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  MAX PERKINS: EDITOR OF GENIUS




  The talents Maxwell Perkins nurtured were known worldwide: F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, Thomas Wolfe among numerous others. But the man himself remained a mystery, a

  backstage presence who served these authors not only as editor but as critic, career manager, moneylender, psychoanalyst, confessor and friend. This outstanding biography, a winner of the National

  Book Award, is the first to explore the fascinating life of this editor extraordinaire in both professional and personal domains. It tells not only of Perkins’ stormy marriage and secret

  twenty-five-year romance with Elizabeth Lemmon, but also of his intensely intimate relationships with the leading literary lights of the twentieth century.




  A. SCOTT BERG




  A. Scott Berg is the author of four bestselling biographies: Max Perkins: Editor of Genius, winner of the National Book Award; Goldwyn; Lindbergh,

  winner of the Pulitzer Prize; and Kate Remembered. He lives in Los Angeles.




  





  “It is a pity that Perkins could not see the manuscript of his biography. He enjoyed finding promising young writers, and Berg is one of that small group . . . Although

  Perkins would have been embarrassed by the attention, Berg’s tribute would have touched him” – Time




  “A. Scott Berg’s Max Perkins: Editor of Genius seems such a natural that it makes you wonder why no one ever thought of writing such a book before. [Among]

  the virtues of this biography is that Perkins emerges from the shadows . . . The details enrich the legend” – The New York Times




  “A delightful biography, rich in literary anecdotes, and a mine of advice for writers and editors” – Publishers weekly




  “Packed with diverting anecdotes” – The New Yorker




  “[Berg] has marshalled much material to bring the editor to life, to prove that lonely hard-drinking, eccentric Perkins was, as the book’s subtitle says, ‘an

  editor of genius’ ” – Saturday Review




  “As complete a Max Perkins as we will ever need. It’s an extraordinary vivid portrait . . . Berg documents the Perkins-Wolfe season in hell as no one else has”

  – The Washington Post




  “Extraordinary . . . Berg brings Perkins and his writers to life . . . With access to the most intimate and detailed files from the publishers, Berg has drawn together a

  massive book that Perkins would have been proud to edit. There is a good story about someone on nearly every page” – The Houston Post




  





  PRAISE FOR A. SCOTT BERG:




  “Meticulously researched” – Harper’s Bazaar




  “Superb” – Time




  “Very entertaining . . . Scott Berg is a superb biographer” – Literary Review




  “A ferocious eye for detail, an easy command of anecdote and an instinctive sense of drama” – New York Times




  “Fanatically researched and very moving . . . stunning in its fairness” – Esquire




  “Outstanding” – National Review




  “Recounts Life with understanding, sympathy and a wealth of detail” – Parade




  “A highly readable work of literary history” – New York Times Book Review




  “A memoir with never a dull page” – Daily Telegraph
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  Shortly after six o’clock on a rainy March evening in 1946, a slender, gray-haired man sat in his favorite bar, the Ritz,

  finishing the last of several martinis. Finding himself adequately fortified for the ordeal ahead, he paid the check, got up, and pulled on his coat and hat. A well-stuffed briefcase in one hand

  and an umbrella in the other, he left the bar and ventured into the downpour drenching mid-Manhattan. He headed west toward a small storefront on Forty-third Street, several blocks away.




  Inside the storefront, thirty young men and women were awaiting him. They were students in an extension course on book publishing which New York University had asked Kenneth D. McCormick,

  editor-in-chief of Doubleday & Company, to conduct. All were eager to find a foothold in publishing and were attending the weekly seminars to increase their chances. On most evenings there were

  a few latecomers, but tonight, McCormick noted, every student was on hand and seated by the stroke of six. McCormick knew why. This evening’s lecture was on book editing, and he had persuaded

  the most respected, most influential book editor in America to “give a few words on the subject.”




  Maxwell Evarts Perkins was unknown to the general public, but to people in the world of books he was a major figure, a kind of hero. For he was the consummate editor. As a young man he had

  discovered great new talents—such as F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, and  Thomas Wolfe—and had staked his career on them, defying the established tastes of

  the earlier generation and revolutionizing American literature. He had been associated with one firm, Charles Scribner’s Sons, for thirty-six years, and during this time, no editor at any

  house even approached his record for finding gifted authors and getting them into print. Several of McCormick’s students had confessed to him that it was the brilliant example of Perkins that

  had attracted them to publishing.




  McCormick called the class to order, thumping the collapsible card table in front of him with the palm of his hand, and began the session by describing the job of editor. It was not, he said, as

  it once had been, confined mainly to correcting spelling and punctuation. Rather, it was to know what to publish, how to get it, and what to do to help it achieve the largest readership. At all

  this, said McCormick, Max Perkins was unsurpassed. His literary judgment was original and exceedingly astute, and he was famous for his ability to inspire an author to produce the best that was in

  him or her. More a friend to his authors than a taskmaster, he aided them in every way. He helped them structure their books, if help was needed; thought up titles, invented plots; he served as

  psychoanalyst, lovelorn adviser, marriage counselor, career manager, moneylender. Few editors before him had done so much work on manuscripts, yet he was always faithful to his credo, “The

  book belongs to the author.”




  In some ways, McCormick suggested, Perkins was unlikely for his profession: He was a terrible speller, his punctuation was idiosyncratic, and when it came to reading, he was by his own admission

  “slow as an ox.” But he treated literature as a matter of life and death. He once wrote Thomas Wolfe: “There could be nothing so important as a book can be.”




  Partly because Perkins was the preeminent editor of his day, partly because many of his authors were celebrities, and partly because Perkins himself was somewhat eccentric, innumerable legends

  had sprung up about him, most of them rooted in truth. Everyone in Kenneth McCormick’s class had heard at least one breathless version of how Perkins had discovered F. Scott Fitzgerald; or of

  how Scott’s wife, Zelda, at the wheel of Scott’s automobile, had once driven the editor into Long Island Sound; or of how Perkins had made Scribners lend Fitzgerald many thousands of

  dollars and had rescued him from his breakdown. It was said that Perkins had agreed to publish Ernest Hemingway’s first novel, The Sun Also Rises, sight unseen, then had to fight to

  keep his job when the manuscript arrived because it contained off-color language. Another favorite Perkins story concerned his confrontation with his ultraconservative publisher,  Charles Scribner, over the four-letter words in Hemingway’s second novel, A Farewell to Arms. Perkins was said to have jotted the troublesome words he wanted to

  discuss—shit, fuck, and piss—on his desk calendar, without regard to the calendar’s heading: “Things to Do Today.” Old Scribner purportedly noticed

  the list and remarked to Perkins that he was in great trouble if he needed to remind himself to do those things.




  Many stories about Perkins dealt with the untamed writing and temperament of Thomas Wolfe. It was said that as Wolfe wrote Of Time and the River he leaned his six-and-a-half-foot frame

  against his refrigerator and used the appliance’s top for a desk, casting each completed page into a wooden crate without even rereading it. Eventually, it was said, three husky men carted

  the heavily laden box to Perkins, who somehow shaped the outpouring into books. Everyone in McCormick’s class had also heard about Maxwell Perkins’s hat, a battered fedora, which he was

  reputed to wear all day long, indoors and out, removing it from his head only before going to bed.




