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Dedicated to Steven Roser and Thomas Orefice and to Phil Runkel—scholar, activist, and archivist—who has done more than anyone else to keep alive the memory of Dorothy Day and to expand and deepen our understanding of this remarkable woman
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ANY CHRONICLE OF AMERICAN HISTORY today includes the considerable number of women of independent vision who made a mark on the modern world and raised important questions about power, economics, national identity, and social justice. Many of those women—e.g., Margaret Fuller, the Grimké sisters, Jane Addams, Ida B. Wells, Margaret Sanger, Frances Perkins, Rosa Parks, Rachel Carson, Jane Jacobs—have been the subject of fresh biographies and renewed, appreciative attention in recent years. Dorothy Day (1897–1980) is a more difficult figure to encompass.


A convert to Catholicism in her twenties, Day was the cofounder of the Catholic Worker movement, a group of autonomous communities across the country (numbering over a hundred today) that provide food and shelter to the homeless and a platform from which to remind Americans that the American Dream has not been an attainable reality for all its citizens. Day was more than the sum of her charitable endeavors, though—her corporal works of mercy, as the Church terms efforts at aiding the downtrodden. She was also a woman with an uncompromising political agenda.


Born on the eve of the Spanish-American War in the era of William McKinley, she lived to see the rise of Ronald Reagan and her country’s role as a world power with a nuclear arsenal of apocalyptic potential. Coming of age when the reach of the Catholic Church and its social acceptance in the United States was at its height, she lived to see American Catholics, post–Vatican II, turn from their faith in the 1970s in daunting numbers. Both were troubling developments to a woman who was for almost fifty years a great anomaly in American life: an orthodox Catholic and a political radical, a rebel who courted controversy, challenged three generations of young admirers, and willingly went to jail for her beliefs.


An impassioned critic of unfettered capitalism, US foreign policy, the nuclear arms race, and the debacle of the Vietnam War, Day was at the same time as skeptical of many of the tenets of modern liberalism as she was of political conservatism. She was outspoken as well about what she saw as the complacent, conflicted role of religion in our national life. In large numbers, Americans regularly tell pollsters that they see themselves as a religious people. Day’s concept of authentic belief, however, involved a good deal more than weekend church attendance and acceptance of an institutional creed.


The ideas Dorothy Day began to formulate in the early 1930s and exemplified to the time of her death in 1980 put her profoundly at odds with much of both secular and religious thought in the United States. She remains an outlier in that regard. The belief that material comfort—and, in particular, wealth—might actually be dangerous, putting a distance between oneself and God and one’s fundamental humanity, wasn’t a notion Americans were, or are, comfortable with. She came to believe that the true objects of devotion in Western culture—security, affluence, national pride, an enthrallment to innovation and technology—were the sources of our undoing as a moral society, and she was impatient with anyone who made religion seem reassuring rather than demanding and transcendent. The New Testament called on all believers to fight racism, war, and poverty, or it meant nothing at all. Faith was less about solace than a call to action and disruption. Piety and conformity to social norms had little to do with each other.


None of these values was a part of Day’s upbringing. The child of a middle-class Republican family, nominally Protestant but essentially indifferent to religion and opposed to any kind of radicalism, Dorothy Day followed her own path from a young age. A precocious reader and budding intellectual, she dropped out of the University of Illinois after two years and found work in New York City as a reporter for various left-wing publications. The offices of the radical monthly The Masses, anarchist and socialist rallies at Union Square, the immigrant-filled streets of the Lower East Side, the avant-garde Provincetown Playhouse off Washington Square—those were the real sources of her education.


Day’s romantic relationships with men such as Mike Gold, later a prominent American Communist and the author of Jews Without Money, and the playwright Eugene O’Neill brought her into the orbit of a group of people who were creative, inspirational, politically radical, hard-drinking, and libidinous. That was Greenwich Village in the late 1910s, a much-mythologized site of intellectual ferment and unconventional mores. For four years, it was home. It was also a world with a dark underside: her passionate and physically abusive affair with a charismatic newsman, Lionel Moise, ended with a pregnancy and abortion in 1920, a decision she regretted all of her life that was followed by two suicide attempts during a period of deep depression.


Yet Dorothy Day was never a typical bohemian. Her closest friends, including the lapsed Catholic and spiritually tormented O’Neill, knew of her clandestine visits to Catholic churches in the area. A night of carousing at the Hell Hole on Sixth Avenue, a dive of the shadiest kind, might be followed by a visit the next morning to St. Joseph’s Church a block north—not to repent any misdeed but to see if she could fathom what it was the silent worshippers in the pews were feeling, what it meant to pray and seek a communion with a higher power. It was a call, inexplicable at the time even to Day herself, that she had felt in adolescence and, when she was in her late twenties, finally led to her decision to be baptized as a Roman Catholic. Her reading of William James and G. K. Chesterton was instrumental in that process.


By the mid-1920s, Day had left behind her rowdy youth and had a child in a common-law marriage with a man whom she deeply loved but who had no patience with her spiritual longings. They parted. Her life changed, her Catholicism taking on a whole new meaning, when she met a French immigrant laborer and idiosyncratic intellectual, Peter Maurin. With Maurin, she scraped together the funds to begin publishing a newspaper (The Catholic Worker, a still extant monthly), a publication that eventually reached more than 100,000 readers. That was the eclectic forum Day had been looking for without even realizing it, a periodical that allowed her to travel the country to report personally on labor strikes and corporate abuses, to send her reporters out to document examples of home foreclosures and racial discrimination, and to offer a lacerating critique of Americans’ materialist values, all in a context that invoked Christ’s teachings, the example of St. Francis of Assisi, and papal encyclicals about social issues.


Within two years, as breadlines and Hoovervilles dotted the landscape of the city, she and Maurin opened a “house of hospitality” in one of New York’s poorer neighborhoods (more than fifty would exist across the country by 1940). Unlike the settlement houses of an earlier era, a Catholic Worker house required the young people who lived and worked there—like Day and Maurin themselves—to share in the poverty of the homeless men and women they served. Soon after, Day and Maurin made an effort to open self-sustaining farming communities in rural areas that were intended to be places of spiritual retreat and refuge from the pressures of city life, linked also to Maurin’s special interest in fostering a “green revolution,” forty years before any attention to ecology and environmental issues was a part of the public discourse in the United States.


Ultimately, though, writing about religion and injustice, providing shelter and food for the unemployed in the midst of the Great Depression, and following Maurin’s lead was not enough. At heart, Dorothy Day was an activist on a far-reaching scale. The Sermon on the Mount, as she read it, would not be made a living reality simply by securing better wages for workers or putting a roof over the heads of those who had none. A revolution in thought, a new outlook that was both socially conscious and explicitly spiritual, was needed. In this sense, Day had little in common with heroes of the labor movement such as Mother Jones and Samuel Gompers or socialists such as Eugene Debs.


That way of thinking ultimately made Dorothy Day one of the most committed advocates of civil disobedience, placing her squarely in a tradition from Henry David Thoreau to Martin Luther King, Jr. In 1917, during her Greenwich Village days, she was arrested and brutalized in a Washington, DC, jail following a suffrage demonstration outside Woodrow Wilson’s White House (though, when women won the vote, she never voted, having no faith in the American electoral system). She spoke before Congress in 1940 against the institution of a draft and urged young men not to register, advocated on behalf of conscientious objectors, deplored the use of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, went to jail several times in the 1950s protesting the nuclear arms race, and enthusiastically supported draft resisters who would not fight in the Vietnam War. She told college lecture audiences in 1962 that President John F. Kennedy was as much to blame for the horror of the Cuban missile crisis as Nikita Khrushchev and preached the need for a détente with Cuba and the Soviet Union long before the 1970s.


US history offers no better example of a commitment to pacifism and resistance to Cold War values than Dorothy Day, and the files J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI agents compiled against her extend over a thirty-year period. She was “Moscow Mary” to hard-line anti-Communists, including many fellow Catholics.


Church leaders were never quite sure what to make of Dorothy Day, either. The same woman who attended Mass every day of her adult life, refused to hear any criticism of the pope, and accepted Vatican teachings on all matters concerning sex, birth control, and abortion could be blistering in her remarks about priests who lived in well-appointed rectories and turned a blind eye to racial segregation in their parishes, bishops who were allies of the rich and powerful, and Catholic writers who viewed patriotism and faith as equivalent virtues, who were more concerned with the threat of “godless communism” than the needs of the poor. To her critics on the left, she was a distressingly loyal daughter of a reactionary Church, but to her critics on the right, she was a rudely outspoken woman of questionable orthodoxy. Conservative Catholic intellectuals such as William F. Buckley bristled at the mention of her name. She and New York’s Cardinal Francis Spellman had, at best, a tenuous relationship.


The effort to sort out the paradoxes of a woman as many-sided as Dorothy Day continues to this day. In 2015, Pope Francis I, addressing the US Congress, named her as one of four morally exemplary Americans—along with Abraham Lincoln, Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Trappist monk and contemplative Thomas Merton—whose lives and ethical struggles offer a different way of seeing the world. Yet those who advocate her beatification and canonization, a process commenced several years after her death, have their work cut out for them. Her admirers and her enemies, Catholic and otherwise, have their own view of her, and there is enough in the record of her dramatic life to alienate anyone.


In the end, no category of common experience will neatly and precisely define this woman. She was dismayed by the Supreme Court’s ruling in Roe v. Wade, but was never willing to condemn those women as beyond redemption who had committed that grievous sin and would have been distressed by Cardinal John O’Connor’s attempts to enlist her as a posthumous leader, a “poster child,” of the prolife movement. She believed in helping women find their own voice, yet had scant regard for the second wave of feminism in the 1970s. (Rather like Edith Wharton, who never saw the point of the suffrage movement, or Georgia O’Keeffe, who belittled the idea of exhibitions of “women artists,” Day was of a generation who believed that strong women simply found their own way.) Her support for unionization waned as she came to believe that labor leaders were committed to securing for their members higher wages and better working conditions, but not to any larger social and spiritual change. The counterculture of the 1960s was a largely distasteful phenomenon to her, but no one was more anti-establishment than Dorothy Day. She abhorred the values of the business world, entirely committed to competition and profit, but was equally critical of Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty and any other solution to a social ill that involved the federal government’s bureaucracy and big-spending practices, leaving citizens to feel freed from their own obligations to those in need.


Dorothy Day asked hard questions—questions that are applicable to nonbelievers, but perhaps even more to those who profess some sort of faith or are seeking a resolution of their doubts. Her every statement, her every protest in the street, her lifelong rejection of comfort and respectability, ask: What kind of world do we really want to live in, and what sacrifices are we willing to make to achieve it? Do we believe that our primary concerns should be our physical ease, our family’s and nation’s well-being, our happiness as individuals? Can a sense of the mystical thrive in a culture that has made sacred causes of the rights of the individual, material progress, and technology? Is a flight from suffering and struggle actually a flight from God and an escape from the fulfillment of our deepest humanity? Day’s life suggests answers to those complex queries, though her answers offer little to please the skeptical, the covetous, and the complacent.
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IT WOULD BE HER LAST stay in jail.


On July 30, 1973, Dorothy had flown to San Francisco from her home base at the Catholic Worker headquarters in New York City. Accompanied by her friend and colleague Eileen Egan, she was heading west to attend the fiftieth anniversary celebration of the War Resisters League. She had also been invited by the folk singer and political activist Joan Baez to make an appearance at her Institute for the Study of Nonviolence with some members of the United Farm Workers of America. When she arrived in California, however, her plans changed significantly.


Striking farmworkers in the nearby San Joaquin Valley had responded to the call of their charismatic and controversial leader Cesar Chavez to defy an injunction against mass picketing. Workers from the vineyards and the lettuce fields were being arrested in large numbers. In the farms around Fresno, 450 strikers had been taken into custody; in Tulare County, 100; and in Kern County, more than 500. Jails were filled to capacity, scuffles were taking place at every site, and the threat of serious violence was growing as one large vineyard owner promised to arm his guards with shotguns to see that the scabs he had hired were able to bring in the harvest. Most outrageous to the strikers was the court order that prohibited the use of bullhorns for more than one hour a day. How were they to appeal to the scabs to consider the strikers’ plight, how were they to inform the public of the conditions they labored under, if they had to remain silent as they marched? Even the local police didn’t want to enforce this ruling, leading the owners to call for the presence of the National Guard.


Hearing about the extent of the strike and the court orders, Dorothy determined that she would join the workers in their demonstration. “It appeared that I would spend my weeks in California in jail, not at conferences,” she commented dryly in her diary. Her decision would provide yet more ammunition for critics who had long since branded Dorothy Day a Communist, a disloyal American, and an affront to her gender and her Church.


It was appropriate that this last arrest of a woman who had been taken into custody by police more than a few times should occur as a result of a labor dispute. Dorothy had been involved in the cause of the unfair treatment of American workers from the 1920s until well after World War II. But in the 1950s and 1960s, her interest in the labor struggle waned. Her pacifist stance and concern over disarmament had led to a shift in focus. Protesting the nuclear arms race, the Korean War, and the United States’ involvement in Vietnam had claimed time and energy alongside her continued leadership of the Catholic Worker movement.


