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“Enjoy your success. When you’re successful, eat it up.
You never know when the famine is coming.”

—KATHARINE HEPBURN





1

Onliness

“‘Onliness’ is my word for what I call my philosophy of life,” Katharine Hepburn told me. “It’s a word I made up for myself when my teenage brother hanged himself.

“What I meant by it was that I wanted to be independent, to separate myself from all the others and never again to care so much about another person, so I would never feel the pain I felt when Tom left me.

“I was almost fourteen when Tom, my absolute hero—whom I loved and worshipped—had, what I call in my head, his ‘accident.’ I was the only one who believed it was an accident. I believed it because I couldn’t bear to believe otherwise.

“I had a wonderfully warm feeling in my soul. I felt it so deeply that he would be there for me, that I could always count on him. It made me feel very secure. And then, suddenly, he wasn’t there for me. He wasn’t there for himself.

“If something had made him so unhappy that he no longer wanted to live, why hadn’t he shared his trouble with me? I could have helped him. We were so close, how could I not have shared his pain? I couldn’t bear it. I thought we were like twins, even though he was two years older. It was a nightmare that was real, and I was never going to wake up from it. I understood that now is forever.

“Tom was my best friend from the first moment I can remember. He never regarded me as the little sister he had to drag along. The opposite. At two, two and a half, I remember him holding my hand and showing me the ropes and how to swing on them, how to get along in life. When I was just barely walking, he was running with me. I wanted so to keep up with his long-legged strides. I wanted to run fast into life, not just to walk, and I wanted to run toward life with Tom.

“He had not yet had his sixteenth birthday. For the Easter school vacation, Tom and I were given a trip to visit a dear friend of Mother’s who had been at Bryn Mawr with her. After we celebrated Easter with our family, we went to New York to stay with Aunt Mary Towle, who was a lawyer and had her own lovely little house in Greenwich Village. She wasn’t really our aunt, but we’d always called her ‘Auntie.’ Whenever we visited her, it meant seeing many plays, seeing all the wondrous sights of New York City, and eating in lovely restaurants. We would dress up for our excursions.

“It was a darling house, not big. It was just right for Auntie Mary, who never married. She had her lovely room, and I stayed in the guest room. My brother had a cot in her attic, which was filled with trunks of books and everything she stored there. Sometimes girls have privileges, but I wouldn’t have minded being in the attic. I’m sure Tom didn’t. He was always protecting me, and being chivalrous.”

Although Kate loved her visits to New York City, and so did Tom, she couldn’t imagine herself living in New York. “Tom said he’d love to be right in New York City, especially in Greenwich Village, which we knew best.”

Until then, their mother had always gone with them and stayed. “She enjoyed the visit with Auntie Mary and with Auntie Mary’s law partner, Bertha, who had become a judge and was also a good friend of Mother’s at Bryn Mawr. Auntie Bertha lived next door. This year, Mother had some other plan, and it was deemed we were old enough to make the short trip from Connecticut to Greenwich Village, where we would be chaperoned by Auntie Mary, who had known us since we were born. We’d been going to visit her at her Greenwich Village townhouse since before Tom and I could remember. We found the Village fascinating, walking around for hours. It was so different from where we lived.

“I don’t know which one of us was more excited. It was a tie. I was always the more emotional one, jumping with glee. Tom was more composed, in a masculine, older-brother way. But I could tell how excited he was, because we had an almost telepathic bond between us.

“We went with Auntie Mary to see A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. My brother was particularly taken by the show, and I enjoyed it, too, with my favorite companion, Tom. If he enjoyed something, I enjoyed it more because of that. I know he felt the same way about doing anything with me. Tom told me he liked our visit so much, he would be sorry to have it end. I knew I would be, too.

“The next day, our Uncle Floyd took us out sightseeing. He was my father’s brother, and a bachelor. We had a wonderful time with him, as we always did. Uncle Floyd took the day off whenever we were in New York to show us all the sights and there were so many sights to see. Endless. Our uncle never ran out of places to show. Tom had brought his banjo with him and that last night in New York, he played for us.

“The next morning, Auntie and I were eating breakfast and expecting Tom to come downstairs to join us. Auntie began putting some food together for a package Tom could take on the train because he was late and would be missing breakfast. Auntie was a lovely cook, and Tom and I enjoyed everything she fixed for us. Auntie took great pride in everything she prepared for us. She was not generally domestic, but she was so anxious that we should have a wonderful time.

“She said I should go upstairs and tell Tom that we were going to be late. Tom had bought our return tickets, and it was getting close to the time we had to be at the train station. Auntie said I’d better go up and wake my brother, or we’d miss our train. I knew he was packed, with his travel outfit neatly laid out for the trip.

“I went up. I knocked on the door. There was no answer. I knocked harder, calling, ‘Tom, Tom.’ Tom was not a heavy sleeper, and we were accustomed to getting up early. Tom told me that he had been waking up during the nights because what we were doing was so exciting and stimulating. I felt a little anxious.

“At first, I didn’t see Tom. And then I saw him. He was there next to the bed.

“He was hanging from a rafter with a piece of material around his neck. His knees were bent and he had strangled.

“I took him down and put him on the bed. He felt very cold. I knew it was too late, but all I could think of was to run downstairs and out of the house to the nearby house where I’d seen a doctor’s sign. The doctor wasn’t in. It was no use. I ran next door to Auntie Bertha’s house and I told her, ‘Tom is dead!’ She came back with me, and we told Auntie Mary. We called Mother and Father.

“Mother and Father arrived with Mother’s close friend Jo Bennett. I felt numb. I don’t remember too well what happened. People said I was amazingly calm. I was in shock. I stayed in shock for a long time. It was as if I couldn’t feel anything when I cried. It seemed like the thing to do and what everyone expected of me. I found out that I could cry at will, anytime I chose, on less than a minute’s notice. My crying on the outside wasn’t real. What was real was I was crying on the inside. It was a chaotic time until I could make some kind of adjustment to the reality. But I never really did.

