

[image: cover]


    
[image: cover]



    
[image: cover]





Finalist for the National Book Critics Circle John Leonard Award


#1 Indie Next Selection of America’s Independent Booksellers


A Washington Post and Kirkus Reviews Notable Book of the Year


A Wall Street Journal, Boston Globe, and IndieBound Bestseller


“Riveting . . . Stellar . . . A vivid narrative . . . Hothouse fits nicely on a shelf next to entertaining business books such as Walter Isaacson’s Steve Jobs or Michael Lewis’s Moneyball.”


—Dallas Morning News


“Hothouse has both intelligence and wit in its revelations of publishing, publishers, and the capture of authors. The story of FSG is a dazzling wide-lens view of decades of literary America. To call Boris Kachka’s prose ‘brilliant’ is not a cliché; it has meaning.”


—Toni Morrison


“This is an amazing, once-in-a-lifetime book. With Hothouse Kachka has produced his very own Mad Men for the literary world—an exhilarating, beautifully written biography of FSG that’s really an exhilarating, beautifully written biography of a literary culture.”


—Junot Díaz


“It would be easy to dismiss Hothouse as a book aimed at bookish insiders, but a good writer can make anything interesting (and Kachka is a very good writer). . . . Hothouse includes many enlightening tidbits . . . [that] reveal something about the authors, the publishers, and even the shifts in American culture.”


—Craig Fehrman, San Francisco Chronicle


“Excellent . . . Hothouse is as engrossing as a biography of any major cultural icon.”


—Elissa Schappell, NPR


“A rough-and-tumble, heroic tale . . . Kachka takes us back to the black-and-white era when good old-fashioned hardcovers stood unassailably at the very heart of the culture. . . . I loved reading the spiky, spicy evocation of the company’s good old days.”


—Jonathan Galassi, New York magazine


“A juicy account of the postwar New York book world . . . Not your average beach read, Hothouse is one nonetheless—a Gossip Girl for those fascinated with the literary elite.”


—Harper’s Bazaar


“Scintillating . . . Crammed with delicious anecdotes . . . [A] compulsively readable tale of the creation, triumphs, and tribulations of Farrar, Straus and Giroux.”


—Julia M. Klein, The Forward


“Hothouse simmers with gossipy tales of publishing . . . and [is] blessed with real-life characters who could star in any sexy novel. . . . It’s not a book just for intellectuals.”


—USA Today


“Juicy . . . The New York book world, poised between scruffy glamour and crass commercialism, emerges in this lively chronicle of an iconic institution . . . Entertaining, accessible, smart, and thought-provoking, this is a book very much in tune with the lost literary milieu it recreates.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Lively history . . . A smart, savvy portrait of arguably the country’s most important publisher . . . complete with sex, sour editors, and the occasional stumble into financial success. . . . A smart and informative portrait of the mechanisms of modern publishing.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Scintillating history . . . Writing with vigor, skill, and expertise and drawing on dozens of in-depth interviews, Kachka shares risqué gossip and striking insider revelations and vividly profiles the house’s world-shaping writers. . . . Kachka’s engrossing portrait of an exceptional publishing house sheds new light on the volatile mixture of commerce, art, and passion that makes the world of books go round.”


—Booklist


“Astounding: an intelligent, knowing, beautifully written, spectacularly well-reported (read: gratifyingly gossipy) chronicle of the ultimate old-school book publisher. If you want a sense of how big-time, high-end New York publishing used to work and works today, I can’t imagine a finer, more authoritative guide.”


—Kurt Andersen


“Boris Kachka would have you believe that Hothouse is the inside story of book publishing as told through the prism of that industry’s original odd couple. Do not believe him. Do not be fooled by the wonderful stories of famous authors, editors, and publishers. Here instead is a sneakily informative view of how art gets made in America, a fresh look at the intersection of commerce and culture.”


—Sloane Crosley


“As a literary biographer, I’m amazed this book hasn’t been written yet in some form, and we can only be grateful that the matter rested until such a stylish, insightful author as Kachka came along to write it. It reminds me of another of my favorite books, Brendan Gill’s Here at The New Yorker—full of sad/funny anecdotes about living, breathing human beings, namely (in both cases) nothing less than the major figures in twentieth century American literature. Hothouse is a must-read for anyone curious about the secret history of American publishing in the postwar era.”


—Blake Bailey


“Hothouse is a wonderful book—a sharp look at the backstory of a famous publishing house and the flamboyant man who got as much attention as the writers he usually got cheap. Bravo!”


—Larry McMurtry
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For Aron and Nora Kachka,
and in memory of Zinovy Vaysman





Introduction


A Long and Beautiful Life


Roger W. Straus, Jr., the grandson of an ambassador, would have made a terrible diplomat. No matter the situation or his level of expertise, Straus had an opinion, and as often as not, he shared it, in public. Whenever he took a phone call from a journalist, his devoted secretary liked to hold up a sign that read: OFF THE RECORD. Straus had, however, an unusually diplomatic answer to everyone’s favorite question: What was the best book that Farrar, Straus and Giroux, the publishing house he led for nearly sixty years, had ever published? Straus had to strike from the list his most competitive writers: Robert Lowell, John Berryman, Jean Stafford, Jack Kerouac, Elizabeth Bishop, Philip Roth, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. Picking among his closest friends—Susan Sontag, Joseph Brodsky, Tom Wolfe, John McPhee, Edmund Wilson, Isaac Bashevis Singer—would be like declaring a favorite child. It certainly wouldn’t be one of his rare bestsellers, from Sammy Davis, Jr., to Scott Turow, who rather embarrassed him.


It was one of the toughest questions you could throw at Roger. For all their great size, commercial publishing conglomerates like Simon & Schuster—a favorite Straus whipping boy—had maybe a book or two per season of lasting literary value. And besides, it would be silly to direct such a question to corporate CEOs, and not just because they rarely read their own books; these giants and their constituent imprints had changed hands so many times it was hard to tell who deserved the credit, or what the value of their logo really was from year to year. Farrar, Straus and Giroux was, and is, different. Those three angular fish stacked vertically at the bottom of a book’s spine are a guarantee to critics and discerning readers: You may or may not love this book, but we do. This was as true in 2011—Jeffrey Eugenides, Péter Nádas, Denis Johnson, Thomas Friedman, Roberto Bolaño—as it was in 1968.


Straus’s consistent choice of a favorite book was on its face an odd one. Though he often stood accused of chasing Nobel Prizes to the exclusion of all else, including profits, this writer was not one of FSG’s twenty-five Nobel laureates (the latest being Mario Vargas Llosa, 2010). Instead he chose Memoirs of Hadrian, by Marguerite Yourcenar, a historical novel written in the voice of the great Roman emperor. Picked up from France via one of Straus’s shady European scouts and hastily translated by Yourcenar’s lover, the book had a brisk-enough sale—about forty thousand in hardcover—but sales on a work like this were, Straus declared, “caviar.” Memoirs, which had stayed in print for decades after its publication in 1954, had “this long and rather beautiful life.”


The same could be said of the twin engines behind FSG, Straus and his reticent editor-partner, Robert Giroux. The story of their lives, their publishing house, and a postwar period during which the bestseller lists teemed with brilliant and difficult work (even poetry) inevitably flirts with nostalgia. Independent publishers are largely history—FSG itself was sold in 1994 to a German conglomerate—and even books themselves, we are told, are quickly giving way to pixels and tablets. Both the art and the craft of bookmaking seem to be under grave threat.


But that’s a simplistic storyline. Narratives will persist, and conglomerate-owned houses still put out excellent work. Nor was the old, independent Farrar, Straus any kind of Xanadu. It was filthy, inadequately heated and cooled, never painted, teeming with bugs and ugly fluorescent tube lights and impoverished if passionate lifers. It was also a private fiefdom under one lord, Roger Straus, a man who could be cheap, vulgar, classist, and sexist all in one gratuitously cruel remark. What really made him sell the company wasn’t market forces, but his inability to cede power to his own son. Less charitable observers would say he singled out Memoirs of Hadrian because he himself was a despot. But whether you saw the independent FSG as an “antique spinning wheel,” in the words of one detractor, or as a paradise for those who loved books above all else, the fact is that its demise was foreordained, just like that of CBGB, the League of Nations, or Scribner’s bookstore. Its history, like so much of the writing it published, is fascinating and vivid but difficult to parse—and all the more rewarding for the effort.


Memoirs of Hadrian well deserved its place in Straus’s pantheon, mainly because it handled vast themes with great subtlety. The fictional notes of an old man looking to the future and the inevitable end of his empire, it expresses, better than the combative and not very subtle Straus ever could, an enduring and tempered faith in the lasting works of civilization at its best:


Life is atrocious, we know. But precisely because I expect little of the human condition, man’s periods of felicity, his partial progress, his efforts to begin over again and to continue, all seem to me like so many prodigies which nearly compensate for the monstrous mass of ills and defeats, of indifference and error. Catastrophe and ruin will come; disorder will triumph, but order will too, from time to time . . . Not all our books will perish, nor our statues, if broken, lie unrepaired; other domes and pediments will arise from our domes and pediments; some few men will think and work and feel as we have done, and I venture to count upon such continuators, placed irregularly throughout the centuries, and upon this kind of intermittent immortality.


•   •   •


Just as breaking news is the rough draft of history, the first pass at a person’s legacy is written by his eulogizers. FSG’s legacy is inseparable from those of its two departed leaders, Straus and Giroux—one its restless gut, the other its quiet brain. And to understand them, it pays to begin at the end, with their memorials, each a perfectly tuned tribute to an inimitable man.


St. Paul’s Chapel, at Columbia University in New York, is as spacious and soaring inside as most cathedrals, but it doesn’t put on airs. Its Renaissance Revival design—redbrick outside, delicate rose herringbone tile within—mingles politely with the McKim, Mead & White brick-and-stone campus that surrounds it. A chilling, windswept rain was falling outside the chapel on December 10, 2008, as one hundred current and former employees of FSG gathered to remember Robert Giroux, who had died three months earlier at the age of ninety-four. It was a grim autumn for publishing: sales plummeting, layoffs and closings pouring down, and more on the way. A week after the service, FSG publisher Jonathan Galassi would have to announce layoffs and further consolidation with the other American holdings of Holtzbrinck, the German owners of FSG. Never before had the company’s autonomy looked so precarious. The Giroux memorial was a brief, solemn respite, “the eye of the storm,” as one editor put it.


