he had rarely encountered in fourteen years in private-school education, and he headed for lunch reassured that leaving Yale University for a fund-raising job in a fancy girls’ prep school might not have been such a quixotic decision after all.

At eleven o’clock the secretary brought in the morning mail. Jean Harris looked it over and buzzed for her secretary to ask the two old-time teachers to return. Through the closed door of the headmistress’s office, raised voices could be heard.

When the bearded young man returned for a three o’clock meeting, the secretary told him it had just been canceled. He glanced in through the now open door and was shocked by the change in the appearance of the woman behind the desk. He scarcely recognized her as Jean Harris. He telephoned his wife in New Haven and told her that the headmistress suddenly seemed to have aged ten years. “She looks like someone who’s just been told she has cancer.”

At about three-thirty the headmistress stood up and buzzed again. “Cancel all appointments, Carol, please. I’ve had enough.”

Carol Potts felt relieved. Later she told her husband, “By then Jean was like a person with one foot in the grave and the other on a banana peel.”

The headmistress walked back to her disordered house, speaking to no one, and began to look for the will she had started to write over the weekend. When she could not find the first will, she hastily wrote out another one and ran back across campus to have it notarized before the business office closed at four-thirty. A new will was necessary, she told the notary, because three weeks ago her elder son had got married.

Back at her house, she placed a second telephone call to the man to whom she had sent the bulky letter a few hours before. He was a cardiologist who lived several hundred miles away in Purchase, New York, an exclusive estate area north of New York City, and who practiced medicine in the adjoining village of Scarsdale.

The butler answered the telephone and said that Dr. Herman Tarnower had not yet returned from his office. Jean Harris sat down at her little writing desk, took up her red-ink pen, and began composing a series of exit lines.

To the Chairman of the Madeira Board, a letter resigning her post ended with, “I was a person, and no one ever knew.”

To her sister in Cleveland, after some instructions on how she wished her possessions divided between her two sons, she signed off with, “I am so desolately lonely, Mary.”

She wrote two To Whom It May Concern letters containing instructions in the event of her death, and tucked one of these into her handbag: “I wish to be cremated as cheaply as possible and IMMEDIATELY THROWN AWAY.” She stacked the other letter on top of her will, some insurance papers, and her teacher’s retirement policy, and she placed them all on a small chair just inside her front door.

It was sixteen minutes past five when she dialed the Purchase number again. This time Herman Tarnower himself answered the phone. She had to see him, she said, and it had to be tonight. Tomorrow would be too late.

From the top shelf of the closet in her clothes-strewn bedroom the headmistress took down a small, heavy plastic box that contained a new .32 caliber revolver and a box of fifty bullets. The weapon had been stashed in her closet for sixteen months. To find out what it was going to sound like, she opened the cylinder as the gun salesman had shown her, dropped in a shell, and stepped out onto her rear terrace. She aimed toward the tall trees, pulled the trigger, and heard a click. She heard three or four more clicks before the hammer finally fell on the chamber that contained the bullet. The explosion was much louder than she had expected. Birds flew out of the treetops. She tried to remove the spent cartridge. The salesman had shown her how to load but not how to unload; she couldn’t get it out. In her kitchen she found an ice pick and poked out the spent shell.

She filled up the gun with bullets, zippered it in her pocketbook, and put a few more bullets in the pocket of her old mink jacket. Neatly she enclosed the nearly full bullet box inside the now empty gun box. She knelt to hug goodbye to her two dogs, Cider, the big golden retriever the girls had given her, and Liza, the springer spaniel that was a gift from her sons, and hurried out to her car. The car too was a gift. Like the official headmistress’s residence, The Hill, the pretty house she was now leaving forever, the 1972 blue and white Chrysler was the property of the school and was provided for the use of the school as well as for the convenience of the headmistress. That was why the car’s trunk was now crammed with nine school-owned English riding saddles sorely in need of repair. On the front seat she saw a bunch of white daisies, a quiet gift left there by one of the teachers who had noted her distress that morning. She placed her pocketbook next to the flowers and stuck the gun box and bullets into the glove compartment.

It was five-thirty when she drove to the home of the school groundskeeper and asked if he would gas up her car at the school pump. She wanted to be certain of a full tank so she would not have to search for an open gas station en route.

“Hurry, please, Junior. I’m late for a dinner party,” she said.

The weather was turning bad. An hour out of Madeira the rain began. She really was expected at a dinner party, in Washington, and it bothered her that she had not telephoned the hostess and made some excuse. But she was afraid if she talked to anyone she might burst into tears. It was the shame of her life. Almost anything could make her cry—a cute puppy, a crying baby, a wedding, an old song, a surprise encounter, a sudden argument, a trivial slight. Unexpected compliments were the most treacherous surprises; they practically guaranteed a crying jag.

But now she didn’t feel the least bit sad. As soon as she knew it was too late to call the hostess, her mind seemed to slip into a new gear, a sort of emotional overdrive, electraglide, pantrans-override. Everything grew strangely blank and peaceful. She listened to the slap-slap of the windshield wipers and thought about nothing whatever except how entirely serene she felt now that all her problems had been solved. No more fights with the girls, or their parents, over archaic drug laws. No more fights with the all-powerful Board members about money, discipline, policy. No more fights with her ill-tempered old father about practically everything, and in particular about his shabby treatment of her two fine sons. No more struggles with Herman Tarnower over his relationship with a much younger woman, Lynne Tryforos, his office assistant, a rival the headmistress had become increasingly aware of in the past four or five years. She considered the younger woman treacherous, ignorant, and common—someone to sleep with, if that was what it took to make Tarnower happy, but not a worthy companion to the eminent cardiologist. No more fights with herself. That was the best part; no more agonizing over her own compromised integrity in this sordid triangle. She could not bear having him this way. She could not bear the long, sleepless nights with no one even to telephone. But the alternative—not ever seeing him again, growing old by herself, facing the world entirely alone—that was even worse. To avoid it, she would play by any rules, agree to any terms. Even though he had changed in these last years, had grown increasingly distant, selfish, cruel, she could never walk away from him. Because even if the leave-taking were her doing, not his, it was she who would be the abandoned one.

But now as she drove steadily north into swiftly worsening weather, all her problems had been solved. How entirely peaceful she felt now that she had finally made up her mind what she was going to do. She was going to bid a tender farewell to the only man she had ever truly loved, to the man she believed had literally kept her alive these past fourteen years. She knew his many faults better than anyone; she loved him in spite of them and in a way because of them. That she could embrace his flaws was in the fabric of her passion. She loved him because for fourteen years he had made her feel vivid, safe, and happy in ways she had never known before. So now she was driving to his house to feel it one more time, and to say a quiet goodbye. Then, without letting him know of her intention, she was going to walk quietly away, out of the house, down to the lily pond where the daffodils grew in the spring, and she was going to put a bullet through her brain.

Jean Harris knew the route well. She had made this same drive scores of times. Normally she stopped at the Exxon station on the Jersey side of the George Washington Bridge to gas up for the return trip, but this time there was no need to stop. The car continued steady as it approached the rainswept bridge. Flashes of lightning illuminated the ragged clot of traffic at the tollbooth plaza, and thunder rumbled after. In all the higgledy-piggledy of backed-up cars and trucks and tractor-trailers, surely there was no more curious vehicle than the old blue and white Chrysler containing a distraught boarding-school headmistress, nine broken saddles, twelve daisies, forty-odd bullets, and a new .32 caliber revolver. The car seemed to pilot itself through the heavy commercial traffic while the driver’s mind hovered somewhere far above. She had a sense of vast relief. Her mind floated high and free and blank as the quarter-moon invisible now behind the black sheets of rain.

