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  Praise for Edmund Wilson




  "This groundbreaking study completes Meyers' trilogy of portraits of American literary giants, which includes his book on Hemingway and last year's superb biography of Fitzgerald. A proficient and prolific literary scholar and biographer, Meyers is as adept at explicating Wilson's often traumatic conflict over being a critical rather than a creative writer as he is as describing Wilson's heavy drinking, contentious personality, and rampant sexuality. Meyers introduces Wilson's many lovers, including Edna St. Vincent Millay, and all four of his wives, including the revengeful Mary McCarthy, with evident relish and covers all of Wilson's intellectual and erotic territory with an eye to his tremendous influence and independence of spirit." —Booklist





  "I believe it will serve for years as a reliable, sturdy, and clearly dependable guide to the career of the most fully informed and readable American man of letters of this century. Meyers never forgets that he is writing about a man whose curiosity was apparently without limits and whose intellectual energy never flagged." —WILLIAM M. CHACE, president, Emory University





  "[Meyers'] work painstakingly traces Wilson's career, offering perceptive—and meticulously annotated—commentary on what the author is able to include of Wilson's prodigious output. Although Meyers is unsparing in his account of Wilson's sometimes unsavory private life, he is able to see beyond the private man and recognize his stature as a major figure in American culture. At the same time he is not at all reluctant to point out where he thinks Wilson goes wrong. In sum, this biography is worthy of its eminent subject. Recommended."




  —Choice





  "A biography of Wilson has been long overdue, and Jeffrey Meyers, a seasoned practitioner, has come up with an intelligent, well-executed piece of work .... [the author] displays good sense and writes readable prose .... Meyers offers guidance on many different aspects of Wilson the working author: his relationship with other writers, his dealings with editors and publishers, the biographical dimension behind individual pieces of work." —Commentary





  "Edmund Wilson's life and work include an important stretch of the American cultural history of the twentieth century, and Jeffrey Meyers puts it all together for the first time with his practiced skill, indefatigable research, and compulsive readability. A very valuable contribution to the study of our recent past!"




  —JOSEPH FRANK, author of Dostoevsky




  "To write this masterful and readable biography, Jeffrey Meyers had to cover enormous ground. Not only does [he] admire Wilson, but a real liking of the man and a fascination with his contentious, complicated character shine through the book. ... a rich and vivid life does emerge .... Detail to vivid detail is added to point up a whole, intriguing picture .... This book is enough to restore some faith in the overworked and tired genre of literary biography." —Irish Times





  "[This book] contain[s] a wealth of information gleaned from Wilson's private papers and diaries and from correspondence and interviews with those who knew him." —Library Journal





  "Jeffrey Meyers has written the first full-length biography of this remarkable writer, [and] it doesn't come a moment too soon .... It is one of the many virtues of Meyers' book that it recalls us to the centrality of Wilson's literary interests and reminds us of the nature of those interests .... I think Meyers has done more to clarify the origins of [Wilson's] essential outlook on "public" issues than any other writer who has addressed the subject. ... Another virtue of the book [is] that it establishes Wilson's war experience in France in the First World War as the crucible in which all his subsequent attitudes toward society and governmental authority had their moral origin. . . . Meyers is essentially correct in tracing Wilson's basic political attitudes—the pacifist cliches included—to his war experience in France .... With his customary powers of application, [the author] has researched Wilson's half-century of sexual activity—from his loss of virginity in the arms of Edna St. Vincent Millay at the age of twenty-five to his drunken encounter with Penelope Gilliatt at the Princeton Club at the age of seventy five—with a thoroughness that leaves little to the imagination .... About Wilson's life, it seems to me that Meyers has now said everything that is of any conceivable interest for us to know, and more at times than we need to know. He has done particularly good work in correcting the record of Wilson's embattled marriage to Mary McCarthy—a story that McCarthy herself shamelessly lied about in the self-serving autobiographical sketches she wrote in the last years of her life." —New Criterion





  "A remarkable feat of biographical sleuthing, this refreshingly down-to-earth life of critic Edmund Wilson peers beneath the crusty persona of a grandee of the literary establishment to portray a tormented, restless, sexually hyperactive man, a difficult, heavy-drinking husband to four wives, a domineering, lecturing father to his three children .... [Meyers] also illuminates Wilson's friendships with Fitzgerald, Hemingway, Malraux, Auden et al. and his sexual affairs with Edna St. Vincent Millay, Anais Nin, and Louise Bogan. This is the fullest portrait to date of a writer who, in Meyers' judgment, became increasingly alienated from the modem world." —Publishers Weekly





  "Though sometimes painful, Meyers' book is never dull." —Sunday Times (London)
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  Preface




  This first life of Edmund Wilson completes my trilogy on modern American writers that began with the biographies of Hemingway and Fitzgerald. When I told a learned friend that I was writing about Edmund Wilson (1895-1972), he replied with an adversarial, half-accurate and deliberately provocative letter: "He seems an idiot savant of literature, knowing little else, and being of a saturnine, alcoholic and belligerent disposition. And how quickly now he has faded, yet how eminently sensible and balanced he always is when he writes on books. He terrified every one and today his books are unread. What, if anything, do you find redeeming in him as a man?" Wilson, a heavy drinker, certainly had a melancholy streak, a contentious character and a frightening demeanor. All this helps make him a fascinating man.




  But Wilson, whom Gore Vidal called "America's best mind," also had extraordinarily wide interests and ranged far beyond literature. He wrote about art, theater, music, film, popular culture as well as political events, foreign travel, the revolutionary tradition in Europe, the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Zuni and Iroquois Indians, the American Civil War, the culture and politics of Canada. He was the master of the biographical essay and the autobiographical memoir, and was the greatest diarist of his time. Far from fading into obscurity and being ignored by contemporary readers, eleven of his fifty books are still in print, and his publishers have brought out eleven new works since his death—more than most living authors have written in the last twenty years.




  As for his redeeming features—if, indeed, he is in need of redemption—I admire his curiosity, energy, intelligence and erudition, his clear thought, pure style and good taste, his personal courage, defense of the underdog and constant struggles against mindless authority, his loyalty to friends and generosity to many writers, his independence and integrity.




  Even John Updike, an astute admirer of Wilson, mistakenly writes that "after 1930 his biography becomes largely bibliography." From the beginning of his literary career Wilson seemed thoroughly bookish, respectable, even conventional, and this image was reinforced in his rotund and dignified old age. But Wilson's life was as interesting as his books and—in its own way—as romantic and chaotic as Scott Fitzgerald's. He lived in bohemian poverty in the 1920s and 1930s, suffered a nervous breakdown and the tragic death of his second wife, had three other wives (including Mary McCarthy), attracted an astonishing number of beautiful mistresses (including Edna Millay) and was a compulsive chronicler of his sexual adventures.




  Wilson had always engaged in controversy, which intensified as he grew older and more combative. He witnessed and reported the Harlan County coal-miners' strikes in 1932, quarreled with the Communists after his disillusioning visit to the Soviet Union in 1935, fell out with Evelyn Waugh in 1945, had his vividly erotic Memoirs of Hecate County burned and suppressed in 1946, threw himself into the scholarly battles about the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1955, and defended the Iroquois against dispossession by the New York Power Authority in 1959. After being prosecuted and heavily fined by the United States Government for not paying his taxes, he fought a spirited campaign against American involvement in Vietnam in The Cold War and the Income Tax (1963), bitterly disputed the Russian prosody of Pushkin's Eugene Onegin with his old friend and protégé Vladimir Nabokov in 1965, and opposed academic pedantry and dullness with his own humane learning in The Fruits of the MLA (1968).




  Despite the chaos, Wilson had an enviable life. He came from a privileged background, had an excellent education at The Hill School and Princeton, and continued his studies until the end of his life. He learned Greek, Latin, French, Italian, German, Russian, Hebrew and Hungarian. He traveled widely, in western Europe as well as in Russia, Greece, Hungary, Haiti and Israel. He knew Lawrence, Joyce, Eliot, Wyndham Lewis, O'Neill, Hemingway, Faulkner as well as Igor Stravinsky and Charlie Chaplin. He was a close friend of Fitzgerald, Dos Passos, Allen Tate, Malraux, Nabokov, Isaiah Berlin, Auden and Robert Lowell; and was universally recognized as the most distinguished American man of letters in the twentieth century. He had a fertile imagination, and wrote novels, stories, poems and plays as well as seminal works like Axel's Castle (almost continuously in print since 1930), To the Finland Station (1940), The Wound and the Bow (1941) and Patriotic Gore (1962). Wilson's life became more interesting as he got older. His reputation continued to rise throughout his long career, he received many honors and prizes, and died peacefully in his ancestral home. Wilson showed that it was possible, between 1920 and 1970, for an independent and contentious thinker to write learned books and succeed as a professional writer.




  Wilson's reflection on the artistic qualities of Igor Stravinsky applies with equal force to himself: "It is inspiring for any kind of craftsman to have the spectacle of such a sustained career—the artist always himself and always doing something different, but always doing everything intensely with economy, perfect craftsmanship and style." If Wilson is somewhat out of fashion today, it is only because the impressive intellect, knowledge and humane insight that illuminate his books have been lost through the onslaught of rigid ideological conformity, which he opposed throughout his life. As he prophetically wrote in the Nation in January 1938: "The young ... are today not enthusiastic ... about books: they merely approve when the book suits their politics .... I think it is a pity that they do not learn to read for pleasure. They may presently find that an acquaintance with the great works of art and thought is their only real assurance against the increasing barbarism of our time." The qualities exemplified in Edmund Wilson must be valued and restored if our literary culture is to survive.




  There is something more to our interest in the private lives of great men than the mere desire to pry into other people's personal affairs. A great writer, for example, represents a special concentration both of purpose and of sensibility. He is more conscious than other people of the things that are going on in his time, and he is more articulate about them. He is driven to formulate more clearly some attitude toward the world that he lives in. But the works that he gives to the public do not tell the whole of his story, for they must always be artificial arrangements in the interests of ideal values. The real struggle of the ideal with the actual can only be seen at close range in the relationships and vicissitudes of the man's own life.




  —EDMUND WILSON,




  Foreword to Ada Nisbet's


  Dickens and Ellen Ternan (1952)




  EDMUND WILSON  [image: ]




  ONE  [image: ]




  Red Bank, 1895–1907




  I




  Edmund Wilson's ancestors served the altars of learning and committed murders in the name of God. He was descended from Cotton Mather, seventeenth-century puritan divine and zealous witch hunter during the Salem trials, and shared many characteristics—intellect, bookishness, linguistic ability, temperament, energy, productivity and multiple marriages—with his eminent forefather. The prodigiously learned Mather, more widely read than any other American of his time, had entered Harvard at the age of twelve and spoke seven languages. Known for his arrogant manner and aggressiveness in controversy, he overtaxed his nerves by indefatigable industry, poured out more than 450 works on an enormous range of subjects and still managed to acquire three wives.




  In Patriotic Gore, Wilson quotes Harriet Beecher Stowe's rapturous praise of Mather's masterwork, Magnalia Christi Americana (1702). Stowe felt, after reading this ecclesiastical history, that "the very ground I trod on [in New England was] consecrated by some special dealing of God's providence." Wilson, however, found the Calvinistic Mather a tormli?nted and extremely neurotic man. "When anything goes wrong with.Mather," he observed, "from a toothache to the death of his wife, he is likely to fall into a panic lest he not be, after all, elected, and to be stricken by a paroxysm of guilt." The poet Allen Tate believed that the ghost of Cotton Mather had burrowed into Wilson's conscience like a mole. Mather surfaced in Wilson's most diabolic work, Memoirs of Hecate Coumy, when the autobiographical narrator remarks: "Maybe the Devil was in Cotton Mather ... when he got people to hanging one another as witches."




  Wilson's maternal ancestors, the Kimballs and the Bakers, sailed from England soon after the Mayflower and settled in New England in the middle of the seventeenth century. The Wilsons came from Londonderry in northern Ireland a century later, and all four grandparents were born in New York State. Like Henry James, Wilson identified himself as a New Yorker, and told an Italian journalist, to whom he had granted a rare interview: "my mother's family emigrated from New England to New York State at the end of the eighteenth century, and my father's family were among the first settlers in central New York."1 During the first westward migration from Connecticut and Massachusetts, these settlers drove ox-carts into the northern wilderness below the St. Lawrence River and Lake Ontario, and established, between the Adirondacks and the Finger Lakes, a cultivated extension of New England.