“There were police. There were some reporters. They all called it suicide. Such a terrible word.

“They talked about Tom’s bent knees. The police said he had hanged himself, but he was too tall. Someone said, ‘He would have had to bend his knees to finish the job.’”

Kate said that one night about a year before, her father had told the family at the dinner table about his undergraduate days, when his southern school, Randolph Macon, was playing a northern school. Some of the visiting northern players asked, only semiseriously, if they still lynched black men in the area.

“There happened to be a black man in the area who was known for his very special trick, Father told us. He was famous for being able to constrict the muscles in his neck so that he could fake being hanged. The southern students hired the man to perform his trick in a pretend stunt, a practical joke played on the northern team. The northerners fell for it. Then they were pretty surprised when the joke was on them, and they’d all been fooled.”

Kate speculated that Tom remembered the story and was practicing this stunt. “One year later, seeing A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court during our New York visit might have overstimulated Tom’s active imagination.”

Kate wondered if Tom had experienced difficulty in sleeping, had awakened in the middle of the night in a strange place and in a makeshift sleeping situation, rather than in his own room, and had tried to do the trick. “There wasn’t much he could do in the middle of the night without disturbing the household, and Tom was always considerate of everyone. So, it came to me that what he must have been doing was practicing the trick, so he could show our father and surprise him.

“I told Father, and it seemed to him to be a plausible possibility. Even though it meant that Father had played a sad part in it all, by telling the story of the prank, it was easier for him to face that than the alternative—his son a suicide.

“About a year later I overheard my father, in our house, talking with a friend of his, and the other doctor used the phrase ‘adolescent insanity.’ It was a serious, even grim, conversation. When I walked into the room, they stopped talking. That was unusual, because Father and Mother had always made a point of allowing us children to hear everything. They never stopped talking that way when we appeared. It was so unusual, it gave me pause. I wondered if they could have been talking about Tom.

“One of my most striking memories is of my mother’s tears. I only saw my mother cry once in my life. I don’t know if she ever cried, even when she was alone. Only she knew that. She was a stoic.

“We left New York and went on a boat to New Jersey to a crematorium. Mother was standing off to the side with her friend Jo. Father had his back to her. He was looking forward toward where we were going, not backward toward where we had been. Mother probably couldn’t see me from where she was standing. There were wet tears on her cheeks.

“I didn’t know what to do. I decided to do nothing. I didn’t think she wanted me to know.

“I was sure she did not want Father to know. He didn’t feel tears accomplished anything.

“We took the urn of Tom’s ashes to the Cedar Hill Cemetery in Hartford. As far as I know, my parents never went back. I never went there, but one day I’ll live there next to Tom.

“My father believed that we had to put Tom’s name out of our house and out of our minds and hearts so that his passing would not ruin our lives. He believed it would keep us from living lives of sadness. ‘Depression is a contagious disease,’ he would say.

“It was so much more terrible because we were not just told not to talk about Tom, but not to think about him. It was to be as if he’d never been part of our family.

“It was to be as if he had never lived. And so it was, I suppose, for everyone except me. It could never be like that for me. He had been a part of our family, and for me, he always would be, not just a part of our family, but a part of me.

“My father had said it, and no one, not even my mother, ever questioned my father’s absolute authority.

“Because no one spoke Tom’s name, I pledged to Tom and to myself that he would live in my heart and mind as long as I lived. I decided I had to live my life for two. It was the only way I could keep my brother alive. I decided I would share my life with my brother. The real date of his death would not be until the day I died.

“Tom had been born on November 8. I took that day as my birthday, in his memory. I discarded the day I was born, May 12. I decided that from then on that my birthday would be November 8, and so it’s been. I told everyone and always wrote November 8. Some people thought I was lying about my birthday so I could be a few months younger.

“The sign for November 8 is Scorpio. When they heard about my November 8 birthday, people said, ‘You’re the perfect Scorpio.’ Well, of course. Why not? I never said a word. Except I was a fake Scorpio. It was an adopted sign. I wasn’t really that strong, but just as well not to tell anyone, and let them think what they wanted to. To tell you the truth, taking Tom’s birthday for my own was comforting.

“Everyone in the world, our world, who knew Tom, felt he couldn’t possibly have committed suicide. There was no reason. No one knew any reason. I don’t know if knowing what happened would have made it easier for any of us. I only knew Tom and I could never do things together again.

“Practicing hanging yourself without killing yourself seemed kind of a silly thing to do, not to mention dangerous, especially if no one was around. But sometimes people do silly things. All of us, at some time or other, do silly things without weighing possible repercussions. I don’t know if knowing any reason would have made any of the pain go away.”

Kate’s story about her brother followed a question George Cukor had asked as we sat in his living room. I was staying in the guest room in his Los Angeles house, and Kate was living in one of the cottages on his property. Kate trusted me because George trusted me, so I seemed part of the house.

“Tell me, my girl,” Cukor had asked her, “who was the most important man in your life? Was it your father? Was it Spencer [Tracy]?”

“No and no,” Kate had answered without hesitating. “Tom. My brother Tom was the most important man in my life. But he lived an incomplete life.

“I admired him so much. I was younger and a girl, but I was a more natural athlete. I think Tom was more intelligent than I was, but that wasn’t what my father valued. He took our intelligence for granted.”

Kate had been “going on,” as George called it, “rhapsodizing about what a great man her father was.” Cukor later commented to me that he never quite agreed with Kate’s “obsessive fascination with her difficult-to-please father,” who appeared to him to have been “rather a cold fish, a better doctor than a father. Just my opinion.”

Cukor believed that Kate had been challenged by her father to succeed and to prove him wrong about her choice of a career as an actress. Cukor said he had rarely, if ever, heard her mention a brother named Tom.