  As McCormick talked, the legend himself approached the shop on Forty-third Street and quietly entered. McCormick looked up, and seeing a stooped figure in the door at the rear, cut himself off

  in mid-sentence to welcome the visitor. The class turned to get their first glimpse of America’s greatest editor.




  He was sixty-one years old, stood five feet ten inches, and weighed 150 pounds. The umbrella he carried seemed to have offered him little protection—he was dripping wet, and his hat

  drooped over his ears. A pinkish glow suffused Perkins’s long, narrow face, softening the prominences. The face was aligned upon a strong, rubicund nose, straight almost to the end, where it

  curved down like a beak. His eyes were a blue pastel. Wolfe had once written that they were “full of a strange misty light, a kind of far weather of the sea in them, eyes of a New England

  sailor long months outbound for China on a clipper ship, with something drowned, sea-sunken in them.”




  Perkins took off his sopping raincoat and revealed an unpressed, pepper-and-salt, three-piece suit. Then his eyes shot upward and he removed his hat, under which a full head of metallic-gray

  hair was combed straight back from a V in the center of his forehead. Max Perkins did not care much about the impression he gave, which was just as well, for the first one he made on this

  particular evening was of some Vermont feed-and-grain merchant who had come to the city in his Sunday clothes and got caught in the rain. As he walked to the front of the room, he seemed  slightly bewildered, and more so as Kenneth McCormick introduced him as “the dean of American editors.”




  Perkins had never spoken to a group like this before. Every year he received dozens of invitations, but he turned them all down. For one thing, he had become somewhat deaf and tended to avoid

  groups. For another, he believed that book editors should remain invisible; public recognition of them, he felt, might undermine readers’ faith in writers, and writers’ confidence in

  themselves. Moreover, Perkins had never seen any point in discussing his career—until McCormick’s invitation. Kenneth McCormick, one of the most able and best-liked people in

  publishing, who himself practiced Perkins’s philosophy of editorial self-effacement, was a hard man to refuse. Or perhaps Perkins sensed how much fatigue and sorrow had subtracted from his

  own longevity and felt he had better pass along what he knew before it was too late.




  Hooking his thumbs comfortably into the armholes of his waistcoat, speaking in his slightly rasping, well-bred voice, Perkins began. “The first thing you must remember,” he said,

  without quite facing his audience: “An editor does not add to a book. At best he serves as a handmaiden to an author. Don’t ever get to feeling important about yourself, because an

  editor at most releases energy. He creates nothing.” Perkins admitted that he had suggested books to authors who had no ideas of their own at the moment, but he maintained that such works

  were usually below their best, though they were sometimes financially and even critically successful. “A writer’s best work,” he said, “comes entirely from himself.”

  He warned the students against any effort by an editor to inject his own point of view into a writer’s work or to try to make him something other than what he is. “The process is so

  simple,” he said. “If you have a Mark Twain, don’t try to make him into a Shakespeare or make a Shakespeare into a Mark Twain. Because in the end an editor can get only as much

  out of an author as the author has in him.”




  Perkins spoke carefully, with that hollow timbre of the hard-of-hearing, as if he were surprised at the sound of his own voice. At first the audience had to strain to hear him, but within

  minutes they had become so still that his every syllable was quite audible. They sat listening intently to the diffident editor talking about the electrifying challenges of his work—the

  search for what he kept calling “the real thing.”




  Once Perkins had concluded his prepared remarks, Kenneth McCormick asked the class for questions. “What was it like to work with F. Scott Fitzgerald?” was the first.




   A fragile smile floated across Perkins’s face as he thought for a moment. Then he replied, “Scott was always the gentleman. Sometimes he needed extra

  support—and sobering up—but the writing was so rich it was worth it.” Perkins went on to say that Fitzgerald was comparatively simple to edit because he was a perfectionist about

  his work and wanted it to be right. However, Perkins added, “Scott was especially sensitive to criticism. He could accept it, but as his editor you had to be sure of everything you

  suggested.”




  The discussion turned to Ernest Hemingway. Perkins said Hemingway needed backing in the beginning of his career, and even more later, “because he wrote as daringly as he lived.”

  Perkins believed Hemingway’s writing displayed that virtue of his heroes, “grace under pressure.” Hemingway, he said, was susceptible to overcorrecting himself. “He once

  told me that he had written parts of A Farewell to Arms fifty times,” Perkins said. “Before an author destroys the natural qualities of his writing—that’s when an

  editor has to step in. But not a moment sooner.”




  Perkins shared stories about working with Erskine Caldwell, then commented on several of his best-selling women novelists, including Taylor Caldwell, Marcia Davenport, and Marjorie Kinnan

  Rawlings. At last, as though the class had been reluctant to raise a tender subject, came questions about the late Thomas Wolfe, from whom Perkins had become estranged. Most of the inquiries for

  the rest of the evening concerned Perkins’s intense involvement with Wolfe, the most arduous endeavor of his career. For years it had been widely rumored that Wolfe and Perkins had been equal

  partners in producing Wolfe’s sprawling novels. “Tom,” he said, “was a man of enormous talent, genius. That talent, like his view of America, was so vast that neither one

  book nor a single lifetime could contain all that he had to say.” As Wolfe transposed his world into fiction, Perkins had felt it was his responsibility to create certain boundaries—of

  length and form. He said, “These were practical conventions that Wolfe couldn’t stop to think about for himself.”




  “But did Wolfe take your suggestions gracefully?” someone asked.




  Perkins laughed for the first time that evening. He told of the time, at the midpoint of their relationship, when he had tried to get Wolfe to delete a big section of Of Time and the

  River. “It was late on a hot night, and we were working at the office. I put my case to him and then sat in silence, reading on in the manuscript.” Perkins had known Wolfe would

  eventually agree to the deletion because the reasons for it were artistically sound. But Wolfe would not give in easily. He tossed his head about and  swayed in his chair,

  while his eyes roved over Perkins’s sparsely furnished office. “I went on reading in the manuscript for not less than fifteen minutes,” Max continued, “but I was aware of

  Tom’s movements—aware at last that he was looking fixedly at one corner of the office. In that corner hung my hat and overcoat, and down from under the hat, along the coat, hung a

  sinister rattlesnake skin with seven rattles.” It was a present from Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings. Max looked at Tom, who was glaring at the hat, coat, and serpent. “Aha!” Wolfe

  exclaimed. “The portrait of an editor!” Having had his little joke, Wolfe then agreed to the deletion.




  A few of the questions from the would-be publishers that evening had to be repeated so that Perkins could hear them. There were long, puzzling silences in his speech. He answered the questions

  eloquently, but in between them his mind seemed to wander among a thousand different remembrances. “Max seemed to be going into a private world of his own thoughts,” McCormick said

  years later, “making interior, private associations, as though he had entered a little room and closed the door behind him.” All in all it was a memorable performance, and the class sat

  mesmerized. The rural Yankee who had stumbled in out of the rain hours earlier had transformed himself before them into the very legend of their imaginings.




  Shortly after nine o’clock, McCormick notified Perkins of the time so that Max could catch his train. It seemed a shame to stop. He had not even mentioned his experiences with novelists

  Sherwood Anderson, J. P. Marquand, Morley Callaghan, Hamilton Basso; he had not spoken of biographer Douglas Southall Freeman, or Edmund Wilson, or Allen Tate, or Alice Roosevelt Longworth or Nancy

  Hale. It was too late to talk about Joseph Stanley Pennell, whose Rome Hanks Perkins considered the most exciting novel he had edited in recent years. There was no time to talk about new

  writers—Alan Paton and James Jones, for example, two authors whose promising manuscripts he was presently editing. Perkins, however, undoubtedly felt he had said more than enough. He picked

  up his hat and tugged it down over his head, put on his raincoat, turned his back on the standing ovation of his audience, and slipped out as unobtrusively as he had entered.