  Like his much-admired Oliver Wendell Holmes, the subject of the finest chapter of Patriotic Gore, Wilson, a solid member of the Eastern gentry, maintained the scholarly traditions of the preachers, lawyers, doctors, professors and men of letters in his family. His maternal grandfather graduated from Hamilton College in Clinton, New York, and became a physician. He practiced homeopathic medicine in Eaton-town, New Jersey, and encountered considerable opposition from the more orthodox doctors. In 1887 he delivered the future critic and playwright Alexander Woollcott, who was born in the North River Phalanx, a socialist community near Red Bank, New Jersey. In 1971 Wilson dedicated Upstate: Records and Recollections of Northern New York "To the Memory of My Grandfather, Walter Scott Kimball, 1828-1890"—who died five years before Wilson was born. Walter's sons Reuel and Paul also became physicians.




  Wilson's paternal grandfather, Thaddeus, a graduate of Amherst College and Princeton Theological Seminary, became the Presbyterian minister in Shrewsbury, New Jersey. Wilson inherited from his family a profound hostility to the commercial mentality of the capitalistic class. He felt that he and his forebears represented the idealistic spirit that studies and understands, and opposed the materialistic spirit that acquires and consumes. In four different books he emphasized that "the commercial development [following] the Civil War extinguished the old enthusiasm for culture along with the republican ideals and made cultivated people in general ashamed of the United States."




  His father, Edmund Sr., born in Shrewsbury on December 15, 1863, was educated at Exeter, Princeton and Columbia Law School. At Princeton, in the class of 1885, he edited the Princetonian and was forcefully drilled in French by an exiled Polish general, who cursed at his students as if they were troops. He was admitted to the bar in 1888, and became attorney general of New Jersey under Governor]. Franklin Fort in 1908. Though a lifelong Republican, he continued to serve under the Democratic governor, Woodrow Wilson, until 1914. Woodrow Wilson (no relation), whom Edmund Sr. called "an animated corpse," often came to the house and impressed the rest of the family. A member of local debating, fishing and shooting clubs, Edmund Sr. was a popular after-dinner speaker, whose printed addresses were piously preserved by his son. In a front-page obituary, the Red Bank Register stated: "With his eloquence he combined a great deal of common sense and an acute mind as to the intricacies of the law. He stood in the front rank of New Jersey lawyers."




  A tall, good-looking man with an intense expression, a trim moustache and an air of worldly superiority, Edmund Sr. was, like his son, never snobbish about race or class. But he gave orders (as his son later did) with a dictatorial tone and a barely restrained impatience. His law firm, Nevius and Wilson, was modestly located above a liquor dealer (he himself never drank) in the Hendrickson Building on Front Street in Red Bank. He maintained a modest standard of prosperity, provided his family with good food, private schools and extensive travel. "But his love of independence and his distrust of big business," his son wrote, "were so great that he stuck all his life to his miscellaneous local practice and resisted all temptations to become a corporation lawyer in a state governed by corporations."2




  A crack trial lawyer, Edmund Sr. lost only one case, early on in his legal career, and successfully defended several murderers in highly-publicized trials. Woodrow Wilson, who wrongly thought that his attorney general was allied with the corrupt political machine of his opponents, "tried to embarrass [Edmund Sr.] by demanding that he investigate Atlantic City, a huge Republican racket, which he imagined my father would not dare to touch." Using an obscure law, he brought in honest jurors from another county, tried several hundred men and sent most of them, along with the boss, to jail.




  Lawyer Wilson, sometime attorney for the Pennsylvania Railroad (which he despised), also did some war work. At President Wilson's request, he sorted out the complex affairs of the sequestered North German Lloyd shipping line. Edmund Jr. recalled, in a poignant essay (one of his finest) about his father: "The President had sounded him out as to whether he would fill the next Supreme Court vacancy. This, he felt, would be interesting enough to reconcile him to living in Washington, and he said that he would accept. But no vacancy occurred during Wilson's term." A vacancy did, in fact, occur and Louis Brandeis was appointed to the Supreme Court by Woodrow Wilson in 1916.




  Edmund Jr. used thwarted idealism and antipathy to materialism to explain the unusual career of his brilliant but ill-adjusted father. He thought that his father's traditional education and learning had estranged him from the ruthless exploitation that characterized the Gilded Age. Old-fashioned Americans like his father, who rejected the mad pursuit of money, suffered an intolerable strain. In his essay on the eccentric critic John Jay Chapman, whom Wilson identified with his father, he expanded the idea he had first expressed in his autobiographical essay "The Case of the Author" (1932): "By the later years of the eighties, the industrial and commercial development which followed the Civil War had reached a point where the old education was no longer an equipment for life. It had, in fact, become a troublesome handicap. The best of the men who had taken it seriously were launched on careers of tragic misunderstanding. They could no longer play the role in the professions of a trained and public-spirited caste: the new society did not recognize them." Twenty years later, in "The Author at Sixty,'' Wilson concluded that men like his father "had to deal with a world in which this kind of education and the kind of ideals it served no longer really counted for much."3 During the boom of the 1920s, the high-minded Edmund Jr. would find himself in a similar dilemma.




  Wilson's mother, Helen Mather Kimball, was born in Eatontown, New Jersey, on April 20, 1865. Only five feet tall, she had brown eyes and the same sharp pointed nose, thin mouth, round plump face and small receding chin as Queen Victoria. She was called Nelly, attended Abbot Academy in Andover, Massachusetts and wrote sentimental poetry (which her son also saved). While on holiday in Asbury Park, Wilson's mother had met Stephen Crane's mother, a public lecturer and journalist who wrote on religious and social subjects. Crane published The Red Badge of Courage the year Edmund was born.




  Helen Kimball, who could (like her son) be tactlessly blunt, occupied herself with dogs, gardening, bridge-playing and antique-collecting. A voracious but indiscriminate reader of popular novels, she was lively and shrewd. But she was rather prejudiced against the more intellectual members of the family, and liked to say: "I can't bear 'em bright." Lawyer Wilson, who had been Dr. Kimball's chess partner for many years, was attracted (Edmund Jr. wrote) "by her positive, self-confident, determined nature, because he had been used to depending on the support of his mother's strong character .... But my mother, I think, married my father only because there was no one else. Aside from their professional parents, they had nothing whatever in common, and the longer they were married, it seemed to me, the more they became estranged." Helen married Edmund Sr. shortly before her twenty-seventh birthday, on March 9, 1892. After his death, she ignored the realities of their marriage and fondly recalled: "I was a funny, fat little thing, who married the best man who ever lived."




  Edmund Sr. paid a great deal of attention to his clothes and was photographed in a high wing-collar, a necktie transfixed by a shiny pearl pin and a creamy striped waistcoat under a conservatively cut jacket. He loved to travel but could never agree with Helen about their destination. She wanted to go to lively, fashionable and luxurious resorts, which he found tedious, while she was bored by his earnest quests for culture. Their other principal disagreement concerned her desire for an elaborate new house. When she cancelled his itinerary, he retaliated by cancelling her architectural plans. The contrast in their characters was reflected in their very different sense of humor. Helen played a joke on her husband by going to the window and exclaiming that she had just seen an accident. When her husband rushed to look, she cried "April Fool!" and he solemnly declared: "Madame, I don't think that's funny."4




  The mental illness on both sides of the family was much more serious than their temperamental differences. Uncle Paul Kimball suffered from terrible depressions, and Edmund Sr. spent all his later years in and out of mental homes. His son noted that by the time Edmund Sr. was thirty-five (three years after his son was born) he "was subject to neurotic eclipses, which came to last longer and prove more and more difficult to cope with. He suffered from hypochondria." He elaborated on this illness when describing the narrator's father in his novel, / Thought of Daisy: "He was nervous and hypochondriacal, and used to shut himself up for days in his room, and refuse to see anybody .... He finally had the whole household so that it was just like some kind of sanatorium—the doors were all muffled with felt, and he couldn't stand to have a light burning or to hear a sound after he'd gone to bed himself."




  Edmund Sr., terrified of disease and obsessed with the idea that his gall bladder had to be removed, endured the unnecessary operation in order to save himself from insanity. After two more superfluous surgeries, the family found it difficult to prevent him from excising all his expendable organs. While under the care of a nurse at home, lawyer Wilson pathetically asked his son if he thought his career was finished. Though his father spent more and more time shut up in his room behind the felt-covered door, he could, when necessary, summon up hidden sources of energy: "When he felt that the money was running low, he would emerge from his shadow or exile and take on a couple of cases, enough work to retrieve the situation."




  During one of his "rest cures" in Europe, Edmund Sr. was examined by an eminent London neurologist, who rather brutally told his wife: "Your husband is mad." This announcement had a traumatic effect. On the boat back from Europe "she became deaf—literally overnight—and never regained her hearing." Helen could only grasp certain words if she used an ear trumpet or if someone shouted directly into her ear. Though there was no physical cause for Helen's deafness, she claimed to have "gout of the ear," a disease which would, in any case, have affected her outer ear but not her hearing. It seems clear that she developed "hysterical deafness" so that she would never have to hear any more bad news and that "gout" was merely a polite explanation which prevented embarrassment about her deeper psychological problems.5




  II




  Edmund Wilson, the son of a neurotic and hypersensitive lawyer, was born in Red Bank, New Jersey, on May 8, 1895 and baptized on August 31 at his grandfather's First Presbyterian Church in nearby Shrews-bury. Though the stability and progress of the nineteenth century were still taken for granted, contemporary events were eating away at the old order. In 1895 the Jameson Raid, which foreshadowed the Boer War, took place in South Africa and the Turks practiced genocide by massacring the Armenians in Constantinople. Röntgen invented the X-ray and Marconi the wireless telegraph. Friedrich Engels, whom Wilson would write about in To the Finland Station, died and Freud, whose insights he would employ in The Wound and the Bow, published Studies in Hysteria. Henry James, Joseph Conrad, Oscar Wilde and H. G. Wells all brought out important books that influenced the course of literary modernism.




  Red Bank, New Jersey, about thirty-five miles south of Manhattan and five miles from the ocean, was built on high terraces, green and sheer, overlooking the Navesink River. According to Wilson's cousin, "Red Bank was where the nearby Rumson people went shopping or took their Irish maids to mass. Rumson was the place where Wall Street millionaires built mansions and enjoyed playing in their clubs."




  The large, gloomy, ugly and uncomfortable Wilson house, built in a typical middle-class suburb in the 188os, was located quite near the run-down part of town. The black jazz pianist Count Basie—the other eminent citizen of Red Bank—was born there in 1904. The Wilsons' yellow and brown residence at loo McLaren Street stood on a big corner plot that bordered on a large estate. It had shuttered windows on the first two floors and dormer windows on the top floor, a covered porch around the front and side, and a prominent stained-glass window. In "A House of the Eighties" (1935) Wilson later recalled:




  The ugly stained-glass window on the stair,


  Dark-panelled dining-room, the guinea fowls' fierce clack,


  The great grey cat that on the oven slept—


  My father's study with its books and birds,


  His scornful tone, his eighteenth-century words.




  Wilson's mother nicknamed him "Bunny" in the nursery. When he later asked her where she got the name, she explained that as a black-eyed baby he "looked just like a plum bun." The shy, sensitive and nervous young man retained the childishly apt Bunny throughout his life; and in middle age—all pink and white and round—seemed to grow into his name. His oldest friends, from schooldays through the twenties, always called him Bunny. After that, he became more formidable and was known to more recent friends as Edmund.




  Though Bunny came from a long line of ministers, he reacted against the old-fashioned Bible-worship and recoiled from the rigors of Calvinism. His grandfather was a moderate Presbyterian, and he remembered: "When my parents went to church on Sunday, they would leave me with my formidable [paternal] grandmother, who undertook my instruction in the Scriptures. These bleak and severe Sunday mornings, though they left me with a respect for the Bible, had the effect of antagonizing me against it, and this attitude was tacitly encouraged by the moral sabotage of my mother, whose family, once-rigorous New Englanders, had scrapped the old-time religion and still retained a certain animus toward it."




  Bunny, a spoiled and egoistic only child, felt safe and invulnerable in his own domain. But his apparent security was undermined by troubled dreams and by tense relations with his self-absorbed and difficult parents. Though he received a great deal of attention, he also felt dominated by his lonely mother, who tried to control the lives of those she loved. He once had an Oedipal dream about going to bed with his mother; and also dreamt that his father was not only a sexual rival but even a threat to his life: "[I] had a childhood dream that I saw my father in the kitchen in his maroon dressing gown ... sharpening a carving knife in order to kill us all."