“Tom was not exactly like our father,” Kate continued. “He was a tall, handsome boy, intelligent, and a good athlete, but he lacked our father’s perfect confidence. He didn’t have Father’s competitive spirit. I think Father would have liked to compete with every other man in the world. Tom only wanted to compete against himself.

“I was not able to believe he took his own life, deliberately planning it in advance. I can’t believe he would have left without saying goodbye to me. Now I think that for my father there was not only sadness, but shame—that his eldest son would show that kind of weakness.

“After Tom was gone, I believe my personality changed. I went from being totally open to life, to being closed to life. You might say ingrown, sort of like a toenail can get when your shoe is too small. I didn’t like meeting any new people.

“It was enough for me to have my family, who were used to me, and I was used to them. I remember we had an Irish seamstress who came on Thursdays, and I liked to be with her. She told me interesting stories, and I told her interesting stories. I didn’t have much to tell at that point, but she always seemed fascinated. She had a very good disposition. She taught me how to sew on a button so it would never come off. She made me feel partly Irish.

“‘Just keep your head, Kath,’ I would say to myself, if I found myself caring too much about anyone. In my head, I always called myself Kath. I didn’t want to care for anyone except my family so deeply that I felt such pain. I was able to do that until Spence came along and took my breath away.

“When Tom died, it was so unexpected. Impossible to conceive of. Such a waste. He was gone from my life. He was gone from his life. Tom’s death was never resolved. Worse, his life was never resolved.”

“Have you ever thought about it, George,” Kate said. “After all these years, it’s almost as if you and I have been married.”

“What do you mean, almost?” Cukor retorted.

Cukor lived in an Art Deco house on Cordell Drive in Los Angeles just outside Beverly Hills. The world-famous interiors were designed by a good friend of Cukor’s, William Haines, who had been one of the most famous film actors of his time.

During the silent film era, Haines was a star who ranked almost with Rudolph Valentino. After retiring from films, he continued on in Hollywood as a popular interior decorator, with his initial launching by Joan Crawford and Cukor.

“Billy said to me,” Cukor recalled as we sat in his living room, “‘What ideas do you have, George, about how you would like your house to look?’

“That was simple for me. I said, ‘I want it to look like a Hollywood director’s house.’

“That was all I said. It was all I needed to say. And this is the result.” We were sitting in his suede-walled, oval living room, with its parquet floors and copper fireplace.

Kate had been renting a cottage on Cukor’s property since Spencer Tracy had died. Before that, for the last five years of his life, mostly she had stayed with Tracy, who was renting the cottage. Whenever she felt like it, at least a few times a day, she used Cukor’s kitchen, passing freely through his house. Over the years, she and Cukor had made ten films together, and they were extremely close friends.

Kate left us to go to the kitchen. “Those were Spencer’s clothes she’s wearing—the shirt, the sweater,” Cukor said. “I don’t know about the trousers.”

Kate returned for something and heard what George was saying.

“The trousers, too,” she said. “They’re a bit baggy. I’ve thought of having them taken in, but I never get around to it. I wear them because it makes me feel close to Spence, and I don’t like to waste good things, you know. I bought some of these things for him, and I think they suit me.”

Kate left again. She returned with the report that she had checked the fridge and didn’t find any butter for baking her brownies.

Cukor replied, “I’m sure Margaret [his cook] didn’t leave us unbuttered.” He turned to me and said, “I’m just a tourist in my own kitchen.”

“There’s some butter,” Kate said, “but it’s not in the glass butter dish, and I think it might be salted butter.”

“Kate is the most eccentric person I know,” Cukor said to me. “And the most eccentric thing about her is she thinks she’s regular.”

“I don’t like to use salted butter in my brownies,” she explained. “If I do use it, I have to adjust the proportions. You can always add salt. You can’t take it away.”

“I’m sure you’re safe,” Cukor reassured her. “Margaret is very European, and she always buys unsalted butter.”

“I thought I might bake some brownies we could have for breakfast tomorrow,” Kate said. “If you have some left from yesterday, we could finish them off now.”

“We can’t finish them off now,” Cukor said, “because I’ve already finished them off. I told you not to leave them here. Now, I’ll be wearing those brownies the rest of my life. I think you’re in cahoots with my tailor to help him put his children through college.”

“I’m really desperate for some chocolate, now,” Kate said. “I must have some.”

“The Cordell Drive cupboard is bare,” George said. “If there were any chocolates, I’ve hidden them so well from myself, we’ll never find them.”

“I have some chocolates,” I volunteered. “I’ve just come from Europe, and I have a big box of Teuscher Swiss chocolates I brought for George.”

Cukor made a pouting face. “Are you going to open the chocolates you brought for me? This girl here [indicating Kate] can go through a pound of chocolates at a sitting, even if she’s standing.”

“The box I brought,” I said, “is two kilos, over four pounds.”

“Dark or light? Creams or nuts?” Cukor inquired.

“Every kind.”

“All right,” Cukor said in a mock huff. “Bring them on.”

I went to the room where I was staying and I took the huge box of chocolates along with a small package in the shape of a Swiss blond paper doll wearing a pretty paper dress over the chocolates back to George and Kate. Kate immediately tore open, and tore is the correct word, the paper covering the box. She opened it, took two, and offered them to George. He looked at them and said, “I want to select my own.”

“So, which ones do you want?” she asked.

He hesitated a moment, then said, “Those,” indicating the two she had selected.

Kate picked up the paper doll package. She held it carefully and turned it around to examine it from all angles. She put it down.

“I never buy fancy boxes,” she said. “You have to pay extra, and I’d rather invest my money in more chocolate. This one is adorable, though. Since you’ve already paid extra for it, are you planning to take the box away with you?” she asked me.

“No. I was just going to leave it for George.”