As she turned off the parkway at Anderson Hill Road and turned again onto Purchase Street, the storm banged directly overhead. Tarnower’s long, winding driveway blazed white in the lightning glare; thunder split the sky. But the headmistress was more at peace now than ever. In the entire five-hour trip she had felt but one slight twinge of anxiety, and that was very brief. Just as she swung off the George Washington Bridge and arrowed northward to Westchester County, a tiny, stray thought flashed across her empty mind.

“What if he’s nice to me…and I can’t go through with it?”
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Good Girl




WHEN JEAN STRUVEN HARRIS thinks about her early childhood in the old and affluent Cleveland suburb of Cleveland Heights, she often sees it as pages from a “Dick and Jane” reader. She remembers huge, noisy Father, tiny, loving Mother, the four children, the two dogs, her dollhouse, the little red wagon, the big white house. In fact the Struvens were decidedly better off than the parents of Dick and Jane. They usually had a maid or a cook, a weekly laundress, private schools for the children, and a big Canadian summer home to which the whole family drove every Memorial Day weekend, each parent piloting one of the family’s two Packards.

Jean Struven was born in 1923, the second of the three daughters of Albert and Mildred. Mary Margaret, six years older, was considered the family good girl. Jean, always struggling but never quite managing to be as good as her big sister, was thought of as the bright girl, and her younger sister, Virginia, born in 1928, was believed to be the prettiest, and the family hell-raiser. Bobby, their baby brother, came along nearly two years later.

Albert Struven was a blustering, tremendous man. Heavy and big-boned, not fat, standing six feet two inches tall, he could hold out his arm and his gentle, four-foot-eleven wife, whom he sometimes called “Mil,” for Mildred, but more often “Bill,” could walk right underneath. “Struvie,” as he was known, was an Annapolis graduate who could trace back his lineage as a seagoing man at least four generations. Originally his family had come from Prussia. As a young man, he helped set up the Ford River Rouge plant, and his heroes were men like Henry Ford, Thomas Edison, Harvey Firestone. He became a crackerjack civil engineer and vice-president of the worldwide construction company, Arthur G. McKee, Inc., for which he supervised the building of oil refineries and steel plants all over the world. In the late 1920s, he was sent for by the Russians to advise them on building the first cement dam in the Soviet Union. When the big dam in the Ural Mountains was at last completed, Struven supervised the building of the USSR’s first modern steel plant, at Magnitogorsk, powered by electricity from the dam.

“I was raised by my mother,” Jean says firmly today. “My father was almost never home.” Most people were just as glad. The man had a terrible temper, and the most trivial thing could make him explode into fury—a broken light bulb, a stalled car, a lost newspaper. Whenever he was around, all the children in the neighborhood scattered, not just his own four. All who knew him seem to agree that Albert Struven was a brilliant man, and a champion tyrant, bigot, and snob.

Even though her father died in late July of 1980, at age eighty-four, Jean Harris still rarely speaks of him without tears. “My father should not have had any children,” she said a few months before his death. “I think he was a very sick man, a manic-depressive,* an unbelievably unhappy man to be around, remembering only the ugly things…. There was no way not to make him mad. He never said anything good about anyone.”

“I think Jean admired her father very much—and she also hated his guts,” says Jean’s oldest friend. “He was cold, ever-complaining, impossible to please, autocratic, and nasty. Jean is like Struvie in some ways—very stubborn, it’s hard for her to bend, and she’s got a bad temper.”

“The saving difference between us,” Jean herself says now, “was that, thank God, I have a sense of humor. Dad never laughed. Nothing gave him pleasure. He always expected the worst.”

There were of course many differences between Jean and her father, as well as numerous similarities. She does not enjoy contemplating the latter and she has tried all her life to put them out of her mind. For example, to this day Jean jokingly complains that, unlike other children, she never had a nickname. “I was always just plain Jean,” she says. Yet the description beneath her twelfth-grade graduation picture concludes, “…‘Struvie’ as she is…often called, is going to Smith next fall.”

Mary Margaret seemed to be the one member of the family of whom her father approved. Jean was forever running along behind her older sister, always trying to catch up and never quite succeeding, never able to win her father’s approval, only her mother’s. In her zeal, Jean could become exceedingly dogmatic. Whenever she started sounding too self-righteously certain, her mother gently rebuked her by calling her “Miss Infallible.” When even that didn’t work, Mildred once or twice washed her daughter’s mouth out with Lifebuoy soap as a punishment for “impudence.”

Mildred Struven is a staunch Christian Scientist, a faith that helped her survive her husband’s tirades. Calm, gentle-natured, serene, and level-headed, she has never had any use for snobbery or pretense. One of Jean’s clearest recollections from her earliest childhood is noticing that other little girls curtsied to their elders when shaking hands, and telling her mother that she, too, wished to learn to curtsy.

“A curtsy doesn’t mean one doggone thing,” her mother told her sternly. “I want you always to look people in the eye. And tell them the truth. You measure people from the neck up, Jean.”

Mildred’s religious beliefs meant that her children endured the usual childhood diseases without benefit of pediatrician. Her standard treatment was to put the ailing youngster to bed for a few days, dose the invalid alternately with homemade barley soup and long stories read aloud at bedside, and never fail to mention that despite the spots and aches things really did look fine, and surely would be even better tomorrow. It always worked. The one time it didn’t, and baby Bobby came down with a near-fatal case of chicken pox, his mother rushed him to Cleveland’s best hospital. The woman was a believer but not a fanatic.

After eight years of public schooling, the three Struven sisters were sent to Laurel, Cleveland’s “best” private girls’ school, where they wore white middy blouses with green ties and skirts, and generally got excellent marks. Jean’s Laurel classmates, now matrons approaching sixty, remember her vividly. “The most attractive and smartest girl in the class, very good-natured, and always sensible, never flirty.”

“Looks, brains, talent, personality—she had them all.”

“She loved hayrides, ice-skating, dancing at the country club, good music, and rolling bandages at the settlement house.”

“I never could be fond of Jean, because she just wasn’t interested in clothes, styles, all the giggly, dumb things we used to do—and boys, she hardly seemed to care about them at all.”

“A powerful, outspoken girl. The only time I ever saw her in trouble was when she’d talk back to teachers. That wasn’t done in those days. But Jean was very independent-minded, fairly nonconformist, liberal, and quick to criticize.”

Jean Struven always got elected to something, from freshman class secretary to senior class president. She was the best actress in every play she was in, and she won the all-school Current Events Contest sponsored by Time magazine three years in a row. She also proved to be the most durable. “At our thirtieth reunion, in 1971, Jean had changed physically less than any of us.”

Jean herself says simply, “I loved school. I loved having a star on my forehead when I was little, I loved sitting in the sun room of our big house on Demington Drive and doing my homework. I loved my teachers.” But when her father was home, Jean hid. “I was always running away from him, always trying to hide from him, always trying not to hear him screaming.” He frightened her so, even in her teens, that “if Dad said be home by eleven, I was always home by five minutes before eleven. My younger sister, Virginia, came home at ten past one. She just didn’t care. She was full of hell, and she had the most fun of any of us. But then my father would start to yell at Virginia, and I’d sit in my room quaking at the sound of his voice. His anger terrified me.”