  It was still raining hard. Under his black umbrella he trudged to Grand Central Station. He had never talked so much about himself so publicly in his life.




  When he arrived at his home in New Canaan, Connecticut, late that night, Perkins found that the eldest of his five daughters had come over  for the evening and was waiting

  up for him. She noticed that her father seemed melancholy, and she asked why.




  “I gave a speech tonight and they called me ‘the dean of American editors,’ ” he explained. “When they call you the dean, that means you’re

  through.”




  “Oh, Daddy, that doesn’t mean you’re through,” she objected. “It just means you’ve reached the top.”




  “No,” Perkins said flatly. “It means you’re through.”




  It was the twenty-sixth of March. On March 26, twenty-six years earlier, there had been a great beginning for Maxwell Perkins—the publication of a book that changed his

  life, and a great deal more.
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  Paradise
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  In 1919 the rites of spring in Manhattan were extraordinary demonstrations of patriotism. Week after week, battalions marched

  triumphantly up Fifth Avenue. The “war to end all wars” had been fought and won.




  At Forty-eighth Street the parades passed before the offices of Charles Scribner’s Sons—Publishers and Booksellers. The Scribner Building was a ten-story structure of classical

  design, crowned with two obelisks and graced with stately pilasters. The ground floor was faced in shiny brass— the elegant storefront of the Scribner bookshop, a spacious, oblong room with a

  high vaulted ceiling and narrow metal staircases which spiraled to upper galleries. John Hall Wheelock, who managed the store before becoming a Scribner editor, called it “a Byzantine

  cathedral of books.”




  Adjacent to the bookstore was an unobtrusive entrance. Behind it, a vestibule led to an elevator that clattered its way into the upper realms of the Scribner enterprise. The second and third

  floors housed financial and business departments. Advertising was on the fourth floor. And on the fifth were the editorial rooms—bare white ceilings and walls; uncarpeted concrete floors;

  rolltop desks and bookcases. In this austere style, Scribners, a family business in its second generation, maintained itself as the most genteel and tradition-encrusted of all the American

  publishing houses. There was still a Dickensian atmosphere about the place. The accounting office, for example, was run by a man in his seventies who spent his days perched on a high stool, poring

  over leather-bound ledgers. Typewriters  had by then become standard equipment, and because women had to be hired to operate the contraptions, gentlemen were expected not to

  smoke in the offices.




  From the fifth floor, the company was governed like a nineteenth-century monarchy. Charles Scribner II, “old CS,” was the undisputed ruler. His face usually wore a severe expression,

  and he had a sharp nose and white close-cropped hair and mustache. At age sixty-six, he had reigned forty years. Next in succession was his amiable brother Arthur, nine years younger, with softer

  features, who Wheelock said “was always a little paralyzed by his brother’s vitality.” William Crary Brownell, the editor-in-chief, white-bearded and walrus-mustached, had a brass

  spittoon and a leather couch in his office. Every afternoon he would read a newly submitted manuscript and then “sleep on it” for an hour. Afterward he would take a walk around the

  block, puffing a cigar, and by the time he had returned to his desk and spat, he was ready to announce his opinion of the book.




  There were also younger men at Scribners. One of them, Maxwell Evarts Perkins, had arrived in 1910. He had spent four and a half years as advertising manager before ascending to the editorial

  floor to be apprenticed under the venerable Brownell. By 1919, Perkins had already established himself as a promising young editor. Yet as he observed the parades outside his office window, he felt

  twinges of disappointment about his career. In his thirties, he had considered himself too old and overburdened with responsibilities to enlist for action overseas. Watching the colorful

  homecoming, he felt sorry that he had not witnessed the war firsthand.




  Scribners itself had scarcely experienced the war and its upheavals. The Scribner list was a backwater of literary tastes and values. Its books never transgressed the bounds of

  “decency.” Indeed, they seldom went beyond merely diverting the reader. There were none of the newer writers who were attracting attention—Theodore Dreiser, Sinclair Lewis,

  Sherwood Anderson. The three pillars of the House of Scribner were long-established writers steeped in the English tradition. The firm published John Galsworthy’s Forsyte Saga and

  the complete works of Henry James and Edith Wharton. Indeed, most of Scribners’ important books were by writers they had been publishing for years, whose manuscripts required no editing.

  William C. Brownell stated the company’s editorial policy in responding to one of Mrs. Wharton’s manuscripts: “I don’t believe much in tinkering, and I am not

  suffisant enough to think the publisher can contribute much by counselling modifications.”




   For the most part, Maxwell Perkins’s duties as an editor were limited to proofreading galleys—long printed sheets, each containing the equivalent of three book

  pages—and to other perfunctory chores. Occasionally he was called upon to correct the grammar in a gardening book or arrange the selections in school anthologies of classic short stories and

  translations of Chekhov. The work demanded little creativity.




  One regular Scribner author was Shane Leslie, an Irish journalist, poet, and lecturer who spent years at a time in America. On one of his extended tours he was introduced to a teen-aged boy by

  the headmaster of the Newman School in New Jersey. Leslie and the handsome youth—an aspiring writer from Minnesota—became friends. Eventually the young man entered Princeton University

  but enlisted in the army before graduating. He was commissioned and sent to Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. “Every Saturday at one o’clock when the week’s work was over,” he

  recalled years later, “I hurried up to the Officer’s Club and there in a corner of a room full of smoke, conversation and rattling newspapers, I wrote a one hundred and twenty thousand

  word novel on the consecutive weekends of three months.” In the spring of 1918 he believed the army was about to send him overseas. Unsure of his future, the young officer—F. Scott

  Fitzgerald—entrusted the manuscript to Leslie.




  The work, entitled The Romantic Egotist, was little more than a grab bag of stories, poems, and sketches recounting the author’s coming of age. Leslie sent it to Charles Scribner,

  suggesting that he give a “judgment” upon it. By way of introduction he wrote,




  

    

      In spite of its disguises, it has given me a vivid picture of the American generation that is hastening to war. I marvel at its crudity and its cleverness. It is naive in

      places, shocking in others, painful to the conventional and not without a touch of ironic sublimity especially toward the end. About a third of the book could be omitted without losing the

      impression that it is written by an American Rupert Brooke. . . . It interests me as a boy’s book and I think gives expression to that real American youth that the sentimentalists are so

      anxious to drape behind the canvas of the YMCA tent.


    


  




  The manuscript went from editor to editor during the next three months. Brownell “could not stomach it at all.” Edward L. Burlingame, another senior editor, found it “hard

  sledding.” The material was passed down until it reached Maxwell Perkins. “We have been reading ‘The Romantic Egoist’1 with a very

  unusual degree of interest,” Perkins wrote  Fitzgerald that August; “in fact no ms. novel has come to us for a long time that seemed to display so much

  vitality.” But Perkins was extrapolating from a single response. Only he had liked the book, and his letter went on reluctantly to decline it. He cited governmental restrictions on

  printing supplies, high manufacturing costs, and “certain characteristics of the novel itself.”