Six speakers—three of Giroux’s FSG acolytes, an Elizabeth Bishop scholar, a Jesuit priest, and the daughter of Bernard Malamud—attested briefly to Giroux’s integrity, his editorial care, his excellent taste, his passion for opera. Then they read selections from writers, including Robert Lowell, Flannery O’Connor, and Thomas Merton—artists whose tumultuous lives the editor improved as much as he did their tumultuous work.


Giroux had lived long enough to eulogize his partner and boss of almost a half century, Roger Straus, at a service that couldn’t have been more different from his own. Straus’s death in 2004 at the age of eighty-seven was marked by not one but three public services, in Frankfurt, London, and New York, as well as a proper funeral at Fifth Avenue’s Temple Emanu-El, one of the largest synagogues in the world. The memorial for Straus in New York, where Giroux was one of fifteen speakers, took place in September at the 92nd Street Y, in the dark, mahogany-paneled Unterberg Poetry Center, venue of many an FSG author reading. A secular Jewish temple of literature and performance, it suited Straus—the worldly, ecumenical showman—just as St. Paul’s fit the liberal, Jesuit-trained Giroux.


There had also been rain on that September day, but it had blown over by the time of the remembrance. The audience swelled to six hundred (most dressed for an evening out, though it was three in the afternoon) and included nearly every American friend, rival, and enemy who had ever crossed paths with the founder of FSG. It felt, said an editor, like “the keynote event of a publishing conference.” And then the speeches began. While Straus’s Emanu-El service had been solemn (some thought too solemn), this was a grander, more cacophonous affair, played at a snappy clip and in a variety of keys. At times it was wistful, but at others it was as bawdy and cutting as a Friar’s Club roast.


Jonathan Galassi opened the service by recalling his first encounter with the man who would, twenty years later, hand him the keys to his kingdom. Back in the seventies, Galassi was introduced to Straus and Susan Sontag, huddled in matching leather jackets inside a banquette at an old Washington Square restaurant known as One Fifth. It turned out that Roger’s wife, Dorothea, was publishing a memoir with Houghton Mifflin, where Galassi was then an editor. By way of introduction, Straus roared, in his marble-mouthed North Shore accent, “Tell your fucking copyediting department to get off their asses and fix my wife’s proofs!” Then he turned back to his glamorous, long-limbed guest. Galassi’s first impression: “This guy is a hood.”


John McPhee, a loyal FSG author for four decades, was characteristically dry in his encomium, save for a pitch-perfect Straus imitation: “He was absolutely mahvelous! Mahvelous! Et cetera, et cetera, and so forth and so on . . .” Farrar, Straus gave him unconditional love: Every single one of his books, many of them about rocks, was accepted and kept perpetually in print. But then there was the money, or lack thereof. He’d once asked Straus if he was earning less because he didn’t have an agent, and Roger answered honestly, “Oh, not a whole hell of a lot.” McPhee concluded with some backhanded praise for the publisher who’d once given him a “Fuck you” in lieu of an advance. “If he kept back money that he might have laid on me,” McPhee said, “I’m particularly happy about that now, because I’m sure he has it with him, and he’ll need it.”


Union Square Cafe owner Danny Meyer was out of town attending his own grandfather’s funeral, but in a speech read by a business partner, he mused on how much higher FSG’s author advances might have been if Straus had curtailed some of his three thousand meals at the restaurant. (“Danny’s a good writer,” an editor said with a nudge. “Somebody should sign him up.”) Publisher Peter Mayer remembered his onetime mentor calling him a schmuck and hanging up on him. Czech-born children’s book author and illustrator Peter Sís recalled his hesitance to enter FSG, at 19 Union Square West, because it looked like an INS office—until he met Roger, who “gave me hope that there might be a better way to live, that we might go to some bar, and have some drinks, and do other things that I don’t dare talk about here.” Ian Frazier compared Roger to Max Bialystock from The Producers and praised (but did not demonstrate) his talent for telling dirty stories. But he also recalled that Straus “enjoyed thinking about the possibility that in the year 2600 people might still be reading a book published by him.” It was a trick that works brilliantly in Frazier’s writing: smuggling in a sense of seriousness beneath the humor, a surprise guest at the party.


Straus’s sui generis blend of vulgarity and refinement was owed partly to his upbringing. The product of two powerful families, the Strauses and the Guggenheims, he had defied his kin—Princeton-trained industrialists and politicians—by serially failing at school, forsaking the family business, and starting, of all things, a tiny publishing shop. Yet by the time he died he was, to all observers, the epitome of noblesse oblige. Thus it made perfect sense for the service’s final speech to be given by Tom Wolfe, that keen observer of both class distinctions and the distinctively crass. Having come to FSG in 1964, the Man in White admiringly sketched Roger’s aesthetic—ascots, broad pinstripes, custom camel-hair coats, and the prized beige Mercedes convertible. When that car pulled up across the street from old drug-ridden Union Square Park, Wolfe said, the resident junkies “would freeze, the needles in midair, the straps around the arm, and all the rest of it . . . It was a magical car, and a magical arrival, and he was absolutely immune from all of the terrors of Union Square.”


But before Wolfe spoke, literary agent Andrew Wylie came to the podium. His appearance was the shock of the afternoon. Straus was not big on agents, particularly the openly mercenary types, and Wylie plays that part better than anyone else, practically twirling an invisible mustache as he poaches other agents’ clients and extorts astronomical advances from publishers. (It wasn’t Straus who nicknamed him “the Jackal”; he simply called him “that shit.”) Moving Philip Roth away from FSG had been a mortal sin. Straus rarely spoke to Roth after that, but Wylie he had to deal with. Besides, they had much in common—their haughty manner, natty attire, and reverence for capital “L” Literature. They were doppelgängers in their separate towers of the literary citadel, usually (but not always) on opposite sides of the moat. What could Wylie possibly have to say?


He began with what he’d heard about Straus before meeting him and went on to describe their strange courtship:


He was always doing battle with one person, or he was at war with another. A good number of fights he had started. He was a prolific abuser of nicknames. His broadly reported acts of withering condescension were exhilarating. I conspired to meet him. Naturally I was treated abysmally . . . Gradually, we came to know each other—though a bit warily at first. I studied him carefully. He was a magnificent character: vindictive, raucous, willful. A wonderful man. We had terrible fights . . . He had a vile tongue. He relished obscenities. He was always curious about everything and supernaturally aware. He seemed to have a second sense about what mattered in publishing and what did not. He was consistently provocative for a reason. He was singular; he was superb. I will miss him for the rest of my life. I guess we all will. It’s already getting very dull without him.


Some ranked it the best speech of the afternoon. Straus might have agreed. It was a barbed tangle of epithets for a complex hero, a litany read out by a fierce rival still awed by the outsize presence of the departed. Straus, who liked to issue the warning shot “Too much ego, amigo,” couldn’t have asked for a better testament to his own.


•   •   •


The strongest speech at Giroux’s memorial was, like the ceremony, far more solemn. Pat Strachan, now an editor at Little, Brown, began her career as Giroux’s assistant in 1971. Had things gone differently, she might have eventually succeeded him as editor in chief. Unspoken in all of her hugs and quiet exchanges with former colleagues—including Galassi, who did become editor in chief—was the mutual understanding that her tenure had ended badly, regretfully. But this evening wasn’t about resentments, only remembrance. Strachan chose to pay tribute to Giroux as a professional mourner himself, a guardian of legacies. She had known “Mr. Giroux” as a charming but stoic presence, a man whose emotions—save for the occasional outburst over production snafus—were hard to know. But she did once see her boss break down—just once. “In the winter of 1972,” she said, “Bob called me into his office, asking me to shut the door. After I sat down, he said, ‘John has jumped off the bridge.’ Tears began streaming down his face. His beloved poet John Berryman had taken his own life.”


Strachan herself welled up at the memory. She also read from some of Flannery O’Connor’s letters, noting the southern Catholic’s early death from lupus. And she closed by referencing yet another untimely passing. Giroux had spoken at the 1979 funeral for his friend Henry Robbins, his immediate successor as FSG’s editor in chief. At that earlier memorial, Giroux had drawn on the subject of Straus’s favorite book, the legacy-obsessed Emperor Hadrian. But he didn’t quote from Memoirs of Hadrian. Instead he recited his own rough Latin translation of the philosopher-king’s best-known piece of verse, which he’d written on his deathbed:


Little soul, gentle and drifting, the guest and comrade of my body, where will you now find a dwelling place? Poor little, naked little, pale little soul, without your old power of joking.


It was perhaps not the happiest vision of an afterlife (surely they didn’t take cash in this nameless limbo, as they did in McPhee’s more transactional paradise). But it was appropriately wistful and, maybe, Strachan’s way of calling attention to other editors who had made FSG what it was. She pointed out that Giroux had read those same lines at a memorial for “yet another great and fine editor,” a dapper, slim, and devastatingly witty man named Harold Vursell. Aside from editing Memoirs of Hadrian, Vursell was also at various times the managing editor, head of production, and chief of children’s books.


Going back through the editorial history, Strachan seemed to be raising the curtain on a long line of ghosts leading back to John Farrar, whose imprimatur and inherited writers Straus had once desperately needed. Giroux was sharing the spotlight at St. Paul’s, not just with his famous writers but also with other editors who were in danger, as he once put it—citing Orwell’s 1984, which he’d helped publish—of being “dropped down the memory hole.”


It may have been Straus who, by sheer force of his charm and quickness, managed to preserve the company that arguably set the intellectual tone of postwar America. But it was Giroux and Robbins and Vursell and many other underpaid strivers who advised him on what to publish, how to promote it, how to translate it and sell it properly abroad—who, in short, made the company worth preserving. They worked in gloves in the winter when the heat broke down; they jerry-rigged the paper towel roll in the ladies’ room with an oversize dinner fork; they repaired their own desks and bought their own pencils and made sacrifices in their lives that well-born Roger W. Straus, Jr., would never have to make, all for the freedom to publish what they loved, and little else.