This comment, if they heard it, would certainly astonish Jean’s Laurel classmates. They never even glimpsed the side of her that dreaded her father. Indeed, the single thing every one of them remembers best about Jean Struven is her famous, all-Cleveland prizewinning essay, written when she was in the eleventh grade. They even remember its title: “The Man I Took For Granted.” The “man” was Jean’s father, and he is described in a complex, haunting tone of voice—suffused with a love that is not expressed but veiled, something like the bantering, exasperated voice that Clarence Day used in his best-seller of the period, Life With Father.

In retrospect, today’s readers find the final paragraph of Jean’s essay truly eerie. “Oh, Mr. Day,” she exclaims, “had I your talent with which to tell the story of an equally deserving father!” But “I have not the eloquence to bring it forth. Or perhaps this realization is not entirely an appreciation of father, but a step toward appreciating men in general. It is possible some day my subject will be, not ‘The Man I Took For Granted,’ but ‘The Man Who Took Me For Granted.’”

 

Although she did indeed love school, the joyous center of Jean’s universe for the first twenty years of her life was her family’s isolated Canadian summer retreat on Lake Erie some sixty miles east of Detroit. “Little Eden” and “Millionaires’ Row” is what Toronto newspapers called the place. But the Struvens and the five other Midwestern families and their nineteen children who summered there together were not millionaires. The fathers were solid, ambitious businessmen, young heads of growing families, who in the booming 1920s bought a vast tract of unspoiled Canadian woodlands and named it, rather grandly, Rondeau Shores Estates. By 1926 they had built a mile-long gravel road into the bush. At the end they erected a row of six “cottages,” in reality elaborate, many-bedroomed rustic lodges with verandas and huge stone fireplaces. The Struven family owned the first “cottage” at the end of the gravel road, and the house next door belonged to Naomi and Henderson Richey, then the Midwest distributor for Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. Their tall, blonde daughter, Marge Richey, four years older than Jean, became the leader of the Rondeau kids’ gang, and Jean’s lifelong friend. Marge’s younger brother, David Richey, was just Jean’s age, and throughout their childhoods they were inseparable.

All Rondeau recollections seem extraordinarily sharp, the telescope of memory in perfect focus. Jean remembers the very day she and Marge were lying on their bellies in the warm sand, ages six and ten, and Marge introduced her to the mysteries of four-letter words. Marge remembers the day the following summer when she raced up onto the Struvens’ veranda, her blonde hair flying, shouting, “You should see the people who just bought the old Keener house! They have a son!” This was the third house in the row, just beyond the Richey’s place. The new people were the Harris family, from Grosse Pointe, and their tall, shy son, Jimmie, was almost eleven. One by one, as the years passed, all the Rondeau girls developed a crush on the good-looking youth whose family seemed so much more sophisticated than the others on the lake. Mr. Harris quoted Trollope and Conrad. Mrs. Harris read the Social Register. The other girls swiftly got over their crushes. It would take Jean somewhat longer.

Many more Rondeau “estates” were envisioned as word spread of the “by invitation only” retreat. A golf course was planned, a boat basin, a yacht anchorage, even a private airstrip. But then came the crash of 1929, and the original six houses, standing splendid in their isolation just back of the high cliffs over the lake, were the only structures ever built. For the children, Rondeau Shores Estates became a literal Eden, an uninhabited wilderness untouched by the pain and grit of Depression America. Here they could roam unsupervised and free from Decoration Day weekend until long past Labor Day when, after the dangers of polio had passed, the cottages were boarded up for the winter and everybody piled children, servants, dogs, fishing poles, tents, cots, hampers, and three months’ worth of laundry back into the cars for the long drive home to Cleveland or Detroit. The nineteen children grew up as permanent, unchallenged kings and queens of the castle, living in a Norman Rockwell never-never land of taffy pulls, lost kittens, swimming holes, ghost stories, costume parties, and pink lemonade. To hear them talk about the place today—and they all do talk about it, constantly, whenever they meet—is to recognize that those long-ago beach picnics and marshmallow roasts are still the most vivid, valued moments of their sixty-year-old lives. In their collective memory, the years at Rondeau have merged into one seamless, endless summer in which special events twinkle like the bits of bright colored glass they picked up on the sand: the day on the beach that all nineteen kids triumphantly constructed themselves into one shuddering, giggling human pyramid; Sunday nights when Vernon, the Harrises’ Negro cook, dressed all in white and wearing his chef’s hat, crooned “A Beautiful Lady in Blue” through a paper megaphone while gentle, tiny Mildred Struven, all the children’s favorite mother, played the piano and sang along in her beautiful contralto. Mildred was also the only mother willing to stand on the cliffs and referee while the children competed to determine who could swim farthest out into Lake Erie and make it back alive. Afterward, she even judged their blue lips contests. Everybody remembers the day Jean’s father brought home the first wonderful aluminum canoe; they recall the miraculous rafts that Jim Harris could construct from steel drums, planks, and chains; the fathers’ famous fireworks nights; the summer the knitting madness overcame the girls; the Friday the road washed out in a bad storm, and the kids raised a thicket of flags, shutters, shovels, and signs to warn the daddies returning for the weekend; the nights they sneaked down to the old barn to jump off the rafters in the dark; the amateur theatricals; the magic tricks; the day they tried to dig a hole to China; the time they decorated themselves with Mercurochrome and feathers and turned into a tribe of Indians. All the performances, copies from the movies: Jean and Wilma’s tap-dance routine to “Sing You Sinners”; David’s gibbering impression of King Kong; the night they translated “We’re in the Money” into pig-Latin; Jean’s torchy, sweet soprano rendition of “Fish gotta swim, birds gotta fly…Can’t help lovin’ that man of mine.”

As the Rondeau children became teenagers, the fun and games changed, but the fundamental innocence of their lives did not. They got to know the local Canadian kids and organized enormously complicated treasure hunts. They played charades, at which Jean excelled, and on Sunday nights fifty teenagers might be gathered in one big living room. These evenings ended with a special treat introduced by Mildred Struven. Other American teenagers might be experimenting with beer, or cuba libres, but this bunch was gorging itself on cinnamon toast. On Saturday nights there were dances at a nearby amusement area, Rondeau Park. Then Jean and Mary Margaret and Marge and the other girls spent all day washing their hair, ironing dresses, polishing shoes, and whole families attended the dance together, the men and boys buying strips of five-cent tickets, the girls filling in their dance programs, parents dancing with their children, with each other, with the local hardware man or fisherman, everyone dancing his fool head off. Occasionally Benny Goodman or Glen Miller came to the casino for one night, and then a carload of Canadian boys might arrive to pick up a bunch of Rondeau girls. But even on these special nights there was no two-by-two dating, and the girls knew they were to be home by eleven o’clock, midnight on Saturdays. “The music stopped at eleven anyway,” Marge remembers. “They played ‘God Save the King,’ and after that there was no place to go but home for cinnamon toast and milk.”

Jean was very much the kid sister on these dance nights; shy, not adventurous, never a flirt. She was the same back at home in Shaker Heights (the family had moved from Cleveland Heights to a big stucco house on South Woodland). Many boys pursued her, a Laurel classmate recalls. “But she was already going with Jim, at least some of the time. It was one of those on-and-off things. I remember at a pajama party, we must have been in the tenth or eleventh grade, Jean said, ‘I’ll probably go ahead and marry Jim—but I know it’s going to be boring as hell! He’s so predictable!’ We thought she’d never do it.”