  Though his father threatened to whip him, he never actually touched the boy. His mother was much tougher than the high-strung invalid. "She was brusque and gruff like my uncle," Wilson recalled, "and her reprimands were always intended and not due to loss of control. In childhood, she would spank me with a silver-backed brush, which she would then complain had been dented." Starved for affection, Wilson later complained to his wives that his mother had never kissed him. His third wife, Mary McCarthy, hated her mother-in-law and gave a savage description of the old lady. She also explained the deeper reasons for the mother's hostility toward her son, who (Helen felt) had prevented her from having other children: "She was a stumpy downright old lady with an ear trumpet and a loud, deaf voice. She looked like a warthog .... [Wilson] believed that she held it against him that his large head had torn her vaginal tissues as he was being born. There was not much love lost between them. "6




  His relations with his father were also troubled. Wilson was thinking of Edmund Sr. when he wrote in "Woodrow Wilson at Princeton" that the father's "influence upon his son seems to have been profound—perhaps the most important of Wilson's life." But the influence of Edmund's father, unlike Woodrow's, was largely negative. Edmund Sr. was either shut up in a sanatorium for "neurasthenics" or let loose to play the martinet at home, where he crushed his son with the same dictatorial tone that he used to intimidate witnesses in the courtroom. Bunny, who later unconsciously adopted his father's mode of conversation (an uneasy mixture of cross-examination and didactic pronouncements) was both humiliated and terrified in childhood:





  A permanent antagonism existed between my father and me, [and] I was always, in tastes and opinions, on the opposite side from him .... He was not an easy man to talk to: he almost eliminated give-and-take, for his conversation mostly consisted of either asking people questions in order to elicit information or telling them what to think. Our dinners at home, when we had no guests and there were only my parents and I, were likely to turn into lectures .... My conversation with him usually took the form either of his asking my view of some question, then immediately squelching this view and setting me right on the subject, or of explaining at length, but with an expert lucidity, some basic point of law or government.





  Wilson's unhappy childhood was reflected in The Wound and the Bow, where he formulated one of his most important ideas. He believed that superior strength is inseparable from disability, "that genius and disease, like strength and mutilation, may be inextricably bound up together."7 The "wound" of Wilson's childhood led directly to the "bow" of his art, and to the nervous breakdown—at the same age as his father's—which made him such a difficult husband and father.




  Bunny, a selfish and demanding child, was trapped in the gloomy old house with a severe, remote and melancholy father and a prosaic, philistine and strong-willed mother. He found it very difficult to talk to either parent. In any case, his mother was so remote and so deaf that he had to think up things to say and then write her long letters, which she could not always read. Emotionally strangled, cut off from both parents and isolated from the outside world, Bunny lacked normal human relations. He withdrew into books, was more interested in ideas than in people, and always remained rather insensitive to the feelings of others.




  Like many emotionally starved children, Wilson turned for affection to servants, cousins and friends. Jenny Corbett, a sixteen-year-old girl, was hired by his parents soon after their marriage. Intelligent, sensitive and affectionate, she taught Bunny to walk, became essential to everyone in the family and remained with his mother for more than fifty years. Bunny was also fascinated by the coachman, who looked after the chickens, the guinea fowl and the single cow that gave the house a rural touch. The sober and serious young man was the illegitimate mulatto son of a local white judge.




  Bunny's closest friend and constant companion was his slightly older first cousin, Sandy Kimball. The two restrained and generally well-behaved lads were also capable of occasional mischief. One July 4, the firecrackers they were playing with suddenly exploded and Edmund completely lost his eyelashes and eyebrows—making him more Bunny-like than ever. This, however, proved advantageous to the redheaded boy, for his singed pink eyebrows eventually grew back in a darker and more manly fashion.




  Sandy later became a terrifying example of the dangers of mental illness that lurked on both sides of the family. He went to prep school and college, spoke enthusiastically of his homosexual experiences, was rejected by his girlfriend, failed his medical school examinations and worried about not taking part in the war. He then became schizophrenic, passed into eclipse in the state mental hospital in Middletown, New York Qust north of New Jersey) and was confined there for the rest of his life.




  Bunny spent a good deal of time with Sandy at their grandfather's house in Lakewood, New Jersey, about twenty-five miles south of Red Bank. In his revealing essay, "At Laurelwood" (1939), Wilson contrasted this comfortable house—with its doctor's office, library and conservatory—with the fabulous mansion of their neighbor, Jay Gould, Jr., son of the railroad baron and one of the richest men in America, to show the difference between families with culture and those with money. The young Bunny was shocked when the Gould boy ordered the footman to get out of the pony cart and fetch some green apples, and then explained: "These men must do their duty." Though Bunny's family also had servants, he would never have been allowed to behave in so arrogant a manner. At Lakewood, Bunny developed two interests that would last a lifetime: a taste for yellow lady's-slipper orchids and for Richard Barham's fantastical Ingoldsby Legends.




  Wilson later remarked that until he left for prep school, the members of his family were the only people he knew really well. But he did have at least one close childhood friend outside the family, Margaret Edwards. Since her mother did not believe in germs, the little girl used to be brought to his house to amuse him when he had a cold. In her seventies, Margaret could still recall their early years in Red Bank, their education at dame schools, Bunny's shyness and the beginning of his lifelong interest in the theater—a notable occasion that once again provoked Mrs. Wilson to dent her silver-backed hairbrush:





  Red Bank was a cultural center in those days. There were several theaters and opera houses here, like the Gilbert and Sullivan theater at Pleasure Bay .... Both children attended private schools that were then a part of the Red Bank social scene. They went first to Miss Ella Venderveer's elementary classes on Broad Street, then to The Shrewsbury Academy on Leroy Place run by a Professor Talmadge. They also attended a dancing school located on the second floor of the borough hall.




  "Edmund couldn't dance in those days, and he told me many years later that it made him lonely .... Edmund and I loved to put on plays. He would write the story and I drew the scenery and figures. I can't remember what they were about, they were so spontaneous. We would get very dramatic, and jump up and down on the beds and turn lights on and off for thunder and lightning effects. One day, Edmund and I went in the clothes closet with matches to make better lightning, and Mrs. Wilson came home. When she caught us, she spanked us both."





  Wilson, who always kept in touch with his charming companion, sent her amusing and flirtatious poems:




  A valentine greeting to Margaret Edwards,


  Whom at three years of age I could sometimes lead bedwards


  With much leaping about and ebullient laughter.


  A pity it never happened after.8




  But in childhood he approached sex, like most other experiences, through books. At an early age he had secretly read the perverse case histories in Havelock Ellis' voluminous Studies in the Psychology of Sex (1897–1910) in the medical office of Sandy's father. Bunny saw a naked little girl for the first time when a playmate called Betty Fox undressed in a bathhouse in Sea Bright, near Red Bank, on the Jersey shore.




  Helen Wilson, aware of her son's isolation, tried to encourage him to lead a more normal life and to play with other children. On one occasion, while staying with his mother in a hotel in Atlantic City (where his father had fought the racketeers), he recited Longfellow's "The Ride of Paul Revere" during a performance with the other boys and girls. One of them politely said of Bunny: "He may be a very nice little boy even if he doesn't come from Philadelphia."




  Helen was, rather surprisingly, passionately interested in collegiate athletics, and cherished the ill-founded wish that her scholarly son would turn into a jock: "She had hoped I would be an athlete, a change from my cerebral father—something more like her sportsman brother who had played on the football team. She was an enthusiastic follower of collegiate sport, and even in her old age she continued as long as she was able to go to football and baseball games at Princeton, and in the off season attended basketball for want of anything better."




  According to Tom Matthews—who worked under Wilson on the New Republic in the 1920s and later became an editor of Time magazine —"His parents once tried to lure him out of doors and into the normal companionship of other boys by buying him a complete baseball outfit; he appeared at the baseball field with this equipment and made himself popular with the other boys by giving it all away, after which he retired underneath the nearest tree with his book." Wilson later denied the truth of this ben trovato anecdote, which contributed to his image as a perpetual old man, by maintaining: "It could not have been my 'parents,' in any case, who presented me with the equipment: my father was as unathletic as I was."




  But this was not quite true. His father, unlike Bunny, was a keen outdoorsman. At the end of the day, still dressed in his lawyer's suit, he would go fishing in the Navesink River, and often dragged his unwilling son on hunting and fishing trips in Canada and northern New York. Helen's hopes for her son's sporting career were never to be realized. He himself wanted to be a professional magician (another lifelong interest) and had already discovered, when still quite small, that he was "a poet ... or something of the kind."




  Bunny attended Shrewsbury Academy, in the town where his grandfather was minister, and returned there in 1910, during his prep school years, to pay tribute to his wonderfully named old teacher, Lyttleton Sleeper. The local newspaper reported Wilson's somewhat priggish speech, which praised the spiritual values and idealistic influence of his genial master:




  Edmund Wilson, who was one of the pupils of the school, was the orator of the evening. His address was at times touching, humorous, and thoughtful. He dwelt largely on the impress which Mr. Sleeper had made on his pupils by his broad mind and kindly spirit, rather than on the definite rules of grammar and arithmetic which he taught. Of all his pupils, it was said, there were few, if any, who had strayed from the path of usefulness and righteousness. The standard of citizenship [in his former pupils was] ... largely due to the spirit which prevailed in the little schoolhouse at Shrewsbury.9




  Later on Wilson, always a devoted pupil, would write two of his finest essays on his prep school and college teachers.




  III




  The Wilsons spent nearly every summer in Talcottville, north of Utica, in the wilderness of upstate New York. The house that Helen had inherited from her maternal ancestors was to play an important part in the last two decades of her son's life. The family maintained its roots, Wilson wrote, and had "never really departed very far from the old American life of the countryside and the provincial cities with its simpler tastes and habits."




  The town was named for Hezekiah Talcott, a Tory veteran of the American Revolution. With his son Jesse, born in Middletown, Connecticut, in 1775, Hezekiah came to the town of Leyden, Lewis County, in about 1798 to take up extensive lands and water rights on the Sugar River. In 1800, he built the Old Stone House with thick walls of Georgian limestone. The impressive three-story dwelling had high shuttered windows and two identical front porches, one above the other, supported by six elegant white pillars. In the stagecoach days the house had been acquired by the innkeeper Thomas Baker, who turned it into a high-class tavern and hotel that also served as town hall and post office, social center and source of supplies.




  Helen Wilson was bored and depressed by the place. Despite her deafness, she was still gregarious and preferred fashionable resorts where there were things to do and people to meet. But Bunny, released from the constrictions of his immediate family, loved it in boyhood as much as he did in middle and old age. Happily united with his cousins, he biked and read, fished and swam in the river, played games, went on picnics and took excursions. He had an attractive, though much older cousin, the pretty Dorothy Furbish, whom he was always hoping to kiss. She later married Wilson's upstate friend, the law professor Malcolm Sharp. As he became more self-sufficient, Bunny came round for a time to his mother's gloomy view of Talcottville. As he told the poet Louise Bogan: "When I got older, I used to get depressed and irked when my parents came back every summer. It seemed like moping around in a tomb when life was going on elsewhere."




  His father tried to alleviate the dullness by teaching him how to shoot a rifle, which Bunny refused to learn, and by arranging trips around New York and into Canada. Though he felt closer to his father in Talcottville, which seemed to relieve his intense anxieties, "it bored me [he said] to travel with him alone. But Sandy's presence made it great fun. He was actually very indulgent, and Sandy, with his willingness to play up to him, got on better with him than I did."




  In the summer of 1908 the Wilsons, along with their extended family of cousins, uncles and aunts, sailed to Europe on the North German Line ship, König Albert. After stopping at the Azores, Gibraltar and La Linea in Spain, they disembarked in Naples. Bunny—in a diary, presented to him by Margaret Edwards—disdainfully called it "a very dirty place, full of howling dagoes."10 They pressed on to Pompeii, Capri and Rome, where he threw a coin into the Fontana di Trevi and wished his pet dachshund was doing well without him. Continuing their precipitous pace, they traveled to Florence, Venice, Vienna and Karlsbad, in the Czech part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, where, for the first time, they paused. At that stuffy spa, where most of the guests were being treated for internal disorders, they sat at outdoor cafés, listened to the band pump out waltzes by Franz Lehar and consumed quantities of good Pilsner beer. His father, who kept laughing in an unusually wild and hysterical way, drank the sulphurous waters and was treated for neurotic depression. His uncle Reuel, by contrast (fore-shadowing Bunny's later life), went on alcoholic binges, suffered stupendous hangovers and was confined to bed for detoxification.