At Giroux’s memorial, FSG editor Paul Elie, the author of a group biography of four Catholic authors—three of them Giroux writers—warned against false nostalgia. “It is tempting to float an analogy between his death and the death of a certain kind of publishing,” said Elie. “But the fact is that his kind of publishing was rare in his own time, and so was he.”


As calculated and profit-driven as mainstream publishing has become, there was no such thing as a golden age. Both Giroux and Farrar had found refuge, in Roger’s company, from a business already rife with unreasonable, callous, and daft publishers. Cofounder John Farrar had been ousted from his own firm, Farrar & Rinehart, while lying in an Algerian hospital during World War II—a predicament that left the esteemed editor on the verge of a nervous breakdown. He and Roger Straus were lucky to find each other. The Farrar name, as Roger once said, “meant something in publishing, and the name Straus meant nothing.”


Giroux’s break from his previous employer was even more symptomatic of the pressures put on any talented editor of literature. For fifteen years he had prospered at Harcourt, Brace and Company, publishers of Virginia Woolf, Edmund Wilson, and T. S. Eliot, all of whom he cut his teeth editing while still in his twenties—a dream come true for a factory foreman’s kid from Jersey City who’d attended Columbia University on scholarship. But in the late forties the company was merged with a textbook publisher, and Giroux’s generous boss was replaced with a businessman, Eugene Reynal. When Giroux requested approval to acquire The Catcher in the Rye, Reynal objected, “The guy’s crazy,” meaning Holden Caulfield. Then he forwarded it to the textbook division, which turned it down. After having to tell J. D. Salinger to take a walk, Giroux eventually did the same. He joined Farrar, Straus as editor in chief in 1955.


As with John Farrar, Straus needed his editor as much as his editor needed him. At St. Paul’s, Galassi—the only person who read at both Straus’s and Giroux’s services—poked another bit of fun at his predecessor. Galassi read from Farrar, Straus’s Spring 1952 catalog. A few titles on the list:


The Trouble with Cinderella: An Outline of Identity, by Artie Shaw


A Husband in the House, by Stuart David Engstrand


Water Wagon: Through Florida Waterways by Scow and Outboard Motor, by Rube Allyn


They Want to Know: Answers from Business to Questions All of the American People Are Asking, by Earl Bunting and Edward Makeer


It was funny, but there was a bit of the notorious FSG smugness in the assumption that these books were all beneath their publisher; bandleader Shaw’s searching autobiography was reprinted as recently as 2001. Yet it was true that most of those early forays were eminently forgettable, and Giroux was not in the habit of doing forgettable books. “The most sobering of all publishing lessons,” he had once said, is that “a great book is often ahead of its time, and the trick is how to keep it afloat until the times catch up with it.” A half century later, it looked as though Straus had been keeping his publishing house afloat until Giroux could get there.


Upon leaving Harcourt, Giroux never directly asked any of his authors to follow him to Farrar, Straus. But seventeen of them did, including T. S. Eliot, Lowell, O’Connor, Malamud, Berryman, and—at least for two books—Jack Kerouac. In one fell swoop, Straus, who always advised prospective publishers to “find yourself a damned good editor,” had himself a damned good house.


•   •   •


FSG really became itself around the time Giroux was made partner, in 1964. There was its logo, purloined from Noonday Books, a down-and-out publishing house Roger acquired on the cheap, picking up not only those three angular fish but Isaac Bashevis Singer. There was Susan Sontag, the long-haired siren of what she called, in one of her groundbreaking essays, “The New Sensibility,” uniting in one person all the charisma, smarts, and unflagging energy that Roger Straus looked for in a writer and a person. There were Tom Wolfe and Joan Didion, journalists of a type no one had read before. There was the freewheeling office, a cauldron of adultery that Roger’s wife called a “sexual sewer,” and a place uncommonly tolerant of gay men in various stages of openness, from Vursell to Giroux to Michael di Capua, editor of Maurice Sendak and Christopher Isherwood. And there were the parties, gatherings of the New York intelligentsia at the Strauses’ 70th Street town house where you might eavesdrop on Leonard Bernstein, Mary McCarthy, and Jerzy Kosinski deep in conversation with a small-waisted woman in head-to-toe black silk, a veil, and an enormous-brimmed hat: Dorothea Straus.


But you didn’t have to score a party invite to know where the vital center of books could be found. All you had to do was browse the shelves of Brentano’s with a discerning eye, and find yourself drawn inexorably to those three little fish. It wasn’t all in a particular genre, any more than those personalities on 70th Street represented a single point of view. Literary culture, like the rest of society, shifted seismically in those postwar decades, with generations jostling for supremacy. Lowell and Wilson and Dwight Macdonald were arguing loudly with Sontag and Wolfe and Grace Paley over what art and the world should look like. In the crucible of Manhattan, culture wasn’t monolithic, and that was exactly what made it exciting. Bridging those divides was Farrar, Straus and Giroux. Their method, and Roger’s, was to build a culture of their own, to stand for what they genuinely believed to be the best, most beautiful books: to be aristocrats of taste in a mercenary meritocracy. Powered by ideas and glamour and just a little bit of capital, FSG was, hands down, the hottest house in New York.


And yet, even in those days, before slick agents and German bankers got into the book business, 19 Union Square West already felt a little out of place. Born of high society, Roger Straus had gone into a gentleman’s profession. His path had been blazed by the heads of several “Jewish houses”: the pioneering Horace Liveright; the venerable Alfred A. Knopf, whom Roger considered stiff and pretentious; Random House’s telegenic Bennett Cerf; and the founders of the more commercial-minded Simon & Schuster. But by the time Roger was parading his house geniuses around his country manor in Purchase, New York, publishing no longer looked so much like the fiefdoms of flashy scions. In 1960, Alfred Knopf fell out with his son and sold his company to Random House. Five years after that, Random House was sold to RCA. Before 1960, there were no independent publishers, just publishers. Today, 50 percent of the American book market is controlled by four corporations—and soon enough there may be only three, or two. Yet even in the sixties, it was apparent that most firms would have to choose: grow and acquire, sell out to a bigger firm, or die.


Roger Straus made it his mission to find a middle way. Fueling that mission was boundless optimism, a tolerance for risk, and just enough of a personal financial cushion to keep from falling over the brink. But one thing he couldn’t bring himself to do, at least for forty-eight years, was to sell his company. If survival meant losing one’s identity, or ceding one’s authority, then it wasn’t worth the struggle.


The benefits of this approach are obvious: See all those beautiful books, and all those editors who learned their trade in an office where their talents could flower without the intrusions of focus groups or growth imperatives. One obvious cost was an almost cultlike aversion to change. Roger’s FSG resisted inevitable market forces on the one hand, and the inevitable fact of succession on the other. Few companies better embodied Emerson’s definition of an institution as “the lengthened shadow of one man” than Farrar, Straus. But no man can cast a shadow forever.


Giroux learned to thrive in that shadow—albeit less and less happily. Readers at the St. Paul’s memorial cited his humility as a virtue inseparable from his talent. When they weren’t reciting the words of his illustrious writers, they eulogized him for his turkey-sandwich-and-Jell-O lunches at his desk; for his forbearance with writers; for a dearth of personal photos that could be used at the service. “He did have a priestly aspect to his character,” Father Patrick Samway, the Jesuit who spoke at the ceremony, later said. “What was so unusual about him was his utter lack of ego.” In fact, Giroux had plenty of ego; he just preferred not to put it on display.


Roger, on the other hand, didn’t so much mind being photographed. Every time a camera appeared, he seemed reflexively to strike a bold, Apollonian pose or, later in life, a teeth-baring smile almost as broad as his armspan, the latter fully extended to embrace everyone within the frame. Above the stage at the 92nd Street Y was a screen showing slide after slide of Straus snapshots—Roger bestowing his presence on colleagues and authors both famous and forgotten.


One of them was Giroux’s successor as editor in chief, Henry Robbins, who left the company for more money after only one tumultuous year in charge. After Giroux, there was a different would-be successor every few years—until he or she was, all of a sudden, gone. The last of these was Roger Straus III, Roger’s only son, who literally learned publishing at his father’s knee. In the mid-nineties, “Young Roger” gave up not just his aspirations for succession but his life in book publishing. A year after his departure, his father finally relented and sold the firm. It was left to Jonathan Galassi, who’d steered his own middle course—between father and son—to take over running FSG. But he wasn’t the owner, nor was his shadow anywhere near as long as Roger’s.


There might have been a deeper reason than Straus’s and Giroux’s wildly divergent personalities for the contrast between the two memorials. In the four years between them, FSG had moved out of those cramped Union Square offices to shiny new quarters of glass and blond wood. Galassi began publishing a few more commercial books and creeping ever closer to the rest of the Holtzbrinck properties. Gone were the cubbyholes stacked with dusty manuscripts, the letters passed among editors by hand, and even Peggy Miller, Straus’s secretary and intimate of more than forty years. What had felt like a cliché in 2004, during those three Straus memorials, turned out to be true in 2008: An era had ended.


Eras never last, though, and neither do people, as Yourcenar put it so elegantly and as the founders of FSG knew well. Both Straus and Giroux had been exceedingly lucky. Their company exploited a glorious middle place—geographically, culturally, and historically. Overlooking Union Square, FSG had one foot in Knopf’s midtown, another in Grove Press’s Greenwich Village, and both arms reaching out to Europe. Their timing was good, too. As their first catalog was going out, the G.I. Bill was flooding colleges with eager minds, American art was asserting itself across every field, and mores were changing, though not yet at a disorienting pace. These men, elitists with democratic impulses, had their pick of editors, authors, and readers.


And then . . . the world kept moving. Corporations consolidated, academia and pop culture cleaved apart, writers started making—or at least wanting—real money, and Europe stopped handing out Nobels to Americans. Dynasties survived in politics but dissolved in business. Yet it wouldn’t be right to dismiss FSG as a burst bubble, protected for too long from all that was good and bad in the world. Think of it, rather, as an eddy: a place where the water flowed against the current for a while. It was fated to rejoin the mainstream eventually; the only alternative was extinction. But for a long time, this particular watering hole sustained the vibrancy and diversity of a new ecosystem, a vital piece of the intellectual life of the United States, which then fed back into the mainstream. And while its legacy was Roger Straus’s great project, its unique impact in his own lifetime was almost satisfaction enough. Commenting on FSG’s feat of netting three Nobel Prizes in five years, Straus once proudly said, “The best part of that is that it will never happen again.”