Dorothy had also been disappointed, she freely admitted, by the response of those unions which had made headway for their members; they seemed more interested in the immediate benefits of higher salaries and a shorter workweek than in making systemic changes to the social order. She had been vitally interested in Cesar Chavez and his movement, though, because of his affirmation of nonviolence and fervent religious convictions. He had visited her in New York in 1967, and two years later she had made a visit to his home in Delano, California. Though Dorothy had been writing about farm labor since the 1930s, she had long worried that the right kind of leader had not emerged. In Chavez, she thought that the movement finally had an individual to believe in, a fighter capable of effecting real change.


Dorothy was seventy-five that summer of 1973, and every one of those years was etched on her face. For decades, she had endured hard work, insufficient sleep, indifferent food, a brutal travel schedule, and occasional stints behind bars, and all of these had taken their toll. Her car had been fired on by segregationists in Georgia, and she had been excoriated by mobs at antiwar rallies and draft card–burning events. Although she stood as tall and erect as ever, she was beginning to tire physically and in the early 1970s had been diagnosed with advancing arthritis and the early stages of congestive heart failure.


Nonetheless, hours after her arrival, Dorothy rose at 2:00 a.m. and spent the day in several vineyards, pleading with the police to lay down their weapons and assist the workers. She took her folding chair-cane with her and often rested on it. In fact, one of the most famous pictures ever taken of her was shot that morning by Bob Fitch, a longtime chronicler of the peace and social justice movements. The photo shows her sitting calmly in her chair-cane while confronted by burly armed police officers. She told them she planned to return the next day and read the Sermon on the Mount to them.


That reading did not take place because the next morning Dorothy and her fellow picketers were ordered by the police to disperse. When they refused, they were herded onto buses and driven to an “industrial farm,” as the authorities preferred to call it, rather than a jail or prison—although, as Dorothy observed, the difference was slight: “We are under lock and key and our barracks surrounded by barbed wire.”


Her thoughts then might have drifted back fifty-seven years to the conditions of her first arrest as a twenty-year-old suffragette outside the White House, the physical abuse and her hunger strike at the infamous Occoquan workhouse, her family’s indignation that she should have disgraced herself in public. Or to her second arrest in 1922, in a raid on a rooming house belonging to the anarchist organization International Workers of the World (IWW), and her humiliating treatment at the hands of the Chicago police. Both experiences had been infinitely worse.


Indeed, in comparison, the next two weeks seemed to her, despite her age, more like a retreat than a prison stay. She was surrounded by almost a hundred women, thirty of them nuns, in the two barracks reserved for them. Mass was held every evening, prayer vigils and voluntary fasting were constant, and some of the “inmates” taught small workshops and seminars on various social issues of interest to the other women. Dorothy herself taught one on the history of labor relations in the United States. Pentagon Papers defendant Daniel Ellsberg and Joan Baez visited, with Baez stopping the line in the dining room when she sang a prison song that “tore at your heart,” Dorothy wrote.


Dorothy also took time to write an open letter to the Catholic bishops of California, reproving them for not visiting the prisoners. “Visiting the prisoner is a corporal work of mercy commanded by Jesus in Matthew 25 as of vital importance,” she reminded them. “ ‘Inasmuch as you did not visit the prisoners, you did not visit me.’ Surely the farmworkers—Filipino, Mexican, Arab, Chinese—are ‘the least of these, His brethren.’ ” Recognizing that the Church feared losing the financial support of the growers, she noted, “How wonderful it would be for you to embrace holy poverty by having wealth taken from you… forgive me for being presumptuous, but Christ’s words are clear—‘Sell what you have and give to the poor.’ ”


It had become a trademark of Dorothy Day as she aged to admonish those in power who should have known better. While she maintained a fervent allegiance to the papacy and to Catholic doctrine (she was viewed as distressingly orthodox by her more liberal Catholic friends), over the years she had frequently been at odds with the Church hierarchy, those bishops she saw as too apt to place Church politics above what she insisted was its true mission—social justice and the service of the poor and dispossessed. At bottom, Dorothy never felt that the Catholic Church did enough in this area; indeed, she could be sharply critical of its leaders for what she saw as pandering to the wealthy and the powerful.


In the same letter, Dorothy remarked about the lack of suffering that she had experienced in this latest incarceration. There wasn’t any need to talk about her as a martyr. Only the absence of any privacy, with five open toilets used for all the women, was a significant problem, she noted, and she complimented her fellow prisoners, women who were “warm and loving, pure and clean of life and speech… women of great dignity.” On the last night of her stay, several of the Mexican girls sang and taught the nuns some Mexican dances, which reminded Dorothy of one of her favorite saints, Teresa of Ávila, who had been known to play her castanets during her convent’s recreation period.


The next day, after a false start and much paperwork, the prisoners were finally released, loaded into vans, and taken to Fresno, “where, with a great crowd in the park in front of the courthouse, we celebrated Mass.” Dorothy had one last altercation with the warden when she refused to give up her prison smock, which had been signed by many of the other inmates as a token of gratitude for her presence with them. To her, it was going to be a treasured memento. In the end, perhaps realizing that the smock was no longer usable, the warden allowed Dorothy to keep it. Or perhaps the warden was simply the latest in a long line of individuals who came to understand that Dorothy Day was going to have things her way.
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JOHN DAY WAS A DIFFICULT man. A southerner of modest means, he had come North in his early twenties to make a living and find a wife, which he did, but his enthusiasm over the course of his married life was often directed less toward career advancement or family and more toward his race horses, professional sports, gambling, male bonding, the bottle, and nights on the town. And, on occasion, other women.


Sharp-tongued and opinionated, “Judge Day,” as he liked being called in later years (for no other reason than his demeanor and tendency to pronouncements), was used to being deferred to. Born in Cleveland, Tennessee, in 1870, he grew up in a Scots-Irish family that claimed a distant kinship to Daniel Boone and Sam Houston; his father had served the Confederacy as a surgeon and been taken prisoner in the last weeks of the conflict. In the recollection of his eldest daughter, Dorothy, John Day was a man not given to self-doubt or displays of paternal affection, and he shared many of the biases of his place of birth, his time, and his class. He was “intemperate,” in her generous words, about foreigners and African Americans. He had no use for religion. As a Republican, he had even less use for political radicalism.


It was a supreme irony that John Day lived to see three of his five children—two of them his girls, no less—become as critical of capitalist America, as politically radical, as it was possible to be in the United States in the early twentieth century. Della, his youngest daughter, was a longtime supporter of Margaret Sanger’s birth control crusade and walked the picket line in Boston the day the Italian anarchists Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti were executed. John, his youngest son and namesake, became a Communist in the 1930s. And Dorothy, his middle child, was to follow a path entirely beyond his grasp—one for which he felt nothing but amazement and a deep revulsion.


Grace Satterlee, his wife, came from a different background and had a very different temperament. Born in 1870 in upstate New York, she was the youngest of six and was put to work in a Poughkeepsie shirt factory at the age of nine when her father died, never having fully recovered from wounds incurred fighting for the Union in the Civil War. Like John Day’s father, he had been captured by the enemy and spent time in a prisoner of war camp. When a government pension belatedly came through, Grace was able to return to school.


Family finances didn’t allow for any misplaced notions of gentility for this young woman in want of a career, and it was while attending a branch of the Eastman Business School in New York City that Grace met John Day. About their courtship, we know very little. Grace must have been impressed with her suitor’s self-assurance, southern drawl, and sandy-haired good looks. Eight months after they were married on September 19, 1894, in an Episcopal church on Perry Street in Greenwich Village, their first child was born. Though the groom had been raised a Congregationalist and the bride an Episcopalian, neither was more than nominally religious, and their wedding day was the last occasion for some time that either set foot in a house of worship. None of their children was baptized.


The first three of those children came in rapid succession: Donald in 1895, Sam Houston in 1896, and Dorothy in 1897, on November 8. Grace Delafield, known for most of her life as Della, was born in 1899, and the last child, John, Jr., was born in 1912 after a series of miscarriages.


The family was living at 71 Pineapple Street in Brooklyn Heights when Dorothy was born, suggesting a level of gentility that Day’s income as a sportswriter for the New York Morning Telegraph could not support for long, and they moved a year or two later to Bath Beach, a neighborhood at the other end of the borough near today’s Coney Island. A good deal less expensive, Bath Beach had the additional advantage of being closer to the Gravesend Race Track, John Day’s second home. Dorothy would remember frolicsome hours on the beach with her brothers when she wasn’t in school, fishing for eels in a nearby creek, running through open fields, hiding with a cousin in an abandoned shack by Fort Hamilton. More vivid still were the memories that followed the family’s move from the East Coast to the West Coast when her father decided to leave his job in New York, for reasons unknown, to try his luck with a San Francisco newspaper. John went on ahead to begin work and find a house; in the interim, which was longer than expected, Grace was forced to take in boarders in the Bath Beach house to make ends meet.


Finally, they were there, reunited, renting furnished lodgings in Berkeley while they waited for their own furniture to arrive by ship, living in a house with a garden filled with roses, violets, and calla lilies. The girls would fashion dolls out of the lilies, crushing flowers into a bottle of water to make perfume for themselves and their babies. “Even now,” Dorothy wrote in adulthood thirty years later, “I can remember the peculiar, delicious, pungent smell” of those flowers. The move to a permanent home in Oakland, or what was supposed to be their permanent home, brought the Days into an even more bucolic setting, “near open fields and woods, where the windows looked out to the hills” and where periodic forest fires cast a delicate haze over the landscape.


For an eight-year-old with two only slightly older brothers who were a rough-and-tumble pair themselves and not averse (at that stage) to letting their sister tag along, unburdened by parents who gave much thought to their oldest daughter’s pronounced lack of daintiness, freedom from convention was a source of great joy. Her closest friend in Oakland, Naomi Reed, was told by her mother to stop playing with Dorothy after hearing the language she used in an altercation with Donald over ownership of the family’s guinea pigs. (“I threw things besides,” Dorothy added about that incident.) The Reeds were strict Methodists and felt that their daughter’s friendship with a tomboy whose parents failed to respect the Sabbath had gone far enough. Dorothy had been joining the Reeds for church on Sunday for a while, enjoying the hymns and Naomi’s company, but when that came to an abrupt end, she took comfort in being adopted by the “tough gang” of the neighborhood, adolescent boys who stayed out after dark, didn’t listen to their parents, and did their best to sneak into Idora Park, avoiding the ten-cent admission, to watch the Ferris wheel or cadge a ride on the mountain slide or the circle swing.


In The Eleventh Virgin, a somewhat autobiographical novel Dorothy would publish in 1924, she wrote about her protagonist, June, a girl at just the same age, playing in the late-summer weeds in the lots near her house, weeds “so high that June could tunnel her way through them, making large green-roofed caves here and there. One of the boys let her share his cave with him, and some afternoons when the others weren’t around, he took her in his arms and kissed her, pressing himself up against her. He was one of the big boys, fourteen.” Though flattered by the attention, “there was wickedness in it,” she allowed. At the same time, she felt, “it was exciting.”


To a child like Dorothy, life in California seemed good, or good enough to hope it would last forever. Her mother found it hard to make friends in their new home, but that wasn’t something any of her children was aware of. Grace was adept at putting others’ needs first and at masking her own disappointments. John was out most of the day—given his flares of temper, something everyone in the bungalow counted as a blessing. When he wasn’t in San Francisco at the paper, he was at the Oakland Trotting Park or the stable where he kept a race horse. Money was flush, and he envisioned owning a string of horses. That hope ended, however, in the early morning hours of April 18, 1906.


The night before, John Day had noticed that the horses in the stable seemed unusually restless, neighing and stamping in their stalls. He thought no more about it. At 5:12 the next morning, the rumbling started and the family was awakened, Dorothy wrote, as “the earth became a sea,” rocking their house tumultuously for what was less than a minute but seemed an eternity. The windmill and water tank at the back of the house started to totter, throwing water across the roof. The panicked children were hustled out of their beds and into the front yard. By the time the quake ended, the house was standing but scarcely habitable. Cracks ran from the floor to the ceiling, the chandeliers had been smashed, every glass and dish broken, the chimney toppled.


The flames visible from across the bay indicated that, bad as the damage was there, Oakland had been spared the worst of the disaster, and throughout the next few days residents greeted thousands of families from the city pouring over on the ferry and in private boats. Idora Park and the racetrack were now turned into campgrounds filled with cots, and anyone with a solid roof overhead invited strangers in to stay. Grace joined her neighbors, from morning until nightfall, cooking for the displaced San Franciscans at the refugee sites, and the family went back into the house when it seemed safe to gather up what clothes and blankets they could to give to those who had nothing.


The tragedy became personal to the Days as well when they learned that the plant in San Francisco that printed John Day’s newspaper had been leveled. He was out of work. A few months before Dorothy turned nine, the family packed everything they could salvage and prepared to relocate once again. After barely three years, their California venture was over.