  After a restful month in Karlsbad, they turned west to Nuremberg, where Bunny was fascinated by the medieval torture instruments, then visited Frankfurt, journeyed up the Rhine to Cologne, and saw Paris. Finally, they crossed the Channel to London, where Bunny went to three plays by Somerset Maugham (whom he came to despise), visited the mummies at the British Museum and saw Maskelyne's magic performance before returning home to start prep school.




  During his formative years Wilson grew up with a secure place in upper-middle-class society (a position he was unable to maintain for most of his writing career) and became attached to his ancestral home. He was shy and sensitive; interested in flowers and in drama, fantasy and magic, and always absorbed in books. He felt alienated from his parents, developed a difficult, demanding character, and inherited from his father an irritable disposition and a peremptory mode of discourse. He learned something about sex, but would have no sexual experience until he was twenty-five. He endured the "wound" of his childhood, inherited a strain of melancholia and was highly susceptible to mental illness. But he discovered the delights of European travel, and had already chosen his literary vocation.




  TWO  [image: ]




  The Hill School and Princeton, 1908–1916




  I




  Though Wilson's father had gone to Exeter, he thought his old school left the students too much on their own. Sandy Kimball had entered St. Paul's in 1907, but Edmund was sent to The Hill, which then had a great academic reputation and seemed more suitable for a sensitive and immature adolescent. The school had been founded in 1851 on a hill in Pottstown, Pennsylvania, forty miles northwest of Philadelphia. The headmaster, Matthew Meigs, was a Presbyterian minister who came from Michigan but had recently served in Southern parishes. When the thirteen-year-old Wilson entered in 1908, just after returning from his first tour of Europe, the school was run by Matthew's son John, who had made extraordinary additions and improvements to the buildings and curriculum.




  In his fine essay "Mr. Rolfe," Wilson contrasted the school with the town, which had more in common with D. H. Lawrence's coal-mining village in Nottinghamshire than with the placid suburban life of Red Bank. The school "rose like a segregated plateau in the midst of the little steel town—the narrow and cobbled streets where the greenery showed meagre in the spring, the slag pits and the blast furnaces that startled the new boys and kept them awake at night by blazes that would light up the whole room." To the young Wilson, the atmosphere of The Hill seemed to reflect the roughness that characterized industrialized areas of eastern Pennsylvania.




  Helen Wilson, with typical tactlessness, called her son "Bunny" when she first brought him to the dormitory, and this name was gleefully taken up by the boys to mock the vulnerable newcomer. Wilson tried to fight the boys who derided him with "Bunny," but he could not take on the whole dorm and soon resigned himself to the burden of this childish nickname. He found the school, especially during his freshman year, as rigid and régimented as the army and a terrifying contrast to his comfortable life at home. He later described it in a series of emotionally charged words:





  The first days of my first fall at prep school were passed in complete confusion. We were always being shrieked at by bells, which uprooted us from what we were doing and compelled us to report somewhere else. We had to get there while the bell was still ringing, and I used to be swamped by the mob of boys pouring in and out of the classrooms and pushing along the corridors and porches, and finally arrive late in a panic .... Every moment of our time was disposed of; our whole life was regulated by bells; and—till we reached the Sixth Form, at any rate—we had hardly an hour of leisure.





  The students managed, nevertheless, to do a certain amount of mischief, as Wilson (no longer the victim) boasted in a letter to his mother during his second year at The Hill. A professor had complained, with ironic exaggeration, of "gross indecency" when forty boys had failed to put their underwear in the weekly wash. And an unfortunate boy, who had been secretly reading in the toilet and could not therefore complain to the master, was locked in and "will have to stay there until we choose to let him out. Last night we threw a half dead mouse into Wilcox's room through the transom."1




  The pressure at school was intensified by the moralizing speeches of visiting evangelists, who turned Wilson decisively and permanently against religion. As the grandson of a Presbyterian minister he had attended church and learned the Bible, but (influenced by his sceptical mother) had never felt a deep and vital faith. When he began to think independently about religion, he concluded that it was merely an absurd delusion, that there was not a shred of evidence for the survival of the human soul.




  At that age, however, it took a certain stubborn self-sufficiency to resist these unremitting exhortations. Even the strong-minded Wilson was intimidated by the fanatical condemnation of sex. He later told his upstate friend Glyn Morris how Mrs. Meigs, the headmaster's wife, would counsel the boys against the endemic plagues of all prep schools—masturbation and homosexuality—which not only caused tell-tale black rings under the eyes but inexorably led to insanity. "She always expected," Morris wrote, "the boys to fall on their knees, confess all, be forgiven, and admonished never to do it again. Edmund didn't do this and was crushed because she told him, 'Your temptations will only be intellectual ones.' "




  Wilson's story "Galahad" (1927) describes his reaction against the prevailing religious and moral attitudes at The Hill, and—influenced by a dominant theme in the works of D. H. Lawrence—portrays the clash between sterile religious principles and the fervent reality of sexual experience. In this schoolboy's fantasy, a repressed prig, who at first rejects the bold overtures of his school friend's rich and beautiful sister, is transformed into an awakened sensual being. When his friend's sister crawls into bed with him while he is a guest in her house, "Hart had a glimpse of her firm round breasts; he was surprised to find them so big: he had always supposed that girls' breasts were little low dotted things. He was shocked and recoiled from the sight, as if from something indecent; it drove him back into himself." Though he refuses to sleep with the girl, he belatedly changes his mind, escapes from the school and secretly returns to her home. But—in this stereotyped plot—she now rejects her newly-ardent admirer, who is tormented by disillusioned romanticism and frustrated love.




  His French uncle André Champollion, noting Wilson's virginal innocence, crudely tried to encourage a more realistic attitude toward sex. While he was still at The Hill, André shocked him by referring to an imaginary girlfriend and suddenly exclaiming: "I don't mind you fucking Sally on the sofa, but I won't have you wipe your cock on my best lace curtains!"




  Wilson's two outstanding teachers at The Hill balanced the religious and sexual fanaticism with humane values and learning. His English instructor, Dr. John Lester, drilled the students in grammar, sentence structure, prosody and rhetoric as thoroughly as if he were teaching them a foreign language. He taught Wilson a fundamental principle: one must develop a prose style with three essential qualities —"lucidity, force and ease." In a letter to Lester, written more than forty years after he graduated from The Hill, Wilson specified what he had absorbed from his old instructor: "The work you made us do, for example, in diagramming sentences gave me a grasp of the structure of the language which I regard as one of the most valuable things I learned at school. ... I think it is a great advantage, at this stage of one's education, to be taught English by an Englishman."2 In 1910 the young Wilson had praised his master at Shrewsbury Academy for his "kindly spirit" rather than for his teaching "the definite rules of grammar." But in middle age he realized that the rigorous instruction he had received at The Hill from Dr. Lester and Mr. Rolfe was much more important.




  Wilson's father wisely decided that he would learn Greek, just as he had decided he would go to The Hill rather than to Exeter. Alfred Rolfe, his beloved Greek teacher, was born in Concord, Massachusetts, in 1860, graduated (like Grandfather Thaddeus Wilson) from Amherst and studied classics in Dresden in the late r88os. Wilson described Rolfe's attractive Germanic appearance and ambiguous expression, which "was full of an unusual sort of kindliness and humor pleasantly tempered with irony": "He was blond, with drooping-lidded blue eyes and a high-domed oval head, which was very inadequately thatched with strands of thin yellow hair, and he wore a yellow drooping moustache of the kind that was supposed to be English .... His expression remained enigmatic, and you could never be sure whether he was smiling at you or withering you with mock sweetness."




  Wilson identified with Mr. Rolfe, recognizing in his teacher as well as in himself—before this aspect of his character had fully emerged—"a certain strain of the sybarite [that] coexisted with rectitude and discipline .... I [too] incurably disliked athletics, carried myself very badly, and loved to read in bed." Wilson also admired—though he was sometimes victimized by—Rolfe's pungency and sarcasm as well as his merciless demands, for "Mr. Rolfe shed on everything he dealt with a peculiar imagination and charm, and this held you even while you resented him." Rolfe once glared at a student named Fairfax Downey, who was slouching in his seat, and characteristically remarked: "Fairfax, slip up one vertebra and recite."3




  In September 1908, just before leaving home for prep school, the rather lonely and withdrawn Wilson had wondered if he would ever find friends to share his intellectual interests. The Hill School engendered such friendships with Alfred Bellinger (who became a professor of classics at Yale), Stanley Dell (future translator of Jung), Walker Ellis (soon to be President of the Triangle Club at Princeton), Larry Noyes (his postwar roommate) and Ted Paramore (a close companion and sexual rival in the 1920s). Like Wilson, Bellinger, Dell and Ellis went from The Hill to Princeton, while Noyes and Paramore attended Yale. "For such students," Wilson proudly wrote in the Hill School Bulletin of 1958, "The Hill was providing an encouragement and a training which I imagine were not surpassed—if, indeed, they were ever equalled—by any other school at that period."




  Wilson admired the intellectual independence of Alfred Bellinger (with whom he frequently corresponded between 1912 and 1918), who once skipped a football game so he could read in The Hill library. Though Wilson hated the rough, brutal games on the cold autumn afternoons, and the wild cheers that intruded on his own more placid reflections, he never dared to miss the game and always went along with the crowd. Bellinger, however, believed that Wilson was "much better read, more independent of thought, much more of a literary person" than his classmates. Wilson's favorite childhood reading had been the Raffles books by E. W. Horning and "The Lady and the Tiger" by Frank Stockton. In prep school he came to admire George Borrow's Lavengro, Francis Thompson's poetry, Browning's The Ring and the Book, George Meredith's works and the major English and French nineteenth-century novelists. The entry on Wilson in The Dial, the Hill yearbook of 1912, gave his nickname as "Bunny," implied that he was a dull fellow and called him "exceedingly well read."




  His grades, however, did not reflect his intellectual ability. Like many bright students, he preferred to pursue his own interests rather than study the prescribed curriculum. During the three terms of his sophomore year (1909-1910), for example, Wilson took a formidable array of classes: English, English Composition, Latin, Latin Composition, Greek, French, Algebra and Declamation. He earned his best (though not very good) grades during the spring term: dismal lows of 58 in Latin Composition and 59 in Algebra, highs of 81 in English and 84 in Declamation (the easiest course). This led to an overall average of 67.2 percent and placed him twenty-eighth—in the middle of a class of sixty. In the spring term of 1911, he took English, Latin, Latin Composition, Greek (where, under Rolfe's tutelage, he went up from 62 to 75), Greek Composition, French and History. In his junior year he earned his highest grades—75—in Latin Composition and French, which led to an overall average of 70 percent and put him only twentieth in a class of fifty-seven.




  Wilson was a member of QED, the school debating club. But he really shone on the editorial board (along with Ellis and Dell, the editor-in-chief) of the Hill School Record, in which he first had the pleasure of seeing himself in print. He contributed a number of essays about prep school literary magazines in his "Exchanges" page; and also wrote on the poor quality of prep school poetry, on the influence on college writers of O. Henry, W.W. Jacobs, Conan Doyle and G. K. Chesterton; on the eighteenth-century authors Crabbe and Burke; and—predictably enough—on the pleasures of the library. In this school-prize essay, he described in loving detail "the library of a pleasant old-fashioned house where I used often to visit." This was primarily based on his grandfather's library, which he later evoked in "At Laurel-wood."




  Wilson also wrote eleven stories for the school magazine, two of which, influenced by the Raffles books, had charming Edwardian titles: "Mr. Holcrest and the Burglar" and "The Daring Flight of Addison Thinbridge." His other fiction included "The Conjuring Shop" (March 1910) about a couple who kept a magic store, and a rather recherché piece on the works of Aphra Behn. His most important story at The Hill, Wilson later told an interviewer, was ignited after reading Tristram Shandy and then an essay by the French critic Hippolyte Taine. "That was really the thing that started me off, my first literary stirrings. I did a paper on Sterne for my English master. What I produced was not a critical essay but a fictional study of Sterne, a psychological study."4 In "The Successful Mr. Sterne: 'Lives of Great Men All Remind Us'" (April 1911), Wilson first found, under Taine's influence, the biographical method he would later employ in To the Finland Station and The Wound and the Bow.