1


An “Our Crowd” Story


The notice in the New York Times read like a rave review. By January 11, 1914, the Gilded Age was over and the fuse nearly lit on the powder keg of world war, yet the paper of record for New York’s Jewish aristocracy was running an ebullient two-page spread, bedecked with flowery borders and florid language to match, under the banner headline GUGGENHEIM-STRAUS MARRIAGE UNITES NOTED FAMILIES.


The opening of the story, devoted to good friends of the family that owned the Times, set the tone: “The forthcoming marriage of Miss Gladys Guggenheim to Roger Williams Straus suggests more romance than the one conjured up by lovers of sentiment. It is a real romance . . . but it is also an old romance, inasmuch as it cements the friendships of years and unites the daughter and son of the two houses that the world over stand for all that is triumphantly successful in their vast undertakings.” There was something in these undertakings that “for want of a better word must be termed epical.”


The wedding the next day was as elaborate as its advance billing. Gladys, the daughter of Daniel Guggenheim, paterfamilias of the country’s wealthiest Jewish dynasty, had turned eighteen the previous summer, just after graduating from Rosemary Hall in Connecticut. A pale beauty with raven-black hair and a downturned nose, Gladys was to attend Bryn Mawr but gave up her college plans after falling in love with a Princeton senior, a friend of her cousin’s, named Roger Williams Straus. Her father sent her off to Europe in order to slow things down, but at the end of the trial by separation the couple’s ardor was undiminished. And so instead of preparing for her second semester, Gladys was marching across the grand marble ballroom of the St. Regis Hotel, her family’s city home, in a white satin robe and a point lace veil held in place with orange blossoms, toward an ersatz Roman temple (eight columns of silver, a dome of white roses, flowering vines). There she joined her groom, who struck a stoic figure—wavy hair kept short and neatly parted, features just a little broader than those of a generic classical bust.


Rarely, outside glorious Temple Emanu-El, was so much of New York’s new elite gathered in one room. Roger’s father, Oscar S. Straus, had been the first Jewish member of a U.S. president’s cabinet. His uncle Nathan was a partner in two department-store dynasties—Macy’s and Abraham & Straus. Others in his party included Harold Loeb, the Princeton friend and Guggenheim cousin who’d introduced the couple; James Seligman II, of the family known as “the American Rothschilds”; and an actual Rothschild—Walter—who would later run A&S. Among the wider circle of guests were Mr. and Mrs. Andrew Carnegie and Mrs. Theodore Roosevelt.


“It’s an ‘Our Crowd’ story,” is how Roger and Gladys’s eldest son, Roger Jr., would explain his provenance more than sixty years later, in his characteristic social shorthand. “Our Crowd” was what Manhattan’s Germanic-Jewish haute bourgeoisie called themselves, distinguishing them from both the Christian upper class that still held the main levers of power and the eastern Europeans of the Yiddish ghettos downtown. Our Crowd socialized and intermarried as strategically as the European aristocracy in centuries past, and they gossiped and quarreled with a ferocity befitting the court that gave its name to the banquet chambers of the St. Regis—the Louis XVI rooms.


Fissures within the group reflected the era’s divergent politics. Three years before the illustrious wedding, Harold Loeb and his future cousin Roger were walking the Princeton grounds when Roger began extolling Teddy Roosevelt’s conservationist crusader, Gifford Pinchot. At the time, the Guggenheims were in a pitched battle against the forester over Alaska’s natural resources.


“Did you know,” Roger asked Harold, “that the Guggenheims are trying to steal Alaska?” Loeb took no offense. “Conditioned to hear the worst about the family, I merely shrugged my shoulders,” he recalled in his memoir. He was inclined to take the word of one of his best friends, a precociously mature and worldly youth he’d always looked up to. “Broadened by his sojourn in foreign lands,” Loeb wrote, “Roger walked with assurance in the exotic world of his elders and talked of even wider circles: of Englishmen he had known in Asia, of Turks and harems, of diplomats and countesses.”


And yet in later years it was Loeb, and not Roger Straus, who would beat his own worldly path. Loeb would drink with Gertrude Stein in Paris, dodge bulls with Ernest Hemingway, and start a literary journal known as Broom. Among the artists and writers published in his short-lived periodical were Mariana Moore, John Dos Passos, William Carlos Williams, Picasso, Klee, and Kandinsky.


For Loeb it was an adventure, for Straus a road not taken. Two decades before Straus’s own son, Roger Jr., would make a bold foray into the culture business, Loeb begged his Guggenheim grandfather to help keep Broom afloat. Simon Guggenheim rejected him out of hand, in 1923: “I am sorry you are not in an enterprise that would show a profit.” Simon’s primary assistant at the time, already a vice president with the family organization, was Harold’s onetime progressive hero, Roger W. Straus.


Roger Sr.’s father, Oscar, had been a more conventional kind of pioneer. Descended from Bavarian immigrants who had founded a dry-goods business in Georgia and moved north after the Civil War, Oscar studied law at Columbia University, and at first vacillated between that profession and his brothers’ expanding businesses. Finally he acceded to the advice of his father, Lazarus, and joined the family fold. But he was soon enmeshed in politics, agitating against Tammany Hall and, in 1885, leading a local businessmen’s chapter that helped put Grover Cleveland in the White House. Three years later he went abroad to serve as Cleveland’s minister to Turkey. Under the administrations of Cleveland, McKinley, Roosevelt, and Taft, Straus served three terms as minister to Turkey and one as Roosevelt’s secretary of labor and commerce. He founded the precursor to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce.


Oscar’s idol was the progressive Republican Theodore Roosevelt. Oscar believed in political moderation, abstemiousness, and pluralism. Having written a book on Roger Williams, the Puritan reformer and champion of religious tolerance, Oscar named his son Roger Williams Straus. While his social circle in New York was whittling away at gentlemen’s agreements in country clubs and prep schools, Oscar defied the will of foreign governments and homegrown bigots simply by serving his country. While his son Roger was at Princeton, Oscar was running for governor of New York State under the banner of Teddy Roosevelt’s “Bull Moose Party.” Though he lost, Oscar got more votes in his home state than the man at the top of the ticket.


Next to the Strauses, the Guggenheims were arrivistes. Their wealth among Our Crowd came relatively late, and they never moved into “cleaner” trades like retail or finance. Their work, no matter how far removed from the daily grit, still consisted of sifting dirt. Their chief source of wealth resided in the American Smelting and Refining Company, known by the graceless acronym ASARCO. Decades before the family name became associated with arts and philanthropy, it was considered slightly disreputable. When Guggenheims married other members of the crowd, a certain contingent at Temple Emanu-El held its nose. Family lore had it that when Daniel’s brother Benjamin became betrothed to one of the banker Seligmans in 1894, the latter family cabled relatives in Europe, FLORETTE ENGAGED GUGGENHEIM SMELTER, which the cable office clerk allegedly mangled into FLORETTE ENGAGED GUGGENHEIM SMELT HER. The story became a dinner-party staple.


And yet, as Roger Jr. would later tell friends and family, it was the Guggenheims who set conditions on Gladys’s marriage to Roger Straus—conditions that led him down a more conventional path. “Like a lot of wealthy Jews,” says Roger Straus III, “the Guggenheims preferred that their children marry something like an impoverished British lord.” Gladys’s father, Daniel, said he would consent to the marriage only if Roger went into his new family’s business.


The reasons for this condition were eminently practical. Much has been made of the propitious fact that the Guggenheim patriarch, Meyer, had seven sons, but in the next generation there was a notable lack of willing and able male heirs. According to his son, Roger Sr. had wanted to continue his studies at Princeton and perhaps become a history professor. But he was madly smitten with Gladys. After their honeymoon, he went to work in ASARCO’s personnel division, tasked with channeling his reformist ardor into the narrow course of company health and safety—thereby, not incidentally, helping to sanitize the corporation’s public image.


While Gladys joined all the right committees and pursued the life of a socialite philanthropist, Roger Sr. made a go, like his father, at a dual career in business and politics. After failing in a bid for assistant secretary of state in 1931, he developed very close ties to the liberal Republican Thomas E. Dewey. On the decisive night of each of Dewey’s campaigns—for district attorney and then governor (both successful) and then twice for president (both not)—the Deweys would dine at the Strauses’ Upper East Side town house, allaying their anxiety with roast duck and blueberry pie. As Dewey’s New York campaign manager, Straus was a devoted power broker but never a kingmaker, and he always just missed the opportunity to take in the spoils of his loyalty.


In 1949, Dewey considered him as a midterm replacement for a U.S. Senate seat, but decided against the appointment. Had Dewey indeed defeated Truman, Straus might well have followed his father into the president’s cabinet. Instead, Roger Sr. settled for the role of dutiful son-in-law, rising through ASARCO’s ranks. Without a doubt, he left his mark on the world, but it wasn’t entirely his own: He merely ambled further along the paths blazed by the Strauses and Guggenheims a generation before him.


•   •   •


In a photograph taken around 1926, Roger Straus, Jr., and his brother, Oscar, sons of Roger and Gladys, flank their toddler sister, Florence. The boys wear identical outfits—shirts with broad sailor collars and high black socks—and have nearly identical broad noses, slightly hooded eyes, and dark hair they inherited from their parents. Oscar, around eleven, jovially wraps his arm around Florence. Roger, two years younger, sits back with an intense look, an eyebrow cocked, charming but aloof. Around them is a pastoral scene that could be set at either of the compounds where the family spent most of its time.