  Editors at Scribners considered criticism of works they turned down as beyond their function and likely to be resented by an author. But Perkins’s enthusiasm for Fitzgerald’s

  manuscript impelled him to comment further. Commandeering the editorial “we,” he risked offering some general remarks, because, he said, “we should welcome a chance to reconsider

  its publication.”




  His main complaint with The Romantic Egotist was that it did not advance to a conclusion. The protagonist drifted, hardly changing over the course of the novel.




  

    

      This may be intentional on your part for it is certainly not untrue to life [Perkins wrote]; but it leaves the reader distinctly disappointed and dissatisfied since he has

      expected him to arrive somewhere either in an actual sense by his response to the war perhaps, or in a psychological one by “finding himself” as for instance Pendennis is brought to

      do. He does go to the war, but in almost the same spirit that he went to college and school— because it is simply the thing to do.


    


  




  “It seems to us in short,” Perkins asserted, “that the story does not culminate in anything as it must to justify the reader’s interest as he follows it;

  and that it might be made to do so quite consistently with the characters and with its earlier stages.” Perkins did not want Fitzgerald to “conventionalize” the book so much as

  intensify it. “We hope we shall see it again,” he wrote in closing, “and we shall then reread it immediately.”




  Perkins’s letter encouraged Lieutenant Fitzgerald to spend the next six weeks revising his novel. By mid-October he sent the reworked manuscript to Scribners. Perkins read it immediately,

  as promised, and was delighted to find it much improved. Rather than approaching old CS directly, he sought an ally in Scribner’s son. Charles III liked the book too, but his support was not

  enough. The older editors again voted Perkins down. With that, as Perkins later admitted to Fitzgerald, “I was afraid that . . . you might be done with us conservatives.”




  Max was nonetheless determined to see the book published. He brought it to the attention of two rival publishers. One Scribner colleague  remembered Perkins was

  “terrified that they would accept it, for all the time he saw how vitally it might still be improved. The other publishers, however, sent it back without comment.”




  Undeterred, Perkins continued to harbor a private hope that he could still get it published. He believed that Fitzgerald might revise the novel further after he got out of the army, then allow

  Perkins to take it before his editorial board a third time.




  Fitzgerald, however, was not as indomitable as his champion in New York. When The Romantic Egotist was turned down for the second time, he was at Camp Sheridan in Montgomery, Alabama.

  He lost confidence in the book, but his disappointment was softened by a distraction—Zelda Sayre, an Alabama supreme court justice’s daughter whose graduating high school class had just

  voted her the “prettiest and most attractive.” Lieutenant Fitzgerald was introduced to her at a country club dance in July and was one of the admirers who called on her that August.

  Fitzgerald later confided to his Ledger that on the seventh of September he “fell in love.” Zelda loved him too, but kept him at bay. She was waiting to see whether his talents were

  strong enough to earn them the luxuries they both dreamed of. The army discharged Fitzgerald in February, 1919, and he headed for New York and a job at the Barron Collier advertising agency. Upon

  his arrival he wired Zelda: I AM IN THE LAND OF AMBITION AND SUCCESS AND MY ONLY HOPE AND FAITH IS THAT MY DARLING HEART WILL BE WITH ME SOON.




  Fitzgerald, of course, went to see Max Perkins. It is not known what they said to each other, except that Perkins suggested, off the record, that Scott rewrite his novel, changing the narrative

  from first to third person. “Max’s idea was to give the author some distance from the material,” John Hall Wheelock said years later of Perkins’s advice. “He admired

  the exuberance of Fitzgerald’s writing and personality but believed no publisher, certainly not Scribners, would accept an author’s work so brash and self-indulgent as it

  was.”




  In midsummer, 1919, Fitzgerald wrote Perkins from St. Paul. “After four months attempt to write commercial copy by day and painful halfhearted imitations of popular literature at

  night,” he said, “I decided that it was one thing or another. So I gave up getting married and went home.” By the end of July he finished a draft of a novel called The

  Education of a Personage. “It is in no sense a revision of the ill-fated Romantic Egotist,” he assured Perkins, “but it contains some of the former material improved

  and worked over and bears a strong family resemblance besides.” Fitzgerald  added, “While the other was a tedius disconnected casserole this is a definite attempt

  at a big novel and I really believe I have hit it.”




  Once again sanguine about his novel, Fitzgerald asked if an August 20 submission might result in an October publication. “This is an odd question I realize since you haven’t even

  seen the book,” he wrote Perkins, “but you have been so kind about my stuff that I venture to intrude once more upon your patience.” Fitzgerald gave Perkins two reasons for

  rushing the book out: “because I want to get started both in a literary and financial way; second—because it is to some extent a timely book and it seems to me that the public are wild

  for decent reading matter.”




  The Education of a Personage struck Max as an excellent title and aroused his curiosity about the work. “Ever since the first reading of your first manuscript we have felt that

  you would succeed,” he wrote back immediately. Regarding publication, he said, he was certain of one thing: Nobody could bring this book out in two months without greatly injuring its

  chances. To shorten the deliberation period, however, Perkins offered to read chapters as they were finished.




  Fitzgerald sent no chapters, but in the first week of September, 1919, a complete revision arrived on Perkins’s desk. Fitzgerald had changed the book considerably, taking, in fact, every

  one of Perkins’s suggestions. He had transposed the story to the third person and put the material he had salvaged to much better use. He had also given the work a new title: This Side of

  Paradise.




  Perkins prepared for his third assault on the monthly meeting of the editorial board, dutifully circulating the new manuscript among his colleagues. In mid-September the editors met. Charles

  Scribner sat at the head of the table, glowering. His brother Arthur sat by his side. Brownell was there too, a formidable figure, for he was not just editor-in-chief but one of the most eminent

  literary critics in America. He had “slept on the book,” and he looked eager to argue against any of the half-dozen other men sitting around the table who might want to accept it.




  Old CS held forth. According to Wheelock, “He was a born publisher with great flair, who truly loved getting books into print. But Mr. Scribner said, ‘I’m proud of my imprint.

  I cannot publish fiction that is without literary value.’ Then Brownell spoke for him when he pronounced the book ‘frivolous.’ ” The discussion seemed over—until old

  CS, with his forbidding eyes, peered down the conference table and said, “Max, you’re very silent.”




  Perkins stood and began to pace the room. “My feeling,” he explained,  “is that a publisher’s first allegiance is to talent. And if we aren’t

  going to publish a talent like this, it is a very serious thing.” He contended that the ambitious Fitzgerald would be able to find another publisher for this novel and young authors would

  follow him: “Then we might as well go out of business.” Perkins returned to his original place at the meeting table and, confronting Scribner head on, said, “If we’re going

  to turn down the likes of Fitzgerald, I will lose all interest in publishing books.” The vote of hands was taken. The young editors tied the old. There was a silence. Then Scribner said he

  wanted more time to think it over.




  Fitzgerald was earning some money at a temporary job of repairing the roofs of railroad cars. On the eighteenth of September, just before his twenty-third birthday, he received a special

  delivery letter from Maxwell Perkins.




  

    

      I am very glad, personally, to be able to write to you that we are all for publishing your book This Side of Paradise. Viewing it as the same book that was here

      before, which in a sense it is, though translated into somewhat different terms and extended farther, I think that you have improved it enormously. As the first manuscript did, it abounds in

      energy and life and it seems to me to be in much better proportion. . . . The book is so different that it is hard to prophesy how it will sell but we are all for taking a chance and supporting

      it with vigor.