  II




  The precociously learned Wilson—fortified by the discipline and idealism of The Hill—had no trouble gaining admission to Princeton, and followed his father and uncles to the university in 1912. Princeton had been founded in 1746 as a Presbyterian college and Jonathan Edwards, the Yale-educated theologian, had been an early president. In the 1770s its students included Aaron Burr, who later killed Alexander Hamilton in a duel; J arnes Madison, who became the fourth president of the United States; the novelist H. H. Brackenridge and poet Philip Freneau. Booth Tarkington had founded the Triangle Club in the early 1890s; and Eugene O'Neill (whom Wilson would meet in the 1920s) had failed out, after a rebellious and dissipated year, in 1907.




  The spire-filled college, surrounded by luxurious estates, rose out of the flat midlands of New Jersey. "The loveliest riot of Gothic architecture in America" was modeled on the Oxford quads just as the system of preceptors, founded by young Edmund's hero Woodrow Wilson (who had been president of the university before becoming governor of New Jersey and then wartime president of the United States), was based on the Oxford tutors. Anglophilia prevailed at Princeton, whose fifteen hundred male students followed a tradition of gentility, charm and honor. Princeton men carefully cultivated an easy grace and debonair irony, and tended to frown on seriousness and striving.




  In his essay on the unpromising subject of New Jersey, written six years after he graduated from college, Wilson condemned the dingy towns, the seedy people and the boring landscape. But he gave an idealized picture of Princeton, frozen in a perfect present: "Here where clear windows and polished knockers are still bright on Colonial houses, where Nassau Hall, in dry grace of proportion, still wears the dignity of the eighteenth century, the eternal lowland haze becomes charming, the languor a kind of freedom .... It is as if life were on the point of stopping, turning no face to the future, not caring if the future ever comes." "In Princeton," Wilson later wrote in A Prelude, "almost everything was amenity: green campus, flowering shrubs, new buildings with Gothic fancywork, agreeable eating clubs, undergraduate elegance and gaiety."5




  But Wilson, especially as a student, was quite critical of Princeton's narrow Presbyterianism and wealthy suburbanism, and exasperated by the meaningless laxity of the place. Woodrow Wilson had stiffened the academic standards. But his successor, the current president)ohn Grier Hibben, was in Edmund's view a barely competent mediocrity. The professor who taught Wilson the Bible and treated Jesus from the "historical point of view," was dismissed by Hibben as soon as his book appeared. Though the preceptorials, or small discussion groups that supplemented the formal lectures, were designed to establish a more intimate relation between student and instructor, many of these young teachers were dull and disappointing. Wilson agreed with his friend and classmate John Peale Bishop that most of the English professors were "old boys with a weakness for pedantry." Wilson thought Alfred Noyes, a popular minor poet and author of "The Highwayman," "was a smug middle-class Englishman of the kind that Shaw liked to caricature and the Sitwells lived to shock. I always thought his poetry a fake." And the pompous ass Duncan Spaeth made himself ridiculous by including Whitman in his course on nineteenth-century poetry and then demeaning his achievement by stating: "Walt Whitman—born on Long Island, died in Camden—found life beautiful!"6




  The charming but philistine students, with few exceptions, were no better than the teachers. Bishop pointed out that though "the entrance requirements of Princeton are as high as those of any university in the country, the average boy at entrance is little better than literate." Such a boy would not progress very far under the tutelage of Noyes and Spaeth. The "exceedingly well read" and studious Wilson, fresh from the rigors of The Hill, was a far cut above his fellows. In "Disloyal Lines to an Alumnus," written in 1934 when the stock and bond markets were in a desperate state, Wilson satirically described Princeton nestled amidst





  Deep woods, sweet lanes, wide playing fields, smooth ponds—Where clean boys train to sell their country's bonds.





  In his essay on John Jay Chapman three years later, Wilson (who had no desire to enter his father's law firm) repeated his disdain for the base aspirations of his classmates. They "had no higher object, on graduating, than to qualify for selling bonds or to slip behind some desk in a family concern and present a well-brushed appearance."




  The life of a freshman was hedged about with the same sort of restrictions that Wilson had chafed against at The Hill. Daily chapel was compulsory until September 1915. In "The Fettered College," published in the Nassau Literary Magazine in February 1915, Wilson objected to the fact that first-year students were forbidden to walk on Prospect Street, where the social clubs were grandly housed, and had to wear black shoes, black jerseys, black ties, hard collars and little black caps. Wilson was also forced to participate in brutal and loathsome ordeals, supposed to engender class spirit, like "the big freshman rush, in which the sophomores would hold the doors of the gym and try to prevent the freshmen from charging into it."




  Another irritating regulation of the college required Wilson to take courses for which he had no aptitude, interest or use. He failed coordinate geometry and got a low grade in chemistry, where he tended to attach the Bunsen burner to the water pipe instead of the gas pipe and (as in a Chaplin comedy) get a spurt of water in his face. In June 1915, at the end of his junior year, he earned a dismal C in English, a surprisingly higher grade of B in Plane Geometry as well as in his courses on Virgil and Homer, and only one A: in Greek Composition. Still inspired by Alfred Rolfe, Wilson was one of the very few students who loved the classics enough to take Greek and Latin throughout his college career. He liked to ride around the countryside on his spiffy new bike and once threw himself off balance, just after buying Liddell and Scott's heavy Greek dictionary, by swinging the book with one hand. In "Princeton, April, 1917," he recalled how he was stimulated by reading the classics and would "Wear out the night with Plato in my room / To meet the morning with a crystal mind."




  At Princeton, unlike most major universities, professors cultivated the brightest students and often invited them to dinner. In this way, Wilson came to know his two outstanding teachers—Norman Kemp Smith and Christian Gauss (both of whom became lifelong friends)—both socially and intellectually. Kemp Smith, born in Dundee in 1872, taught for many years at Princeton and then returned to Britain when the Great War broke out to take up the Chair of Moral Philosophy at the University of Edinburgh. In his tribute to Kemp Smith in A Prelude (whose title evoked Wordsworth's major poem on the "Growth of a Poet's Mind"), Wilson praised not only his teaching but also his character, his intellect and his wide range of interests: "He was one of the most admirable men I have ever known and one of the most rewarding. He had written on Descartes, [Hume] and Kant and was a master of technical philosophy, but philosophy meant for Kemp Smith the study of everything that men had thought about themselves and their world, so that he was interested to talk about anything .... Swaying from side to side and regarding us from under that solemn brow, [he would] explain, in his full deep Scotch, the closely linked chain of philosophic thought through the centuries."7 Wilson traveled to London and to Edinburgh to see Kemp Smith when he visited Europe in 1921 and in 1945.




  The most important influence on Wilson at Princeton was Christian Gauss, who became a surrogate father and gave him the emotional and intellectual companionship he never received from the remote and austere Edmund Sr. Gauss' father, who came from Baden, emigrated to the United States after participating in the abortive German revolution of 1848. Gauss himself, born thirty years later in a German-speaking household in Ann Arbor, graduated from the University of Michigan at the age of twenty. The highly respectable Gauss had once enjoyed a bohemian phase as foreign correspondent, literary reviewer and would-be poet in the Paris of the late 1890s. He had grown long blond hair, worn a green velvet jacket with a flowing Latin Quarter tie and bought drinks for Oscar Wilde during his homosexual exile. Gauss taught Romance languages at Michigan and Lehigh until 1905, when Woodrow Wilson invited him to Princeton as a preceptor. He built up the modern languages department, was dean of the college from 1925 to 1945 and retired the following year.




  Wilson's superb memoir of Gauss, which complements his tribute to Mr. Rolfe, was written in 1951 (after Gauss' fatal heart attack in Penn Station) and opened Wilson's best collection of literary reviews, The Shores of Light. In this memoir Wilson affectionately describes Gauss' "pale cheeks and shuttered gaze, his old raincoat and soft felt hat, and [his] shabby mongrel dog named Baudelaire," and suggests that Gauss stood at an oblique angle to the college: he "seemed to meet the academic world in a slightly constrained self-consciousness at not having much in common with it .... He wore golf stockings and even played golf. He interested himself in the football team." Though Gauss was a superficial writer, he had—like Kemp Smith—unusual moral and intellectual qualities. Like Wilson himself, Gauss "lived in an intellectual world of which he was perfect master, which included many centuries and countries, the past and the immediate present." His "infinite learning, infinite range of interest, infinite intelligence and sympathy" made him an inspiring teacher. In his poem on Gauss, written in 1920, Wilson,





  Watching his clear green eyes, as hard and as fine as gems,


  Heard him speak of books and politics and people,


  With his incredible learning and his cloudless mind.8




  Gauss' essay on Wilson at Princeton, published in 1944, provides a nice balance to Wilson's memoir of Gauss. Like Wilson, Gauss describes Princeton as static and fixed in the past, as a pleasant and isolated place where the students "lived outwardly at least in a kind of campus dream world which had come down to them with little change from the Golden Nineties" and which was scarcely affected by the European war that broke out in the summer of 1914. Gauss met Wilson that year and found him "red-haired, eager, tireless" and bubbling with ideas. Countering the prevailing view of Wilson as a solemn grind, Gauss emphasized his sense of humor and remarked: "There was nothing of the 'esthete' or the 'gloom' about him. He loved a good joke."




  Wilson, "a brilliant student of classics, philosophy and modern languages," took Gauss' classes in Italian and French literature during his junior and senior years, and learned to study every word when reading a foreign language. Under Gauss' guidance, he developed an intense and lasting admiration for his two literary idols: Dante and Flaubert. Wilson acknowledged Gauss' powerful intellectual influence in his generous dedication to Axel's Castle (1931), his innovative study of modern Symbolist poets and novelists: "Dear Christian Gauss: You will see how these essays have grown out of your lectures of fifteen years ago. But it is not merely on that account that I have felt I owe you a debt in connection with them. It was principally from you that I acquired then my idea of what literary criticism ought to be—a history of man's ideas and imaginings in the setting of the conditions which have shaped them. "9 Thus Wilson, following Gauss, expressed his literary credo.




  III




  Outside of class, Wilson's life focused on his social club, on the Triangle musicals and on the Nassau Literary Magazine. Wilson "stuck together" with Stanley Dell and other friends from The Hill, and joined Charter. It was a respectable choice but not—like Ivy, Tiger, Cottage, Cap and Gown—one of the élite clubs. After being elected to Charter in his sophomore year, Wilson realized he had very little in common with the rich and handsome blockheads in the club and scarcely knew what to do there. Since he had no interest in sports, did not play billiards or bridge, did not dance or drink, and did not know any girls to bring to the parties, there was nothing to interest or occupy him. In fact, he had joined Charter only because he did not want to be left out. He actually considered the clubs "the most undesirable of Princeton institutions—not so much because they are snobbish ... but because they are hopelessly dull. Nothing interesting is ever done in them." Haughty and aloof, at odds with both the wealthy students and the athletes, and still essentially a loner, he much preferred to read by himself in his room.




  But even reading could be troubling to the young man who was supposed to have only "intellectual" temptations. During his senior year, sitting in his favorite Morris chair with a serious book in his hand, he would suddenly have a spontaneous ejaculation. He naturally longed for girls and fantasized, when he stayed in hotels, about amorous adventures with chambermaids. But he was terribly shy with both servants and girls of his own class; and was bored by the conventional young ladies, whom many of his college friends would marry and divorce. "My feminine ideal at this time," Wilson recalled, "was not the kind of girl that I saw at the proms, but one of those lively and slender brunettes, capable of serious interests, for whom the heroes in H. G. Wells' [The New Machiavelli] abandoned their passive wives." But such girls, while Wilson was at Princeton, seemed as distant as the stars. In the yearbook of 1916, the man who would have four wives was rated "the most eligible bachelor" in his class.




  "Outside of athletics," wrote John Peale Bishop in his essay on Princeton, "the most powerful organization is the Triangle Club, an unwieldy and smart assemblage, which each year tours a dozen cities, presenting a musical comedy written, book and music, by the undergraduates on a lively but slightly antiquated model."10 During the Christmas vacation, the Club performed the play—with chorus, orchestra and scenery, and men in the female parts—throughout the country. In 1913 Wilson told a friend that he was writing Triangle Club songs under the influence of Gilbert and Sullivan. Two years later, Wilson wrote the book, Scott Fitzgerald did the lyrics and John Bishop acted in the Triangle Club musical, The Evil Eye.