Gladys had always preferred the countryside to the glamorous but transient atmosphere of the family pied-à-terre at the St. Regis. Her second son was born at New York Hospital in Manhattan on January 3, 1917, but almost from the beginning, Roger Jr. (Bill, to his family) spent much of his time with his grandparents. When Roger Sr. shipped off, in 1918, to meddle in the Russian Revolution with the Siberian Expeditionary Force, Gladys followed her husband as far as San Francisco, leaving her two boys with her parents. So “Bill” and Oscar spent their first vacation together at Sands Point on the north shore of Long Island, where their grandfather, Daniel Guggenheim, had recently bought 250 acres, including two neo-medieval estates, from railroad tycoon Howard Gould. With the entire Guggenheim clan gradually trading in its New Jersey starter dachas for larger estates, Daniel decided to make his home on the Long Island peninsula that would shortly be immortalized in The Great Gatsby as East Egg—the old-money enclave with the green light on the dock.


Hempstead House, as Daniel renamed the manor overlooking Long Island Sound, is composed largely of granite blocks and Gothic windows, giving the windswept grounds the aspect of an Oxford quad in midwinter break. The structure was as forbidding inside as out: cold limestone fireplaces, dark wood walls, Jacobean furniture throughout its forty rooms, and an entrance hall dominated by a stone fountain. The feudal atmosphere was total: Daniel “took a poor view of any of us wanting anything that was not there on the property,” his grandson Roger Jr. later remembered. A small army of staff raised and butchered Daniel’s cattle, pigs, and chickens, grew fruits and vegetables, and maintained the stables and golf course and indoor tennis court and beach house, where the Guggenheim grandchildren sought to master the new family pastimes. Roger Jr. remembered a bowling alley, a ski chute, “all kinds of things for all ages and sizes—it was really quite miraculous and quite marvelous.”


Roger never saw his grandfather casually dressed, even in the summer heat. His grandmother, née Florence Schloss, was heavily involved with Jewish charities easing the immigration of eastern Europeans into New York’s new shtetls. But up in East Egg she was “the grand dame,” according to her namesake granddaughter, Florence Straus Hart, pursuing a paradoxical dream Europe’s new refugees could not even imagine: assimilation into a world built on exclusion.


As “marvelous” as all this was, Roger Jr.’s fondest memories were not formed on Long Island, which was a little too “flamboyant” for his father’s modest taste. The family’s true respite was an estate of a mere thirty acres that grandfather Oscar S. Straus bought in Purchase, New York, in 1914, the year Roger Jr.’s parents married. The compound’s fanciful name, Sarosca Farm, combined the names of Oscar and his wife, Sarah. The main house, a long, low-slung manor in a half-timbered Tudor style, was built in 1904 after a design by Tuxedo Park mastermind Bruce Price. The architect’s style marked a halfway point between the revivalist crazes of the nineteenth century and the formalist rigor of Frank Lloyd Wright. It was, in a word, tasteful—more English retreat than Loire Valley fortress. Inside were the spoils of Oscar’s Oriental sojourns: a Turkish coffee table, a variety of urns, and a sedan chair with a telephone inside. Wicker furniture and Tiffany lamps clashed nonchalantly. A rug embroidered with the figures of menorahs was a nod to the family religion. Similar in style was the house Oscar had built for the newlyweds Roger and Gladys, just across the lane, complete with a stone water tower whose rough-hewn base and Bavarian turret bordered on playful kitsch. Down the hill from the manor lived Oscar’s daughter and son-in-law, Aline and Leonard Hockstader.


Oscar died in 1926, when Roger Jr. was just nine. The grandson vividly remembered his visits up the gravelly circular driveway to the big house where, one day, he himself would play lord to a coterie that included Susan Sontag, Edmund Wilson, and Isaac Bashevis Singer.


In public, Oscar Straus was austere and disciplined. A portrait behind a vellum page in his stilted autobiography, Under Four Administrations, features a gaunt-faced man with a broad pate, intense protruding eyes, and a slightly pointed white beard: a parody of the Teutonic bureaucrat. Oscar supported Prohibition, and maintained that the greatest legacy of his father, Lazarus, lay in his refusal to default on a single penny after his business was ravaged by the Civil War. “I propose to pay my debts in full,” Lazarus had said, “and leave to my children a good name even if I should leave them nothing else.” Oscar must also have believed public revelation to be a sin, as his memoir neglects to mention the heroic death of his brother, department-store mogul Isidor Straus, on the Titanic. (Benjamin Guggenheim, another of Roger Jr.’s great-uncles, also perished there. Years later Roger would quip hyperbolically: “All my grandparents died on the Titanic!”)


His grandchildren knew a different Oscar—playful, kind, patient, and doting. Roger Jr. remembered Oscar, his favorite grandparent by far, releasing his pet canaries to flit around the breakfast table. They would alight on his shoulders as he ate, and he would feed them bits of his toast—a “Jewish St. Francis.” He would take Roger Jr. out on walks through the grounds, beyond the orchard and vegetable gardens, across a stone bridge over a willow-shaded brook, and on through marshland, lecturing on the natural wonders around them. He showed Roger how to grow fig trees in Westchester County; the trick was to bury them in the winter. In his grandfather, Roger Jr. observed a model of the New World baron: a self-made man out in the world, and at home not a feudal lord, like Benjamin Guggenheim, but a gentleman content with his secluded few acres.


Even in rapidly declining health, Oscar “was still working, still writing, still trying to enjoy life,” Roger recalled. After he died, his study was preserved as what the family called “the ghost room,” decorated with prints of the Founding Fathers alongside a photo of the patriarch, resplendent but relaxed in a straw hat and white shoes, beard full and eyes piercing, his larger wife posed on a lower step beside him. His widow, Sarah Straus, became formidable in her old age, leading two expeditions through Africa and collecting hundreds of bird varieties. She reminded Dorothea of “an ancient turtle,” forever accompanied by an ornery cocker spaniel named Nero.


It was all “very cozy,” Roger’s sister, Florence Hart, remembers. Set amid the country clubs of Westchester County, many of which still excluded Jews, Sarosca Farm was no less contrived an assimilationist fantasy than the Guggenheim estate. But it was a fantasy of small-farm gentility rather than imperial conquest, with a dash of old-money thrift and spontaneity. To Roger Jr., it was inseparable from the family name.


•   •   •


Roger Sr. proved a capable and successful business executive, and he expected his children to follow the path prescribed for them by lineage and breeding. His elder son, Oscar, went smoothly down that road: Collegiate, then the Bovee School; St. Paul’s, the elite prep school in Concord, New Hampshire; and on to Princeton, diplomatic service, and, finally, ASARCO. It was all very respectable and predictable.


“He was a good scholar and I was not,” Roger Jr. told Louis Sheaffer, who recorded his oral history for Columbia University. “I was a good athlete and he was not. So these were the early variables between the two of us. He achieved and accomplished all of the things that my parents felt a well brought-up young boy should do, and I did just the opposite, I am afraid.” The brothers would dislike each other for much of their lives—the residue of a sibling rivalry that, Straus said, “whetted my combative nature.”


To Roger’s sister, Florence, he was simply what was then known as a “Peck’s Bad Boy,” after a series of children’s stories that gave us the archetype for scamps like Dennis the Menace. Up at Sarosca Farm, he might swipe an onion from the vegetable garden and convince his baby sister to take a hearty bite, which left her in tears while he laughed hysterically. He would place a wager on the flip of a coin: “Heads I win, tails you lose.” “I never caught on because I adored him,” Florence says, “and he was never wrong.” Some summers Grandma Sarah would let Florence raise spending money by selling her back her own garden vegetables. “By the end of the summer I made quite a bit of money. Roger came and said, ‘Sis, I got a hot date, would you help me out? I need a corsage.’ Before I knew it, my money was gone. But I kept loaning him the money, which he never paid back.” Great-grandfather Lazarus Straus would not have approved.


It was Roger’s academic stumbles that raised the alarm for his parents. Some of them he later blamed, like so much else, on luck. Roger followed his brother into the Bovee School, right by Central Park, but a year before Roger was to finish, Bovee was sold and replaced with a thirty-six-story co-op (the first of the tall parkside buildings that would gradually replace the palazzos of the Gilded Age). After a year at another school, he was rejected by St. Paul’s. His father suggested St. George’s, in Newport, Rhode Island, which placed more weight on legacy than on grades. That’s probably why, according to Straus, he was the first Jew ever to set foot on campus.


Roger Sr. felt he was living up to his namesake, Roger Williams, by cochairing the National Conference of Christians and Jews. He wanted to complete the process of assimilation—already under way economically and socially—on a political level. Never mind that Hitler was on his way to Berlin: The horrors of World War II would only deepen Roger Sr.’s faith in pan-religious solidarity as a salve to the “false gods” of science and materialism—idols that, in his view, led to fascism and communism alike.


And so he set out to make an example of his wayward son by shipping him off to a staunchly Presbyterian school—“every day to chapel and so forth and so on,” as Roger Jr. put it. Whatever resentment and mutual distrust had already been hardening between father and son, St. George’s set it in concrete. Roger Jr. never detailed the nature of the teasing that went on, not even to his own son, Roger III. Perhaps the humiliation was too deep. But he did say that having to take Jewish holidays off only made things worse.


The adolescent Straus read popular books of the time—he particularly adored Steinbeck—but not much of his course work. He was a very good athlete, “a minor jock,” he claimed, modestly. Some believe he could have had a professional tennis career, had it been acceptable for someone of his class. His style of play certainly wasn’t genteel. “Roger was a gifted but ugly tennis player,” says Andrée Conrad, a former FSG editor and friend of the Strauses. “He was the king of the slices and drop shots, very aggressive and determined to get it over fast: He defended his territory, intimidated the competition, and won.” The screenwriter Roger Hirson, who was his once-a-week tennis partner for fifty years, remembers playing with a pulled groin muscle and begging Straus to turn down the heat, only to be told he shouldn’t be on the court if he didn’t want to play. Though their friendship consisted almost entirely of tennis dates, Hirson was named a coexecutor in Straus’s will. “He didn’t have a lot of personal friends,” Hirson says.


Roger’s athleticism dampened the teasing, and he found girls easily. But his grades were bad, and at the end of his junior year, he “resigned.” “Whether I would actually have been fired from St. George’s is a moot question, but I suspect so, if I had given them the opportunity.”