“George doesn’t play with dolls,” she said, “and I like the flowers she’s holding.” It was a small bouquet of colored paper flowers. A few years later, when I visited her in New York, I saw the paper doll box in her kitchen. The chocolates were long gone, but the box had been given a full life.

Whitney, Cukor’s yellow Labrador, had entered the room, aware of the chocolates, but more interested in Kate. When she rose to leave, he followed her. He had brought his leash with him.

“Whitney likes to walk with her,” George told me. “He runs around the property here all day, but he’s always ready for a walk with Kate.”

Kate left, closely followed by Whitney and his wagging tail. Halfway through the door, she said, “George, do you really think you have enough butter for baking brownies for tomorrow?”

“I’ll have to check with my accountant,” he answered.

After she had gone, Cukor said to me, “You probably noticed the way she softened and changed when she said Spencer’s name. Well, that’s nothing compared to the way it was here when they were together. It was often just the three of us. Sometimes Ruth [Gordon] and Garson [Kanin] were here. Sometimes Joe Mankiewicz and Judy Garland, too. It was all very private, Kate giggling like a schoolgirl, simpering, blushing girlishly whenever Spencer just looked at her.

“A great deal of their romance was conducted here. I have a very romantic house. Their relationship was subtle and neither one would have committed any indiscretion or embarrassed anyone.

“But there is no doubt that with Spencer, our girl was a girl, not a woman. He brought out a side, an aspect of Kate that she enjoyed having brought out. That simple.

“She learned to cook the best steak anyone ever made. Steak was Spencer’s favorite meal.

“There are some who would lean toward analysis. Kate would not have liked that. It’s not my cup of tea. They might have said that she had missed that aspect of her girlhood and was enjoying it late. Or she had enjoyed her teenage years so much, her college days, that she was trying to relive the past. That wasn’t so. I know because she told me she wasn’t very happy then.

“She was just enjoying herself in a part for which life didn’t seem to have cast her, but which she thoroughly enjoyed.

“She was recapturing the present.”
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“Run on Your Toes”

“I was born into a world in which I was totally wanted, loved, treasured,” Katharine Hepburn told me. “If you have that feeling, you start life blessed. Dear Stork.

“The most important choices in our lives aren’t made by us at all. What counts most is our genes and our environment, especially our early environment—parents, home, all of which sets us within the bounds of our genes.

“I suppose you’d like to hear a bit about my background. Well, you have to hear it because you have to know where I came from and about my parents and my family to know me. I am so much a part of them that my background is really my foreground. My past, even perhaps before I can remember, is with me every day of my life. And that is the way I want it.

“There are people who don’t remain close to their families because they say they can choose their friends, but they didn’t choose their families.

“Well, if I could have chosen any family in all the world to belong to, I would have chosen mine. There aren’t so many people who can say that.

“I’ve had every advantage. Isn’t that ducky?”

“My father’s father, Grandfather Hepburn, had a shaking head,” Kate told me. “I got that gene, as you’ll see from time to time. Or maybe you’ve already noticed. Don’t let a few tremors startle you. I never know when they’ll come or go.

“People have talked about my ‘Parkinson’s.’ I’ve tried denying it because the truth is I don’t have Parkinson’s. It was something rare that ran in the family, but Grandfather Hepburn had the worst case. We were all used to it and didn’t notice. Well, we didn’t notice much. I’ve forgotten the name of it. Well, I don’t give a damn what they call it. I call it a damned bother.

“Alfred Augustus Houghton, my mother’s father, was left with a daughter when his young wife died. He had three more daughters with his second wife, Caroline Garlinghouse. The oldest one of them was my mother, Kit Houghton. She was a Katharine, too, though always called Kit.

“It was said in our family that Alfred didn’t have much ambition because he always came to work late. I thought he might have come late because he had too much ambition and didn’t think he could achieve his goal. I think it might be the same thing that Marilyn Monroe suffered from.

“They said he was suffering from depression. Well, I should think so! If he wasn’t depressed, he would have really had to be crazy. I thought one reason he might have always come late was because he judged himself badly and was making sure everyone else would agree with him, and then he would get fired. I know what that feels like from my first years on the stage.

“He was visiting his rich older brother, Amory, in Corning, New York, when he left the house one day and shot himself in the head.

“Mother said that my grandmother had just found out that she had stomach cancer just after my grandfather committed suicide. I didn’t say anything, but I wondered if maybe the doctors had found out and told my grandfather, and he couldn’t face that ordeal again, a second young wife dying. My mother was sixteen when her mother died at the age of thirty-four.”

Kate’s father was born in Virginia, where he spent most of his childhood. His father’s family had lost their money and land during the Civil War. His mother’s family had been wealthy southerners, and they also had lost their land and money in the Civil War. Tom Hepburn particularly admired his mother and felt closest to her.

“My father was Thomas Norval Hepburn,” Kate recounted. “His parents were members of prominent and well-to-do families in the South, both in lineage and money. Dad’s mother’s family was the more distinguished and by far the richer. Both families were equally poor after the Civil War. His mother’s family seemed poorer because they’d had so much more to lose.

“His father, the Reverend Sewell Snowdon Hepburn, was a minister in the Episcopal Church. His father never earned enough to more than barely exist with their five children, of whom my father was the youngest. His parents believed in education and somehow, I can’t imagine how, my father went to Randolph Macon College in Virginia. He not only got a bachelor’s degree but he went on to graduate as a surgeon from Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore.

“Father was very attached to his mother, and I remember him occasionally mentioning that she was a Powell. He hoped as a boy that some day he would be able to restore her to the lofty heights from which the Civil War had removed her. It was a dream which was replaced by his dream of being a doctor, which was not the right career to choose if one aspired to making a fortune. It could, rather, provide a very comfortable life for his family.

“My maternal grandfather, Alfred Houghton, who was not a successful businessman, felt a sense of competition with his older brother, Amory, a sense of comparison. Uncle Amory had gone into glass in Corning, and he was a brilliant businessman. He was said to have the Midas touch.