  The villain of the play is named Count La Rochefoucauld-Boileau (after two major authors in Gauss' French Literature course), the setting is a Normandy fishing village called Niaiserie (silliness) and the plot concerns the survivor of a shipwreck, who has lost her money and is rescued by a man reputed to have the evil eye. On November 6, 1915, the Princetonian explained: "The taking of the girl by Boileau and the arrest of Jacques on the instigation of the peasants form a tangle from which the hero and heroine are able to extricate themselves only in time for the last curtain." Though some of the audience found the musical a bit too exotic and literary, the Princetonian of January 7, 1916, proudly reported: "At the Chicago performance of The Evil Eye three hundred young ladies occupied the front rows of the house and following the show, gave the Princeton locomotive and tossed their bouquets at the cast and chorus." The Evil Eye: A Comedy in Two Acts, published as a twenty-six-page pamphlet in 1915, was Wilson's first book.




  Wilson's work on the Nassau Literary Magazine, like that on the Hill School Record, reflected his new interests and discoveries, and prepared him for his journalistic career in the early 1920s. Wilson contributed his first essay as a freshman, was put on the editorial board that year by T. K. Whipple (later a professor at Berkeley) and became managing editor during his senior year. While at Princeton Wilson, always versatile and prolific, wrote parodies, theater reviews, editorials, short stories, poems on Swift and on Whistler, and appreciative essays on Stendhal, George Meredith, Henry James, Arnold Bennett, Max Beerbohm and Compton Mackenzie. (Later on, he would visit the last two writers and express his admiration in person.) He also reviewed Gauss' lightweight Through College on Nothing a Year and wrote a parodic memoir, "Edward Moore Gresham: Poet and Prose-Master," which he later felt was good enough to reprint in Vanity Fair. Disdainful of his literary efforts, the philistines in the class retaliated by voting Wilson "the worst poet."




  Gradually emerging from his shell, Wilson formed many rich and lasting friendships at Princeton. Since his cousin Sandy Kimball was a year ahead of him and belonged to a different club, they drifted apart and saw very little of one another. Walker Ellis, the dashing figure from New Orleans, who had been the most showily brilliant fellow at The Hill, became president of the Triangle Club. But he quickly faded in the 1920s, when Wilson found his outwardly genial smile quite arrogant and offensive. Always grateful for T. K. Whipple's recognition and help, Wilson later wrote an introduction to his book, Study Out the Land (1941), in which he described his old friend as "a long-legged, loose-jointed fellow, with pale blond hair and a Missouri drawl, whose expression, with its wide grin, seemed at once sad and droll."




  John Biggs, whose grandfather had been governor of Delaware and whose father was (like Wilson's) attorney general, had a booming voice, an impressive head and a powerful build. He published two novels with Scribner's in the 1920s, and became the youngest judge named to the Third U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals. Wilson turned to Biggs for advice and help during his divorces and tax troubles, when both men had become solidly pear-shaped. In 1953 Wilson wrote a fine tribute to his old classmate: "The kind of American to whom I am really closest is someone—very rare—like John Biggs."11




  Stanley Dell and John Peale Bishop both served with him on the editorial board of the Nassau Lit. The monkey-faced Dell had been, like Bishop, handicapped by poor health in his youth; and had spent a great deal of time in Europe, where he mastered French and German. Dell won the Croix de Guerre during the war and later became a disciple of Jung. Dell, again like Bishop, never quite fulfilled his promise. But, Wilson later wrote, he was more at home with Dell, who had absorbed European culture, than with any of his old friends.




  Born in West Virginia in 1892, Bishop, an invalid in childhood, attended Mercersburg Academy in Pennsylvania and entered college a few years after his contemporaries. Christian Gauss praised Bishop's exquisite poetry and sophisticated character: "He came to Princeton with a more carefully thought out and more accomplished mastery of the technique of English verse than any other undergraduate of that talented group. Even as a freshman John had a self-possession and self-mastery which gave him the poise and bearing of a young English lord." Scott Fitzgerald, intrigued by Bishop's scholarly and aesthetic persona, found him anachronistic and decadent. In his first novel, This Side of Paradise, he portrayed the sandy-haired, crack-voiced, foxy-faced Bishop as Thomas Parke D'Invilliers, an "awful highbrow ... who signed the passionate love-poems in the Lit. He was, perhaps, nineteen, with stooped shoulders, pale blue eyes, and ... without much conception of social competition."




  Bishop won all the literary prizes as an undergraduate. After college he continued to cultivate his precious persona, and later told an editor: "As to my tastes, I like to eat and drink, and above all to talk; I am fond oflooking at paintings, sculpture, architecture and formal gardens; in a very modest way, I paint and garden myself. In particular, I like the architecture of humanism and the music of the eighteenth century. I prefer the ballet—at its best—to the theatre. I no longer care very much for reading, except for information."12 Bishop published his first volume of poems in 1917, served overseas as a lieutenant in the infantry, and was Wilson's colleague and collaborator in the early 1920s.




  Wilson's most charming and talented friend at Princeton was his lyrical co-author of The Evil Eye, Scott Fitzgerald. Born in St. Paul, Minnesota, in 1896, Fitzgerald was the son of a genteel father, who had failed in the furniture and the soap business, and an embarrassingly eccentric daughter of a self-made Irish-immigrant grocer. He attended Newman, an obscure Catholic prep school, failed out of Princeton (without even learning to spell) during his junior year, and spent the war years pursuing his social life and writing career while stationed in American army camps.




  The stocky, plain, auburn-haired Wilson was a contrast in every way to the blond, green-eyed and dazzlingly handsome Fitzgerald. Repressed and self-conscious, the rather solitary Wilson spent most of his time on his studies and the Nassau Lit., while the spontaneous and romantic Fitzgerald ignored his classes and devoted himself to getting into the best club, achieving success with the Triangle musicals and courting wealthy debutantes.




  At Princeton Wilson had the advantages of distinguished lineage, professional background and superior education. A year ahead of Fitzgerald, he corrected Scott's one-act play "Shadow Laurels" and his story "The Ordeal" and published them in the college magazine in 1915. To Fitzgerald, Wilson appeared smug and arrogant, a well-dressed and withdrawn grind, while to Wilson, Scott seemed ignorant, shallow and foolish. It was understood between them that Fitzgerald was the brash superficial upstart, destined to make a splash but perhaps also doomed to failure, while Wilson was the solid intellectual who would set him straight.




  In January 1916 Wilson and Bishop published in the Nassau Lit. a rather cruel satiric poem designed to put the cheeky Fitzgerald in his proper place. They contrasted his shallowness to their learning, and deflated his flashy cleverness, superficial reading, derivative cynicism, unworthy ambition and failure to graduate by having Fitzgerald exclaim:





  I was always clever enough


  To make the clever upperclassmen notice me;


  I could make one poem by Browning,


  One play by Shaw,


  And part of a novel by Meredith


  Go further than most people


  Could do with the reading of years;


  And I could always be cynically amusing at the expense


  Of those who were cleverer than I


  And from whom I borrowed freely,


  But whose cleverness


  Was not of the kind that is effective


  In the February of sophomore year ....


  No doubt by senior year


  I would have been on every committee in college,


  But I made one slip:


  I flunked out in the middle of junior year.




  Fitzgerald, still as sexually innocent as Wilson, was capable of upholding moral standards, though he could not resist boasting about his virtue. In June 1916 Wilson, Bishop and Alex McKaig (soon to be a close observer of Fitzgerald's early married life) were walking on Nassau Street. "Two girls passed us," Wilson recalled. "Alex said, 'They're hookers!' I had not known we had hookers in Princeton, and, in fact, had never heard the word before.John and Alex went off with the girls, while Scott and I took a walk down the hill to the lake. 'That's one thing,' exclaimed Scott, 'that Fitzgerald's never done!'"




  In 1914 Wilson broadened his education by spending the summer in England. With Stanley Dell and three other college friends, he took a ship to Liverpool and bicycled from Edinburgh to Tintagel, on the north coast of Cornwall. During the era of the Anglophile expatriate, Wilson thought of England "with awed ecstasy." He read Wordsworth's Prelude in the Lake Country and visited many cathedral towns; saw Bernard Shaw's Pygmalion, with Mrs. Patrick Campbell, three times and made a pilgrimage to George Meredith's house in Box Hill, Surrey. He also attended a reading by Rupert Brooke in Harold Munro's Poetry Bookshop, and was surprised to find that the handsome idol had a weak and effeminate voice. When the Great War broke out on the August 4 Bank Holiday, Wilson felt annoyed that it prevented him from traveling to France. He was also astonished by the popular enthusiasm and frivolous excitement of the crowds standing outside Bucking-ham Palace and calling for the King and Queen. He returned on the American liner Minnehaha (later torpedoed by the Germans), and shocked his father by admitting that he had failed to visit Parliament.




  The next summer Wilson, together with Stanley Dell, decided to balance his emphasis on the humanities by taking a course in labor relations at Columbia University. He was then rewarded by a train trip with his parents—through Canada, with stops in Winnipeg and Seattle—to San Francisco. Wilson was impressed by the musical performances and the elaborate displays of art and architecture at the Panama-Pacific International Exposition. But he was deeply suspicious of the romantic hedonism of Southern California (indeed, of all tropical places, like Florida and Jamaica). With Eastern urbanity, he wrote Stanley Dell: "California, by the way, would be just as well suited for a honeymoon as Lake Como. It is the only place I have seen in the United States where romance seems pervasive and inevitable. The trouble is that you would have to pass through the Middle West on the way, and I wouldn't be sure of the felicity of any union inaugurated under those auspices. The children of such a union would be morose and deformed."13




  When he graduated in 1916, his father, paralyzed by one of his neurasthenic "eclipses," did not attend the ceremony. Back in Red Bank and anxious about his uncertain future, Wilson was surprised by his emotional attachment to the university that had deepened his knowledge of the classics, modern languages and literature, brought gratifying friendships and developed his ability as a writer. "Coming away from Princeton," he told Dell, "was a hard break: can you believe that? I haven't been so blue before since I went to college as when I came back after a hilarious motor trip to New York ... and found all the rooms locked and the Club deserted, with chairs piled on tables in the dining-room." Wilson later spoke at Princeton and gave the Christian Gauss lectures. Despite his lasting friendship with his old mentor, he rejected Princeton's religious and social values and never felt the same loyalty to his college as he did to The Hill. In March 1956 he told Dell that he did not pay his class dues and disapproved of the whole concept of class get-togethers.




  After graduation and before enlisting in the army, Wilson had an important discussion with his father. Though Edmund Sr. had usually been dictatorial and censorious, he now, after some characteristic cross-examination, sympathetically supported his son's idealistic aims:





  I told him I should like to go to Washington to try my hand at political journalism. "At Princeton," he answered, "you specialized in literature; then you went to Columbia Summer School to study sociology and labor. Now you want to do political journalism. Don't you think you ought to concentrate on something?" "Father," I replied, "what I want to do is to try to get to know something about all the main departments of human thought. I don't know anything about politics yet, and I'd like to see something of it at first hand." He did not even smile at this. "That's a possible ambition," he said. "Go ahead if you're really serious."14




  THREE  [image: ]




  War, 1916–1919




  I




  The war, as Gauss pointed out, had almost no impact on university life. Wilson responded to the opening of hostilities with little more than personal irritation. He had resisted his father's attempts to teach him to shoot, and had no desire to kill either birds or animals. Yet he spent the summer of 1916, just after graduating from Princeton, at an army camp in Plattsburgh, New York—near the Canadian border, on Lake Champlain. Though the United States had not yet entered the war, the camp had been set up, as part of the "preparedness" program, to train young men for eventual military service. Wilson found this experience terribly boring and became convinced, he said, that "I was incapable of becoming an officer and that, in general, I loathed the Army. I could not imagine commanding men, and I could not imagine killing them." He was so nervous on the rifle range that he never even hit the target.




  Life at the camp was enlivened by two college friends—Edgar Woodman from Princeton and his cousin Charley Walker, who had been editor of the Yale Literary Magazine. Walker recalled that Wilson, hopeless in practical matters, could not find his pup tent during an overnight exercise, fell asleep on the ground and woke up the next morning to discover that he was lying right next to it. Walker—who became an expert in labor relations, translated the plays of Aeschylus and taught at Yale—was, later on, Wilson's neighbor and close friend in Wellfleet.




  In the fall of 1916, Wilson's father—who had chosen Edmund's prep school, Greek course and university—persuaded the owner of the New York Evening Sun, a New Jersey neighbor, to hire his son as a cub reporter at fifteen dollars a week. On September 1 Wilson moved into a small apartment at 15 West 8th Street in Greenwich Village with three Yale friends. David Hamilton and Morris Belknap studied painting at the Art Students' League, and Larry Noyes worked in an architect's office. Though his father said he would have to support himself and gave him very little money, Edmund managed to live well on slightly more than his weekly salary. The four roommates were able to hire a Chinese servant and often had friends to dinner.