The move from Oakland to Chicago was a “great upheaval” for the Day family, as Dorothy remembered it, especially for the four children. There were no more vacant lots with tall weeds to play in, no more brooks to wade across, no lily-filled gardens or wide lawns or beautiful hills in the distance. Instead, there were buildings upon buildings, pavements, automobile and truck traffic, railroad tracks, soot on the windowsills—all part of urban living on a tight budget in a neighborhood that had seen better days.


John Day had sold his bungalow and horse at a loss and moved his family halfway across the country because, probably rightly, he saw no future for himself in the devastated Bay Area, but neither had he lined up a job before relocating. With more than a dozen newspapers in the United States’ second largest city, he was confident he could quickly find a position, an optimism that turned out to be misplaced. Suddenly money was even tighter than it had been. The first of the Days’ four moves in the city, after a brief stay in a hotel, was to a tenement apartment on the South Side above a saloon, where loud conversation came in waves at night with the smell of beer and whiskey in the air. With no girl brought in to help with the chores, as there had been in California, Dorothy and Della were pressed into service.


Genteel poverty brought out not just Grace Day’s fortitude but her quirks. It was she, not her husband, who had been sent out to find the apartment; she who was left to ask the landlord’s patience when the rent was overdue or the bill at the grocer’s reached an embarrassing figure; she who was called upon to put a good face on a difficult situation, making a bookcase out of orange crates, hanging curtains over fishing rods, and scrubbing every surface until cleanliness took the place of refinement. Yet after a day of making beds and sweeping and shopping and doing the laundry in the building’s basement, Grace would bathe and dress formally for dinner each night, whether her husband was home or not. “She reigned over the supper table as a queen,” Dorothy recalled, “powdered, perfumed, daintily clothed, all for the benefit of us children.” Her daughters loved to watch and assist in these early evening preparations, adding a drop of cologne to their mother’s bathwater (proper bath salts being beyond the family budget), laying out her towels and kimono, combing her hair, insisting that the boys be quiet while Mother enjoyed her fifteen-minute nap before setting the table.


Grace also devoted herself to keeping from her children the mistake her marriage had been. Whatever their older brothers perceived, it wasn’t until they were adults that the girls came to realize just how unsatisfying a union Grace Day had endured. Men who expected their wives to bear as many children as Nature allowed while they had no intention of helping with the child rearing, who expected their moods at the breakfast table to be tolerated no matter the pressures their wives were under to feed six mouths, who took a night at a downtown tavern or brothel to be their right: John Day was not necessarily atypical for a husband and father of his time, but his belief that his responsibility as a breadwinner was all that was required of him was unshakable. He could also be delusional and cocksure. Before he found a job, he devoted months to writing an adventure novel that was supposed to make the family fortune but, of course, was never published, if it was even completed.


Later, Dorothy would sympathize with Grace’s need for a ginger ale in the afternoon livened up with a bit of “oh-be-joyful,” as she liked to call it, the shot of whiskey that she sometimes added even to her elder daughter’s soda, which led to a companionable feeling and her mother’s desire to reminisce warmly about her grandfather and his whaling ship, her childhood in Poughkeepsie, and her life before she had met John Day. There were times, though, when even Grace reached a breaking point. The Eleventh Virgin tells of an incident that feels more a memory than an invented scene, when the protagonist’s long-suffering mother, overcome at the state of her life, suddenly picks up every plate in the house and smashes them one by one on the kitchen floor. It was a terrifying spectacle, the manic rage and disorientation of such a normally stoical woman, and in the story the oldest son hustles his sisters out of the room while their father, equally unnerved, tries to calm his wife and later runs out for ice cream, “pathetic in his efforts” to comfort his crying daughters.


Eventually, John’s fortunes improved, and he landed a job on the staff of the Inter-Ocean, a high-circulation daily and one of the most staunchly Republican papers in the nation. One of the strongest advocates for going to war against Spain, it was also one of the most insistent voices in journalism warning of the threat to the United States of anarchism and socialism. As one of its sportswriters, Dorothy’s father was in his element: at the track reporting on the races (always his favorite assignment), at the ballpark covering the White Sox and the Cubs, at boxing matches and college football games. The job paid well, and finally the family was able to afford a home commensurate with their needs, John’s aspirations, and Grace’s sense of propriety.


On Webster Avenue, near Lincoln Park, the Days moved into a stately brick rowhouse with enough bedrooms to allow siblings some privacy, fireplaces in their parents’ bedroom and the library, a large kitchen, plenty of comfortable furniture. Finally the children could have a dog. John could have his horses. The other boys and girls Dorothy and Della met in their new neighborhood seemed boringly well mannered after the raucous immigrant children they had known in the less genteel parts of town they’d come from, adventurous friends they could go wandering, scavenging, or swimming with when they had been expressly told not to. Her brothers seemed to have an easier time of it finding their element anywhere (Sam was of an especially pugilistic nature), and they naturally wanted less to do with their sisters as they aged. For the girls, it was different. Comfort and security came at a price.





At different times in childhood and adolescence, natural questions arose. Grace’s many pregnancies was the subject of one. Learning where babies came from was something Dorothy and Della picked up from their brothers and boys in the neighborhood; that there might be any choice involved in the matter—that possibility didn’t even arise as a question, though it certainly accounts for the girls’, especially Della’s, later intense interest in the controversial topic of family planning. Exactly how many times Grace was pregnant after the birth of her fourth child isn’t clear, but it appears to have been more than a few, all but one of the pregnancies ending in a miscarriage, and the fact of John’s birth thirteen years after Della’s, when Grace was forty-two, indicates that contraception was unknown in the Day bedroom. The confusing part of the matter, at least in Dorothy’s mind, was that John Day didn’t seem to take any particular interest in his many children when they were young. He preferred to have his meals alone with his wife when that was possible, Sunday dinner being the one exception. Hating noise and clutter, he began to pay attention to the children only when they were old enough to take part in adult conversation and to hear his opinions about world affairs. And weren’t four children enough, anyway? Dorothy’s efforts to get some conversation out of her mother on the subject appear to have gone nowhere.


A topic about which Grace was less reticent—though her responses were no less unsatisfying to her daughter—was religion. Other families went to church, belonged to things called “denominations,” said a prayer before meals. Not so at the Days’. When an Episcopal minister had visited them early in their time in Chicago, having heard from someone that they were a Protestant family new to the neighborhood, he had invited them to join his congregation, but John Day had let him know that wasn’t going to happen. He wasn’t necessarily telling the world he was an atheist (though he would rather proudly claim that by the time he was in his sixties), but he had no interest in setting foot in a church or having his children baptized. Nor did Grace, who was reading avidly about Christian Science as a potential cure for the headaches she was enduring so chronically of late.


Donald, Sam, and Della weren’t especially troubled by the family stance on things spiritual, no more than John, Jr., was later, but Dorothy found it less easy to take her mother’s nonchalance as a final word on the topic. She could clearly recall saying the Lord’s Prayer in her first-grade class at Bath Beach, though that practice had no more meaning for her out of any context than many other school rituals. More vivid was her memory of coming upon a Bible, the first she had ever seen, left behind by a previous tenant in the attic of the furnished house in Berkeley they’d rented. She would recall it as a meaningful moment, the “dim attic” and the “rich, deep feeling” of holding the thick, mysterious leather-bound book in her hands at the age of eight made a strong impression—though of what exactly, she couldn’t say. Observing the piety of the Reeds in Oakland, the family of her friend Naomi, Dorothy wondered if their harmony was in any way connected to their churchgoing. Mrs. Reed’s warnings that the Days were not among the saved didn’t rankle. None of what the lady said quite made sense. Knowing that her parents and siblings didn’t want to hear about Methodism or salvation, Dorothy concluded, “I did not want to be saved alone, anyway.”


In Chicago, in the working-class neighborhoods they had first called home, she met her first devout Catholics. Walking one morning into the railroad flat of a friend, Kathryn Barrett, she didn’t know that all of the six children were out and she made her way to the back bedroom, where she came upon Mrs. Barrett, fresh from her chores, on her knees praying—not a posture she had ever observed her own mother in. Turning to tell the girl that her playmates weren’t there, Mrs. Barrett then resumed her prayers quietly and fervently. For the moment, the sad state of this family’s apartment, the blight of their poverty, had fallen away; Mrs. Barrett was clearly elsewhere, uplifted.


Another family on the block, the Harringtons, had nine children. Twelve-year-old Mary, older than Dorothy, was a close friend who talked to her, as they stretched out on the back porch after dinner, about the saints and sainthood, a concept that Dorothy had never been introduced to. It would be interesting to know how a girl Mary’s age explained the idea and what saints’ stories she told, but we can assume she had a gift for explanation and drama.


Dorothy felt a “lofty enthusiasm” for the “high endeavor” of suffering for a holy cause, believing in something that mattered more than one’s own life, being one of a sacred elect. It was then that she went through what she described in The Eleventh Virgin as her protagonist’s youthful “morbid” phase, telling her sister the more gruesome and glorious stories of martyrdoms that she had read about and convincing her bedmate to sleep with her on the bare floor of their bedroom in emulation of the saints who slept on the stone floors of prison cells and lived on bread and water. It was a phase—quoting snippets of the Bible to her uninterested parents and siblings, eventually derided by her sister for hectoring and posing (for Della’s patience had its limits)—that Dorothy abandoned readily enough.


When she was twelve, however, she had a kind of victory: the Days allowed Dorothy to be baptized as an Episcopalian. Her mother had given in to the urging of the minister at the Church of our Savior on Fullerton Avenue, Dorothy’s ally, while her father grudgingly agreed, if only out of concern that worse yet might happen—namely, that his most eccentric child would eventually be lured to the embrace of Rome by her Catholic friends. That thought was intolerable. “Only Irish washerwomen and policemen are Roman Catholic,” he informed his daughter.


Dorothy went contentedly for weekly instruction, especially as one of her brother’s many girlfriends was doing the same. The girlfriend turned out to be something less than a spiritual partner. She had a “precocious interest in sex,” Dorothy said, combined with a Uriah Heep–like cleverness at misleading unsuspecting parents. Nonetheless, Dorothy studied her prayer book, was baptized and confirmed on the same day (describing her first trip to the Communion rail before the entire congregation as “an agony”), and began attending Sunday services, where the music, more than anything, stirred her. “I had never heard anything so beautiful as the Benedicite and the Te Deum,” she later wrote. For a year she was a diligent churchgoer until the thrill of the Episcopal service wore off. Her parents were relieved.


The next two years were occupied with school and friends, caring more frequently for the new baby she adored as Grace’s headaches worsened, and acknowledging her own growing awareness of the power of desire. The summer John was born, a handsome musician down the street became the focus of an erotic obsession. Dorothy dragged Della to every concert his band gave in the park, even when it was drizzling and they had to spread paper on the seats, and wheeled the baby carriage past his house at every opportunity. She fantasized about the man’s wife running off with a lover, leaving him desolate and available. When she heard his violin through the open window, she convinced herself that the achingly beautiful notes were intended for her. Passing him on the street, she felt sure he knew what was going on inside her. “We never exchanged a word, but I hungered for his look!” she would write in The Long Loneliness, her most telling memoir.





Though Dorothy was clearly the student of the family, her public-school education doesn’t seem to have held any special allure for her. In all of her writings or references to her school years, only a single teacher merits mention. Mr. Matheson at the Robert Waller High School taught Latin—a great deal more interesting to her than math, science, history, or English composition—and was sufficiently enthusiastic about how ably a small group of his students had translated The Aeneid that he met with them separately to read Virgil’s Eclogues and Georgics and to give them lessons in Greek after school. That group included Dorothy. Her mastery of Latin would be a source of pride all her life.


If school didn’t matter to Dorothy to any significant degree, pleasure reading did. The Days were a family of readers, and none so avid as Dorothy. The library at home on Webster Avenue, with its good light, fireplace, snug sofa, and ever-present bowl of apples on the center table, was a refuge. Indeed, Dorothy chose later in life to characterize the evolution of her adolescence as much by what she read as what she did. Three writers she came to on her own struck a particular chord.


Upton Sinclair had created a nationwide sensation in 1906 with The Jungle, in part a novel about the lives of recent immigrants living in urban poverty and in part an exposé of the horrors of the meatpacking industry. It told a long and gripping story about a Lithuanian family struggling to survive when “the lash of want,” the corruption of the system, the filth and hazards of their work environment, and the exploitation of unscrupulous landlords and predatory bosses make it all but impossible. Two of the principal women, including the protagonist’s wife, are eventually forced into prostitution, one at the insistence of a rapacious factory boss and the other to earn food for her family. Children comb through garbage dumps for scraps of food; a boy stupefied by liquor is killed by rats. A worker falls into a meat tank and is ground up with animal parts to be sold as part of the product. The need for the solace of alcohol and drugs in Packingtown is constant.