    


  




  Scribners’ expectation was to publish that spring.




  No money was to be paid Fitzgerald as an advance against future earnings—advances, customary today, were not always offered in that time. But Fitzgerald already envisioned a prosperous

  future. In his essay “Early Success” (1937) he wrote, “That day I quit work and ran along the streets, stopping automobiles to tell friends and acquaintances about it— my

  novel This Side of Paradise was accepted for publication. . . . I paid off my terrible small debts, bought a suit, and woke up every morning with a world of ineffable toploftiness and

  promise.” Fitzgerald left all the terms of the contract to Perkins, but there was one condition which he did not relinquish without a slight struggle. He was obsessed with the idea of being a

  published writer by Christmas, February at the latest. He finally told Perkins why: Zelda Sayre was within his grasp. Beyond that, Fitzgerald wrote Perkins, “It will have a psychological

  effect on me and all my surroundings and besides open up new fields. I’m in that stage where every month counts frantically and seems a cudgel in a fight for happiness against

  time.”




   Perkins explained that there were two seasons in the publishing year and that Scribners prepared for each long before it began. For example, each July and August, Scribner

  salesmen canvassed the country, carrying trunks filled with sample chapters and dust jackets of books meant to enjoy their greatest sale during the Christmas season. A book put on the fall list

  after the “travelers” had visited their stores would have to make it entirely on its own. It would come without introduction to the bookseller, who, said Perkins, was already going

  “nearly mad with the number of books in his store and had invested all the money he could in them”; it would come, he said, “as a most unwelcome and troublesome thing which would

  suffer accordingly.” Perkins recommended the second publishing season, preparations for which began the month after the Christmas rush. By then the booksellers had made their year’s

  biggest profits and were ready to stock up again, this time on the new spring books, including, one hoped, This Side of Paradise.




  Fitzgerald understood and acquiesced. “While I waited for the novel to appear,” he wrote further in his 1937 essay, “the metamorphosing of amateur into professional began to

  take place—a sort of stitching together of your whole life into a pattern of work, so that the end of one job is automatically the beginning of another.” He broke ground on a number of

  projects. Of greatest interest to Perkins was a novel called The Demon Lover, which Fitzgerald estimated would take a year to complete. When his enthusiasm on that flagged, he wrote short

  stories and submitted them to Scribner’s, a monthly magazine published by the firm. It accepted only one of his first four submissions.




  Fitzgerald wanted some word of encouragement to offset the rejection slips. Perkins read the pieces that had been declined and told Scott he was sure there would be no difficulty in placing them

  elsewhere. “The great beauty of them,” Perkins wrote, “is that they are alive. Ninety percent of the stories that appear are derived from life through the rarefying medium of

  literature. Yours are direct from life it seems to me. This is true also of the language and style; it is that of the day. It is free of the conventions of the past which most writers love . . . to

  their great inconvenience.” The pieces, Perkins wrote, “indicate to me that you are pretty definitely lodged as a writer of short stories.”




  Later, in the final weeks of the year, Fitzgerald wrote Perkins: “I feel I’ve certainly been lucky to find a publisher who seems so generally interested in his authors. Lord knows

  this literary game has been discouraging enough at times.” What Fitzgerald did not realize was that  Maxwell Perkins was just as jubilant about having Scribners’

  brightest young author as his first literary discovery.




  When Fitzgerald was a student at Princeton he told the visiting poet-in-residence Alfred Noyes that he thought it in his power “to write either books that would sell or

  books of permanent value” and he was not sure which he should do. It became a conflict with which Scott would wrestle for the remainder of his life. Perkins quickly realized that while both

  objectives mattered to Fitzgerald, money mattered a very great deal. As This Side of Paradise was being set into galleys, Fitzgerald wrote Perkins that he had a notion for still another

  novel. “I want to start it,” he said, “but I don’t want to get broke in the middle and start in and have to write short stories again—because I don’t enjoy

  [writing stories] and just do it for money.” Thinking of cash on hand more than future literary credit, he asked, “There’s nothing in collections of short stories is

  there?”




  Perkins confirmed Fitzgerald’s hunch that as a rule anthologies did not make best-selling books. “The truth is,” Perkins explained, “it has seemed to me that your stories

  were likely to constitute an exception, after a good many of them had been printed and your name was widely known. It seems to me that they have the popular note which would be likely to make them

  sell in book form. I wish you did care more about writing them . . . because they have great value in making you a reputation and because they are quite worthwhile in themselves.”




  Fitzgerald remained anxious all winter. Zelda Sayre agreed to marry him, but the wedding still hinged on his success as an author. He saw the short stories as a shortcut to his goal. He broke up

  the work he had done on The Demon Lover into several character sketches and sold them for forty dollars apiece to The Smart Set, the popular literary magazine published by George

  Jean Nathan and H. L. Mencken. More than anyone else in 1920, editor and critic Mencken encouraged writers to buck the “genteel tradition” and record the living language of the day. By

  winter’s end, after The Smart Set had published six of Fitzgerald’s slick pieces about idle dandies and cheeky debutantes, the young writer’s reputation was spreading

  rapidly.




  As publication of This Side of Paradise drew near, many people at Charles Scribner’s Sons caught the fever of excitement that had infected Maxwell Perkins months earlier. Some,

  however, were not so much excited as appalled. Malcolm Cowley, a literary critic, wrote that even before  its publication the book was recognized as “the terrifying

  voice of a new age, and it made some of the older employees of Scribners cringe.” Roger Burlingame, son of senior editor Edward L. Burlingame and later a Scribners editor himself, gave an

  example of this reaction in his Of Making Many Books, an informal history of Scribners. The bellwether at Scribners in those days, Burlingame noted, was an important member of the sales

  department. Often mistrusting his own literary judgment he spoke “advisedly” about many books, and used to take them home for an erudite sister to read. His sister was supposed to be

  infallible and it was true that many of the novels she had “cried over” sold prodigiously. So when it was known that he had taken This Side of Paradise home for the weekend,

  his colleagues were agog on Monday morning. “And what did your sister say?” they asked in chorus. “She picked it up with the tongs,” he replied, “because she

  wouldn’t touch it with her hands after reading it, and put it into the fire.”




  On March 26, 1920, This Side of Paradise appeared at last, and Fitzgerald was proudly advertised as “the youngest writer for whom Scribners have ever published a novel.”

  Perkins wandered down into the store that day and saw two copies sold right before him, which he thought augured well. A week later, in the rectory of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, just blocks

  from the Scribner Building, Zelda Sayre and Scott Fitzgerald were married. They always considered their wedding to have occurred under Perkins’s auspices.




  This Side of Paradise unfurled like a banner over an entire age. It commanded attention in literary columns and sales charts. H. L. Mencken in his Smart Set review wrote that

  Fitzgerald had produced “a truly amazing first novel—original in structure, extremely sophisticated in manner, and adorned with brilliancy that is as rare in American writing as honesty

  is in American statecraft.” Mark Sullivan, in his social history of America, Our Times, which was published by Scribners, wrote that Fitzgerald’s first book “has the

  distinction, if not of creating a generation, certainly of calling the world’s attention to a generation.”