  The Evening Sun, once a distinguished newspaper, had lost its reputation by the time Wilson joined the staff. The work, as he told Bellinger, was not difficult: "writing up little stories about people being almost killed under trucks, being fined for buying partridges, attempting suicide in hospitals, and things like that—or rather, rewriting most of them. The work is really quite varied, though, and so intermittent that I have a great deal of time to read and write in the office."




  Wilson cultivated a fine style that was inappropriate for a factual newspaper. When an editor called him in and suggested: "You don't want to write like Dr.Johnson," Wilson cheekily replied that he would be very happy if he could. His well-modeled sentences, enhanced by Flaubertian irony, did not, as he admitted, add to the excitement of his news stories. He was then "much too shy to be any good as a reporter."1 Later, he became an expert at probing interviews, wrote effective accounts of poverty, strikes and suicides during the desperate years of the Depression, and reported on the political and cultural life of American Indians, French Canadians, Haitians, Hungarians, Russians and Israelis.




  II




  In adult life Wilson was usually quite decisive. But in the spring of 1917, after America entered the war, he agonized for several months about what to do. His uncle André, who had crudely joked with him about sex, was a naturalized American citizen. But he enlisted in the French army, was sent to the front in March and killed in April 1915. Wilson did not believe the patriotic propaganda, had no enthusiasm for combat and knew from his experience at Plattsburgh that he could never be an officer. Rejecting the traditional imperatives and privileges of his class, he decided to volunteer as a common soldier.




  As he explained in "The Case of the Author," his military service was more an escape than a commitment: "When America went to war, I enlisted ... as a soldier instead of going to an officers' training camp as most of my friends from college were doing, partly at any rate because I wanted to get as far away from that old life as possible." Wilson did not, like most of his noncombatant college friends, join the fashionable ambulance corps. Instead, like Walt Whitman, who dressed wounds during the Civil War, he became a nurse and dealt directly with the worst horrors of the war: with the shell-shocked and the wounded, the mutilated, the dying and the dead.




  Described in his army records as five feet, six inches tall, with brown eyes, red hair and fair complexion, Wilson enlisted as a private in August 1917. In Base Hospital Unit Three, he was always called "Ed" or "Woodrow." He served first in Detroit and then, after sailing from Canada to Southampton in late October, in a military hospital at Vittel, in the Vosges region of northeastern France. Serving in a military hospital, he told Bellinger, would suit his qualified patriotism: "I have never yet really felt it my duty to fight in this war. I consider myself well provided for in a branch of the service which commits me to nothing except a desire to repair damage and do something for my country—which I hope later to serve more effectively in other fields."




  After only two months of fatigue, orderly and guard duty in Michigan, Wilson felt blighted by army life. He was not only exhausted by the tedious work, but also—like his hero Rimbaud, marooned in the wilds of Abyssinia—encircled by barbarians, severed from familiar reality and threatened by complete degeneration. In 1888 Rimbaud declared: "[I am] obliged to chatter their gibberish, to eat their filthy messes, to endure a thousand and one annoyances that come from their idleness, their treachery, and their stupidity. But that is not the worst. The worst thing is the fear of becoming doltish oneself, isolated as one is, and cut off from any intellectual companionship." Thirty years after Rimbaud, Wilson complained to Dell: "you have no idea how introspective one becomes during guard duty on the long, cold autumn nights, sitting in the adjutant's tent, companioned only by the bugs, or pacing the old familiar well-worn path between the latrine and the camp gate. You have no idea, seriously, how isolated and inward you become, surrounded by and dealing with people with whom you cannot talk the real language, whose habits and manners you detest .... This is not the absence of charity on my part, it is only the reaction of intelligence."2




  His embarkation for the war in Europe was delayed several times during October and November while the Unit received some minimum training. These postponements frayed the nerves and increased the brutal behavior of the soldiers, some of whom had graduated from Gauss' old university in Ann Arbor. "Every time this bogus departure takes place," Wilson told Dell, "the morale of the unit goes down and the men, many of them immature high school and University of Michigan fellows, dull their disappointment by whoring and surreptitious liquor."




  Wilson, neither a fornicator nor a drinker, sublimated his desires by devouring the New Republic "with an almost sensual appetite" and spending as much time as possible in the elegant Grosse Pointe home of the pleasant but (he felt) boring family of his New York roommate David Hamilton. These refined and cultured people, Wilson told Dell, were the exact antithesis of the army camp Yahoos, who both repelled and fascinated him: "The Hamiltons ... represent the other pole from the class of society where men seem to be familiarized with the most obscene perversions and horrors of life from their earliest years and to spend a large part of their leisure conversing about them with unflagging delight."




  Finally, on October 30, Wilson sailed to England on an overcrowded, asphyxiating and lice-ridden ship, a sharp contrast to the luxurious vessels he had traveled on with his family and friends during his previous visits to Europe. He told Dell that "the greater part of the unit (including myself) has been consigned to a filthy unventilated hold formerly used to contain the baggage of the passengers, which was stored away on tiers of racks .... We are, of course, expected to sleep on the baggage racks, but as no one could do this without suffocating during the night and having his body devoured by vermin, most of us sleep on deck or double up with those of our friends who were fortunate enough to get staterooms in the steerage." The food on the ship was so vile—he told his mother, in a letter signed "Yours lovingly" —that he avoided the mess and subsisted on a weird diet, purchased at the canteen, of oranges, chocolate and peanut brittle.




  While aboard ship, the irrepressible writer occupied himself by starting a magazine and by writing editorials for the first issue of Reveille (November 9, 1917), "published by Base Hospital Number 36 for the members of the unit and the folks back home." At the "rest camp" in Southampton, Wilson slept in a water-flooded tent and first heard about the Russian Revolution (which would occupy his mind throughout the 1930s) from bits of information printed in the English newspapers.




  Toward the end of November Wilson's unit was transported across France, for two straight days, in freight boxcars that made the ship seem positively comfortable. The soldiers, packed forty to a car, got completely drunk and fell upon one another in the postures of the dead. Vittel was a fashionable French version of the spa he had visited at Karlsbad. Once there, the exhausted Wilson flopped on a narrow army cot in the palatial salle of the Casino, situated at the edge of a fine park, and gazed up at the dreamy clouds and classical figures that were painted on the lofty ceiling. The room was so cold that his breath puffed out like steam; and he later remembered the stark winter light, "the cold mists, the bad French stoves, the nights with everything darkened on account of German planes, the eating of hot soup through smothering colds," as well as the red wine that warmed him at dinner and the acid smell of the tiled toilet.3




  In December 1917 Wilson wrote to Fitzgerald, who was then a lieutenant in the infantry, training at Fort Leavenworth under a young captain named Dwight Eisenhower. In a rare positive letter about the army, Wilson described the brief respite he enjoyed, after the dreadful trip overseas, in a quiet corner of France that remained isolated from the war until the first wounded soldiers began to arrive:





  [We are] only near enough to hear the guns, which do not sound as loud as thunder. We are stationed in what was once a popular summer resort but has now been turned over to the American hospital service ....




  Our life here, with its round of marvelous French dinners at little cafés and of walks and bicycle rides to the ancient villages that are all around us, would be perfectly idyllic, if it were not for the fact that the unseen, unrealized reality of the war and one's own prolonged inactivity makes it more ghastly than you can believe.





  He thought of volunteering as a litter-bearer at the front so that he could experience the reality of battle, but eventually decided that the wounded brought as much reality as he could bear. Though he heard the rumbling guns from Verdun, about sixty miles away, he never saw the front until after the war.




  In the last weeks of 1917 Wilson discovered in the museum of Nancy, handsomely situated on one of its ornamental squares, the work of two seventeenth-century artists who came from that town. He was fascinated by the subtle and mysterious chiaroscuro paintings of Georges de La Tour; by the satirical and sinister engravings of burning, beating, torture and executions in Jacques Callot's Miseries of War (1653). Callot's work, which had a profound influence on Goya, matched Wilson's mood during the war and provided a certain emotional support.




  Before the wounded came in, Wilson shifted about in various menial jobs. He began as an interpreter at headquarters. He was next transferred, at his own request, to the X-ray department, where he carried in firewood and kept the stove warm. He was then involuntarily transferred to the dental department, which needed an interpreter to speak to the French patients. In this sinecure he tended the fire and kept the water pitcher warm, and spent the rest of his time either reading or talking to the dentist's assistant. In a letter to his mother of December 23, he expressed the enlisted man's traditional hatred of his incompetent and, in this case, barbaric superior. "[The dentist] treats his patients like dogs. Yesterday he broke three instruments trying to extract one man's nerve .... He never fills or doctors the teeth, but always pulls them out; and I can say without fear of exaggeration, that he is lazy, clumsy, and cruel."4




  The long-awaited casualties of war were much more horrifying than anything in Callot. There were many delirious cases of pneumonia; and Wilson, dressed in white cap and gown to help protect him from infection, patrolled the hall at night to keep the wild men from jumping out the windows. In July 1918, the first mass of wounded Americans poured in after the major battle at Chateau-Thierry and included many cases of syphilis and shell-shock. Wilson spent a month dressing the raw burnt skin of the screaming victims of mustard-gas. He recalled that "their penises were spongy and raw and swollen to enormous size, and bandaging and unbandaging them was extremely painful. There was one doctor, known for his sadism—he liked to kick the enlisted men—who would rip the bandages off .... One patient had three-quarters of the surface of his body burned and his lungs partially destroyed."




  The hospital was permeated with the stench of rotten flesh and the death-rate was appallingly high. In his novel, I Thought of Daisy, Wilson vividly described his numbed response to the macabre duties, which resembled the hideous work in an extermination camp: "After a time, after his first physical sinkings of nausea and fear, he had been able to line up corpses on the floor of the field hospital with less emotion than he had once arranged books on the shelves of his bookcases at college, and had incinerated amputated legs with less of real regret than he had once burnt discarded manuscripts." In a bitter letter to Stanley Dell, Wilson rejected the arguments for America's participation in the war and agonized about the ineffectuality of the hospital. His experience confirmed his isolationist politics and made him long to "follow that art which is more real to me than anything else in life":





  I am horribly depressed by an all but compulsive skepticism. The illusion of nationalism, the private interests of politicians, and the ignorance and stupidity of most of the men who do the fighting make the ideals which are said to be the goals of this war seem as dubious as the ideals which we know to have proved false in earlier wars. The hospital business, besides, exposes so many of the wretched and ghastly ironies of war—men dying (in large numbers) through pneumonia and improper care, before they so much as see the front, and being buried perfunctorily before their families know they are dead .... I feel, what I have long felt, a fool, a cipher. I am too young to have made myself a place in the only field in which I have ever expected to win any distinction and the régime of the army seems to abort all my literary plans for the present.5




  III




  Wilson described the people of Lorraine as dry and hardbitten, but very amiable. The most amiable person in Vittel was a pretty young girl, Ninette Fabre. She had black hair, large green eyes under delicately penciled eyebrows and a charming oval face, and liked to wear a fashionable cloche hat and loose coat. Her bearded and bad-tempered father owned the local café where Wilson took his meals, but he guarded her strictly and threatened any American who dared to take liberties with his daughter. Nevertheless, since she wrote romantic poetry and seriously studied English, Ninette soon became quite friendly with the twenty-two-year-old Edmund. Entranced by her tubercular condition, by her burning cheeks and pale skin that made her resemble the poetic and pathetic heroines of Traviata and Bohème, Wilson became for the first time in his life seriously interested in a woman.




  When Ninette's condition deteriorated, she was sent to recuperate in the warm climate of Cannes. Wilson met her there during his trip to Europe in 1921, and she continued to correspond with him in French for another year. In a typical love message of October 192 r, she emphasized her anxious wait for the postman, expressed her joy at reading his letters, regretted that she had not allowed him to kiss her more freely and reaffirmed her desire to be with him. In February 1922 she apologetically told him that she was going to marry a rather conventional man. Since she had always wanted to live in Paris on her own, she scarcely knew how to explain her decision, which was undoubtedly influenced by family pressure and by an invalid's need to have someone to care for her. Breaking off their mildly passionate correspondence for reasons of decorum, Ninette concluded their amitié amoureuse by explaining: "All the charming things you said gave me pleasure; and if I ever had any regrets about marrying, you would be one of them."