Dorothy was reading the novel in the right setting: Chicago itself, the meatpacking capital of the country. Some scenes are placed amid neighborhoods not so very far removed from the Days’. Dorothy took to pushing baby John in his carriage, with Della at her side, walking for miles along those “interminable gray streets, fascinating in their dreary sameness, past tavern after tavern,” where she could imagine episodes from the book like the manic wedding party that opens the novel and the family’s doomed efforts to find an affordable home. Yet it was also, she wrote, an area of pungent smells, “the one beauty in those drab streets… the odor of geranium leaves, tomato plants, marigolds; the smell of lumber, tar, of roasting coffee.” A lifelong effort not to be entirely undone in the face of squalor had already started.


The success of The Jungle conferred a kind of immediate respectability on Upton Sinclair; everyone, after all, no matter his or her politics or party affiliation, cared about the condition of what was served to the family at dinnertime. The Federal Meat Inspection Act and the Pure Food and Drug Act were the result, in part, of Sinclair’s muckraking exposé. Even President Theodore Roosevelt, who looked with a jaundiced eye upon the author and his influences—Émile Zola, Maxim Gorky, the later Leo Tolstoy—had to agree to investigate the stockyard conditions Sinclair described and grudgingly invited him to the White House. Prior to 1906, though, Upton Sinclair was a highly questionable figure in middle-class households, and certainly no one John Day wanted to see his teenage daughter reading. Sinclair was a friend of the social worker Jane Addams, the founder of Hull House in Chicago, and in New York City had organized a socialist society with the novelist Jack London as its first president.


Part of Sinclair’s appeal for Dorothy was that, above and beyond the transfixing drama of The Jungle, he was exactly the kind of influence her father deplored. The family of the fictional Jurgis Rudkus were the very people he insisted had no business befouling his America, a view shared by her oldest brother, who was becoming as narrow in his opinions about immigrants and other races as their father. Even more pointedly, the novel took a swipe at John Day’s bread and butter: racetracks are places of corruption, one character insists to Jurgis, no different from any other big business. The onetime sport of gentlemen had become a crass moneymaking enterprise, and the “doping” and doctoring of horses and the corruption of the jockeys were open secrets. Only a fool thought otherwise.


Upton Sinclair naturally led Dorothy to Jack London. She read his adventure novels, which were passed on to her brothers, as well as his essays and political diatribes in fiction, which would have been of less interest to Donald and Sam. She was especially taken with the semi-autobiographical Martin Eden, about the awakening of a young indigent sailor to the fact that his life need not be the one assigned to him at birth, despite the hold that class distinctions and class consciousness exert over modern America. London’s protagonist is also a character of phenomenal grit. His family can doubt him all they want; he will find his own way.


Both Sinclair and London had the effect on their young reader of prompting a closer observation of her surroundings. An indefatigable walker by the time she was in her early teens, Dorothy began to take note not only of how differently people lived in Chicago but also how many of those differences were based on factors that might not be under their control and how hopeless the lot of some people seemed. Her father’s newspaper insisted that the leadership and values of the Roosevelt and William Howard Taft years represented the best of all possible worlds, but in a city with a population of over two million, the contrasts were stark and painted a different picture: the Romanesque Palmer mansion on the Gold Coast so blatantly in contrast to the overcrowded Polish and Irish slums, the debutante entertainments featured in the press coexisting with Chicago’s five thousand prostitutes, so numerous the city couldn’t decide whether to maintain its red-light district or give up and let them wander where they might.


A third writer took Dorothy down yet another path, one more psychological than sociological, and it is somewhat harder to know what he might have meant to her. Thomas De Quincey, the author of Confessions of an English Opium-Eater and some brilliant, idiosyncratic essays on Macbeth, John Milton, his obsession with William Wordsworth, his obsession with book buying, murder as a fine art, dreams, drug taking, childhood, and literary style, was not on any high school syllabus in 1913. (For that matter, unlike so many other classic British literary figures, De Quincey is not a writer well known to most educated Americans today. He was claimed as an important influence, though, by Nikolai Gogol, Edgar Allan Poe, Charles Dickens, Fyodor Dostoevsky, Robert Louis Stevenson, Oscar Wilde, Alfred Hitchcock, Vladimir Nabokov, and Jorge Luis Borges—a list that forms a telling picture in itself.)


If it is difficult to imagine what a girl her age made of Thomas De Quincey’s confessional narratives, musings, and fevered reveries, there can be no doubt that Dorothy’s interest was genuine—he was her favorite writer at the time, she asserted—and that she was not in the least bit intimidated by his circuitous prose, avalanche of allusions, drollness, or extreme life experiences. The living embodiment of William Blake’s credo that “the road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom,” De Quincey understood both defiance and ecstasy. He also believed that our lives could best be seen as a palimpsest; beneath the erasures and the overdrawing was our experience of childhood, the events, core questions, and sensations of which would always haunt us.


For any exceptionally smart adolescent, reading need not be systematic to be meaningful, even life-changing. Personal needs, helter-skelter curiosity, and even confusion are the usual, more useful driving forces. Certainly there was no apparent consistency or programmatic order to Dorothy’s voracious reading at this period of her life. Sinclair and London obviously looked to man to solve the problems of poverty and injustice; God plays no role in their thinking. They looked to socialism to make the world right. De Quincey inhabited an imaginative universe of his own, an explorer without a compass other than opium and a faith in poetry and his own intellect. For that matter, Dorothy’s new love among British poets that year, Algernon Charles Swinburne, was a devout sensualist.


Yet at the same time, her thoughts were drawn in another direction that had—or seems to have—nothing to do with these admired authors. She worried in a letter to a friend with whom she shared confidences about the “lust of the flesh,” the intense “cravings” that tormented her, as one crush on an attractive boy from school followed another. She debated whether it was right for her and Della to spend Sundays at the movies, the only day their father would let them attend, finally deciding that there was no need to be strict about the Sabbath if one were honoring God during the rest of the week. She made her way through the Bible in determined stages during her last year of high school and dipped into St. Augustine. Maggie Tulliver, the rebellious heroine of The Mill on the Floss, attempts to find solace in Thomas à Kempis’s The Imitation of Christ, and Dorothy was inspired to do the same after reading George Eliot’s novel with great enthusiasm. Alone with her baby brother in the park, especially on a desolate winter day, “under the trees and looking over the wide expanse of lake,” she felt, she told her friend, an apprehension of the divine—until she returned home and the old uncertainties took over. Her mother was relentless in urging her to pay more attention to the healing powers of Christian Science, and the Episcopal minister whose church she had attended for a while came by one day to talk all afternoon to her about his wish for her to return to the fold, a prospect that held no appeal.


In hindsight, it is possible to see more similarity than conflict in Dorothy’s interest in the world view of an Upton Sinclair or a Thomas De Quincey, on the one hand, and a Mark, a Matthew, or a St. Augustine on the other. None was really acceptable to her family. None suggested well-trodden paths for a child of the American middle class. Her father thought Dorothy was becoming annoyingly peculiar, and her mother was unsure of what to make of her daughter’s concerns and conversational tangents. But for an intellectually inclined girl of fifteen and sixteen, these writers offered unknown possibilities and touched on a growing discontent with the life she saw around her, the injustice no less than the smug contentment. She could write an essay for her senior English class on Prince Peter Kropotkin and the Russian revolutionists, suspecting that her choice of topic and her views would shock her prim composition teacher, even as she continued to question her mother about the family’s indifference to religion. The resolution of those impulses, though, would be anything but easy or imminent.










TWO [image: ] AWAKENINGS [image: ]



THE MANAGEMENT OF THE CHICAGO Examiner, one of William Randolph Hearst’s many papers, was always on the lookout for ways to increase its readership and impress Chicagoans with its importance to the community. Among them was its recently inaugurated college scholarship competition for students who could not afford the cost of tuition. On the basis of a rigorous exam, twenty Cook County high school students were awarded three hundred dollars each to get them started on their road to higher education, while the scholarship committee decided which college or university the winners would attend. Correctly sensing that this might be her only opportunity to leave home and continue her studies, Dorothy took the exam. She scored an impressive fifteenth in a field of hundreds and was told a place would be held for her in the freshman class that fall at the University of Illinois in Urbana.


Dorothy’s parents, or at least her father, felt considerable ambivalence about the news. Neither of Dorothy’s older brothers had gone to college (or even finished high school). John Day didn’t believe in the value of too much schooling, and the award was, in effect, a public declaration of the state of the family finances. (In need of a buyer, the Inter-Ocean had been declared insolvent that spring, and Day’s job was in jeopardy.) For the scholarship winner, though, it was a triumphant moment. Her only hesitation was about leaving her mother, her fourteen-year-old sister, and her two-year-old brother.


In September, two months shy of her seventeenth birthday, Dorothy departed from Chicago’s Grand Central Station for the three-hour train ride south to Urbana. The scholarship money covered the cost of her tuition and other fees, but she would have to earn her own money for room, board, and books. The stipend her parents could afford to send would be modest and intermittent, but that was not a cause for concern. She was “happy as a lark,” she proclaimed, to be leaving home for the first time—“on my own and no longer cared for by the family.” The idea of earning her own living and setting her own schedule was, she decided, perhaps more thrilling even than the prospect of a degree.


Vast armies positioned themselves across the length of Europe that month to begin an orgy of death and destruction, but it wasn’t an event much on the minds of American college students, certainly not Dorothy’s. When she arrived, she was one of four thousand young men and women attending a school founded in 1868 in a rustic town on the prairie that now represented for many midwesterners their best hope for a good education and a promising career. The university’s president had notable aspirations for his institution, judged by Harvard’s president, Abbott Lawrence Lowell, to be the best state school in the country. In the 1910s, President Edmund James committed his board of trustees to a library expansion to rival the great academic collections of Europe, founded the University of Illinois Press, and launched a school of education. He worked to bring good professors to Illinois and raise academic standards, and he encouraged religious diversity. Jews were welcomed at Urbana. More hidebound trustees thought him suspiciously “advanced.”


At the same time, the University of Illinois represented a predictable mixture of the liberal and the conservative. An internationalist, James had opened his campus to foreign students in a way most US institutions of higher learning had not. A third of all Chinese students studying in the United States at the time attended the University of Illinois on scholarship. In a less progressive spirit, a significant proportion of the student body, respectful of religious convention, had opposed a local petition to keep area theaters open on Sunday and tended to side with the town’s supporters of prohibition, at least in public. (Athletes and fraternity brothers, a riotous bunch, took a different view of the matter and acted accordingly.) African American students were still not permitted to board on campus, and the first African American sorority had been formed in 1913, in part to deal with that housing issue.


Fraternities and sororities, with their attendant features of rushing and (among the men) vigorous hazing, played a large role in university life, an aspect of campus culture in which Dorothy had no interest. It might be more accurate to say that sorority life, when she looked into it, engendered only mild disdain. A 1914 photograph of the school’s Gamma Phi Beta sorority, founded the year before, shows twenty-odd young women in white dresses and dark sashes, supervised by two matrons, on the lawn in front of their house, some with hands entwined—not a gathering in which Dorothy would ever have found herself at home. The topics that occupied the student government’s time (e.g., the appropriateness of dancing the tango at on-campus social events, students’ rights to attend vaudeville shows downtown) seemed petty, and the 10:30 p.m. weekend curfew in the women’s dormitory meant that that comfortable place of residence was crossed off her list right away.


Dorothy’s first home in Urbana, then, was the local YWCA. Her room was spartan, but clean and affordable. She took a job working in the dining hall, setting and clearing tables for the one hundred fifty students who took their meals there. Exhausting as that was, her demotion after several weeks to dishwasher was even worse. Suddenly, an intense and unexpected homesickness set in. Her separation from John—“my child and my brother” was how she thought of him—was the source of particular anguish and brought on a prolonged period of insomnia, the first she had ever suffered in her life, and bouts of uncontrollable weeping. She tried to talk herself into managing her depression by throwing herself into her studies and the work she needed to pay her bills, but that proved to be easier said than done. Determined not to show her weakness to her family, she resisted the temptation to go back to Chicago on weekends.


Calculating that she might do better away from the YWCA, Dorothy moved on to a succession of private homes where wives and mothers needed assistance in the kitchen or the nursery in return for free room and board. Her first effort along those lines didn’t last long. Finding out that the man of the house was a bootlegger wasn’t a problem, but his “howling troop of children” and “obvious amorous intention” were, and she packed her bags rather quickly. She did better when she moved in with the family of a language professor, John Driscoll Fitz-Gerald, in nearby Champaign. He and his wife had only three children and wanted her to be available to help prepare and clean up after breakfast and dinner, which she took with them and Dr. Fitz-Gerald’s elderly mother. They were a Methodist family whose company she found congenial, whose children were bearable, and whose conversation was stimulating. In The Eleventh Virgin, Dorothy wrote about her time with this couple, depicting the younger Mrs. Fitz-Gerald as a woman she could talk to about sex and the older Mrs. Fitz-Gerald as someone ready to chat about her faith and the joy the Methodist Church brought to her life.