  Fitzgerald himself had made just that point in the book’s final pages. “Here was a new generation,” he wrote, “shouting the old cries, learning the old creeds, through a

  revery of long days and nights; destined finally to go out into that dirty gray turmoil to follow love and pride; a new generation dedicated more than the last to the fear of poverty and the

  worship of success; grown up to find all Gods dead, all wars fought, all faiths in man shaken.”




   Of the book’s popular appeal, the author himself recalled in “Early Success”:




  

    

      In a daze I told the Scribner Company that I didn’t expect my novel to sell more than twenty thousand copies and when the laughter died away I was told that a sale of

      five thousand was excellent for a first novel. I think it was a week after publication that it passed the twenty thousand mark, but I took myself so seriously that I didn’t even think it

      was funny.


    


  




  The book did not make Fitzgerald rich so much as it made him famous. He was only twenty-four and seemingly destined to succeed. Charles Scribner wrote Shane Leslie later in the

  year: “Your introduction of Scott Fitzgerald proved to be an important one for us; This Side of Paradise has been our best seller this season and is still going strong.”




  In the first rush of the book’s celebrity many serious misprints went overlooked. Perkins took all the blame for them. He had been so frightened of the reaction to the book from the other

  employees at Scribners that he had hardly let it out of his hands during any stage of its preparation—not even to proofreaders. In Of Making Many Books, Roger Burlingame noted that

  if it had not been for the stern supervision of Irma Wyckoff, Perkins’s devoted secretary, Max “would probably be something of an orthographic phenomenon himself.” Soon the

  misspellings Perkins never spotted became a major topic of literary conversation. By summer, the witty New York Tribune book columnist Franklin P. Adams had turned the search for errors

  into a parlor game. Finally, a Harvard scholar sent Scribners a list of over 100 mistakes. This was humiliating for Perkins; but even more humiliating was that the author, himself an atrocious

  speller, was pointing out errors too. Scott was excited that his book was running through entire printings each week but disgruntled that many of those errors on Franklin Adams’s growing list

  remained uncorrected as late as the sixth printing.




  The misprints seemed not to matter to the reading public. The writing especially excited the uncertain youth of the nation. Mark Sullivan later said of Fitzgerald’s hero: “Young

  people found in Amory’s behavior a model for their conduct—and alarmed parents found their worst apprehensions realized.” Roger Burlingame noted further that the novel

  “waked all the comfortable parents of the war’s fighting generation out of the hangover of their security into the consciousness that something definite, terrible and, possibly, final,

  had happened to their chidren. And it gave their children their first proud sense of being ‘lost.’ ” “America was going  on the greatest, gaudiest

  spree in history and there was going to be plenty to tell about it,” Fitzgerald later wrote.




  Within a month of his novel’s publication, Fitzgerald mailed to his editor eleven stories, six poems—three of which had drawn “quite a bit of notice in the Second Book of

  Princeton Verse”—and a hatful of possible titles for an anthology. Max read all the material, selected eight stories, and chose Flappers and Philosophers as the strongest

  of Fitzgerald’s lighthearted titles. Charles Scribner thought the choice was “horrid” but was inclined to let Perkins parlay his first success into another.




  Fitzgerald’s income from writing zoomed from $879 in 1919 to $18,850 in 1920, and he frittered it all away. So far as Scribner could see, Fitzgerald was not much concerned with thrift and

  seemed little interested in the future. He wrote Shane Leslie that Fitzgerald “is very fond of the good things of life and is disposed to enjoy it to the full while the going is good. Economy

  is not one of his virtues.”




  Beginning with Fitzgerald, Perkins developed the habit of sending books to his laboring authors. “Max was like an old-time druggist,” remarked one of them, James Jones.

  “Whenever he saw you getting sluggish, he prescribed a book that he thought would pep you up. They were always specially selected for your condition, perfectly matched to your particular

  tastes and temperament, but with enough of a kick to get you thinking in a new direction.” In June, 1920, Max sent Fitzgerald a copy of The Ordeal of Mark Twain by Van Wyck Brooks.

  Brooks, Max wrote Scott, “is a brilliant chap and very attractive and if you do care for the book I would like to have you meet him at lunch some day.” Van Wyck Brooks was Max

  Perkins’s closest friend. They had known each other since kindergarten in Plainfield, New Jersey, and had been at Harvard together. Now, twelve years after graduation, Brooks was on his way

  to becoming the era’s foremost surveyor of American literature.




  “It’s one of the most inspirational books I’ve read and has seemed to put the breath of life back in me,” Fitzgerald wrote back a few days after receiving the book.

  “Just finished the best story I’ve done yet & my novel is going to be my life masterpiece.” Fitzgerald’s heavily underlined copy of The Ordeal of Mark Twain is

  evidence of the deeper effect Brooks’s work had on his next group of stories. Scott read in Brooks about a Clemens novel called The Gilded Age, in which a man goes west in search of

  a mountain of coal and strikes it rich enough to marry the woman he loves. Scott then wrote a novella in which FitzNorman Culpepper Washington stumbled upon a mineral treasure, at about the same

   time, in Montana. Fitzgerald called his story “The Diamond as Big as the Ritz.”




  The author worked on through the summer, but Perkins did not. He was never content on a vacation unless he felt he had earned it, and that summer, for the first time in his career as an editor,

  he believed he had. Before leaving for his respite, Perkins sent Fitzgerald his address, to be used should he need him for anything. It was simply the name of the small town he had gone to

  practically every summer of his life.




  Windsor, Vermont rests a third of the way up the Vermont-New Hampshire border, on the western bank of the Connecticut River. It was for Max Perkins the most glorious place on earth. Some seventy

  years earlier, just beyond the shadow of Mount Ascutney, his maternal grandfather had built a compound of houses in which to assemble his family around him. “Windsor was the personal heaven

  of my grandfather’s grandchildren,” Max’s sister Fanny Cox wrote in Vermonter. “In the winter we lived in different settings . . . but in the summer we gathered

  together in the big place behind the picket fence where six houses faced the village street and the grounds stretched back across green lawns with clipped hemlock hedges and round begonia-filled

  flower beds to slope down the hill to the pond.” Rising behind the pond was a particularly lovely part of the acreage, where streams raced down hills and footpaths wove through stands of pine

  and birch. The family called these special woods “Paradise.”




  In Paradise a youth could run as wild and free as his imagination. Young Max Perkins had spent innumerable hours there with his brothers and sisters and cousins. Later, as a father, he took his

  own children. All the pleasures at the other end of the seven-hour ride from New York on the White Mountain Express, a wonderfully comfortable summer train, were passed on to them.




  Perkins told one of his daughters, “The greatest feeling is to go to bed tired.” Bedtime had always been Perkins’s favorite time of day, those few minutes just before falling

  asleep when he could “steer his dreams.” In those final moments of wakefulness Maxwell Perkins recurringly transported himself back to Russia in 1812—the scene of his favorite

  book, War and Peace. Night after night his mind filled with visions of Napoleon’s army retreating from Moscow in the frost and early winter snow. On mornings in Vermont after

  Tolstoi’s characters had paraded before him, he insisted that his dreams were more vivid and that he slept more soundly in Windsor than anywhere else.




   Once every summer Max took his daughters for a hike up Mount Ascutney, marching them for thirty minutes and then resting for ten, just as Prince Andrei in War and

  Peace might have marched his soldiers. But Perkins’s greatest pleasure in Windsor was in losing himself on a long solitary stroll. A “real walk” he used to call it. Alone, he

  would stride across the same ground his ancestors had before him.