  After almost a year of war, the high-strung Wilson had reached the limits of endurance and appealed to his father for help. In September 1918 Edmund Sr. arranged his promotion to sergeant and his transfer to General Headquarters at Chaumont, forty miles west of Vittel. At Headquarters Wilson—grateful for the change, especially after the departure of Ninette—translated documents from French into English for the Intelligence Corps. After reading many books on the subject, he prepared a report on political and military conditions in Poland, and moved colored pins on a large wall to mark the movements of the Allied troops who were fighting for the Czarists in the war against the Bolsheviks.




  Just before Christmas he was sent to Trier (birthplace of Karl Marx) on the mistaken assumption that he knew German, and joined the Army of Occupation on the Moselle River, near the border of Luxemburg. In Trier he met George Perkins, a friend from The Hill and Princeton, whose young wife had just died in the flu epidemic that ravaged both Europe and America right after the war. Wilson later visited Perkins' house and family and portrayed them in "Galahad," his story of religious fanaticism and sexual frustration in prep school. Perkins was then living in the house of the mayor and Wilson found the defeated enemy quite congenial: "I used to go out there in the evenings and we would have parties, with younger members of the family in a little café—and they were most amusing parties, very mixed, with the Burgomeister's little cousin in pigtails, who played the piano." Wilson's duties in Trier were as light as in Chaumont. He helped to censor newspapers, to disarm the inhabitants and to billet Allied troops, and had free time to read French novels, take German lessons, drink the fruity Moselle wine and go to the opera. Unlike most soldiers, he avoided the temptation of prostitutes.




  He portrayed his experiences in Trier in his short story "Lieutenant Franklin."6 After the armistice of November 1918, Lieutenant Franklin, who does not know German, is sent by mistake from Nancy, through the northern landscapes of Metz and Luxemburg, to occupied Trier. Uncomfortable in the role of conqueror, he tries to stop the Allied suppression of a moderate German newspaper, which has mildly criticized the British. Bored in Trier, Lieutenant Franklin befriends a German family, like the one Wilson had met through Perkins, and kisses a pretty war widow. But, after being ordered to stop fraternizing with the enemy, he is relieved of his duties and immediately sent back to France. The story criticizes the pervasive muddle of the army, the incompetence of the American officers and the foolish attempt to prevent humane relations with the Germans, which would help smooth the way to peace.




  Once the war was over, Wilson went on leave and made his first extended visit to Paris. He stayed at the American University Club in the rue de Richelieu and went to the Guitry theater, and also journeyed south to Toulouse and Perpignan, near the Pyrenees. Like Fitzgerald's Jay Gatsby, who went to Oxford in 1919, Wilson wanted to attend a European university after the war, but could not get released from the army. Writing to John Bishop, a lieutenant in the infantry, in January 1919, Wilson expressed his preference for the Sorbonne over Oxford, praised his two mentors at Princeton (Kemp Smith had been sending him "piles of British propaganda") and longed for his release from military duty: "I should certainly choose the University of Paris, if it is possible to go there, and should avoid Oxford, which, I warn you, is, in spite of all its amenities, in many ways a deadly place. I should not expect to get much valuable instruction, in the event of availing myself of this university scheme, knowing all too well how few the Gausses and Kemp Smiths are and how sterile most university teaching is—and it must still be worse since the war—but, if! went to Paris (or Bordeaux), I should at least expect to learn some French, and, in any case, anything would be a relief from the galling yoke of the army."




  Wilson sailed back to America on the cruiser North Carolina, reached New York on July 2 and was discharged at Mitchell Field, in Southampton, Long Island, on July 9, 1919. His parents visited him separately at the military camp; and he was gratified when his father, impatiently throwing his weight around, "first complained of the army's inefficiency in not letting him in to see me sooner, then when the officer in charge warned him that that way of talking was treasonable, telling him [quite emphatically] that there was nothing in what he had said that violated any law."7 Wilson was shocked to hear from his father that his cousin Sandy had become insane.




  Wilson's story "The Death of a Soldier," published in his first book, The Undertaker's Garland (1922), expressed more forcefully and effectively than "Lieutenant Franklin" his attitude toward the war. During the appalling two-day journey from Le Havre to Vittel, a sick soldier, cruelly neglected by the medical officers, dies of pneumonia before he reaches the front and is quickly buried before his far-off family even knows that he is dead. Like most intelligent and sensitive soldiers, Wilson was maddened by the monotonous obscenity of the army, revolted by the boorishness and truculence, shocked by the horror of the hospital. But worst of all, he wrote in "The Death of a Soldier," was the loss of individuality. He "felt always the oppression of being handled like a thing without a will. They could do absolutely anything they liked with him; he had felt that in the barracks as he had never felt it before." Later in life, he often remembered the strange places he had seen during the war, the contact with French and Germans, the intense pleasures of escaping from the war and the flirtation with Ninette. But his most powerful memory was of the loss of personal control.




  Though Wilson loathed the army, he had a relatively "good war." He returned physically unharmed, yet toughened up and forced into manhood. When he left Princeton he lacked experience in the ordinary working world, but his two years as an enlisted man put him into close contact with lower-class men and awakened his curiosity about how they lived. The war cut him off, in a healthy way, from his conventional upper-middle-class existence, which he had always assumed he would follow.




  The war also made Wilson question the political and economic system that had made it possible. In the 1930s he would become a social as well as a cultural critic and join the attack on capitalism. Looking back on the person he was in 1919, he later dramatized his disillusionment and made the hero of his play declare: "I suddenly realized that I couldn't go back to the way I'd lived. The war made me see what a fraud it all was and that everything that was worth anything had to be done outside all that. The respectable life is a living death!"




  This Nietzschean rejection of the comfortable bourgeois world, Wilson felt, would help him achieve the idealistic goals that he had developed at The Hill and at Princeton and would pursue throughout his career. In "The Case of the Author," he described his feelings and beliefs after the war, which marked the first great turning point of his life: "I swore to myself that when the War was over I should stand outside society altogether. I should do without the comforts and amenities of the conventional world entirely, and I should devote myself to the great human interests which transcended standards of living and conventions: Literature, History, the Creation of Beauty, the Discovery of Truth."8 In retrospect, Wilson no doubt idealized his ambitions and disguised with high-sounding abstractions his natural desire to achieve fame as a writer. Though he cared little about money and lived very modestly for years, he could never have pursued his literary goals by standing outside society. His work as editor, critic and reporter repeatedly led him to subjects, people and cultures in the actual world.




  The war exposed Wilson to real wounds and suffering, which inspired the theme of his best critical book, The Wound and the Bow. More importantly, his war experience transformed him into a lifelong pacifist. It provided the ethical basis not only for his sympathy with the defeated South in the Civil War, but also for his opposition to America's foreign policy: the participation in World War Two, the Cold War ideology that justified vast military spending and the disastrous involvement in the war in Vietnam.
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  Edmund Wilson, unlike most writers of the 1920s, never had an expatriate period and remained in the American grain. Greenwich Village, whose bohemian life he captured in I Thought of Daisy, was his Paris and his Rome. In September 1919, after a month at home in Red Bank, Wilson began to reconstruct his life by moving into an apartment with his three Yale roommates of 1916 at 114 West 12th Street, where they hired a West Indian cook. His frequent shifts of residence had a discernible pattern. Throughout the 1920s he rented a number of small shabby apartments or cheap furnished rooms in the Village. In the 1930s, restless as ever during and between marriages, he tended to live in midtown in the East and West 50s. In the late 1930s he borrowed a secluded house in Stamford, Connecticut. During both decades he spent as many summers as possible in Provincetown, where he went swimming and bicycling and led a much healthier life than in New York.




  In 1941 he bought his first house, in Wellfleet, on Cape Cod. But he continued, during the 1940s and early 1950s, to spend winters in Manhattan at more fashionable uptown addresses in the East 8os and 90s. From the late 1950s to the early 1960s he resided in Cambridge, Massachusetts, during the winter. After inheriting the Old Stone House in Talcottville in 1951, he lived in upstate New York in the summer and returned to Wellfleet in the fall. These frequent moves put him in touch with different settings and people, and stimulated his incessant work.




  After the war, the more sophisticated Wilson took a harsher view of his old friends, who still inhabited a world he had vowed to reject. David Hamilton, coddled by an indulgent mother, was languid and ineffectual. Morris Belknap, a good-natured fellow from Louisville, was ultimately rather dampening and sour. Larry Noyes, a homosexual from St. Paul, was a terrible snob who looked down on the shabby-genteel family of Scott Fitzgerald. Their ménage broke up when Hamilton and Belknap married. The energetic Wilson saw very little of these idle friends in later life.




  But Wilson was fascinated by one of their Yale classmates—the handsome, witty and charming Phelps Putnam—whom he met in 1919. Born in Boston in 1894, Putnam graduated from Exeter and Yale, and was (Wilson wrote) "rather like E. E. Cummings—fatally irresistible to women: the women's ideal poet, attractive and unreliable." In 1927 Wilson told Putnam: "You have knocked off one of the best books of English poetry of the time," and his enthusiasm was shared by sound critics like Paul Rosenfeld and Allen Tate. Wilson must have been struck by the final couplet of Putnam's poem on the male sexual organ, which had crude Restoration wit: "You lead us, master, sniffing to the hunt, / In quest forever of the perfect cunt."1 But Putnam, who suffered from asthma and drink, became a casualty of the 1920s and quickly deteriorated. By 1937 he was being "de-alcoholized" at a rehabilitation center in Hartford. After Putnam's death, Wilson wrote an elegiac Introduction to his Collected Poems, edited by Charley Walker.




  In 1919, when Wilson began his assault on the cultural citadel, the salient aspects of his appearance and character had already been formed. Unless he experienced a sudden spurt of growth in his mid-twenties, he must have added a gratifying two inches on his passport of 1921. On this document he listed his height as five feet, eight inches, and described himself as having a high forehead, straight nose, small mouth, fair complexion and red hair. Matthew Josephson, who knew Wilson at Vanity Fair in the early Twenties, described his collegiate clothes, splashed by colorful ties, as well as his temperament and intellect. The short, plump, pink-cheeked young man "looked spruce in a brown Brooks Brothers suit, and wore a brilliant yellow necktie; his hair was reddish brown, his eyes dark brown and keen looking, his manner shy but sometimes brusque .... Wilson had learning, a wide-ranging curiosity, and, at the same time, a hard-headed skeptical spirit. He was forward-looking and all for 'stunning' the American bourgeoisie" —in the iconoclastic style of H. L. Mencken.




  According to Tom Matthews, a Princeton graduate who was his assistant on the New Republic, the imperious Wilson had by the mid-192os acquired some of the attributes of middle age. He was "a short, sandy-haired youngish man, at thirty already inclining to stoutness and baldness, with pale, blinking eyes and a high, strained-tenor voice; his profile as regular as a plump Roman emperor's but his expression like an absent-minded cantankerous professor's."2 By the 1930s Wilson had adopted a more conservative style of dress, and wore dark suits, rusty wool ties and a broad-brimmed black Stetson.




  In the early Twenties Wilson had his first sexual experience, but had not yet exorcised his puritan heritage. E. E. Cummings, that enviable ladies' man, called him, in a memorable phrase, "the man in the iron necktie." One of Wilson's girlfriends said, when he refused to dance with her, that he read too much, and the former wound-dresser admitted: "Maybe you have death in you somewhere that keeps you from enjoying things." He also had a saturnine imagination and a powerful melancholic streak, which made him recognize the tragic element in the lives he wrote about. But in his own letters and diaries he described the most intense emotional events of his life—sexual encounters, love-affairs, marriages, nervous breakdowns, death of his father and mother—in the most clinical and matter-of-fact way.




  Though Wilson could sometimes be nervous, impetuous and quick-tempered, he usually managed to keep himself under control. The poet Schuyler Jackson once attacked Wilson at the beginning of a dinner. Wilson attentively finished his soup and then masked his anger with a sudden and extremely formal farewell: "I'm sorry that such excellent liquor should have produced such a disagreeable conversation, and I shall now take my leave."3




  Wilson had never taken a drink or gone out with a girl at Princeton, but he had seen a lot of swilling and whoring in the army. After the war he plunged into the bohemian social life of Greenwich Village. Under the influence of Prohibition (which paradoxically encouraged drinking), and of libidinous friends like Ted Paramore and Edna Millay, Wilson was liberated from his repressed and constricted existence. \Vhen he defined himself as a man of the Twenties, he meant that he liked "something exciting: drinks, animated conversation, gaiety; an uninhibited exchange of ideas" —and a promiscuous sex life.
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