Another employer, closer to the campus but considerably less well-off than the Fitz-Geralds, was an instructor with five children and an income that barely fed his family of seven. Dorothy’s compensation, sans board, was a rent-free bedroom—a dismal space, without so much as a carpet, let alone a desk or a bookcase—and a small one-burner oil stove on which to cook her own meals. She tried to keep her food allowance to forty cents a day and was forced to study in the university library at night as the room was so cold and dark. She could barely stand to get out from under her single blanket in the morning when the wind whipped off the prairie and snow or sleet covered the windowpanes. Her job was to tend to the mountains of laundry that accumulated and had to be scrubbed by hand and ironed every weekend, leaving her hands chafed red by the scalding-hot water—was it possible that babies and toddlers could go through so many clothes in one week?—and her back aching from leaning over an ironing board all Saturday afternoon.


It seems unlikely that that was what Dorothy or her parents had pictured when she learned she had won a scholarship and would be the first in her family to attend college. Yet her living arrangements and the obstacles they presented during her freshman year point to something else, something close to an emerging ascetic streak. A striking aspect of Dorothy’s personality, even in adolescence, was the obstinate pride she took in the fact that she could endure so much and get by on so little. Her situation prevented her from making friends, getting to know her professors better, or becoming an integrated member of her new community. When President James gave one of his periodic speeches to the student body about the kind of young person a great university should attract and hope to mold, he wasn’t thinking about a woman who could probably have found a job in the school library or an office but instead held back and looked only for work that would try the resilience of any normal person.


Another problem was that, almost from the moment she settled into her studies, the classes themselves were a disappointment for Dorothy. Neither the teachers nor the material proved stimulating, not even Latin, and she cut a fair number of lectures, leaving her homework to the last minute, when it was completed at all. She took a class in ornithology, not because she was especially interested in birds or found the textbook compelling but because it involved field trips into the woods outside of town two days a week and a boy she liked was in the class. But if freedom from direction or supervision was intoxicating, it was also dangerous, and the result was hardly surprising. Her two-year transcript is a record of B’s and C’s, with a F in biology. Like generations of intelligent young people before and after her, Dorothy found herself in college becoming each month less a diligent student and more an autodidact following her own random—though in her case fruitful—path.





In Well-Read Lives: How Books Inspired a Generation of Women, the literary historian Barbara Sicherman has argued that books had a special import for inquisitive young women born in the latter part of the nineteenth century. They were the means by which girls began to feel that they might be different from their mothers, might have a role to play in public life, might grapple with the big questions most men considered their exclusive province. Books were pathways into a larger, not always clearly defined world, a world traditionally closed to them. Certain books, certain writers, “stirred imaginations and fostered female ambition.” Sicherman’s examples of women so influenced include Bryn Mawr college president M. Carey Thomas, Hull House founder Jane Addams, and the African American journalist Ida B. Wells.


Though born well after those women, Dorothy Day is assuredly one of that number. The reading she had engaged in at home included the literature her parents approved of—Jane Austen, Walter Scott, Dickens, Poe, Stevenson, James Fenimore Cooper—and the “trash,” as her father called it and would have discarded had he found it, the dime novels that her brothers sneaked into the house and the romance novels she borrowed from girlfriends. Away from home, under no one’s guidance, reading became even more central to her life, consumed more hours, and became more wide-ranging: economics, labor history, political biography, American poetry, the novels of Joseph Conrad. And the Russians.


Russian literature was the true revelation. It had an impact that never waned, and the Russian novelists and playwrights she discovered during her two years in Urbana would be Dorothy’s foundational authors for the rest of her life. Gorky dramatized the brutal cost of poverty and the complacency of those with the power to do something about it as effectively as any American writer had. Ivan Turgenev understood the inevitable differences between generations and the poignancy of unrequited love. Tolstoy asked startling questions for his time: How much agency do individuals really have in trying to influence the course of history? What choices are viable when marriage and passion are in conflict? Can a sinful, selfish past ever truly be atoned for in this world? What does it mean to be prepared for death? Anton Chekhov felt and could evoke in his readers empathy for every individual he wrote about, regardless of class or temperament: aristocrats blind to the demise of their time of privilege, peasants become plutocrats, angry students, manipulative mothers, lovesick young women, landed gentry wallowing in self-pity and ennui. It was Dostoevsky, though, who made the greatest impression on the highly impressionable seventeen-year-old. She had read some of his short stories in high school, but the novels were an altogether different matter.


For a person curious about religion and what it meant to live an authentic life of faith—a curiosity matched only by an equivalent resistance to pressing that search too hard—the author of Crime and Punishment, The Brothers Karamazov, and The Idiot was an inevitably powerful encounter. (Dorothy’s timing was right, too. Constance Garnett’s translations of Dostoevsky had started appearing in the United States only two years earlier.) Sonia Marmeladov is a Mary Magdalen for the modern age, an affront to a society unrelenting in its persecution of prostitutes. The religious devotion of Alyosha Karamazov is generous, pain-filled, sustaining, unnerving, radiant in ways confusing and alienating to more worldly people. His search for “the deep flame of inner ecstasy” is everything to him. Prince Myshkin, the “idiot,” is the “holy fool,” a figure modern America truly had no use for.


Sonia, Alyosha, and Myshkin: imaginary but also somehow real, all followers of Christ—but how little they had in common with the well-meaning, self-satisfied Episcopalians and Methodists she knew, people for whom, in her view, religion was largely a hymn-singing, tithe-paying Sunday-morning affair. Not surprisingly, these enigmatic characters lodged in the memory of a sympathetic reader. Their trials and explorations proved worth returning to over the years, such astonishingly original individuals whose attachment to Christ’s message put them at odds with every social norm, conventional belief, and bourgeois ideal that Dorothy had herself been questioning for some time. They also offered a counterbalance worth pondering to the questions raised in their different forms by the unbelievers in Dostoevsky’s stories—Rodion Raskolnikov, Arkady Svidrigailov, Ivan Karamazov—about the basis of morality and the natural right to egoism, as well as Friedrich Nietzsche’s call for a virility that seemed to mock the humble and the compassionate.


Yet the problem with religion, for Dorothy—what precluded for the moment an embrace of any type of faith—was just what it would be for many young people of her era, and still is today, in an even more secular age. It seemed to take one away from the exhilaration and the urgent political needs of the world as we know it, to focus on a speculative, rule-bound, otherworldly concern. “I felt so intensely alive,” she noted of her college years, “that the importance of the here and now absorbed me.”


Equally frustrating, she did not see around her many churchgoers interested in alleviating human suffering on a large scale, committing themselves to the struggle of a Eugene Debs or a Mother Jones. If anything, organized religion appeared to be an enemy of radicalism and change, a protector of the powerful and the well fed. Jack London had hammered that point home in The Iron Heel when his protagonist confronted a sympathetic clergyman to say that, if the Church insisted it did not condone capitalist abuses against the poor, it certainly did nothing to stop them. In the spirit of London, Dorothy felt the justice of the accusation and was not prepared to overlook it. “Even as I talked about religion,” she wrote in her memoirs, “I rejected religion.”


Long before she left the university, politics had entirely displaced religion as her great preoccupation. She even went out of her way to alienate some of the more religious students with whom she came into contact. She took up smoking, an activity banned within a hundred feet of the campus line and especially rare among the female population, and became adept at cursing, effecting a cavalier and frequently belligerent attitude toward the decorum of the Gamma Phi Beta crowd. She listened to a professor in class one day refer to religion as something that should be respected for the comfort it had historically provided people in need, though his real point (Dorothy was sure) was that the strong and clear-sighted had no such need for a crutch and the elaborate mythologies that churches espoused. Dorothy Day would be among the strong and clear-sighted, and as she saw it, that self-definition meant aligning herself with the political left.


In December 1914, the university’s Socialist Club opened a women’s section, the Socialist Study Club. Watched over by a nervous dean of students, the group had to be careful, and its prospectus made clear that its aim was not to win converts to the cause but to examine the topic from a theoretical angle relative to any other social science. Eugene Debs might have garnered almost a million votes for the Socialist Party in the presidential election of 1912, but alumni donors, trustees, and state legislators would have had little patience with too aggressive or proselytizing an attack on the American free enterprise system or the current state of labor relations.


In any event, the reading of scholarly papers at each session proved excruciatingly dull for the club’s youngest member, and she attended only a few meetings before dropping out. More appealing was learning what she could on her own about the motley group of activists, as much anarchist as socialist, who were dominating the news: William “Big Bill” Haywood, Arturo Giovannitti, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, Carlo Tresca, Emma Goldman. Topics never broached at home—Chicago’s Haymarket bombing and the judicial travesty that ensued, the Molly Maguires taking on the Pennsylvania coal mine owners in the 1870s, the formation of the IWW—also began to inform Dorothy’s sense of US history, which was not quite the streamlined narrative that had been presented at Robert Waller High School.


The university’s socialist students did achieve one coup that delighted Dorothy and her like-minded peers. They invited Rose Pastor Stokes to speak on campus. Given her notoriety and her outspoken support for Margaret Sanger’s still illegal efforts on behalf of birth control, Stokes was a risky guest, and the fact she was allowed to speak at all at a state-funded school says something about the liberalism of the James administration. (She had been barred from entering the grounds of Vassar and Wellesley.) A Jewish settlement worker who had married J. G. Phelps Stokes, a prominent New York City Episcopalian millionaire sympathetic to the left, Rose Pastor Stokes, in her thirties, was a dynamic spokesperson for the merits of socialism and in the 1910s was especially interested in educating college students about the nature of the economic debate she believed the nation needed to have. From New England through the South to the Midwest, her lecture tours were immensely popular among politically inclined young people. Stokes also wrote for two of New York City’s most radical political organs, and it is likely that her visit to Urbana was the occasion of Dorothy’s first hearing about The Call and The Masses, publications that were to play a very important role in her own life.





Understanding her need to be around charismatic, energetic, well-informed young women—frequently, Jewish women—was the real benefit of Dorothy’s time in Urbana. Rose Pastor Stokes was a stirring presence, but she was gone in a day; before the end of her first year at the school, someone closer to home presented a similar, pleasing model of intelligence and dedication.


Rayna Simons came into Dorothy’s life just when she desperately needed a close friend. It had become increasingly clear to Dorothy that she was, in truth, an unpopular person on campus. Nothing about her invited collegiality, let alone intimacy. She alienated people even when she didn’t intend to. She was cranky and bookish (or book obsessed, and such strange books!), she rarely dated and didn’t care in the least about football, she had a tart tongue. She was used to trading barbs with her brothers and had never given much thought about the need most people feel to be ingratiating.


Slightly older than Dorothy, Rayna Simons was from a wealthy family in Chicago and had come to Urbana in pursuit of a young man from a poor family whom her parents disapproved of. Unlike Dorothy, she had applied for admission to various sororities on campus but, as a Jew, hadn’t been accepted by any of them. “Deliciously awkward and yet unselfconscious,” Rayna had “red hair, brown eyes, and a vivid face,” Dorothy later remembered, and a kind of enthusiasm and sincerity other girls lacked. Dorothy had been invited to join the school’s writing club, the Scribblers, after a few of her submissions were accepted for the literary magazine, and it was there that she met and befriended both Rayna and her boyfriend, Samson Raphaelson. Dorothy was impressed by the intensity of the feeling between the two and Rayna’s determination, no matter how impoverished Raphaelson’s background and no matter how emphatic her parents’ views, to stand by her love. (In the ironic way of such things, Rayna later became a prominent Communist buried with honors in Moscow, while the boyfriend ultimately became a successful Broadway playwright and highly paid screenwriter married to a Ziegfeld girl.)


The three friends took long walks across the prairie and enjoyed picnics, she wrote lyrically, “under the limitless sky while the sweet smell of clover filled the air and the meadow larks pierced the quiet with their songs.” Rayna thought Dorothy too obsessive on the subject of socialism and tried to talk her into a broader view of life, but despite any differences in outlook, the two quickly became close. When money was especially tight, Rayna helped her out with paying her rent and buying books, and she took it as her mission to put some flesh on her friend’s increasingly thin frame. She encouraged her in her writing, too, as Dorothy published a few short pieces in the school paper, The Daily Illini, and even the town newspaper. They shared new authors they had discovered. Rayna let Dorothy, whose dresses were becoming noticeably frayed, wear her better clothes when she finally started to date boys on campus, and she invited her to spend the summer with her at the Simons family farm. “Rayna took me in,” Dorothy would recall with gratitude.


Rayna and several of the girls she knew were living in a Jewish boardinghouse off campus, and they invited Dorothy to join them for her sophomore year. It was an agreeable arrangement, and when she contracted the flu during her second winter at school, and later when she sprained her ankle, it was a godsend to have someone to look after her. It was also pleasing to have someone to attend lectures and other outings with; together, they attended readings by poets John Masefield and Edgar Lee Masters, went to concerts, and saw the school production of Twelfth Night. Rayna was an influence, too, in urging her friend to be more involved with life on campus; Dorothy joined the baseball and hockey teams in her final semester, though she looks anything but enthusiastic in the hockey team photo for the yearbook. In time, “Raph,” the boyfriend, became jealous of the friendship between Rayna and Dorothy, but Dorothy could feel for them only an uncritical love.