Roger told Peggy Miller there was exactly one class that had taught him anything at St. George’s: extemporaneous speaking. “The teacher said, ‘Get up and talk for five minutes about crystal chandeliers—or ashtrays,’ ” Peggy remembers. “And he said it was the only course he ever got something out of because from that moment on, you could wind him up and he would make a speech. It was extraordinary. I saw him do it many times.”


Straus never earned a high school degree. After leaving St. George’s, he spent a year in limbo, being tutored in New Jersey at the Warner School, “which existed for strange, indifferent children, I guess,” and trying to convince his parents he should skip college and travel through Europe. In later years, the intellectuals he dined with and dealt with and slept with in Rome and Paris and Munich and Stockholm discovered to their surprise that Europe’s favorite American publisher could only manage parlez-vous French. But glamorous Europe would have to wait, because Roger “got cold feet on that subject” and dropped his plan.


Nor did Mr. and Mrs. Straus think much of his next idea. Rollins College, in Winter Park, Florida, had no formal lectures or final exams, and professors were vetted by the student body. Depending on whom you asked, it was either a worthy experiment or an eccentric country-club resort—and a last resort—for wealthy jocks with shoddy records. A Time magazine writer later said its curriculum ran “heavily to tennis and horseback riding.” Shortly after meeting a Rollins scout, Roger took the entrance exam at the august Century Club, answered questions that “had nothing to do with anything,” and was admitted on the spot. His father wasn’t too concerned until he read the course catalog, whereupon a screaming match ensued. Roger wasn’t going to Rollins College to ride horses among the palms.


Roger Sr. had had enough. He called in a favor to Henry Allen Moe, the head of the John Simon Guggenheim Foundation, and Roger was admitted to Hamilton College in Clinton, New York—another way station for mediocre students of means. Roger Jr. lasted barely two years. But it was during the summers that he found his first fulfilling work, as a copy boy for the White Plains Reporter. At the now long-defunct paper near Sarosca Farm, the cocky teen not only earned his first salary, thirty-five dollars a week, but also got to write the occasional obituary or wedding notice—“and this turned me on.”


Norton Mockridge, the boy’s minder at the Reporter, wasn’t expecting much. All he saw was “a tall, good-looking kid with dark curly hair” who knew how to make a terrible first impression. “He parked his big car in front of the office,” Mockridge remembered, “bounded up the stairs with the energy of an antelope, grabbed my hand and said: ‘What can I do for you, chum?’ ” Mockridge resisted the urge to respond to this “playboy youngster”: “There’s NOTHING you can do for me—except get the hell out of this office and don’t bother me.” By the end of the first summer, though, he concluded that the “mildly irritating know-it-all attitude” was all surface bravado. “Down under he thirsted for information, for technique, for a special kind of savvy. He had guts.”


For better and worse, Straus was easily distracted without constant stimulation. He needed an occupation that “turned him on,” in his words, not simply make-work at the family mining concern. How could the slow rigors of school compare with the bustle, the deadlines, the chase of the news? Ironically, this was the revelation that led to his only academic degree, at the University of Missouri’s journalism program. It was there, in the hinterlands (“untouched by the hand of Man,” he liked to say), that the education of Roger Straus, Jr., finally took hold. He worked on the school’s daily paper, a force in the local market, and helped revive a literary magazine called The Asterisk. Crucially, he was not only the editor but also the publisher, soliciting subscriptions and ads from Kansas City to St. Louis. One of the writers he published, who wrote book reviews for The Asterisk, was his wife, Dorothea Liebmann.


•   •   •


Roger and Dorothea met so early in their lives that neither remembered their first encounter; it was, again, an Our Crowd story. They had attended the same tony dancing schools in New York, but really started getting to know each other around the time Roger was toying with his first love, journalism, at the Reporter. She had briefly gone out with the favorite son, Oscar, and later said he was the only person she’d ever dated with whom she would be afraid to get into a cab alone.


The Liebmanns, heirs to the Rheingold brewing fortune, were wealthier than the Strauses but even newer to Manhattan society. Dorothea’s father, Alfred, had grown up in Bushwick, Brooklyn, learning German in a school built right into the brewing compound. But after they moved to Park Avenue he assimilated all too well. Before marrying late in life he’d been “a youthful dandy,” in her telling, a “bachelor of the Gilded Age” who charmed numerous Ziegfeld girls with a “genuine appreciation of their sex.”


Dorothea’s parents stormed their way into the haute bourgeoisie, studying music with émigré princesses and rolling through Europe in luxury train cars. In childhood Dorothea adored Alice in Wonderland; as an adult she reread Remembrance of Things Past almost every year. And in romance, she found a kindred spirit to her father in Roger Straus, a connoisseur of tennis, women, and the finer points of cultivating people.


Roger and Dorothea spent the summer together in 1935, when he was at Purchase and she at the Liebmanns’ summer estate nearby. The following summer he and his brother, Oscar, took a European cruise, visited Stalin’s Soviet Union, and quarreled bitterly in Paris. “We couldn’t stand the sight of each other any more,” he said, and so they split up. Oscar, entrusted with the money wired from home, was no longer passing any along to his brother. But Roger’s luck turned: Dorothea was in Paris. Their courtship blossomed along the boulevards, and in the end she lent him money to take a boat home. His lucky streak continued stateside, where he “made a big strike playing poker.” He meant to repay her out of the money, but when the time came to mail his winnings, he’d already lost them again. Roger filed it away as a lively joke. “I always maintained that I married her for her money so I wouldn’t have to pay off that debt.”


Roger, who measured out his life in dinner parties, had a preternatural talent for talking to women he hardly knew. He would simply turn to his female neighbor and declaim, “Tell me the story of your life!” Roger Hirson remembers him as “a notorious man-about-town,” and recalls the legend of Straus’s twenty-first birthday party: dinner and dancing at the Plaza with six or seven guests, all of them women. Each had a turn with Roger on the dance floor. Dorothea was one of them. Three months later, to the considerable surprise of friends and family, Roger announced that he and Dorothea were engaged. Bill and Dolly, as Our Crowd knew them, set a date for June.


Dorothea was deeply attracted to Roger’s bold gestures and broad-striped suits. For the daughter of urban sophisticates, the brusque athleticism that underlay his refinement stirred romantic notions of escape. She wrote of it in several memoirs in almost cloyingly lush prose, her tone somewhere between her beloved Proust and the first few pages of a Harlequin romance (the parts before the bodice is ripped). In one of them, Thresholds, Dorothea recounts her visit to Sarosca Farm on the day of their engagement. She and Roger “wandered hand in hand over the grounds and stretched out on the tender April grass near the tennis court between the two houses. It seemed as though our twined fingers had become the very core of our bodies, and I examined his hands, aristocratic and delicate for such a tall athletic boy, and his small-boned wrists sprinkled with dark hair, as though they held all the secrets of his being.”


Could Dorothea have known then just how many secrets Roger would keep from her, how many trips abroad and trysts at lunchtime, affairs she’d alternately ignore and bemoan? Their son, Roger III, to whom she confided her suspicions, surmises that she must have accepted it tacitly. “She liked the idea of being married to an alpha male,” he says, “and this was the not-so-great side of the package.”


They were married on June 27, 1938, on the terraced lawn at the Liebmanns’ house in Armonk, New York. Dorothea, who had just graduated from Sarah Lawrence College, was crowned with orange blossoms and dressed in ivory satin. It rained relentlessly, but bride, groom, and guests were protected by a vast canopy. Reformed ladies’ man Alfred Liebmann gave her away, and she had no female attendants aside from her maid of honor, Roger’s sister—no rivals for his attention. After the honeymoon, Dorothea followed Roger to Missouri, where he still had a year to go before graduating.


Now that Roger was finally settling on a profession, his father called Arthur Sulzberger, the owner of the New York Times. In short order, Roger Jr. had an offer to start with the Sulzberger-owned Chattanooga Times. Yet again, he confounded his father by turning it down. “I didn’t see any future in working there,” he explained: “(a) I didn’t want to live in Chattanooga very much, and (b) I didn’t see any good reason to work for a family group called Sulzberger.”


Roger’s father may have misunderstood him, and not for the first or last time. He thought his son wasn’t ambitious enough. But Roger rejected the offer because he didn’t want to work for a Sulzberger—nor, for that matter, did he want to work for a Guggenheim or a Straus, because what they did wasn’t interesting to him. He was bred to be on top, and he wanted to get there in the business of his choosing. In the interim, he and Dorothea had two trust funds to tide them over.


•   •   •


Although Straus would always be a generous Missouri alumnus, the Midwest was not his cup of tea. Itchy to get back to New York, he fled before the graduation ceremony. He became a full-time journalist at the White Plains Reporter, handling labor and police stories, only to get impatient again. A little more than six months into his beat, he realized it was “sort of a dead end,” and left to become an editorial assistant at Current History magazine in New York.


The magazine had Sulzberger connections, too. It had been born as a New York Times side project—an effort to cover exhaustively the outbreak of World War I, running more ambassadorial letters and AP witness reports than were fit to print. It had been run by Iphigene Sulzberger’s uncle George Oakes, but was sold soon after he died in 1931. When Straus joined it in 1940, as the assistant to managing editor Norman Cousins, it was owned by E. Trevor Hill, “a very strange, reasonably disturbed, and interesting man,” as Roger put it, a quiet type from a wealthy New York family, with “a withered arm like the Kaiser.” Six years later, Hill would be working for Straus.


Roger was quickly promoted to associate editor; restless as ever, he turned his mind toward the business of the magazine. He went to Hill with the idea of forming a book-magazine partnership, of the kind that had endured for years at Harper’s and Scribner’s. Book publishing started out, for Roger, as a half-baked side project.


Given the go-ahead, Straus approached “an old pirate,” Melville Minton, who owned G. P. Putnam’s Sons. No doubt the family connections helped; in 1927, it was Putnam that published Charles Lindbergh’s bestselling autobiography, We, which the aviator had written in a six-week frenzy at Falaise, the home of his close friend—and Roger’s uncle—Harry Frank Guggenheim. It was just down the road from Hempstead House at Sands Point. Roger had met Lindbergh there as a boy, and his first time in an airplane, in 1928, had been as Lindbergh’s passenger on a short flight over Long Island.