“My mother, Katharine Martha Houghton, came from Buffalo, from a family of Houghtons, who originated from around Boston, and her mother and father were both dead by the time she was sixteen years old. Even more terrible, as I said, my grandfather had died by his own hand, taking his life, and they said there was no reason. But obviously there had to be a reason. It’s just that it was his reason, and only he knew it, and he took it with him. That must have tortured my grandmother more than any reason could have.

“Because of what happened to my brother Tom, I identify. My grandmother found out she had cancer and not long to live. My father always said being happy or not being happy had so much to do with being well or sick, or with getting better if you were sick. My grandmother was desperately worried about her three young daughters who were going to be orphans.

“I wondered sometimes if the story about our grandfather who chose to end his life might have affected Tom. We never spoke of it.

“My mother had two younger sisters, and her mother had called her in before she died and said, ‘I want you to get an education so that you will be able to have an independent point of view in life’ which she certainly did have. She was a remarkable person with a great understanding of the terrors of people who didn’t have enough money to swing it, or for women who were not protected by their family or a husband. She understood how important it is if you’re lucky enough to get a start in life, and how hard it is if you don’t get one. ‘I want you to help your sisters go to college, too, to Bryn Mawr,’ my grandmother told my mother.

“My mother graduated from Bryn Mawr in 1899. Can you imagine that? A different century. She studied history and political science. She went on to study chemistry and received her master’s degree at Radcliffe in 1900.

“Her sister Edith, through my mother’s brilliant plotting and planning as a teenager, was able to go there and graduate in 1901, followed by my mother’s youngest sister, Marion, who graduated from Bryn Mawr in 1906.

“In 1904, Mother married my father, Dr. Thomas Hepburn.

“I asked Mother what it was like when Father courted her. She told me he didn’t court her, that it was more she who courted him. She said she knew immediately when she met him, introduced by one of her sisters, that he was the one man in the world for her, and that it was she who pursued him.”

“The Hartford I love so much exists in my mind,” Kate sighed. “The Hartford of today is still a very nice place, but it’s not the same place where I discovered life’s adventures and fell in love with life. I love most the Hartford of my memories. There are more people and more cars and bigger buildings now. It was much cozier then, and it had so many more trees. I’ve always had a special love of trees.

“Father selected it as the place for his practice and for his home, where children could grow up with space, so I can’t take any credit for where I was born, but if I’d had the choice, I would’ve chosen Hartford at that time. It’s a place that lives in my imagination more than in reality.

“I was born at 133 Hawthorne Street, in a big house that’s gone. It was Victorian with black lace wooden trimming, three peaks, and it was on quite a large piece of property. It had woods on one side, and on the other side, some people we knew very well. They did all sorts of reform work with my parents.

“The family country home was, is, in Fenwick. Fenwick is a little sort of peninsula of land beyond Saybrook, and it has my memories stored there. It’s home to me. It represents my security.”

Katharine Houghton Hepburn was born in Hartford, Connecticut, on May 12, 1907. She was the second child, preceded by Tom two years earlier. After Kate, there were four other children.

“We were like three separate families of children because Dick and Bob followed Tom and me a few years after I was born, and several years later, my two younger sisters, Marion and Peg, were born. I felt more like their doting aunt.”

Her father was a successful urologist and her mother an early advocate for family planning and women’s rights, particularly women’s suffrage. “I heard about birth control before I understood how sex was done, or could imagine why anyone would want to do it,” Kate said.

“Father cared deeply about his work and took great pride in it. He and Mother were involved in every reform movement of the time, especially Mother. Family planning at a time when it wasn’t mentioned at all. Women’s suffrage, which was not yet the thing. All the fight against gonorrhea and syphilis Dad was occupied with, the early social hygiene movement, anything like that. Help the poor, help the blacks, help anyone who needed help and didn’t get a square deal. Now a lot more people are interested in that, but in their day, it was rather rare.

“There were a lot of people around who thought these subjects were worse than unfashionable. My brother, Tom, and I were snubbed a lot when we were small children. There were other children who were instructed by their parents, ‘Don’t play with those Hepburn children because their parents are weird.’ We didn’t mind because we knew what our parents did was the right thing, helping people who needed help.”

It was clear to Dr. Hepburn by the time his son was only four or five years old that bright as Tom was, he showed no special interest in medicine. When Dr. Hepburn took his son to the hospital where he operated, Tom watched his father’s face attentively but not what his father was doing, never looking at the open wound. From that, Dr. Hepburn deduced that he might have to look to his little girl to follow in his footsteps.

When he was about five, Tom became ill with a high fever. His illness was diagnosed as rheumatic fever. People called this illness Saint Vitus’ dance because of the convulsive movements with which the patient was afflicted. It was also called chorea.

The disease caused Tom to have a facial tic. After he recovered, the tic remained for some time, and Kate remembered other boys making fun of him. Tom did not want to go to school. “Father thought it was character-building for Tom to face the world with his tic, which gradually did fade away.”

The illness took many months to totally wear off and, as happens, Tom was weakened by it. “Mother thought a tutor should be employed for Tom, and that I could study with him. I loved studying at home with Tom. Tom being the elder meant our studies were more advanced than what I would have been taught. What I liked most besides being with Tom was that I saved a lot of transportation time, which could be used for the outdoor sports I loved. It made all the difference in my diving.”

Dr. Hepburn believed that as soon as Tom was well enough to get out of bed, he should follow an exercise program to facilitate his recovery. He strongly advocated the absolute minimum of bed rest, and believed bed rest had to be paid for later by prolonged incapacity. He also believed that a great deal of everything was “a matter of will.” Kate remembered her father telling Tom that a greater effort of will might control the tic.