Looking back on her girlhood, Jean says now, “I suppose I was a good girl. But I don’t remember trying to be good. I was just never tempted to do anything bad.” She recalls no impulses to rebel or disobey her parents, either as a small child or as a teenager. Like most young women of the time, she was a virgin when she married, and one reason, she thinks now, is that she was never tempted to break any sexual rules either. It amuses her to recall that she arrived at Smith College in 1941 not merely ignorant of the meaning of the word virgin, but never having been curious enough to look it up.

Nearly forty years later, in the summer of 1979, Jean S. Harris, by now headmistress of the Madeira School, was invited back to Laurel to give the keynote address at a faculty-staff retreat. “When I was here at Laurel, growing up,” she said in part, “my values were easy to list…. I respected honesty and knew it was important, and had I been asked I would have said social equality was a nice thing, too. However, I also lived comfortably with the notion that social equality meant taking a couple of cans of peaches and a box of clean, used clothes to school or church on Thanksgiving. Somehow, I managed to spend about the first fifteen years of my life with my biggest decision being whether I wanted chocolate or vanilla.”

The tone of self-mockery had become habitual. In truth, the big decision of Jean’s life, made very early and only half-consciously, had been her decision to be a good girl, as good as the perfect Mary Margaret. Surely no one ever tried harder to be a good girl than Jean Struven Harris. She wanted above all to be a good girl for Daddy, and there was nothing very unusual in her passion, except perhaps its intensity. But then Albert Struven was a man impossible to please.
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Another Grosse Pointe




ALTHOUGH SHE WAS A little younger than both, and never met either, Jean Harris was at Smith College in Massachusetts in the same years as Nancy Reagan and Betty Friedan, and the person she became in later life can be considered an unlikely amalgam of the two: extremely stiff and proper on the one hand, and uncommonly original and open on the other. Today Jean seldom speaks about her Smith years; her lasting friendships were all made in earlier or later times. In 1942, by which time David Richey had enlisted in the Naval Air Corps, she invited him to the freshman spring dance. The following year he was killed in a plane crash off the tip of Long Island. Both Jean’s and Marge’s firstborn sons are named for him.

At college Jean majored in economics, minored in Spanish, swam on the water ballet team, and sang in the glee club. To help the war effort, she also worked as a nurse’s aide. But for three glorious months every summer she returned to Rondeau. Time and the war had scattered many of the old gang. But Jean was content with only beach, books, and wild woods for company.

Jim Harris too had joined the Naval Air Corps, and was a navigator on a PBY, picking up survivors out of the Pacific Ocean. Jean and Jim exchanged a goodly amount of V-mail and, toward the end of her junior year, Jim got leave and arrived on the Smith campus carrying an engagement ring. He asked Jean to marry him after the war, and she agreed. Meanwhile, she studied hard enough to be elected to Phi Beta Kappa and be graduated magna cum laude in 1945.

During Christmas vacation of her senior year, she went skiing with a bunch of Jim’s friends in northern Michigan, and visited the Harris family in Grosse Pointe. Jean adored Albert Douglas “Butts” Harris, Jim’s father, a short, merry, charming, warm-hearted man who was vice-president in charge of purchasing for Wyandotte Chemical. Like Jean, he was a passionate Democrat. “Butts” not only collected books, he read them, and liked to quote at length from his favorites, especially Mencken. When he died he left his vast library to his daughter-in-law. The son was taller, more handsome, and less intellectual than the father, but equally easygoing and well liked. After serving with valor in the navy, Jim spent a lackadaisical, beer-drinking time finishing his education at the University of Michigan, and then came home to a job as a sales engineer with the Holley Carburetor Company in Detroit.

Jean was twenty-three and Jim was twenty-seven when they announced they were ready to get married and set up housekeeping in Grosse Pointe. Struvie was furious. He warned Jean she was throwing her life away; he was certain Jim Harris was not good enough for her, and he made sure Jim too knew how he felt. Once, seeing his future son-in-law take a bottle of beer out of the Struvens’ refrigerator uninvited, he pitched him bodily out the house. Al Struven had little use for the entire Harris family, but his chief scorn was reserved for “Butts,” who had been stupid enough to vote for FDR four times running. Mildred said little and busied herself planning the wedding and choosing her daughter’s trousseau for her new life in Grosse Pointe, making certain there was a matching hat for every dress.

Marrying James Harris was the first time Jean had ever disobeyed her father, and he wept openly all through his daughter’s traditional Episcopalian wedding ceremony in the backyard of the family’s big house on South Woodland.

“When I got married, I had no conception of love,” Jean says now. “Defying Dad was the main reason I married Jim. Also, unlike Dad, he was very quiet.”

Nineteen years later, during the storms of her divorce, she said she had known it was a mistake even before the wedding, but things had gone too far to stop. Marge Richey says, “I’ve never known why Jean married him except—well, what other way was there to get away from home in those days? But Jim was very kind and loving. He reminded me of a nice, big, sweet, dumb TV daddy.”

Dick and Betty Kimbrough were Jim Harris’s closest friends, and later godparents to his son Jimmie. Betty remembers, “Jim was the kind of guy who loved to wash the car on weekends, and put on the storm windows. He liked to go up to Canada and chop wood. He was happy. You know, there are different ways to be happy. Money isn’t everything. Jean was so great at entertaining, it was heaven to be with her. When we would all go up to Canada with our kids and eat fresh perch and tomatoes and corn—those are just some of the most wonderful memories I have of my entire lifetime.”

“When Jean was young, she had no insight into herself,” recalls Leslie “Mac” MacDougal, a sharp-witted automotive parts salesman who became Jean’s special friend and dinner-party debating partner in Grosse Pointe. “She was desperate to marry this Jim Harris. I never understood it. He was a little man in every way. Jim had all his hair in those days, though, and I guess he looked good to her. But Jean had the intellect. She was brainy. Everything she got into, she did well. I liked to get her riled up, because that’s when she was at her best, running on all eight cylinders. But she liked music, and art. He loved to putter, to trim the hedge. As she got more interesting, he got duller. My, how he loved to mow that lawn! He used to do it up and down, and then do it diagonally. Oh, they were an ill-matched pair—like seeing a plow horse and a Derby winner in harness together.”

Despite her misgivings about the marriage, Jean determined to become the perfect wife. Her first garage apartment, and later the house on Hillcrest Road, were always spotless, and Jean was perfectly groomed even if she was painting the walls, as frequently she was. Jean was not only a demon housepainter; she scrubbed floors on her hands and knees, she baked and sewed, waxed and polished. There were always fresh flowers in the house, even when she could only afford to tuck a few daisies or carnations into a potted plant. When her friends commented on Jean’s immaculate appearance, her standard reply was, “Well, I’m not a housewife. I have to look good. I work.”

Jean had begun teaching at Grosse Pointe Country Day School (now Grosse Pointe University School) even before her marriage. First she taught seniors, and later first and second graders, her favorites. She was an extraordinarily popular teacher who often said that to watch a child’s mind expanding to embrace a new idea was one of the two or three things she enjoyed most in life. Albert Struven said he thought teaching school was “the lowliest job on earth.”

Since Jim’s job at Holley Carburetor paid only a modest salary, Jean’s small schoolteacher’s stipend was necessary to the family income. Yet money in itself never meant much to her. Getting and spending, like that other American obsession, spectator sports, simply never attracted her, and she was always slightly uncomfortable among what she calls “the country club set.” She was not much good at any sport except swimming, at which she excelled, and not much of a game player; as for “those long-legged women with the needlepoint tennis racquet covers,” she still finds them “slightly terrifying.”