Lindbergh was by then a famous isolationist, whereas Straus and Putnam produced a book—the most successful of the three they made together—directly attacking that position. War Letters from Britain, a collection of dispatches written by Brits across all levels of society, offered some of the most detailed print accounts of the Blitz. Straus’s real coup was to persuade Vincent Sheean, a veteran reporter and a friend of Roger Sr.’s, to write the preface. “It is difficult to believe that any other people in Europe could endure what [the British] are enduring,” Sheean wrote. “They are fighting for survival, of course, as Mr. Churchill said; they are also fighting for the perpetuation of institutions which otherwise may perish from the earth.”


Straus described “Jimmy” Sheean as “my boyhood hero”—a frequent visitor to the Straus home whose political memoir Personal History was “the greatest book I ever read.” Sheean had fled Greenwich Village for Europe, gotten soused with Hemingway, and reported on the rise of Mussolini, uprisings in China and Palestine, Stalin’s ascendancy, and Hitler’s first acts of aggression. It was a leg up on the Westchester police beat. Nabbing Sheean for the book in 1940 was also a commercial coup; that year, Alfred Hitchcock released Foreign Correspondent, his film based on Personal History. War Letters, on which Straus was credited as coeditor, was “basically propagandistic,” Roger conceded. Royalties went to the British-American Ambulance Corps.


Just before Pearl Harbor, Current History ran aground. Trevor Hill bailed out, and Straus was out of a job. So Roger set out for himself, launching a book packaging firm called Book Ideas from Current History’s old office space. (Book packaging was, and is, akin to outsourcing the production of a complicated book—usually the product of multiple authors or something in a specialized field.) He soon sold Nelson Algren’s short stories to Harper’s. That collection, The Neon Wilderness, was followed by The Man with the Golden Arm, the addiction novel that won Algren a National Book Award. Other titles were less stimulating: a guide to FDR’s proliferating federal agencies, for example, and a pithy rundown of the world’s proliferating ideologies (Know Your Isms).


Straus certainly believed in interventionism, but he didn’t expect the war to come knocking on his door the morning after Pearl Harbor. That was when the government came after Joseph Hilton Smyth, part owner of the family of magazines—including The Living Age, The North American Review, The Saturday Review, and the defunct Current History—that also housed Book Ideas. Smyth happened to be an undeclared agent of the Japanese government, a conflict of interest that would earn him seven years in prison. A little shocked that he’d been paid by the Japanese, Roger was ready to enlist—so long as he could be an officer.


Only recently, Roger had had a series of medical problems culminating in osteomyelitis, a spinal infection that left him without a coccyx and disqualified him from service. Ironically, he might never have served his country if not for a wealthy connection once affiliated with the enemy-funded North American Review. James Van Alen, Jr., a rich dilettante from Newport, Rhode Island, had bought the Review in a previous incarnation as a project to keep his wife busy.


The Strauses and the Van Alens became fast friends. They shared an obsession with tennis that Jimmy would later take to extremes, lobbying the USTA to adopt a new way of tallying points. The Van Alen Streamlined Scoring System (VASSS) never took off. Among the many Jimmy stories that made him both a legend and a laughingstock: He had the angel hood ornament on his Rolls-Royce replaced with his initials: VA.


After Pearl Harbor, Van Alen played his connections to create a plum position for himself in the war effort. He went to the Naval War College, came out a lieutenant, and persuaded the navy to let him run a PR office in New York. Then he leaned on the Empire Trust Company, a bank in which his family had a lot of money, to lease the navy some office space in its flagship location, the thirty-story Empire Trust Building, at 580 Fifth Avenue. Thus was born, in 1942, the Branch Magazine and Book Section of the navy’s Office of Public Information. For the day-to-day business, Van Alen turned to the civilian Roger Straus, by now an experienced packager of war books. One of their first assignments was to update a hoary field manual known as Naval Customs, Traditions and Usage. Straus sold the book to McGraw-Hill and edited it himself. “Every Naval officer,” he said, “had to read this goddamn book. It told you how to salute when you came up in the Corps, and you know, what the fuck does any of us know? We didn’t know from nothing.”


In order to advance, Roger still needed a uniform. Courtesy of the navy’s V-11 program, he spent six gloomy winter weeks at Cornell University, amid physically unfit specialists—some in sensitive technology—who the government decided had to pass muster one way or another. He remembered a decoder with severe hypertension having his blood pressure taken at its daily ebb, while he was asleep. They drilled in the snow in marine castoffs, learned maps, and were cleared for Naval Intelligence. Straus came out of it an ensign and spent several weeks in Washington, taking on sensitive assignments such as snooping on his superiors. There he made his first contacts with the movers in the country’s intelligence infrastructure. They would come in handy later on.


Before long, Van Alen moved on to serve in England and was succeeded by Alan Jackson, onetime editor of The Saturday Review. Straus was in charge of placing articles in magazines and, if need be, censoring them. “We were involved in propaganda,” he said, “although we didn’t call it that.” He did see active duty—in the sense of witnessing it from a safe distance. He was in Saipan just before the offensive at Iwo Jima, doing advance work for foreign correspondents. “We would all be together in the evening, you know, sitting around in the Officers Club and so forth, and then the boys would go out in the morning and then came a countdown, and of the 16 planes that went out in the morning maybe 11 would get home that night.”


Straus’s wife, Dorothea, later framed him in heroic terms. “He appeared more handsome in his blue and gold ensign’s uniform, more desirable, never to be taken for granted,” she wrote. In 1943 they had a son, Roger III, who would be their only child, and Dorothea felt lonely bringing him up that first year in what they considered a starter apartment, just east of Central Park on 86th Street. “I watched the baby taking his first steps and my happiness was feigned. I wanted my husband to share the moment.” It was on one such solitary morning that “I made the discovery of writing. Here was the antidote to anxiety; a world I could order.”


And yet, in Straus’s version, there weren’t all that many weeks away. To be sure, Dorothea’s talent lay in investing fleeting moments with great significance. She remembered his coming home injured after one such tour. He had gotten a nasty cut from stepping on coral. He was also badly sunburned.


He might have gotten those war wounds in Bermuda, then the center of intelligence operations. On one of several trips there, Straus took along Jim Bishop, the war correspondent for Collier’s. He served his country by joining Bishop for late nights out on the town, then propping him up on the way back to base. (Roger, by all accounts, handled his alcohol exceedingly well.) Straus would later attribute his profane streak to his time in the navy, but perhaps he learned how to throw “fuck” into every second sentence not from the grunts he seldom encountered but from the war’s hard-drinking reporters, whom he befriended out of a combination of patriotic duty, natural bonhomie, and professional self-interest.


Many other war correspondents came into Straus’s orbit; some of them would write the most important books of the immediate postwar era. He helped William Brinkley put together a jaunty collection, Don’t Go Near the Water, which opens with a comic portrait of a pencil-pushing navy PR officer who uses a shell casing to hold paper clips. (Could he have been thinking of a certain navy liaison he knew?) Straus also helped sell William L. White’s They Were Expendable to Reader’s Digest, which in 1942 made it the first bestseller about the war.


Another author, Basil Heatter, was an acquaintance of Jimmy Van Alen’s. The son of a famous radio broadcaster, he was badly wounded on a PT boat in the Pacific, but came out of it with the makings of a romance novel. He wound up writing much of it in Straus’s office, along with speeches for the navy. (The Dim View would be one of Farrar, Straus’s first books.) He and Straus—both funny, both venturesome with the opposite sex—would become lifelong friends. At a dinner party at the Strauses’, Heatter met Kathleen Winsor, author of Forever Amber, a campy novel about a Restoration-era woman who slept her way to the top. Heatter followed her to a bond rally and disappeared for several days, until Straus forced Winsor’s agent to track him down for urgent business in Washington.


Neither a fighter nor a writer, Roger spent the war preparing—without knowing it—to be a publisher. He wanted to be near the action, but not in it. He loved spreading stories, but not writing them. He couldn’t make the art, but he could make the deal. By doing so he could serve the writers he admired as much as he was serving the war machine that employed him.


By 1944, Straus was fully in charge of the Magazine and Book Section. He was sitting pretty—literally, feet up on his battered desk—when a lieutenant named Robert Giroux walked into his office. Giroux, hair prematurely white at age thirty, outranked the handsome, grinning twenty-seven-year-old flack. He’d just witnessed heavy combat on an aircraft carrier. Yet Straus was the figure of awe and mystery at the meeting—the one who, Giroux had heard, was among “the few junior officers who had a direct line to the Navy Department in Washington.”


Giroux wasn’t doing so badly himself; on combat leave, he had a position waiting for him as an editor at Harcourt, Brace. But he also had ambitions to write, and he had come to the Empire Trust Building with a story to sell. Giroux had been on an aircraft carrier during the Battle of Truk Lagoon, and witnessed the daring rescue of a downed pilot bobbing in the atoll’s choppy waters. “We did not have a war correspondent on board,” Giroux explained in the piece, “so I gathered the details while they were fresh in the minds of the men involved.” Giroux told the story like a pro, specific and structured, leavened with humor. Straus read it and promised him that he could get him major money at a major publication, and he delivered to the tune of $1,000. “Rescue from Truk” ran in the May 13 issue of Collier’s with a fat cover line. Giroux would remember the meeting most vividly, but he clearly made a strong impression on Straus as well. The next time they’d meet, Straus would be doing the courting.


Even before he was out of uniform, Roger knew he wanted to work in publishing. He had no problem getting offers from among his many contacts, but nothing appealed to him. Paul Palmer wanted to tap him for Reader’s Digest, and the money was good, but Palmer was a right-winger, perhaps even anti-Semitic. Straus also considered a job at 20th Century Fox, but decided he was far more interested in print. He took more seriously an offer from a casual friend, the publisher Stanley Rinehart, a partner in Farrar & Rinehart. The Strauses and the Rineharts had dined and played bridge together (though Dorothea didn’t know the game, so Roger played both hands). There was a shake-up at Farrar & Rinehart around that time—which Straus knew nothing about—and suddenly they were looking for fresh editorial talent.