An uncritical love—and an admiration of their nerve. When Rose Pastor Stokes came to lecture, she strayed briefly from the announced topic to make a few laudatory remarks about Margaret Sanger and the growing birth control movement. She was, in essence, talking to the students about, and endorsing, something that was as yet illegal in every state. Rayna and Raph excitedly asked to meet with Stokes afterward and then submitted an interview to The Daily Illini that touched on that controversial aspect of radical thought. Knowing what the administration would have to say, the editors of the paper were torn about the right course to follow and, much to Rayna’s and Raph’s disgust, finally decided that their article was unprintable. Theirs had been a worthy effort, Dorothy felt.


Satisfying as this new friendship was, Dorothy decided not to return to the University of Illinois for her third year. After writing for the Herald (which had bought the Inter-Ocean) and the Tribune, John Day had been out of work for some time and had been desperately hunting for jobs elsewhere. He found one in June in New York City and went on ahead to find an apartment and take up his position as “turf editor” for the Morning Telegraph, the paper he had worked for when the family lived in Brooklyn. In July, as the Days were packing to leave, Dorothy decided to make the move as well. The excitement of being on her own had waned, and the thought of being so far distant from her mother, Della, and John was too much to contemplate. Her father having finagled a few book reviews for her in the Tribune, she wondered now if a career in writing might be possible. She left Urbana hopeful that New York would provide her with “new adventures.”
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DOROTHY’S PLANS WERE VAGUE AS she unpacked and settled into her parents’ apartment in Manhattan, but it became clear soon enough that very little about the new arrangement was going to work. Her mother was happy to have her home. Della, sixteen and now in charge of caring for four-year-old John, was likewise happy to have her back with them. Her father, on the other hand, was not pleased with what two years of college had wrought—a daughter who smoked, didn’t defer to him any more than she had before she went to Urbana, thought she was smarter than anyone in the family, and talked entirely too much about socialism, women’s rights, her Jewish friends, and her future as a writer.


With an eye toward getting an apartment of her own as soon as she had an income, Dorothy made the rounds of the city’s newspapers looking for work. She was met with no encouragement whatsoever, most of the time not even getting past the office boy or the city editor’s secretary. As far as Dorothy was concerned, the repeated rejections she received were neither a coincidence nor an objective statement about the job market nor the predictable result of her own inexperience. In her bitterness, she was convinced that her father was spreading the word among the editors he knew that if his daughter showed up at their office, she should be talked out of her career plans or, better yet, ignored and sent on her way. That may well have been the case, but a young woman of her years with a slim college portfolio wasn’t a likely candidate for work on a mainstream newspaper. The whole situation was made worse by the fact that her father had helped both her brothers get a start in journalism with far less education than she had. One editor she got in to see told her he would never let his daughter do what she was doing; another suggested a little country paper as a more feasible option.


Dorothy had other ideas. Remembering the daily newspaper Rose Pastor Stokes had mentioned, she showed up at the offices of The Call on Pearl Street, in a run-down section of Lower Manhattan near City Hall, ready to make her case. Run on a shoestring budget, The Call had the advantage for a would-be contributor of an absence of gatekeepers or pretension. She walked right in that October morning, up a long flight of stairs, found the editor reading copy in the noisy warehouse space, and talked to him about what she felt was The Call’s need for more women writers. She projected energy and enthusiasm, pretending to a greater familiarity with his publication than she had. She probably mentioned her admiration for Stokes, Upton Sinclair, Eugene Debs, anything that would help. Only it didn’t. The paper had no money to hire anyone else, she was told. Undaunted, she pressed an idea on the beleaguered man.


Other papers had reported on the wave of “diet squads” forming around the country in which society women claimed they could feed themselves on only a few dollars a week. Dorothy suggested she be given five dollars a week, for her food and all other expenses combined, and write a series of articles about the nitty-gritty reality of that kind of economizing, the kind sweatshop girls struggled with all of the time. Were the paper’s editorial board to find her material usable, they might keep her on in some capacity. In the meantime, she would come in each day and help get that day’s issue ready to go to press and even write a few articles “on spec.”


The idea had a certain odd appeal to editor Chester Wright, who was finally convinced it was worth a try. It was clear enough that the young woman in front of him was of a persistent nature. She might make a decent reporter. Dorothy was thrilled to tell her parents that night that she had found employment, in a manner of speaking.


One difficulty was that The Call was a morning paper, which meant that most of the staff had to be at the office until midnight. Finding a room downtown, once her father made clear that a working daughter out all night had no place in his family circle, led to another experience, a first exposure to the awesome poverty of the poorest neighborhoods of New York City, worse, she thought, than anything she had seen in Chicago. She wandered south of Houston Street, stopping in any buildings that had a “Room to Let” sign in the window. Many still had backyard toilets. In a fourth-floor walk-up, in a four-room tenement apartment on Cherry Street, Dorothy found lodging—her first of many in that part of town—with an Orthodox Jewish family of six in which only the children spoke English. The bedbugs, her room lit only by candles, the air shaft by her window that blew in the most obnoxious smells, the pariah cats in the hallways—none of this, according to Dorothy’s later account, mattered to her quite as much as the pious dignity of the Gottliebs, their twelve-year-old daughter’s passion for books, the vibrant feel of the Lower East Side, and her independence.


Just as she hoped, things worked out at The Call, which proved a perfect place for someone like Dorothy to get a start in city journalism. Chester Wright was a personable, efficient editor who had plenty of reason to be proud of New York’s only English-language socialist daily. Its circulation hovered around 15,000, an unimpressive figure by most standards, but the roster of men and women willing to publish in its pages was stellar and included Rose Pastor Stokes, Mary Heaton Vorse, and Upton Sinclair. Some of the best graphic artists in the city—John Sloan, Robert Henri, Robert Minor, Hugo Gellert—sent in drawings. The paper was also open to over-the-transom submissions. A few years earlier, The Call had published a political poem, “Fratricide,” sent in from New London, Connecticut, by an utter unknown, Eugene O’Neill.


The women’s page was run by one of the paper’s founders, Anita Block—thirty-five, Jewish, a graduate of Barnard College—who took great pride in saying that hers was the only women’s page in American journalism that never printed a recipe or a fashion tip. She also doubled as the paper’s drama critic and in her columns gave free rein to her passion for modern social drama. The subject of her senior thesis at Barnard College in 1903 had been the plays of Henrik Ibsen, causing considerable discomfort to her professors, who questioned the propriety of her choice, a response that only heightened Block’s excitement. She was mad for A Doll’s House and Hedda Gabler. Her other great passion, beyond socialism and suffrage, was Margaret Sanger and the birth control movement. John Day’s idea of a reputable newspaper and his daughter’s were, from his daughter’s perspective, happily worlds apart.


Dorothy’s first article with a byline, published on November 11, 1916, was an account of Manhattan’s judicial system replete with breezy descriptions and phonetic dialogue. “Girl Reporter, with Three Cents in Her Purse, Braves Night Court” was followed by three other features, including one on babies suffering from malnutrition, and then the promised diet squad articles, which (to no one’s surprise) did not exactly establish Dorothy as a major new voice in journalism. A list of her daily food intake and its cost could be made only so interesting, and Wright let her know that four articles were more than sufficient. Efforts to be droll—one headline read “Reporter Eats Farina and Cheese and Reads Wordsworth”—fell flat. Still, The Call’s editors thought enough of Dorothy’s nerve to take her on as a full-time reporter at a salary of ten dollars, later raised to twelve dollars, per week.


Jubilant at the prospect of seeing her words in print, with or without a byline, she eagerly went out into the city over the next few months to cover protest marches at City Hall, evictions in bad neighborhoods, Cooper Union Hall addresses by left-wing speakers, and picket lines outside government buildings, landlords’ offices, and stores accused of unfair business practices. More than once Dorothy joined the picket line she was there to observe, both in approval of the cause and out of a desire to see what the experience felt like. The sneers of the police and the outraged public who crossed the picket lines were a new and unpleasant experience. She wrote with a byline about a halfway house on Beekman Place for young women recently released from prison, mainly prostitutes and drug addicts, and about educational programs at the socialist Rand School of Social Science on East 19th Street.


She was also assigned to conduct some interviews with subjects who were not always helpful. Only months before becoming a figure of international importance, Leon Trotsky had arrived in Manhattan at the start of 1917 to take up the next phase of his long exile from Russia and to work for Novy Mir, the city’s Russian-language political paper. After hearing him lecture at Cooper Union, Dorothy and another writer were sent up to the offices of Novy Mir on St. Mark’s Place to conduct an interview. Their time with him yielded rather little material that was printable: Trotsky took potshots at the parliamentary nature of socialism in America, and that angle wasn’t judged usable for The Call. A large photo of Trotsky filled space that had been left for a lengthier text.


An interview with Margaret Sanger’s sister turned out even worse. As Dorothy had displayed a serious interest in Sanger’s campaign for family planning and had ably covered some meetings of the American Birth Control League, she was directed to get a juicy interview with Sanger’s sister, Ethel Byrne, a nurse who had been arrested for attempting to open a clinic dispensing contraceptive information and then was pardoned by the governor after commencing a hunger strike in her Blackwell’s Island prison cell. Dorothy showed up at Byrne’s West 14th Street apartment late at night just as the presumed martyr to the cause was being delivered home. In the three minutes her interviewee allotted her, Dorothy was told that the week behind bars hadn’t been all that horrendous and that the lady herself wasn’t at death’s door. That was not what Chester Wright or Anita Block wanted to hear, so The Call’s diligent questioner, with Margaret Sanger’s aid, did what she could to make Byrne’s experience sound rather more dramatic than she assumed it had been, but her effort was half-hearted. (Dorothy referred knowingly and grudgingly to her role at The Call as the paper’s resident “sob sister.”) The material, she felt, wasn’t there.


More to Dorothy’s liking than angling for sensationalism was covering events that were dramatic enough in themselves. Listening to Elizabeth Gurley Flynn addressing a crowd in Brownsville, Brooklyn, on behalf of the striking Mesabi Iron Range miners in northern Minnesota was nothing less than thrilling. A striker had been shot by a company guard, and the state’s only response was to arrest Carlo Tresca, Flynn’s lover and one of the IWW men organizing the strike. Flynn made an appeal for funds for the miners’ destitute families, a passing-of-the-hat among the sympathetic to which Dorothy donated all that she had in her pocket, forcing her to call the office for a ride back to Manhattan. She attended a massive rally at Madison Square Garden in May 1917 at which thousands of workers cheered the political upheavals that were ending a thousand years of Russian autocracy, and at the same site covered an event from the opposite end of the political spectrum, a rally for US preparedness in anticipation of the country’s almost certain entry into the debacle of the Great War.


With an eye toward that inevitability, Dorothy was sent to Washington, DC, her first trip to the nation’s capital, at the end of the month with a busload of pro-peace student activists. On the way down she talked with some impressively committed undergraduates from Columbia University. Three particularly determined members of the group, Owen Cattell, Charles Phillips, and Eleanor Parker, would be arrested two months later for obstruction of the draft; Cattell’s father, a Columbia professor of psychology, a chaperone on the trip, would be fired by the university for backing his son and condemning President Wilson.


That trip to Washington, DC, occasioned Dorothy’s first taste of mass hysteria and the consequences of radical dissent. Along the way, the riders would stop at different towns and distribute antiwar leaflets. Most locals were not impressed, and not a few were rude and dismissive. In Baltimore, things got out of hand. Their legal gathering in a public hall was invaded by some rowdy students from a nearby Catholic college who wanted to take on the “Jew radicals from New York.” In the riot that ensued, Dorothy was struck in the ribs with a policeman’s billy club. The vast majority of middle-class Americans were all too ready to applaud the president’s declaration of war, delivered to Congress on April 2. The United States was no longer “too proud to fight.” The “Jew radicals from New York” wanted another, less acquiescent voice to be heard. John Day threw up his hands in disgust. Grace Day was filled with maternal concern.


Dorothy, however, was right where she wanted to be. She liked the camaraderie of the staff at The Call. At the end of their shift at midnight, they would head over to Park Row to Child’s for pancakes to gossip and review the day’s events and talk about politics and their favorite writers. Louis Weitzenkorn, an aspiring playwright, had a “Rabelasian tongue” that Dorothy came to appreciate, while William Radnor had a serious gambling problem. He would disappear from the office for days at a time, and everyone would understand that he was on another poker binge. He’d return with bloodshot eyes and rumpled clothes, having racked up some sizable debts, but he was too good at his job to sack. Everyone at the city desk was writing a book and envisioned a grand future, Dorothy later recalled. It was a group she wanted to be part of. Because smoking in public was still illegal for women, she had to learn to be a surreptitious indulger at those sessions. Puffing away, slipping an occasional obscenity into the conversation, pulling her weight at the office, taking pride in having suffered a cracked rib from a cop: how much easier it was than she expected to fit in with the men. It was a good moment for urban journalism, for women trying to break in. And it was a good moment—a brief good moment—for American socialism. Two big-city mayors, in Milwaukee and Schenectady, had been elected on the party ticket, as had several members of Congress and a large number of state legislators.