In Grosse Pointe, Jean’s ways became a constant source of comment. “She was reading, reading constantly…. Remember her famous Sunday night suppers with lentil soup and spaghetti!…She made such an enormous effort, but she was extremely volatile. We had a cup of tea together every single day, and I never knew whether I’d find a happy woman, a sad woman, an angry woman….”

Jean had remarkable powers of concentration. She could become so preoccupied with what she was doing that on one famous occasion when the telephone rang while Jean was holding a glass of milk and talking a blue streak, she picked up the phone and poured the milk in her ear.

Not long after her marriage, “Butts” Harris died, and his widow moved in with Jean and Jim. Although Jean herself never complained, her Grosse Pointe friends recall that the senior Mrs. Harris seemed to expect to be treated as a guest in the house. When Jean came home from school, her mother-in-law would ask her what time dinner would be served.

Jim and Jean Harris very much wanted children. Jean decided to take things easier and give up teaching for a few years. Two years later, in 1950, David Harris was born, and Jimmie arrived in 1952. The day she brought David home from the hospital, she flipped on the TV news and saw a naked, crying Korean baby abandoned by the roadside. Jean herself began to cry and could not stop. The next day she drove off alone in her car and cried until nightfall. Her postpartum depression lasted two days. Sometimes even today, when she recalls the picture of the abandoned infant, tears come to her eyes. One other image that produced tears was a Norman Rockwell calendar picture that used to hang in the Struvens’ kitchen. A little boy’s eyes brim with tears as he stares at a puppy in a pet-shop window. He has pulled his pants pockets inside out to show that he has no money, and the puppy gazes back sorrowfully at the child with eyes that are equally wet.

But Jean does not cry just at calendar art. Seemingly anything can open the floodgates. Once, over lemonade in the backyard on a hot day, her friend Dodie Blain exclaimed, “Oh, Jean, you’re so naive!” and Jean found herself rushing from the scene in floods of tears. “I had no idea she was that tender!” Dodie said later. It was not tenderness, Jean thought, so much as a humiliating, involuntary habit, rather like a tic or a stammer. Jean has struggled since childhood to find ways to control her tears. Clenching her nails in her palms does not help enough, nor even chewing the inside of her cheek. The only reliable defense is to sing a rollicking song to herself, very loudly, in her head, loud enough to blot out whatever tear-provoking event is going on. She used to experiment with folk songs, show tunes, even hymns, until the great day when Jean and her Smith College roommate went to the movies and saw Rita Hayworth in Gilda, slinking across the stage sheathed in black, tossing her long hair, grinding her hips, twirling her long, black gloves, and smiling provocatively as she sang, Put the blame on Mame, boys, put the blame on Mame. Mame kissed a buyer from out of town, that kiss burned Chicago down, so you can put the blame on Mame, boys…The song became Jean’s secret weapon. She sang it silently all through her own wedding. She has since sung it on countless difficult occasions at home or in school; in board meetings, in talks with parents, whenever she must struggle hard to maintain control. She got so good at it that, by her last year at Madeira, she was able to sing the song in her head and carry on a conversation at the same time. Her control as an adult became so perfect that, until Herman Tarnower’s death, even her best friend, Marge, cannot remember seeing her cry.

Jean loves to be around small children, and shortly after Jimmie was born she started a kindergarten in her basement; the school she founded still operates in Grosse Pointe today. Jim Harris, too, adored the kids, and was a devoted and uncomplaining father to his own small sons, careful to supervise their schoolwork and tooth-brushing at home, and in summer patiently teaching woodsmanship to a boys’ group called Indian Guides. As for the Little League, nobody can recall Jim once missing a game.

Because Grosse Pointe Farms is home to the Ford family and other automotive moguls, the place is thought of as an enclave of the super-rich. But there is another Grosse Pointe, a world where the wives busy themselves with the PTA and Junior League while their husbands make comfortable livings selling the specialized products and services that the big auto companies require. It is a world of Saturday morning lawn mowing and Saturday night bridge games and country club dances, and this was the world to which the Harrises and their friends belonged. Well-off but nowhere near rich, these people lived in a small, closed group. Neither their golf nor their yacht club admitted Jews. Indeed, Grosse Pointe itself was one of the last restricted communities in the United States, and much as they now wince to admit it, the Midwesterners who were the Harrises’ friends thought of themselves as a rather special “society.” Jean herself—the outsider from Shaker Heights—always had doubts about her own social standing among them. As one of them says, “Jean had certain problems with Grosse Pointe. She believed people here thought of her as a schoolteacher, not really one of the crowd.”

Says another, “Jean is a woman who has never known her own worth, who never felt quite accepted socially. She talked a lot about what a disadvantage it was to her sons that ‘their mother is just a schoolteacher.’”

Whenever she felt inferior, she would pretend not to care, make fun of herself, and cover up her sense of humiliation with wisecracks. At a large, stand-up cocktail party, Jean once pulled a small chair out into the middle of the room and sat down on it.

“Jean, what in the world are you doing?” Dodie asked.

“Just seeing if anyone will come and talk to me.”

In a sense, Jean seemed to be forever challenging her friends to snub her, and mildly surprised when they failed to do so. “Big parties have always been a nightmare to me,” Jean says. “I have always felt that I am the last person anyone would want to beat a path to talk to.” These feelings contrast dramatically with the impression Jean Harris makes on others. Most people describe her as “sharp,” “bright,” “with it,” “challenging,” “controversial,” “opinionated,” “bossy.” A surprising number, especially powerful older men—bankers, lawyers, industrialists, and the like—choose precisely the same phrase: “Jean Harris? Oh yes, met her once or twice. Pretty. Didn’t really know her well, but”—pause, slow smile—“she struck me as a pretty tough cookie.”

The men may intend this as a grudging compliment; Jean takes it as an unveiled insult. “Tough cookie! I think that’s the nastiest thing anyone could say about me,” she said recently. “I’ve had a lump in my throat almost every day for fifty-eight years! What do they want of me?”

In the spring of 1961, Jean heard that the Choate School was sending a summer study group to Russia and needed an extra chaperone. She wangled the assignment and, to meet expenses, obtained a fellowship from Wayne State University, where she was working on her master’s degree. She used the money to enroll her sons in summer camp, and took off. Passing through New York, she stayed with her old Rondeau friend Marge Richey, now a successful interior decorator and the wife of a prominent lawyer, Leslie Jacobson. The Jacobsons had two children, a Park Avenue apartment, and a country home in Scarsdale. Marge remembers that her husband and her oldest friend “fell in love on sight. Jeannie is a special person, you know, and as innocent as she is, she only appeals to certain types of men. With that mind of hers, some men don’t think she’s feminine. Leslie, on the other hand, was crazy about her. He loved the mental exercise.”

Marge and Jean had not seen each other since before the war. Marge had become a college beauty queen, and by the time she got to New York City to attend a fashion-design school and join the Macy’s Training Squad, she was a rangy, knockout blonde. She took an apartment in Greenwich Village and had soon attracted the attention of a young attorney who was associated with perhaps the most important Jewish law firm in New York, Riegelman, Strasser, Schwartz and Spiegelberg. Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer had transferred the Richey family to New York by then, and when Marge announced her intention to marry Leslie Jacobson her father took her out to dinner and said he would not permit his daughter to marry a Jew.

“Good night, Dad,” she said when dinner was over.