  





  
 III
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  No one could have known Max who did not understand what Windsor, or Vermont in general, meant for him, the deep stake in the old

  rural America from which the foreground of his life was in many of its elements so far removed,” Van Wyck Brooks wrote in Scenes and Portraits. Practically all of Perkins’s

  life was spent in New York City or its suburbs, but the tart values of New England were the essence of his character. He was full of Yankee quirks and biases. He could be crotchety in his behavior

  and literary taste, obtuse and old-fashioned. And yet, Brooks believed, Windsor and all it stood for had kept him at heart “so direct, so uninfluenced by prejudice, so unclouded by secondary

  feelings, so immediate, so fresh.” Max’s was a New England mind, filled with dichotomies.




  He was born on September 20, 1884, in Manhattan, at the corner of Second Avenue and Fourteenth Street, and named William Maxwell Evarts Perkins, thus becoming the nominative heir of two

  distinguished families. Brooks said he had known “few other Americans in whom so much history was palpably and visibly embodied, so that one saw it working in him, sometimes not too happily,

  for his mind was always in a state of civil war.”




  It was the English battle between Roundheads and Cavaliers in 1642, Brooks said, that Max never quite fought through. That war had crossed the ocean and found its way to Perkins eight

  generations later. While the Perkins side of the family made him “the romantic, adventurous boy, indolent,  graceful and frank, all gaiety, sweetness and animal

  charm,” the Evartses made him believe in doing things the hard way—“living against the grain.” Brooks said, “One or the other side . . . of [the battle] constantly

  came to the front at crises in his life.”




  John Evarts, a Welshman, was the first of Maxwell Perkins’s forebears to emigrate to the New World. As an indentured servant he sailed in 1635, settled in Concord, Massachusetts, and was

  made a freeman in 1638. A century and a half later he had only one direct descendant— Jeremiah Evarts. Born in 1782 and educated at Yale College, Evarts practiced law in New Haven. He was a

  stern, puritanical, religious man. A contemporary alleged that Evarts “had too much unbending integrity to be a popular lawyer.” He married Mehitabel Barnes, a widowed daughter of Roger

  Sherman, one of Connecticut’s signers of the Declaration of Independence. They settled in Charlestown, Massachusetts, where he assumed the editorship of the Panoplist, an organ of

  the orthodox Congregationalists. He began devoting his life entirely to pamphleteering and missionary enterprises, but did not restrict his proselytizing to religious concerns. For preaching

  abolition during one of his missions, he spent a year in a Georgia jail. In early March, 1818, traveling from Savannah, he was informed of the birth of a son—William Maxwell Evarts.




  William entered Yale in 1833, where he was one of the founders of the Yale Literary Magazine. He graduated with honors, then attended law school at Harvard. Richard Henry Dana, who was

  writing up his maritime adventures in Two Years Before the Mast while matriculating at Harvard, later remembered: “The most successful speech made at the school during the whole time

  I was there, was made before a jury of undergraduates . . . by Wm. M. Evarts. . . . If he does not become distinguished he will disappoint more persons than any other young man whom I have ever met

  with.” In 1843, Evarts married Helen Minerva Wardner in her hometown of Windsor. During the next twenty years, they produced seven sons and five daughters.




  Evarts lived up to Dana’s expectations. His law career in New York City drew national attention in 1855 when he gave $1,000—one fourth of his entire fortune—to the Abolitionist

  cause. By 1889, when he made his last court appearance, he had taken part in a number of trials that tested basic principles of the Constitution. The Dictionary of American Biography

  dubbed him the “hero of the three great cases” of his generation— the Geneva arbitration case, the Tilden-Hayes election case of 1876, and the Andrew Johnson impeachment. In each

  trial he was victorious: He  secured remuneration from foreign nations that fought against the Union during the Civil War, obtained the presidency for one man who did not win

  the popular vote of the nation, and defended another man’s right to continue serving as president.




  When Evarts prepared his cases he invariably sought the counsel of learned friends. He often turned to Henry Adams, who wrote in his third-person autobiography: “In doubt, the quickest way

  to clear one’s mind is to discuss, and Evarts deliberately forced discussion. Day after day, driving, dining, walking he provoked Adams to dispute his positions. He needed an anvil, he said,

  to hammer his ideas on.” In 1877, President Hayes named Evarts Secretary of State. The New York legislature twice elected him to the United States Senate.




  Upon his retirement from Washington, Evarts returned to Vermont, where he imperiously presided over family activities. His “White House” in Windsor was dark inside and full of

  Victorian clutter, including gold-framed portraits of Evarts ancestors and a white marble bust of himself wearing a toga.




  The colorful Perkinses fill almost as many columns in the Dictionary of American Biography as the dour Evartses, but most of the Evartses failed to appreciate them. One Evarts cousin,

  ninety years after Max’s birth, still maintained, “The Perkinses had the wrong politics, sat on the wrong side of the church, and were all buried on the wrong side of the

  cemetery.”




  Charles Callahan Perkins, Max’s paternal grandfather, inherited from his parents both the money and the temperament that naturally made him an influential friend of the arts in his native

  city of Boston. He was descended from Edmund Perkins, who emigrated to New England in 1650 and became a wealthy and philanthropic merchant—an East India magnate, who spawned several children

  who were Loyalists in the Revolution. Charles graduated from Harvard in 1843, having shown an interest in drawing and painting. He declined the customary opportunities to enter business and went

  abroad, determined to turn his enthusiasm for art into serious study. In Rome he mingled with several important artists of the day, but the limitations of his own talent kept him an amateur. He

  realized he could at least devote his life to the interpretation of art, and he became the first American art critic. In 1855 he married Frances D. Bruen of New York. Perkins kept close company

  with the Brownings in Europe and Longfellow in Boston. He wrote a half-dozen major studies of European sculpture.




  By the time Charles Perkins’s three children came of age, most of  his fortune had been exhausted. He resettled his family in New England and became friendly with

  Senator Evarts. Charles’s middle child, Edward Clifford—an alumnus of Harvard and Harvard Law School—met and fell in love with the senator’s daughter Elizabeth. In 1882,

  when they were each twenty-four, they married in Windsor.




  Elizabeth was a dignified and gracious woman who, it was said, always walked at the same pace—not so slowly as to seem to have no purpose, but not so fast as to be unladylike—with

  her hands folded at her waist. She had often served as her father’s hostess in Washington. Her husband was dapper and possessed a freer spirit. They went to live in Plainfield, New Jersey,

  and Edward commuted to his law practice in New York, bicycling to and from the train station on a highwheeler, the first such vehicle in the town. Over thirteen years they had six children. She was

  a mother who never demanded good behavior but rather expected it; he was a gentle father.




  The divergent traits of the two families came together in their second child, William Maxwell Evarts Perkins. Within him the two spirits— Perkins aestheticism and Evarts

  discipline—were blended. Even as a boy, Max had an artistic flair but New England common sense.




  Every Sunday night, Edward Perkins read to his young family. “We all sat before our father and listened to Ivanhoe and The Rose and the Ring,” Max’s youngest

  sister, Fanny, remembered, “and we’d all laugh out loud, because the romance even then was so melodramatic.” For Max and his older brother, Edward, their father gave special

  readings of French books, which he translated as he went along to keep up his knowledge of the language. Spellbound, the two boys listened to the fabulous adventures of The Three

  Musketeers, General Marbot’s Memoirs, and Erckmann-Chatrian’s Conscript of 1813. Max grew infatuated with the military, especially the heroic accounts of

  Napoleon.