Another pleasing aspect of Dorothy’s link to The Call had to do with some of the freelancers she met in the office or through the editors. The standoffishness she had manifested in college was dropping away little by little, as the New Yorkers she came into contact with simply seemed more interesting, more complex, and easier to talk to, than anyone she had known before.


One was Mary Heaton Vorse. Though Vorse was twenty-three years Dorothy’s senior, the two had a temperamental affinity and remained friends for years. Both came from families (Vorse’s quite wealthy) that expected their daughters to be proper ladies; both craved adventure, cared about social injustices, and wanted to write, all of which precluded satisfying those familial wishes. Vorse had watched from the street in horror while burning shopgirls had jumped from the windows of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory sweatshop in 1911. Having seen capitalism at its most heartless, she intended—“like a warrior scenting battles,” Dorothy thought—to do something about it. She had problems, though, that someone Dorothy’s age could not yet imagine. Twice widowed by forty, Vorse was a single mother attempting to do right by her children while refusing to give up her labor activism and journalism. Sinclair Lewis, a struggling writer she had befriended when he was most in need of friends, thought the world of her. John Dos Passos, impressed by her fervor, took her, loosely, as a model for a principal character in his U.S.A. trilogy, the idealistic and often ill-used Mary French.


A second person Dorothy met who made an even more significant difference in her life was Itzok, or Irwin as he was now calling himself, Granich, and his intentions were not solely intellectual or political. In fact, his interest in Dorothy was largely romantic, as he was pleased to tell her soon after they met. Born into a Lower East Side Romanian Jewish family in 1893, the year Stephen Crane chronicled that neighborhood in Maggie: A Girl of the Streets, Granich adopted the pseudonym “Mike Gold” in the 1920s (and shall be referred to by that more famous name from this point on). His shopkeeper father had died when he was eighteen, and he and his two brothers supported their Orthodox mother. A semester at the City University of New York and a semester at Harvard, the latter providing a taste of Ivy League anti-Semitism, was the extent of his higher education. He was full of stories of tenement life, bitter and comic. His days now were spent at warehouse and factory jobs with every spare minute devoted to political rallies and freelancing for The Call and other papers. He was a committed Marxist, though less consumed with rage about the class struggle when Dorothy knew him than he would be by the time he wrote his classic novel Jews Without Money in 1930. His younger brother was a Wobbly, a member of the IWW, and Mike shared Dorothy’s appreciation of Elizabeth Gurley Flynn’s impassioned rhetoric at the striking miners’ rally, an event he had attended with her. He had been with her in Baltimore for the riot as well.


The two had a lot in common and talked about their work for the paper, about the city and their colleagues, politics and books. If not as well-read as Dorothy, Gold was as avid to learn. His tastes ran to Leaves of Grass, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, and American political realism, so it is fair to assume that he and Dorothy shared responses to Upton Sinclair, Jack London, and Frank Norris. He was especially thrilled when he could report to her that winter that he had had the opportunity to meet—and bring home to dinner, no less—one of his favorite writers. Working on a play, The Hand of the Potter, Theodore Dreiser found himself dissatisfied with the portrayal of the impoverished Lower East Side Jewish family in his story. He asked the editors of The Call to suggest someone who could provide exposure to the kind of people, dialect, and environment he was writing about. They did: Mike Gold, who was thrilled to be asked. (Presumably, he had no idea what the play, which was not produced for years, was about: a Jewish pedophile.) The result was a Friday-night Sabbath dinner at his mother’s table with the author of Sister Carrie and Jennie Gerhardt. Things like that happened to Mike Gold.


Dorothy would never discuss whether she and Gold actually became lovers, and Gold, who certainly wanted to marry her, died in 1967 before completing his own memoirs. Having grown up in a neighborhood overrun with pimps and prostitutes, though, he made clear, in an unpublished sequel to Jews Without Money, that he had been desperate as a young man for sexual relations with a “nice girl” he could court and respect. Whether he succeeded, we can’t know. Dorothy wrote about their time together in a way that suggests at the very least warm memories and a deep fondness. Gold was a handsome man with a thick shock of unruly dark hair, an acid wit, energy to match hers, and an eager, confident manner. For his part, he was sure he had found his soul mate. His attentions were flattering, and he wasn’t afraid to introduce her to his family and bring her to dinner on Chrystie Street. The religious differences meant nothing to him. Apparently they did to his mother, who had to endure the mournful fact that all three of her sons were dating Gentile girls. It was a tense meal. The plates Dorothy ate off of had to be smashed after she left.


When the weather was good, the two wandered where the mood took them: picnics on the Palisades, late-night walks along the piers with Gold singing Yiddish folk songs at the top of his voice, cheap dinners at Greenwich Village restaurants, ferry rides to Staten Island, where they dug for clams and relaxed on the deserted beaches. Never again would Dorothy know a man so romantically devoted to her wishes and her well-being.


Dorothy ended her association with The Call soon after her trip to Washington for reasons not entirely clear. One factor might have been the departure of Chester Wright, who had resigned in March over a dispute about the paper’s policy on trade unions. Dorothy liked Wright and was less enthused about his successor. The office was also getting to be a dangerous place. Prowar thugs had come up and smashed the typewriters, overturning desks, taking punches at the staff, and threatening worse.


Another potential factor was more personal. Dorothy would later tell the story of a night out with Gold at Webster Hall on East 12th Street, the site of some of downtown’s more exuberant costume balls, dances, and gala fund-raisers. At the Anarchist Ball held there in April, she was spotted by someone who recognized her from the office, where he frequently stopped by. He was the type of young man, probably not entirely balanced, whom the anarchist movement attracted—disheveled, excitable, needy, lacking in social skills. He often waited until Dorothy was done at work and walked her home, to her great discomfort. That night he was delighted to see Dorothy, ran across the hall and embraced her, too ardently. Completely startled, she pushed him back and slapped him. He slapped her back. Two men, newspaper reporters covering the affair, hustled the fellow out of the hall and chucked him into the street. Dorothy was later sorry she had reacted as she did and created a needlessly embarrassing scene, but it was Mike Gold’s criticism of her overreaction that stung. They got back together again after a while, but for the moment she decided she didn’t want to see him, or anybody else, at The Call.


Three recent acquaintances Dorothy did want to stay in touch with that spring were the students she had met on the bus ride to Washington, with whom she had picketed before the Capitol and confronted the violence of the Catholic mob and the police in Baltimore. Charles Phillips, Eleanor Parker, and Owen Cattell had formed a branch of the Collegiate Anti-Militarism League with an office just off campus at Morningside Heights. (Dorothy always misremembered the name of the group as the Anti-Conscription League.) When she told them she was done with The Call, they were happy to avail themselves of her typing, editing, and receptionist services for their surprisingly well-heeled organization—they offered her fifteen dollars a week, three dollars more than she made downtown—and she worked there, helping them for a few weeks to put out their fiery newsletter. The members of the Anti-Militarism League were pacifists, not only opposed to the American involvement in the war in Europe but opposed to all war. Dorothy was not a pacifist at this stage of her life, though she agreed with her friends that Wilson’s declaration of war had been a moral and political blunder. She respected the group’s efforts, nonetheless, and may have introduced Charles Phillips to Mike Gold, who heartily approved of the League, as the two were rooming together by the end of the year. The bravery of these student activists was incontestable. As Columbia president Nicholas Murray Butler was declaring that, with the country at war, views that had been merely wrongheaded before were now treasonous, they were putting themselves in serious jeopardy and they knew it.


Of the three students, Charles Phillips was the most taken with Dorothy and the two became good friends. His memoirs, published posthumously in 1993 under the name he later took, Charles Shipman, provide one of the most vivid portraits of Dorothy in this period. “Raw-boned, square-jawed, white-faced, and flat-chested, she was yet compellingly sexy,” he recalled. “She drew men. But she was so easily involved herself and so generous with herself (as with everything) that she was often hurt.” Though obviously attracted to a woman only two years younger than he was, Phillips never had an affair with Dorothy—he married Eleanor Parker later that year—but he hoped she would stay with the League for a while. Her skills were appreciated.


The two sometimes took lunch together at the Lion Saloon on West 110th Street where, for the price of a whiskey, patrons could enjoy the free noontime buffet. “She chain-smoked and made friends with everybody in the place,” Phillips remembered, “especially the bums.” She was also a great storyteller, “with a wonderful collection of funny stories, many involving herself, invariably ribald.” Sometimes the jokes were about nuns or priests or the evangelist Billy Sunday. No matter how raucous lunch hour became, though, “in less than an hour, she would be back at the office, sober and zealous.”


Dorothy didn’t intend to stay long with the League, however. A woman often on the receiving end of serendipitous encounters, she was walking on 14th Street one afternoon that spring when she ran into Charles Wood, the acerbic, frolicsome drama critic for The Masses. Wood was a fan of Dorothy, and the feeling was mutual, though where they met is not known. It is possible that they were introduced through Anita Block. Having socialized and barhopped with him before, she accepted his invitation to join him at a German restaurant on Third Avenue where there was someone he said he wanted her to meet.


The person Wood was lunching with was Floyd Dell, associate editor of the socialist magazine Wood wrote for. Ten years older than Dorothy, he was a son of the Midwest who had started his literary career as a critic and editor in Chicago, where he had championed Sherwood Anderson. Now he was developing a reputation in New York for his own audacious short fiction and satirical drama. He was intriguing enough in appearance to be painted by some of the more talented painters of his generation, and his conversation was known to range far and wide: politics, poetry, sex, psychoanalysis, modern art, theater, economics, women’s suffrage, Karl Marx and Samuel Butler, H. G. Wells and Joseph Conrad. A natural charmer, he’d have impressed someone like Dorothy the minute she sat down. Mike Gold thought highly of him, Dorothy knew, and that added to his aura.


Wood must have known that Dell was scouting about for an assistant, though nothing was said at first about that possibility. Instead, they talked about Dorothy’s work experience, ate a hearty German lunch, and before going their separate ways Dell encouraged her to write a book review for The Masses and let him see how able a writer she was or wasn’t. She accepted the offer. Her prose met with his speedy approval and, after another lunch to talk about the magazine’s needs, she found she had a job as his assistant for ten dollars a week. In left-wing circles, at least in terms of her professional life, Dorothy always landed on her feet.


The Masses had an interesting history and an excellent radical pedigree. In its first iteration, it was the brainchild of a Dutch socialist, Piet Vlag, a Greenwich Village restaurateur who was funded by (of all people) an insurance company vice president, Rufus Weeks. Combining exposés, political commentary—often of a heavy-handed nature—short fiction, and illustrations, Vlag’s monthly was “written for the masses [but] not written down to the masses,” as an early editorial phrased it. When circulation hopes weren’t realized and Weeks’s subsidy dried up, Vlag announced the magazine’s demise in 1912 and left New York for Florida in disgust. Some of his more enthusiastic contributors, though, weren’t ready to see the enterprise fold. A few of the artists—Art Young and John Sloan, in particular—felt, rightly, that they had contributed some of their best work to The Masses and that the times cried out for a journal that would be as pointed but more playful than Vlag’s, less blatantly propagandistic, a blend of provocation and satire. “We wanted,” Young said, “one magazine in which we could gallop around in and be free.” Mary Heaton Vorse and other writers wholeheartedly agreed with them.


The man they asked to helm the revived publication was Max Eastman, described by one historian as the “John Barrymore of American radicalism.” Handsome and charismatic, a ladies’ man and intellectual, he was a disciple of John Dewey and the kind of savvy New Yorker who knew how to finagle contributions out of potential patrons. Sloan, appointed art director, and his wife, Dolly, who came on board as the occasional business manager, concurred that in Eastman their venture had a “brilliant, untrammeled thinker,” an organizational talent as likely as anyone to ensure that The Masses would remain a going concern. He also came as part of a team; his sister Crystal (historically never sufficiently recognized for her contribution) was an equally valued manager and editor. Dell was brought in soon after.


Over the next five years, The Masses did precisely what it had set out to do. Carped at by Marxists, who called it too tame, and denounced by conservatives as anti-American, its sixty-odd issues under the leadership of the Eastmans and Dell saw regular editorial essays by Max Eastman, incisive reportage by John Reed and Lincoln Steffens, short stories by Sherwood Anderson and Mary Heaton Vorse, poetry by Amy Lowell and e. e. cummings, perceptive book reviews by a range of writers, and Charles Wood’s always biting, often hilarious theater criticism. No subject was off-limits. A play entitled The Machine, printed in its entirety (with a pungent illustration by Sloan), was about the entrapment of streetwalkers and the callousness of a judicial system that punished the women and not their patrons. Dozens of cartoons jabbed at the pretense that the teachings of Jesus actually meant anything to modern Americans. Writers and artists alike took on the themes of the hypocrisy of churchmen and congressmen in thrall to big business, Americans’ indifference to the poor, the importance of granting women the vote, the betrayal of socialists who supported the war in Europe, the gullibility of the mainstream press, and the rights—never respected in the United States—of conscientious objectors. Lacerating political cartoons by Sloan, Young, George Bellows, and Stuart Davis skewered Wilson and Roosevelt, John D. Rockefeller and Billy Sunday, the antivice crusader Anthony Comstock, army recruiters, and the idle rich. The covers of The Masses presented some of the most powerful examples of graphic art that American political journalism had, or has, ever seen.