“Tom was barely six, and I knew he would have done anything in his power to please my father. But he was only a little boy, and he didn’t have much power. What Father had in mind was that none of his family, himself included, should ever give in.”

Dr. Hepburn thought Tom should have as much as possible of his exercise outdoors. He did not want his eldest child, his son, “lingering” in bed or using an illness as an excuse to avoid exercise, or for that matter, as a reason not to take the ice-cold baths that Dr. Hepburn took and believed were so “invigorating.”

Young Tom Hepburn, who was his father’s namesake, had a heavy burden to support on his young shoulders. What he knew above all at that early age, just shortly after he had entered school, was that his father was the absolute authority on everything, and that he wanted more than anything to please his father. Dr. Hepburn was interested in education or the lack of it, but he was even more interested in athletics and competitive sports. Tom’s favorite playmate and co-conspirator was his little sister, Kathy, as Katharine Hepburn was then known by everyone.

Gradually, Tom recovered, but he was exhausted from his illness, and the slightest exertion called for an effort that would have brought tears to Kathy’s eyes, if she hadn’t known how her father felt about tears. He would say everyone in their family was too lucky to cry, and Kathy knew, even before she was four, that if she cried, she would lose her father’s respect.

Dr. Hepburn had expectations for his firstborn son, going back to before that son was conceived. He wanted to register Tom for medical school even before he was born. He was certain that his wife’s first child would be a boy. After that, he planned on having a large family, and he was perfectly happy that there would be several girls as well as boys. The first, however, he willed to be a boy.

“My father thought that being afraid was a weakness and some kind of disgrace. He seemed iron-willed, a person who was not only never afraid, but who scarcely understood what fear was, except intellectually.

“My father just didn’t believe in fear. I don’t know if he had any. If he did, he never showed it in front of us. Maybe he didn’t have any, and that was why he never sympathized with people who had it.

“He didn’t understand how they felt, and he believed that they could just get over it if they set their minds to doing so.”

Kate said the first time she truly felt fear was that morning she found her brother hanged and realized he was dead.

“I’ve decided my father was wrong about fear. It isn’t bad to feel fear. It can be very useful and save one from a bad situation or if you are already in one, it can make you more aware and even help you, but don’t let fear control you.

“And that terrible partner of fear, panic. Panic destroys your rational ability.

“Father was demanding, but we didn’t mind because we understood that whatever Father did and whatever he expected from us, it was for our own good, and he knew best. He never expected anything from us that he didn’t do himself.

“Oh, those ice-cold baths!” Kate shivered. “One of the most vivid memories of my childhood. It was Father’s idea, one of his most important health theories. It was a vital element in our well-being. As children, we all had to take them.

“Personally, I rather liked them. I still do it now, you know. I’ve always kept it up, cold baths. Even now, years after he died, I’m still doing it. Torture. Pure torture.

“I remember Spence thought it masochistic of me. Far from it. A nice cold bath brings back happy memories, and it’s good for getting the adrenaline going.

“I never asked my brothers and sisters if they continued their icy soaks. I thought it too personal because I knew they would have told me the truth, and they might have been embarrassed if they hadn’t continued Father’s practice. But I did wonder if they did.

“Do you know what made the icy bath seem like a joy? An icy shower. My father preferred those. ‘Invigorating,’ he used to say. I can hear his voice now. Sometimes, he sang under the shower. He stayed longer than any of us could have, maybe than all of us could have, all put together. Then, Father would come strutting out, naked as the day he was born, and he would stride proudly past us. He saw nudity as nothing to be embarrassed by. I saw enough of my father and my brothers when I was a child to know all about naked men.

“Father did not like complainers or whiners. He would repeat that people who were as lucky as we were had no right to complain.

“When they were very little, I can remember one of my brothers or sisters angling for a little attention by saying they didn’t feel well, a slightly exaggerated cold symptom perhaps. Well, that didn’t get them anywhere with Father. They learned pretty quickly. All they could get out of Father was a cursory, ‘Take an aspirin and go up to your room and rest. Don’t stay here and depress the rest of us with your long face.’ He would repeat, ‘Depression is a contagious disease.’ We all learned the lesson quickly. No rewards for whining or complaining.

“Whether Mother felt the same as Father, or whether she chose to be the way he wished her to be, we couldn’t bury any tear-stained faces in her petticoats over a skinned knee or two of them. Skinned knees were taken for granted in the Hepburn household. They weren’t even a badge of honor, just accepted as going with the territory, for my brothers Dick and Bob, and for my sisters Marion and Peggy, too.”

“Something we children had was space and exercise,” Kate said. “We had space for us and our imaginations, and we made up our own play, which was pretty physical. I was always running and jumping and looking for a spot outdoors where I could hang by my toes. I enjoyed being upside down. I haven’t been upside down for quite a while now.

“Father particularly liked gymnastics, and I wanted to please him, so I became dedicated to gymnastics. I remember being up on the trapeze Father built in our yard. My view was usually from an upside-down position, and I never got dizzy, which was recognized in my family as a wonderful accomplishment. I never fell.

“I saw Father glowing over me, and I was only a little girl, so the thought I had was only a little thought, but I remember it well. Looking back, maybe it was a bigger thought than I understood.

“Father said something like I was a son any father would want. Tom was standing near, and I didn’t know if he heard what Father said.

“I hoped my brother never felt slighted when Father praised me for my athletic ability. It may have been because I was a girl, and not so much was expected of me. My brother Tom was quite a good athlete, but I know he had to try much harder than I did.

“I was not allowed ever to say that I hated someone. When I was a little girl, I said that once about someone, I don’t remember who it was or what it was about. What I do remember was that I was very agitated and emotional about it.

“Father admonished me. He said, ‘Kath, you must not use that word.’ I didn’t usually question my father because I believed he was always right, but I was curious. ‘Why?’ I asked. I knew he didn’t like the person I didn’t like. He said, ‘It’s because your hating the person doesn’t affect the other person at all. It only affects you. It’s bad for your well-being, and it can make you sick. I say it to you because it’s you I care about, Kath. Someday you won’t even remember who the person was.’ He was right. I don’t.”