“No, Marge, this is not good night. This is goodbye!” It sounded like a line from an MGM movie, but Henderson Richey meant what he said. Marge was flabbergasted. Her father was in the movie business. Many of his associates and his two best friends were Jews, and Marge had never heard a word of anti-Semitism at home. But when she married Leslie in 1943, her father disowned her. When Marge became pregnant, Henderson Richey declared that he was not going to be grandfather to a Jewish child. By that time Leslie had been made a senior partner in his law firm, which is known today as Fried, Frank, Harris, Shriver and Jacobson.* For some years it has been acknowledged as the biggest Jewish law firm in the nation, specializing in corporate and business law, mergers, and acquisitions. It employs about 250 lawyers, and maintains flourishing branch offices in Washington and London.

Leslie’s brilliant career notwithstanding, it was not until some months after the birth of his second Jewish grandchild that Henderson Richey at last bowed to the inevitable. “If it has to be a Jew, Leslie,” he said, “I’m glad it’s you.”

“My father was an unreasonable man,” Marge Jacobson says today, “but nowhere nearly so unreasonable as Jean’s father. Struvie was in a class by himself. He was anti-Jew, anti-black, anti-Catholic—a man full of hate. An ignorant man, a cruel man. Brilliant in his field, yes, but he had no compassion for anyone, and no human feeling. Bobby went to Annapolis and became a captain in the navy to try to please his father, though I’m not sure he ever did.

“They retired Struvie early from the Arthur G. McKee Company, I think because he had a nervous breakdown. Then they moved to Florida where he started his own metals business and made another small fortune. But he was a tight son of a gun, and he lacked the imagination to send his kids away, to let them travel, to enlarge and expand and cultivate their lives. He liked to complain about the world going to pot, and then he’d bellow, ‘And I’m running out of banks to put my money in!’ You know, Struvie was really screwy. Mildred protected him, in a way.”

Two years after her trip to Russia Jean took a summer course at Yale, in “Christian Ethics in Modern Literature,” and briefly saw her Scarsdale friends again. Then, for five years, they lost touch. When Jean was not in summer school accumulating credits for her master’s degree, she and Jim took their sons camping or fishing, and in winter they all went skiing. Among their close friends in Grosse Pointe were Mr. and Mrs. Bob Scripps, of the newspaper family, and the two couples often went boating on the Scrippses’ yacht. In the early sixties Scripps had a new boat built in Maine and the four friends sailed it back through New York to Lake Erie. Jean was so appreciative that she made up an elaborate ship’s log-cum-scrapbook, wrote and bound it herself, and illustrated it with her own photographs. She told the Scrippses the trip had been the Harrises’ first real vacation since their marriage.

“Jean did not lead a very exciting life here,” Scripps recently remarked. “Her marriage to Jim was a real drag. He was a genuine tightwad and very conservative, really a man of no imagination, whereas Jean had so much! He never had better than a mediocre job, and he was always scared to death of doing anything that might give them an excuse to fire him. When Holley Carburetor was bought by the Colt Firearms Company, Jim was willing to hang onto the old job and take a lesser salary because the alternative would be to have to find another job, and he wasn’t sure he could. Once he tried to learn Spanish, to get transferred to their foreign department—he thought that might be a way up. But he had to give that up because he had absolutely no aptitude, and he ended up as a kind of company lackey.”

Later that summer the two couples made another boating expedition on Lake Erie. One evening after supper, Scripps saw Jean and Jim walking down the beach together holding hands. “It was the first and last time I ever saw anything affectionate happen between them. And it kind of made me feel better. That must have been about 1963.”

By 1964, Jean was feeling like the Maurice Sendak character who goes around saying, “There must be more to life.” She knew that Jim was a good husband and a fine father, that he did not drink too much or chase other women. But she had reached the moment when she was not sure she could settle for spending the rest of her life in Grosse Pointe Farms raising children, teaching school, playing bridge, paying off the mortgage, and answering the question: “Where do you want to go for dinner?” She did not want to be asked. She wanted to be told, and that, she knew, was never going to happen.

Like a great many girls of her age, she had really married to get away from home, and because it was the thing to do. The end of World War II had left them besotted on V-mail and sexually parched. Nineteen years later, having accumulated hardly any additional self-knowledge, she was going to get unmarried because she simply could do it no longer. The critical turning points of Jean’s life all seem to have happened in the same detached way. It was as if she herself did not make the really big decisions; as if they somehow made themselves, and she then carried out whatever actions the fateful decision required.

Jean Harris is a passionate woman, yet a somnambulist of the emotions. This is largely the training of her generation and class. Well-bred little girls of Jean’s era are conditioned from childhood to ignore or deny feelings that might ruffle the serene surface of life. They are taught to become “ladies” of a particular northeastern upper-class WASP variety. Parents are “strict.” “Personal responsibility” is stressed above most other values. If something goes wrong, if someone at school is rude or hurtful to the little girl, she is taught that first she must look to herself and ask, “What did I do wrong? Where did I fail?” She must never blame others, only herself. She is schooled to believe in the perfectibility of man, or at least of woman. The shadowy image of the “perfect lady” is always before her—modestly understated, infinitely considerate of others, always superbly controlled. She does not flirt. Unlike the Southern girl, she does not automatically bat her eyelashes, sigh and faint, and turn all pink and cuddly at the mere approach of a man.

In Jean Harris’s own case, her achievements as an “intellectual,” and her Phi Beta Kappa key from Smith, put still further distance between herself and her “animal instincts.” She is not entirely aware that she even has such emotions. It is as if an iron door shuts off all communication between her deep, true feelings and the surface of her life. In particular, Jean seems to have conditioned herself from early childhood not to feel hurt, and if one never permits oneself to feel hurt, soon one grows less and less certain what one is feeling; and the greater the injury, the more nonchalantly one seems to experience it. Put the blame on Mame.

 

By August of 1964, Jean Harris had determined to file for divorce. One hot day, accompanied by her good friends Ann Kinzie and Dodie Blain, all three of them sporting white gloves and summer tans, Jean went down to the Wayne County Courthouse, and when the judge asked Ann and Dodie whether they saw any hope for this marriage, they each found it very easy to say no.

Jean’s attorney and friend Jeptha Schureman (a bachelor who considers himself something of an expert on matrimony, having handled over 2,700 divorces) maintains, “Some people should never marry, and Jean is one of them. She is a superior person, and there are not too many suitable matches available for a person like that. Jean can be abrasive,” Schureman recently told a visitor. “She does not suffer fools gladly, and she never did. But, oh, I’m sorry you didn’t meet Jean years ago. What a superb woman she was!

“One other thing struck me about her,” the lawyer continued. “She was never accusative about Jim Harris. Everyone knew what he was—he was never guilty of false advertising about himself. But Jean would never say a word against him. She was an admirable client in a real rotten divorce.”

“I hated to see her leave here,” Jean’s old dinner-table debating partner, Leslie MacDougal, said recently, “but that divorce just had to happen. The rest of the Grosse Pointers were not smart enough to have Jean’s kind of fun with. I knew she’d be better off in an atmosphere that was not so small-townish. Grosse Pointe people are all a classic example of people who have small minds. You see, there was nothing superficial about Jean Harris, and there was everything superficial about Grosse Pointe.”

 

Jean’s divorce was granted in February 1965, and by the end of that year her dear friend Dodie found herself going through the same ordeal. Twenty years after V-J Day, the men and women all over the country who had created the postwar baby boom were now discovering they could no longer live with one another. Notwithstanding, there could scarcely have been two more self-surprised, bewildered divorcées in the land than Dodie Blain and Jean Harris. They had always envisaged themselves and their families as lifetime practitioners of “togetherness.” When they and their husbands were growing up in Michigan and Ohio, the very word divorce was spoken in whispers and conjured up an image of a “fast” woman with scarlet fingernails and a long cigarette holder. Even now, the only divorcées Jean and Dodie actually knew were each other.