By the time Dorothy joined the staff, it was obvious to everyone that the continued life of the magazine was in doubt. America’s entry into the war and federal censorship made the existence of any journal as critical of the government as The Masses a precarious matter.


Yet for a few short months Dorothy was happily in the eye of the storm, meeting some of the most important left-wing writers and artists of the day. The office itself became yet another—better—substitute for a college campus. From Floyd Dell, she could learn about Freud and Jung; from Charles Wood, she could learn why George Bernard Shaw was the only modern playwright who mattered; from Crystal Eastman, she could learn about the history of the suffrage movement (though, in truth, she didn’t find her especially approachable). Max Eastman seems not to have paid the new assistant much attention, but Floyd Dell was enamored. He thought she was an “awkward and charming young enthusiast.” He admired her “beautiful slanting eyes” and would gladly have displayed the extent of that admiration in his bed. Dell at that period of his life was the city’s most confirmed advocate of “free love,” taking pride in his “conversion” of the poet Edna St. Vincent Millay from her lesbian sex life. Dorothy made it clear, however, that an intimate relationship was not going to happen. Boss and friend, yes; lover, no. They worked well together, in part because they had a similar sense of humor and similar taste in books, and she was comfortable in the role of protégé and wise enough not to allow for any blurring of the lines.


By summer, Eastman was away much of the time, often on fund-raising jaunts. Having enough cash on hand to pay the printers, distributors, and staff was getting to be a problem. Dell was likewise in and out (out more often than not), trying to finish the novel he had been working on. The upshot of it all was that Dorothy found herself entrusted with more responsibility than she had expected, not at all a displeasing prospect, in answering queries, sorting through submissions, and even making decisions about what might appear in the autumn issues.


With Dell’s approval, she managed to make sure that a few of her own contributions found their way into print. In July, it was a short, sweet, unrhymed poem, “Mulberry Street,” about an Italian boy looking out for his sister as they sat on the curb in Little Italy and watched the world go by; in August and September, there were reviews of some pretty inconsequential new books, though one, Doing My Bit for Ireland, was more gripping than the inane title the author had given her work. Margaret Skinnider was an arms runner for Sinn Féin, hiding bomb detonators in her hat and trip wires in her dress, and during the famous assault on the British authorities in Dublin during Easter Week 1916, she took part in the fighting and was wounded. She wrote her lively account of the failed rebellion while in hiding. Day was rather taken with Skinnider’s pluck, and the Irish effort to end British colonial rule, pushed even to the point of violence, was a cause that The Masses’ book reviewer made clear she fully supported.


Within a month of the time she started work there, Floyd Dell had a proposition to make. He and two other men on the magazine’s staff, Merrill Rogers and Daniel Karb, were taking an apartment on MacDougal Street, sublet from the theater designer Edna Kenton, and were looking for a fourth person to split the rent. He knew Dorothy was looking for a place to live within walking distance of the office. She liked the idea.


In one of the scenes in The Eleventh Virgin that sounds truest to her own life, Dorothy’s protagonist is similarly housed, and her mother, while trying to be modern and supportive about the whole business, worries over what she should say if anyone asks about her daughter’s living arrangements. Three men and one woman sharing an apartment is nothing anyone would have made the mistake of bringing up to John Day, to be sure. Dorothy did her best to reassure Grace that the interest of the other men, and hers toward them, was based on friendship and finances, nothing more.


In June, Dorothy moved into the MacDougal Street apartment. As it turned out, the men were frequently away for one reason or another, and Dorothy often had the place to herself. When everyone was at home together, the foursome enjoyed communal breakfasts and dinners eaten amid a haze of cigarette smoke and piles of newspapers, ad hoc Sunday brunches with mutual friends, poker nights, some trips to burlesque shows uptown, a day at Coney Island, an outing to Staten Island for a swim in the moonlight, everyone’s clothes left on shore. Rayna Simons came for a long visit from Chicago to see New York with her college buddy. Charles Phillips would stop by to visit his “impishly profane” friend. The event that summer that was most memorable for Dorothy was the night twenty or so men gathered in the apartment—a group that included Eastman, Dell, Jack Reed, Mike Gold, and the brothers Albert and Charles Boni, the Village booksellers and publishers—to debate their response to their imminent draft call. The anguishing time was fast approaching when eligible males would have to choose: the army, prison, or flight.





In taking up residence within a stone’s throw of Washington Square, Dorothy was now officially a resident of Greenwich Village. Though by middle age she hated to be discussed as a “Village habituée” and was testily unreceptive to questions on the topic, preferring that people think of her as someone whose entire preconversion life had been centered on the Lower East Side, the fact is that in the memory of everyone who knew her then she was very much a part of that other world.


The mythologizing of Greenwich Village circa 1900–1930 that occupied cultural historians for a good part of the later twentieth century has tended to downplay certain grimy realities. One encountered a fair number of bores and charlatans, hangers-on and monomaniacs—and worse. Alcoholism and drug addiction were widespread in the Village. Shady characters weren’t hard to find. Bad food, inadequate plumbing, and a dearth of funds for habitable living quarters are more easily romanticized long after the fact. Casual sex, common enough, could be liberating and pleasurable, but it could also be deadening and predatory.


Yet it is true that for men and women who wanted to set themselves apart from bourgeois values, life south of 14th Street and north of Canal Street in Manhattan offered something unconventional and sustaining. In an area of low rents and relaxed mores, many Villagers perceived this as-yet-undeveloped part of New York City as a “spiritual haven,” in the words of one neighborhood woman at the time—a great anomaly in God’s Country, “a sort of liberal/radical small town.” Political rebels, intellectuals, gay men and lesbians, and those who had been misfits among their families finally found a place. Prior to 1917, the West Village was an especially enjoyable enclave of minimal traffic and noise, as Seventh Avenue, a major thoroughfare barreling down from Midtown, still ended at Greenwich Avenue, two blocks south of 14th Street.


This was a milieu Dorothy found desirable, despite her later need, for plausible and complex reasons, to pretend otherwise. Through Mike Gold, through Floyd Dell, through friends at The Call and The Masses, she met a range of fascinating people to talk to late at night in any number of settings, including taverns—the kind of people she would not have encountered had she remained in college, the kind of people who would have appalled her parents, people with different, urgent ideas about the world. What could be more exciting to a nonconformist of nineteen, craving challenge and experience?


They were a motley bunch. Terry Carlin had known the Haymarket martyrs during the course of his vagabond wanderings, claimed a friendship with Theodore Dreiser, and was full of praise for an up-and-coming playwright he roomed with, Eugene O’Neill. The Czech-born Hippolyte Havel, another aging O’Neill buddy—“long-haired, owl-eyed, irrepressibly intellectual”—gave the impression of having served time in just about every jail in Europe for his politics and, though married, was rumored to be the lover of Emma Goldman, with whom he had edited the radical magazine Mother Earth. (Both Carlin and Havel were the inspirations for vivid characters in O’Neill’s 1939 play The Iceman Cometh: Havel for the tormented, ex-movement man Larry Slade, Carlin for the aging anarchist and alcoholic Hugo Kalmar.) The poet Maxwell Bodenheim took a liking to Dorothy, though she probably had to make clear to Bodenheim that she was not interested in a liaison, as he tended, despite his lack of sex appeal, to proposition every woman who caught his fancy.


Nor was it an exclusively male domain Dorothy was entering. Mary Heaton Vorse, Anita Block, Margaret Sanger, and Crystal Eastman, all of whom she knew already, weren’t the only women held in high regard. The writers Neith Boyce and Susan Glaspell, actress/directors Nina Moise and Ida Rauh, feminist reformers Henrietta Rodman and Edna Kenton, painter Marguerite Zorach, poet Edna St. Vincent Millay, and pathbreakers such as the anthropologist Elsie Clews Parsons (one of the founders in 1919 of the New School for Social Research) were a few of the many formidable women on the scene, to be met at lectures or heard lecturing or to be introduced to at parties or at the theater or after Union Square rallies, while Jessie Tarbox Beals was everywhere with her camera, documenting their gathering places. True enough, men made unrelenting advances on attractive single, and sometimes not single, women—the atmosphere of the day was self-consciously libidinous, Victorian prudery was a subject of hearty jibes (it was “sex o’clock in America,” in the much-quoted phrase of the journalist William Marion Reedy)—but the men Dorothy knew, with some notable exceptions, respected their female counterparts, and counterparts was very much what they were.


In the midst of this widening and enriching circle, luck played its part, and Dorothy was especially lucky in her choice of boyfriend. Mike Gold was that rare man who, when he took an interest in a woman, liked to see her enjoy her broadening horizons and all manner of new experiences. Even before she had moved to MacDougal Street, he had introduced Dorothy to a classic Village experience, the drama of the Provincetown Playhouse. Drama in all senses: the most original new plays being written were performed there, and the histrionics of the people involved were no less worth noting.


The fabled Provincetown Playhouse got its start in Mary Heaton Vorse’s fishing wharf cottage on Cape Cod, where a group of theater-minded New Yorkers, including Vorse herself, staged some plays with their vacationing friends over two summers and then decided in 1915 that they weren’t prepared to end the fun when the season ended. They had a sense they were creating something special. Relocated to Manhattan, the friends took over one floor of an 1840 brownstone at 139 MacDougal Street, a block south of Washington Square and next door to Henrietta Rodman’s Liberal Club, everybody’s favorite lecture and debate space.


For those with avant-garde tastes, plays—almost exclusively one-acts—were staged in the troupe’s first years by Eugene O’Neill, Susan Glaspell, Floyd Dell, John Reed, Louise Bryant, Max Bodenheim, Edna St. Vincent Millay, Djuna Barnes, and Wallace Stevens. A doctor-poet from New Jersey, William Carlos Williams, acted in one; the photographer Berenice Abbott in another. Max Eastman took a turn behind the lights in one of Dell’s plays. After rehearsals or performances, the actors and their friends would retire to the Samovar on West 4th Street for coffee or libations. Mike Gold was stagestruck. He thought of 139 MacDougal Street as “a house of magic.”


Despite having no real talent in that direction, he dreamed of being an admired playwright. In total, he would have three one-act plays produced by the theater. In January 1917, his antiwar play Ivan’s Homecoming had been staged in a triple bill with works on the same theme by Glaspell and Dell. He had hopes for more attention from the Players. Dorothy took to hanging about with him there, sometimes reading lines in rehearsals for absent actors. The plays she saw in those months included three one-acts by O’Neill and The People, Susan Glaspell’s clever satire about life at the office of The Masses (with a wickedly funny parody of Hippolyte Havel). She might also have seen Pendleton King’s Cocaine, about a suicidal streetwalker, her boyfriend who contemplates prostitution himself, and their addiction to a drug well known to many Villagers.


From that fervent period emerged an unlikely best friend. Peggy Baird, a louche and attractive twenty-seven-year-old, hung about with the playhouse crowd, too. She slept with a fair number of the available men, including O’Neill. A real-life version of Christopher Isherwood’s Sally Bowles, she was separated, possibly already divorced, from her husband, the free-verse poet Orrick Johns. She smoked at least as much as Dorothy and drank herself into a state whenever she felt like it. Peggy, a suffragette, was purportedly the first woman in the Village to bob her hair. She liked Dorothy, invited her to her studio to see her paintings, and even talked her into posing nude one afternoon. She was also a fount of erotic advice, insisting to her considerably less experienced friend that more was always better than less in the sexual realm, that men and women understood each other better after they had coupled.


Evidence that postcoital harmony was not a universal condition was to be seen everywhere in the Village, of course, not least within the Provincetown Players circle where affairs were numerous. One woman who occasioned a good deal of talk was the journalist Louise Bryant, who lived with John Reed, everyone’s favorite Village writer, the boy wonder of the left wing and a man from whom great things were always expected. Some mutual friends held against her the rumor (actually erroneous) that she had stolen him away from Mabel Dodge, who from her lower Fifth Avenue apartment ran the premier salon for New York radicals and modern artists.


Dorothy was familiar with Louise Bryant from The Masses. Though he published her work, Max Eastman had little personal regard for her, and Dorothy wondered how much that had to do with old-fashioned male prejudice. (“She had no right to have brains and be so pretty” was Dorothy’s take on the men’s reactions to Bryant at the office.) Eugene O’Neill, though, had no problem with her aspirations or her impulsiveness and professed to be madly in love with her. As she and Reed had a more or less open relationship, Bryant and O’Neill were romantically involved for a time in 1917, but Reed proved to be a little more possessive than he pretended to be. It was a torturous affair, as everything involving Bryant was. Gossipmongers hinted at Reed’s alleged impotence, a pregnancy by O’Neill, an abortion. The whole prolonged, messy business ended when Bryant left for Russia with Reed to cover the great happenings there. O’Neill, less interested in the fall of the Romanovs, was crushed. Observing such incidents, Dorothy took stock of the emotional maelstrom she was entering. Never had her parents’ expectations seemed so distant.
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