“Fear is a striking emotion. Once you experience it intensely, I think it stays with you and you never forget it. A similar experience may give you well-remembered twinges many years later.

“I’ll tell you the first twinge-of-fear experience I can remember. It was only a little fear, not like later with Tom, but it was the first time I’d felt that emotion at all. I think I was about three and a half at the time. What I most remember about it was I was more afraid of being afraid than I was of what I was going to do. It was something I wanted to do, but I didn’t have any confidence that I could do it.

“The accomplishment was to ride a bicycle. I saw my parents riding their bicycles, and my brother Tom had his bicycle, too. It looked like a lot of fun. It meant freedom, too. I could go much farther than I could just on my feet. I looked forward to exploring on my own, or even better, with Tom.

“My father had the bicycle company build me a special bicycle. They didn’t have little bicycles for children in those days. I had to be able to reach the pedals. I was tall for my age, but my legs barely reached them. They were growing all the time but not fast enough.

“How Mother felt about my learning to ride a bicycle at such a tender age, I don’t know. Maybe she didn’t really understand what Father had in mind. Even with this specially built bicycle, it was still a little big for me, because Father had taken into consideration I’d grow some while I used the bicycle.

“I’d been watching my legs grow, and I stretched a lot. Little did I know that Dad had already gone forward, and I was about to go forward, but not exactly in the way I’d imagined.

“We went to a park where there was a hill, maybe not as big a hill as it is in my memory, and he balanced me on the bicycle and gave me a push. I started rolling down the hill.

“He had a philosophy, you see. He believed people will do what they have to do. So he put me on the bicycle, gave me a push down the hill, and that’s how I learned to ride a bicycle. My father was of the sink-or-swim school of learning.

“Way down there in the distance was a man, and he was watching me with great interest, and I was watching him with even greater interest. I was glued to the future, and my future was wherever the bicycle went. The bicycle was riding me right toward that man.

“At the bottom of the hill, he started to run for safety, and I went where the bicycle took me. I couldn’t stop it. My father had neglected to explain the small detail of brakes. I ran into the man, and that did the job. I stopped. Just as well. I didn’t know how to stop or even slow down.

“I landed on some grass unhurt. It was like being thrown by a horse. You’re supposed to get back on the horse that threw you. Well, I couldn’t wait to get back on that bicycle. But I couldn’t do it by myself, and I had to wait for Father to come running down the hill and pick up my bicycle. I picked myself up. Happily, the man I hit wasn’t hurt, either. Startled, I’m sure.

“The next time, I stayed on the bicycle, and I can count on my two hands the number of falls I’ve had after that. I loved riding the bicycle, even that first ride.

“I got a regular-size one as soon as my legs could reach the pedals. The bicycle offered a wonderful chance to see the world. There was a trolley car on Farmington Avenue and a certain amount of traffic, but it wasn’t like today where you’d be dead in a block. I remember when someone told Mother, ‘Kit, Kathy is on Farmington Avenue on her bicycle.’ Mother said politely, ‘Thank you. Thank you very much,’ and she hung up. She didn’t tell me not to do it, because my parents didn’t believe in setting limitations for any of us. I rode all over the city on my bicycle. I don’t know how Mother would have felt if she’d known how far I went. A city seen from a bicycle is an entirely different city. So you see, my parents’ philosophy worked for us children. They were the right parents for us, and we all couldn’t get over how lucky we were, and we’ve felt that way all our lives.

“Our back lawn was deep, and there was a park nearby. We had a raft on a pond, which wasn’t exactly idyllic. What wasn’t lovely were the rats by the pond, and that meant rats on the raft. Needless to say, we did our best to let the rats know they couldn’t have a free ride, and they didn’t get one. I wasn’t a squeamish child.

“Mother admired Father’s marvelous athletic ability, and she wasn’t a bad athlete herself, if she’d been in any other family than ours. She had trouble keeping up, even with us children. I have to give it to her, she tried hard, and she was a big believer in lessons. I was always a big disbeliever in lessons. I thought they might cramp my style. I didn’t want to learn anyone else’s mistakes. I could invent enough of my own. I don’t know if all the lessons did Mother any good. They didn’t show much in her performing, I must say, but I think they showed in Mother’s confidence, and they did keep her out on the court and on the course. When my younger brothers played with her, tennis or golf especially, I think they occasionally threw a game to make her feel better, but she never knew. I could never have done that. I always had to play to win.

“I could outrun anybody, and I was proud of that. I could outclimb anyone, boy or girl. We had a tree which I used to climb at the ripe old age of about three. I was a whiz at climbing and swinging, and it was quite a tall tree. I used to like to sit up on top of it. People would pass by and get all upset. They would tell Mother, ‘Kathy is sitting on the top of the tree.’ It made me feel I was on the top of the world. Mother said to people, ‘Don’t call to her,’ or, ‘Don’t speak to her, because she doesn’t realize it’s dangerous.’ I thought that was a wonderful comment. Isn’t that just unique?”

“Everyone called me Kathy because I guess I looked like a Kathy more than like a Katharine or a Kate, or a Katie. I thought of myself as Kathy or Kath. Whenever I talked to myself in my head, it was that way. Even when I wanted everyone to call me Jimmy, to tell the truth, I never really thought of myself as Jimmy. Jimmy was for the others, not for the inner me.

“I didn’t tell you, but I had a phase as a child when I wished I was a boy because I thought boys had all the fun. In those days, it seemed clear to me, at about seven, that it was a boy’s world. Later, I realized you didn’t have to be a boy to have all the fun. No complaints. I certainly had my share of fun and everything else.