Dodie dreaded her first Christmas with her four children but without their father. Jean felt wretched about what her divorce had done to her boys. Gallant in disaster as a pair of Scarlett O’Haras, the two women determined to join forces and manufacture for their six children the most perfect traditional Christmas ever. For days they decorated Dodie’s house inside and out and strung the colored lights. They tried to ignore the steady, gray rain that began on the morning of Christmas Eve and continued to fall all day as mothers and children finished trimming the tree, wrapping their presents, baking cookies, and setting up the crèche. They prepared a traditional turkey dinner with all the fixings, laid the table with the “good” china and linen, hung up the stockings in front of the fireplace, sang the old carols, and prepared for the reading aloud of “A Visit from Saint Nicholas,” always the high point of the evening. It was important for “morale,” the mothers decided, that they all dress for the feast in their finest; even the littlest boys wore jackets and ties, and Jean came to the table in a black chiffon gown with spaghetti straps and high-heeled black sandals. The evening, strangely, was very happy. Jean’s wit sparkled. Having taught school at every level from kindergarten to the senior class, she was much at ease with children and kept the entire company in a state of sustained, genteel merriment. The women had decided to serve champagne, even though Jean rarely drank. Early in her marriage she had had two old-fashioned cocktails before going out to a dinner party, then gone upstairs, fallen asleep, and never got there. “That was the beginning and end of my drinking period,” she told Dodie.

After the children had hung up their stockings, said their prayers, and gone to bed, Jean and Dodie lingered by the fire, finished the champagne, and wondered how their once-perfect lives had gone so wrong. It seemed obvious in retrospect that each had picked the wrong man, though at the time of course they had thought him ideal. Who, then, was the ideal husband? Jean said she thought very probably he was a Jewish doctor. Dodie was astounded. There were no Jews in Grosse Pointe and Dodie, of course, had never met Marge’s paragon, Leslie Jacobson.

“Being Jewish, he’d be a man of superior intelligence and education,” Jean explained. “I mean, a real intellectual.” His Semitic background would also make him “warm-hearted and passionate, yet protective. Jewish husbands really take care of their women,” she told Dodie. “They put them on a pedestal.” She felt great compassion for what she knew of the Jews’ history of suffering and persecution, and a deep, unformulated yearning to “make it up to them.” Then there was the doctor factor: professional, protective, all-knowing, the doctor is the one who saves you from hurt, stops the pain, keeps you safe.

“Isn’t every woman at some time in life convinced that the doctor is just one jump away from God?” Dodie asks now, with a wry smile. “This beautifully educated, magnificently trained specimen who loves humanity and is so kind and gentle and loving and understanding and patient and wise—well, I mean he just must be the superman husband!”
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A Fine Romance




IN 1966, JEAN HARRIS was a bright, very pretty, provincial schoolteacher and divorcée, forty-three years old, highly educated, high-minded, and about as worldly as Winnie the Pooh. Except for her years at Smith and her trip to Russia, she had scarcely ever been out of the Middle West. Her chief concern in life—she probably would have said it was her only one—was the future well-being of her two sons, then sixteen and fourteen. She felt great guilt toward her children for disrupting their lives by divorcing their father. The one thing that might make it up to them, she believed, was an absolutely first-class start in life, which to her meant a topnotch college education, and this she had vowed to provide. She would have to do it entirely alone. “Struvie” had not only hated his son-in-law; he seemed to hate his grandsons because Jim was their father, and he flatly refused to contribute to the cost of their education. (Finally, at Marge Jacobson’s urging, he did begin giving each grandson the tax-free maximum of $3,000 a year, but he tied the money up in a trust fund until each boy reached the age of twenty-one.) Jean’s own resources amounted to $8,500 a year as a first-grade teacher, plus $200 a month in child support; she had refused to ask for alimony. That her educational aspirations for her sons might thus be extremely difficult to achieve, if they were not entirely unrealistic goals for a single mother in midlife, was a subject Jean simply refused to discuss. She would do it.

Her first step was to move immediately from school-teaching to school administration, because the pay is somewhat better. Accordingly, she advised the Smith College Vocational Office of her new goal, and gave notice to the school where she had taught for nineteen years. She shelved her own plans to complete work for her Ph.D. in philosophy and, when she was offered $12,000 a year to become the new Director of the Middle School at Springside, a strict and starchy girls’ academy in the affluent Philadelphia suburb of Chestnut Hill, she accepted at once, and made preparations to move East.

In a teasing salute to her heroic new efforts, her strapping, football-playing sons had taken to calling their mother “Big Woman,” or just “Big.” Big was barely five feet four and weighed one hundred and ten pounds. Trim, fair, and fine-boned, she could look as sleek as the hood ornament on an old Packard, and in a few years she would. For now, her classic Nordic beauty remained blurred behind her out-of-date college-girl get-up—the sweaters and skirts, pearls, white gloves. In the twenty-one years since 1945, when she was graduated with honors and had gone home to marry the boy next door, Jean’s style, like her appearance and values, had changed scarcely at all.

She tackled her new job at Springside with a level of determination that would have brought joy to the heart of Vince Lombardi. She saw to it that both of her sons got ample scholarships to good private schools, and she made their new home attractive and immaculate. She was capable of great spurts of concentration and energy, and the day before the moving van from Detroit arrived with their furniture, she stayed up the entire night roller-painting all the walls of their modest little rented house.

Two months later, in December 1966, she impulsively called Marge Jacobson in New York City. “Come up this weekend!” Marge exclaimed. “I’m having a dinner party.” Jean demurred but Marge insisted. “Hang the expense! Get a sitter. I got a guy for you.”

That evening at the Jacobsons’ Park Avenue apartment Jean Harris met a man who looked to her like an Egyptian Pharaoh. He was tall and dark, with olive skin, white teeth, prominent nose and ears, and hypnotic brown eyes flecked with amber lights. His manner was cool, correct, intelligent, and soft-spoken. Jean knew nothing about him except that he was an old friend of the Jacobsons and an unmarried doctor.

Around the Century Country Club in Westchester, which had long been the hub of Dr. Herman Tarnower’s vigorous social and sporting life, he was gossiped about as a “ladies’ man,” a reputation he did nothing to discourage. Paradoxically, they also spoke of him there as “a man’s man,” because of his dedication to game and fly fishing—Florida and Bahamian tarpon, Icelandic salmon, New Zealand or Adirondack trout—and his great pleasure in stalking game and shooting birds and wild animals of every variety. That he was neither, nobody’s man but his own, self-assured to the point of arrogance, was part of his attraction. His many devoted friends and patients valued him for his intellect and stability, and prized him most of all because they considered him to be a brilliant, dedicated, and—favorite adjective—caring doctor.

When Herman Tarnower sat down next to Jean Harris at the dinner table, she immediately was captivated by his air of authority, the hawklike face, the strong-looking hands. After dinner they sat together on a small sofa and sought to impress each other with their knowledge of Russia. Tarnower had been a dedicated world traveler for many years. The evening sped by, and when Henri, the doctor’s haughty Belgian chauffeur, arrived promptly at eleven o’clock to drive his employer back home to Westchester, Jean watched him disappear into the elevator and thought of Cinderella. She was certain that she would never see him again. Marge Jacobson knew better. Ever after, she used the same phrase to describe that first meeting, under her aegis, of the fair little schoolmistress and the powerful doctor. “Instant take!” she would exult, tossing back her handsome white-blonde head and whinnying like the very expensive palomino pony she much resembles.