It was thanks to his father, indirectly, that Straus broke through the fog. One day, when he happened to be visiting his parents, an old Times buddy of Roger Sr.’s stopped by. Charles Merz was the editor of the paper’s editorial page, and he was eager to advise the young navy man. In the course of the conversation Roger Jr. let slip a presumptuous notion: He was considering starting his own publishing house. His friend Jimmy Van Alen had already promised $150,000, most of the nut they’d need to start Van Alen & Straus (or maybe Straus & Van Alen). Merz thought it made sense, if he could get the money together. But Straus needed more than money: He needed talent.


“Do you know John Farrar?” asked Merz. Strangely enough, Straus didn’t, even though Farrar was Rinehart’s partner and, as far as Straus knew, the editorial head of the firm. “I think you ought to meet him,” said Merz. “It’s rather a nasty story.”
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Furor, Stress


People write novels for many reasons. John Chipman Farrar started one because he was bitter and had little else to do. A High Episcopalian editor with an owlish aspect, wire-rimmed glasses, a quick temper, and plenty of red left in his hair, Farrar was on an involuntary hiatus from publishing. The company that bore his name, Farrar & Rinehart, had greeted him on his return from Algeria with the news that he’d been forced out. So he spent the year 1945 in a rented “office” in Parlor O of the Murray Hill Hotel, winding down his work on the army magazines known as Victory and America, teaching a publishing course at Columbia, and writing a novel that would never be published.


Near the beginning of “Private Relations,” which he was writing under the pseudonym John Donaldson (his father’s middle name), Farrar writes: “I’m an editor not working at the job. That’s one of the reasons I’m writing a novel . . . This is to be a novel about a bitch.” And then he gets into it: “What I’m really talking about here is what happens to a man who expects to walk back into the place where he’s parked his fanny for a long while . . . And then a Vivian Blake says: ‘You can’t come here anymore.’ ” Perhaps “Vivian” is Mary Roberts Rinehart, the bestselling writer whose books had underwritten Farrar & Rinehart—and the mother of the two Rinehart brothers, Farrar’s erstwhile partners and best friends. Farrar felt betrayed by Mary Rinehart, but her direct involvement in his ouster has not been documented. Most likely, Vivian is a noir-tinted composite, a misogynistic projection of the worst betrayal of his life.


By Farrar’s own account, he had “no sense of humor and a vile temper.” The statement somewhat contradicts itself—obviously he had a sense of irony—but descendants and former colleagues vouch for the latter. “Johnny used to have temper tantrums, which he could almost do on command,” said Roger Straus. Joyce Johnson, who worked for him at Farrar, Straus & Cudahy while romancing Jack Kerouac in the late fifties, called him “a sweet, neurotic, tweedy old man . . . left over from the Twenties.” Johnson’s dismissive assessment wasn’t too far off (Farrar declined rather rapidly), but she couldn’t be aware of how bright his heyday had been.


Farrar was born in Vermont in 1896 to an old-line WASP family with little money to show for their pedigree—especially after his father died. His Yankee neighbors had deep connections within the eastern establishment, but he still needed a scholarship to attend Yale. There he met Stephen Vincent Benét, already a published poet, and the two became best friends. They were the first generation to go to college after the onset of a world war.


“We were, believe it or not, convinced that it was a war to save democracy,” Farrar wrote in a published reminiscence. World War I delayed Farrar’s graduation but also provided him with his first publishing experience of a sort: issuing confidential pamphlets in France for the air corps’s intelligence division. After Yale, Farrar quickly established himself in New York. After covering “crime, mysticism, opera, and the effulgence of Metropolitan life” for the New York World, he was chosen at age twenty-four to edit The Bookman, a critical review owned by George H. Doran’s publishing company. Insiders derisively called him “Bookboy,” but Farrar rose quickly, writing regular book reviews for Time and cofounding the Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference in 1926.


Stanley and Frederick (“Ted”) Rinehart joined Doran’s company around the same time Farrar did—it was their mother’s publisher—and they became close colleagues. After the company merged with Doubleday, in 1927, he and the Rineharts plotted to start a new house where they could call their own shots, with Farrar as editor in chief. Two years later they left for a tiny office on East 41st Street, taking dozens of writers with them—including Mary Roberts Rinehart, Benét, and a poet named Hervey Allen who was hard at work on an epic novel.


The split from Doran was amicable enough; after all, Stan Rinehart was married to Doran’s daughter. Family feeling prevailed, too, at the new firm. Farrar’s wife, née Margaret Petherbridge, had already enriched one publishing house, Simon & Schuster, with her crossword-puzzle books. (She went on to found the New York Times crossword puzzle in 1942.) She was a Farrar & Rinehart board member, part-time employee, and close friend of the Rineharts.


Hervey Allen became an editor after the company published his novel Anthony Adverse. The 1,224-page historical swashbuckler sold well over a million copies in 1933, allowing a company founded in 1929 to weather the Depression. Stephen Vincent Benét, the company’s principal reader, had pushed Farrar and then Stanley Rinehart to publish the doorstop. In 1937, Farrar wrote, “The publisher’s greatest luck is what partners pick him and in that respect I have been extremely lucky.”


But Farrar was discovering a new passion. Having already risked his life for democracy, he was very concerned with what was going on in Europe, incensed by the arguments of American isolationists. He joined the Council for Democracy along with his best friend, Benét, bringing them even closer. (Farrar had published all of the poet’s work, including the Pulitzer Prize–winning epic poem John Brown’s Body.) Then, in 1943, Benét died suddenly of a heart attack, at age forty-four—a devastating blow to Farrar that seemed to sink him only deeper into the war effort. Still grieving, he took a post as chief of the Office of War Information’s Overseas News and Features Bureau.


Farrar soon took a leave of absence to serve overseas. He spent several months in the Mediterranean, where, as the Allies advanced on Italy and North Africa, he took charge of Psychological Warfare. Based in Algeria, Farrar produced a radio broadcast that helped secure the surrender of the Italian navy. He described his job as “a battle of words . . . shooting them as though they were bullets”—sometimes literally, as Farrar saw his leaflets packed into artillery shells. Against them were “enemies with years of experience in how to use words to trick and to deceive, to muddle our thinking, to confuse our action.” Farrar recalled all of this in a speech before an upstate New York private school. He implored his audience to remember that “many a man has been sent to his death by a badly constructed sentence.”


Farrar’s own demise at Farrar & Rinehart was engineered swiftly and silently (save for a few bad sentences) while he was enduring four operations on his ankle in Algiers, writing deliriously romantic letters to Margaret. His wife, meanwhile, was made an unwitting accomplice in the Rinehart coup. She protested in March when Stan Rinehart hired an interim editor in chief, Philip Wylie; she complained even more vehemently when her husband’s vote was removed from the board in absentia. Stan dismissed her complaints: “This is no squeeze play.”


That was exactly what it was. Farrar finally returned to New York, on short notice, on July 16, 1944. That Sunday, he reunited with his family and then took a moment to call his partner Stan Rinehart. Surprisingly curt on the phone, Stan told John to pay him a visit the following day—not at the office but at Stan’s apartment. It was there that he told Farrar he had already been ousted. It turned out that he had never been a full financial partner. “My father was many things,” says Farrar’s son, Curtis, “but he was not a businessman.”


In a letter she wrote to Hervey Allen but never sent, Margaret Farrar expressed the personal nature of the hurt: “How can it happen that John, who is a great and gallant man, can come back from the war to find that his three oldest and closest friends . . . have prepared for him a reception as ethical—yes, as brimming with integrity—as a miniature Pearl Harbor?” It may or may not have been true that editors at Farrar & Rinehart were badmouthing him all over town. But the “nasty story” had obviously gotten around to Charles Merz at the Times, who then told it to young Roger Straus.


Farrar told colleagues he was only taking a break from publishing. During his year in Parlor O, he’d been counting up the pros and cons of fighting to get his name back from Farrar & Rinehart, knowing he might need it for a new venture. He was understandably leery when a man in his twenties, still in his navy uniform, came calling on his office at the Murray Hill. At first the cocky young lieutenant just talked publishing in general. Then he got to the point. He and his dilettante friend Jimmy Van Alen were going to start their own publishing house. Farrar could be editor in chief, or possibly chairman of the board. He wouldn’t have to contribute much to the enterprise aside from his hard work, authors, and expertise. Farrar was gracious and helpful, but “he said no,” Straus remembered. “He really didn’t have the stomach for it, and he didn’t want to start all over again, he felt too badly battered and shaken and so forth and so on.”


But Roger’s offer wasn’t so easy to shake. After all, what other options did Farrar have? The following morning, “practically before I got out of my apartment,” said Roger, a call came in to the navy office for Mr. Straus. It was Mr. Farrar. “I’d like to talk to you again. I think I am changing my mind. I might like a crack at this. What do you really have in mind?”


•   •   •


“The first list of a new publishing house is always an adventure.” So begins a short note at the front of the Fall 1946 catalog of Farrar, Straus and Company, Inc., nineteen titles long. The “adventure” is meant to be the reader’s, but for the people who crafted the first list, it was something more visceral: the adrenaline rush of bagging a new writer; the sprint to the bank for another loan; the sharp jolt of a kneecap cracked on a desk three inches away from your own; the hunger pangs of living on twenty dollars a week, or the heartburn of a potentially company-ending lawsuit. “Roger’s Raiders,” as publishers derisively called the new firm, felt all of it. The underlings adopted a nickname of their own: “Furor, Stress.”


Across the city and the country the engines of war were being repurposed for peace and profit. At the former navy press office in the Empire Trust Building, it was just a matter of changing a couple of signs. Roger W. Straus, Jr., and John C. Farrar had drawn up the incorporation papers for Farrar, Straus and Company on November 21, 1945, back in Parlor O of the Murray Hill. Only after Straus shed his uniform could the team move into the decommissioned Empire Trust headquarters, in a prime location above Brentano’s bookstore.

OEBPS/images/9781451691924_cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
HOTHOUSE

The Art of Survival and the Survival of Art at
America’s Most Celebrated Publishing House,

Farrar, Straus and Giroux

BORIS KACHKA

SIMON & SCHUSTER
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi









OEBPS/images/end2.jpg







OEBPS/images/end1.jpg