“For a while in my childhood, I did wish I could be a boy, so I decided I wanted people to call me Jimmy. I just liked the name Jimmy. I told my family I wanted to be called Jimmy.

“I excelled at sports, and I liked to wear boy’s clothing. Girl’s clothes inhibited an active life in sports. I was never as comfortable in skirts. I wanted to compete with the boys. For the most part, I was better at swimming, diving, golf, tennis, acrobatics, et cetera, but it’s harder for a filly to be taken seriously.

“I remember as clearly as if it were yesterday the evening at our dinner table when I announced that I thought it would be more fun to be a boy than a girl. I timed my message for the most dramatic moment. I waited for a pause in the conversation, and that could be quite a wait because we were a family of talkers.

“My moment came. I told my news. Then everyone went on talking as if I hadn’t spoken. I assumed they hadn’t understood the full significance of my words. I waited for another choice moment. Then, I repeated my announcement. I didn’t get any more response than the first time. We weren’t a family of listeners.

“I was surprised that my antics didn’t attract more attention, and that may be why I became Jimmy.

“To be taken seriously, I realized it was a matter of action rather than of words. So, I cut off my hair. The next day, I appeared wearing some of the discarded clothes my brother had outgrown.

“I made my entrance exactly where my parents were standing. I posed. Then, I said, ‘Now I’m Jimmy. Please call me Jimmy from now on.’

“I still didn’t attract much attention, which I suppose must have been what I was trying to do. After a few days, as my father was leaving for the hospital, he glanced at me and said, ‘That’s not a very becoming hairstyle.’

“But I noticed he didn’t say, ‘That’s not a very becoming hairstyle, Kathy.’ Small victory.

“I didn’t make much of an impression, even when I cut off just about all of my red hair. The most reaction I could get was when I finally asked Mother what she thought of my new hairstyle. She didn’t even look, because I guess she’d already seen it. She said, ‘It’ll grow back.’ Jimmy didn’t get special attention, so that phase was temporary. My parents were pretty smart people.

“I think my parents were trying a bit of psychology on me. If your dog is about to get into a fight with another dog, sometimes you can stop the whole thing by appearing nonchalant and walking away. Since your dog is probably doing it for your benefit, if you aren’t impressed, the other dog isn’t of any more interest.

“Jimmy was a part I played. Jimmy the Menace. But Jimmy was not for me. I created Jimmy for the others. Inside I never felt like Jimmy. I was Kath. So Jimmy didn’t last long and I put him away.

“There was another reason I wanted to be Jimmy. I never told this to anyone but Spence and his reaction was to laugh. Often, his reaction to me was to laugh. I asked him why he laughed at me. He said it was my Bryn Mawr accent, which made everything I said sound funny.

“When I was young, I would have told you I wasn’t vain, and I believed it. What would have been true was, I wasn’t exceptionally vain.”

Young Kate had heard some girls whispering that Kathy Hepburn was “a funny-looking girl.” She remembered saying to herself, “I don’t care a bit what they think.” But she did.

“I thought I wasn’t pretty. When I compared myself to other girls—and you know we all do that—I didn’t look like them. It struck me that I wasn’t as pretty as the other girls.

“I told myself that I wasn’t interested in boys, going back to before I attended Bryn Mawr. I told everyone else who was willing to listen—I bent a few ears, I’m sure. I wanted everyone to believe that I was above the silliness of the other girls whose lives were ring-centered, wedded to wedding. I felt somewhat superior because I wasn’t affected by the epidemic of severe silliness.

“I can tell you now the real reason I remained apart from the girlish competition.

“I didn’t think I could compete.

“My father had consciously and unconsciously drilled into me the idea that second-best doesn’t exist.

“For my older brother, ‘the best’ was more clearly defined by athletic achievement, easy to measure. You win the race, your team gets the cup or the laurel wreath. Brilliance in school is measured in grades and place in class. You are valedictorian or you are not.

“But in the secret place in my heart, I knew very early what everyone prized most about a girl. Looks. The verdict is in very early.

“No one ever said to my mother about me, ‘What a beautiful child you have.’

“I know now it was a reason I wanted to be a boy and preferred to be Jimmy. I preferred to compete as a boy on my athletic ability, rather than as a girl on my beauty.

“When I was in school, I didn’t like being with so many girls. I had a few friends I liked who happened to be girls. That was fine. They were special. I didn’t like them just because they were girls, but in spite of their being girls. Girls aren’t good enough at sports the way I was, and they were usually afraid of getting hurt. They ducked when a ball came toward them so they wouldn’t get hit in the face. Not me. I was fearless. I was something of an idiot.

“My father liked something about me from the first. My red hair. It was my mother who told me that. Well, I can’t take any credit for it, but I was pleased. It was not the kind of thing my father would have said directly to me. I guess he would have thought it might have gone to my red head, if you’ll pardon a bad joke.

“Officially, our family did not believe in or condone vanity, although, as I remember, all of us were somewhat vain, including Mother, and especially Father.

“I liked my red hair, too, even more when I understood it pleased him, which I was always trying to do. But it came with a price, a very delicate skin. I’ve had trouble with my skin all my life, a ton of freckles, and not just on my face. You should see the rest of me. No, you shouldn’t.

“My skin was a special problem because the sports I loved were all played outdoors. And if you could play tennis indoors, that was not for me. I wasn’t the parasol type. I couldn’t give up tennis and golf. I made the choice to give up my face. At the time, I didn’t understand the repercussions of the sun.

“On one occasion when I was very, very young, my father addressed me as ‘Brick Top.’ I’d noticed very early that the color of my hair resembled his. It made me feel I belonged to him even more, and I think it made me feel he belonged to me. I loved it when he called me ‘Brick Top,’ but he only called me that when I was very young. I spent years hoping he would call me that again. I hoped sometimes he thought of me that way.

“The next man to call me something like that, ‘Red,’ was Spence, many years later.
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