A few days after the Jacobsons’ dinner party, while Jean was bedded with chronic back trouble, a get-well present arrived from the doctor. It was the handsome picture book Masada, detailing the new finds at the ancient Israelite fortress where, in A.D. 73, nearly a thousand Jewish men, women, and children slaughtered themselves rather than accept inevitable defeat at Roman hands. “It’s time you knew more about the Jews,” the card said.

The next week Jean received a Christmas card. “You were a delight to be with,” he wrote. “—kept wondering if you could keep up the ‘pace.’ Also whether or not you were a good dancer…” The front of the card carried a photograph of a serene woodland pond with an island on which a large Buddha appeared to float. The printed caption read simply, “Purchase Street, Purchase, New York.”*

A few weeks after Christmas, a letter arrived from a safari camp near Nairobi, Kenya. “Is there any day you might be in New York in March?” In fact, Jean was planning to attend a three-day March meeting of the NAIS—the National Association of Independent Schools, a group that is to her profession what the American Medical Association is to Tarnower’s. They arranged dinner for Friday, and that afternoon Jean slipped away from the school administrators to hurry to I. Miller’s shoe salon on Fifth Avenue and blow forty dollars on a pair of patent leather pumps with ribbon bows to go with her good black and white silk dress. Promptly at seven Tarnower and his chauffeur picked her up at the Barbizon-Plaza Hotel and they drove to a little-known, expensive restaurant which serves fancy food that must be ordered in advance. Jean was enchanted to be told, not asked, where they would dine. All day long in her work she was expected to know the right answers, make all the decisions, and although she was willing, firm, and some thought even precipitate in her decision-making, it was never a role she found comfortable. Decisions did not come easily to Jean Harris, which is not to say that she lacked a mind of her own. The nickname “Miss Infallible” had been well chosen, but when Jean was trying to make up her mind about something, she tended to hang onto it, chew it over, and near-worry the idea to death, like a dog with a bone.

After dinner Herman Tarnower, or “Hi” as he was universally known, suggested they go dancing at the Pierre Hotel. The doctor proved to be a marvelous partner, smooth, sure, and perfectly oiled. Jean held herself ramrod-stiff, as if she had left her portable ironing board inside the black and white silk dress, but she hoped that in his arms, with time, she too might become at ease and Arthur Murray-impeccable.

“Oh, Hi, you’re such a good dancer!” she exclaimed as they swirled on the polished parquet.

He smiled. “A bachelor has to know that sort of thing.” They were having such a good time that Hi drank two Manhattans and Jean drank two whiskey sours. The cocktails made her feel sprightly, this time, not sleepy, and it was with considerable reluctance that, shortly before eleven o’clock, she slipped on her plain black cloth coat and stepped out to the blue Cadillac where Henri was waiting to drive them back to her hotel.

Seeking to find their way into the lobby through a rear door, Hi and Jean found themselves caught in a cul-de-sac. “I guess we’ve gone about as far as we can go,” she said.

“Oh, no, we haven’t.”

Now Jean smiled. It was the beginning of a delicious flirtation. The roses and phone calls began the next day.

 

Before we begin to trace the tortuous course of the fourteen-year romance that ensued, it may be worthwhile to reflect for a moment on the general state of romance today. Liberation may indeed be almost at hand in the ninth decade of the twentieth century, but in the secret hearts of American women, all is far from serene. Women’s appetite for romance, and the farrago of fiction that nourishes it, appears to have become unappeasable. Suppliers cannot keep up with demand. Romance sells and sells and sells. More than half of all softcover books bought in this country are romances, known in the trade as “contemporaries,” an apt term. American women today not only believe more strongly than ever in romantic love. They now seem rather desperately to crave it.

Women control the paperback romance market at both ends. Men do not read these books. The successful “contemporary” author is almost always female, always over thirty. Publishers have discovered that younger women cannot write romance, because romance is not in their experience. Women under thirty know only the act itself, skin on skin, whereas what makes a romance romantic, indeed, what makes it erotic to fanciers of the genre, is all the fuzz, the veils, the pink light, the richly described foreplay, the silhouettes, the lavender afterglow.

Levels of sexual explicitness in the books differ, and there are other variables, but the underlying plot structure never changes: a plucky heroine encounters heart-rending obstacles, always including job problems and Other Women, usually in multiples, as she struggles to capture in fact the man who already fills her dreams. The three other essential plot elements, the publishers agree, are foreign travel, rich people, and a glamorous-sounding occupation.

In the real-life romance of Jean Harris and Herman Tarnower, all five essential plot elements are authentic and strong—plucky heroine, Other Women, travel, wealth, and two glamorous-sounding jobs. But there is a significant departure from the formula. These lovers are middle-aged. Their values were formed in another era and, by the time they meet, they have lived by those values more than half a lifetime.

 

Two weeks after their dance at the Pierre was Herman Tarnower’s fifty-seventh birthday, and the date coincided with the start of Spring Break at school. The doctor suggested to Jean that she bring her sons to New York for a festive weekend. They could stay with the Jacobsons. On Friday night he would take everybody to see Angela Lansbury in Mame, and on Sunday they could all come up to Purchase for lunch. It was Jean’s first glimpse of his mannered way of living—the curious glass-and-brick house in faux Frank Lloyd Wright style, surrounded by handsomely landscaped gardens and woods; the graceful pond, fringed now with daffodils; the huge, nineteen-twenties-style swimming pool and tennis court out in back; the handsome, prideful Belgian servants, Henri and Suzanne Van der Vreken, in constant, discreet attendance.

The house presented itself to the world in the grand manner, but once inside, the proportions were oddly foreshortened, like a stage set. Dr. Tarnower’s home was really a much-expanded, made-over pool house. It had a dumbbell-shaped floor plan, the shaft of the dumbbell being the long, narrow, glass-fronted corridor that connected the vast living room and the dining room at either end. A steep flight of brick steps rose from the spacious circular driveway to a front door that was really one sliding glass panel in the glass-fronted wall. Directly ahead, facing the front door, was a cramped, windowless kitchen suggestive of a railroad dining car. The interiors of the grand rooms at either end of the hallway had gradually become shrines to the doctor’s passions and his friends’ tastes. Over the basic, by now slightly worn furnishings, done in hotel-suite neutrals, lay a mulch of giftwares. For many years the doctor’s numerous girl friends and grateful patients had pelted him with expensive birthday presents, Christmas presents, thank-you presents, and carefully chosen love gifts. A great many of these items were monogrammed, embroidered, stitched, and woven by the loving hands of women whose fingers the doctor had nonetheless managed to slip through. The total effect was part Abercrombie & Fitch, part Museum of Natural History, part Alice Maynard. The living-room cushions, the cocktail glasses, the napkins, and even the card table were decorated with the rich plumage, in replica, of pheasant, partridge, and quail, the birds Tarnower loved most to shoot. Some chairs were upholstered in patterns of snakeskin and leopard. In the dining room, usually referred to as the “trophy room,” a pair of eight-foot elephant tusks traced a massive ivory parenthesis around the fireplace. From three walls, dozens of stuffed fish and the mounted horns and heads of African ungulates—gazelle, wildebeest, antelope, and the great, shaggy Cape buffalo—gazed glassily down upon the diners. The fourth wall, facing the doctor’s place at the head of the dining table, was occupied by a massive gun cabinet displaying Tarnower’s valuable collection of hunting rifles, bird guns of every variety, and antique firearms. (The collection was stolen a decade or so ago, and never recovered.)
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