  When he was sixteen, Max went to St. Paul’s Academy in Concord, New Hampshire, but was called home the following year to ease the pull on the family pursestrings. Then, in late October,

  1902, Max’s father, who stubbornly disapproved of ever wearing topcoats, caught pneumonia. He died three days later at the age of forty-four. Edward C. Perkins had not saved any money, but

  his widow and six children were able to live comfortably on various family trust funds. Max completed his secondary education at the Leal School in Plainfield.




  Edward, the eldest Perkins son, was away at Harvard, so Max took the chair at the head of the dinner table. Yankee instinct drove him to  veil his grief and assume as many

  of his father’s roles as possible. He felt he must stand before his family as a monument of fortitude in adversity. He tended his younger siblings firmly but fondly, and they revered him. One

  morning after prayers, when his mother broke down in tears, he patted her on the shoulder until she stopped. A generation later, he told one of his own children, “Every good deed a man does

  is to please his father.”




  As a teen-ager, Max passed through puppy love normally. “I kissed the dickens out of a pretty girl this afternoon,” he wrote Van Wyck Brooks in 1900. “It took about three hours

  of steady arguing to get it out of her, but finally she gave me permission.” Several summers he tutored children in Southampton, Long Island, and at age sixteen he worked as a counselor at

  Camp Chesterfield in New Hampshire. Out in the woods one day with several young hikers, Max heard terrible cries. He sent the boys back to camp and set off to find where the screams were coming

  from. He came to a barn and saw a woman standing in the doorway, struggling with two men who were holding her arms. One of the men said: “What do you want?” Max replied,

  “I’ve come to rescue the lady.” Years later Max would shake with laughter as he told that story, for it turned out that the woman had delirium tremens and the men were simply

  trying to get her indoors.




  The following summer one small event occurred which was to affect Max for the rest of his life. He went swimming one afternoon with a younger boy named Tom McClary in a deep pond in Windsor. Tom

  was a poor swimmer, and halfway across the pond he lost his nerve and clamped his arms around Max’s neck. They both sank. Max fought free and swam toward shore. Then he thought of Tom. He

  looked over his shoulder and saw the boy floating face down. Max swam back, grabbed Tom’s wrist and towed him ashore. To pull him up the bank he clasped his hands under Tom’s stomach,

  which had the happy effect of making water gush out of Tom’s mouth, and in a moment he was breathing again. The boys agreed to say nothing of the accident, but it was not forgotten.




  In that moment of Tom McClary’s near drowning, he confided but once, years later, to a friend, he saw that he was “by nature careless, irresponsible and timid.” He admitted:

  “When I was seventeen I realized this by one little incident not worth recounting when I was ineffectual, and I then made the only resolution that I ever kept. And it was, never to refuse a

  responsibility.” The oath was so solemn that selflessness and duty soon dominated Perkins’s judgment.




   As generations of Perkinses had before him, Max went to Harvard. There he dropped his unused first name, his way of shucking his ancestors. When a senior in the class of

  1907 he wrote,




  

    

      To my mind, college is the place to expand, to overcome prejudices, to look at things through one’s own eyes. Here the boy first stands upon his own feet. Hitherto he

      has been in the hands of others to mould, now he must mould himself. He must cut loose from old ideas.


    


  




  When he arrived at Harvard only the social side really appealed to Max. “I admired the ‘sport,’ the social butterfly,” he wrote in his college essay “Varied

  Outlooks.” “I too wished to dress well, to have many friends, to smoke and drink in cafes, to occupy a front row seat at light operas.” He had thick blond hair and from some

  angles a delicate beauty; from others he appeared striking rather than handsome. In yearbook photographs the literary critic Malcolm Cowley saw a close resemblance to Napoleon, one of

  Perkins’s childhood heroes, when the Corsican had been a young lieutenant of artillery—the “same wide, sensitive mouth, the same Roman nose under a high forehead, and the same big

  ears close to the skull.”




  In November of his freshman year Perkins was arrested after the Yale game for being in the company of a drunk and disorderly classmate and locked up in jail. In December his grades entitled him

  to become the first member of his class to be placed on probation. It was a distinction “the sport” always remembered with pride.




  Perkins carried a chip on his shoulder in Cambridge. Unlike the wealthy “Gold Coast” men, he was at Harvard on limited funds. Max worked in the summers and felt shabby. He was proud

  of the Evartses and Perkinses, and he was fond of saying that “some of them were very wealthy and some of them were very poor, but it is impossible to tell which were which.” In

  college, he felt as though his family’s dignity had been worn to its barest threads. That hardly affected the way others regarded him, but Max developed the New Englander’s horror of

  accepting anything he did not work for. “When a man does you a favor, he owns a little piece of you,” he once explained to his third daughter, who recalled further: “One of his

  best friends, who lived on Long Island, in a luxurious house, used to beg him to come on weekends. My father longed to go, but wouldn’t because he couldn’t afford to tip the

  butler.”




  Instead, almost weekly, Perkins, in frayed shirt cuffs, walked to the  home of one of his uncles, the Reverend Prescott Evarts, rector of Christ’s Church in

  Cambridge. “Max always seemed to enjoy the family get-togethers,” the clergyman’s son Richard remembered. “We played checkers, ate dinner, and often got into loud arguments,

  usually social questions, about the importance of heredity versus environment. But we all knew Sunday night with us was his way to save money.”




  “Men measure social success by what clubs they belong to,” Perkins wrote as an upperclassman. When his Uncle Prescott, a Harvard alumnus, learned that Max had been invited to join

  Fox Club but couldn’t afford it, he wrote a check to cover the expenses. Max was reluctant to accept it but joined because, he observed, at Harvard the “importance of clubs simply could

  not be denied.”




  Perkins was also on the staff of the Harvard Advocate, the campus literary magazine, and rose to its board of editors. For the most part his contributions satirized the gentlemanly

  practices and pursuits of Harvard students. In one essay, “On Girls and Gallantry,” he wrote: “Authorities affirm that man’s reverence for woman is the scale by which

  civilization is measured. . . . Of this much at least I am sure: not only are no two girls alike but no single girl is the same, save by the purest coincidence, at two different times.”




  Three of Max’s Harvard friends were also making regular contributions to the Advocate: the poet John Hall Wheelock; Edward Sheldon, whose play Salvation Nell was a

  Broadway hit while he was still an undergraduate; and Van Wyck Brooks.




  Brooks said he followed Perkins to Harvard from Plainfield because “I was a writer born,—I seemed always to have known this—and I supposed that Harvard was the college for

  writers.” Max had been there for a year before Van Wyck arrived, and he gave his hometown friend every chance to meet the right people. The two of them spent most of their time at the Stylus,

  the literary club Perkins enjoyed most in Cambridge. They lived together in its straw-yellow wooden house at 41 Winthrop Street. Brooks observed that a Puritanical “Cromwell” spirit in

  Max was uppermost then. For a while Max awakened Van Wyck regularly at six A.M. and read Herbert Spencer and other philosophers aloud to him. He occasionally wore a jaunty

  Norfolk jacket—as did Professor William James—but usually dressed in funereal grays and black.




  Max chose to study economics. He did so, Brooks believed, because Max “did not like to know about railway rates and fire-insurance statistics.” The choice was an extension

  of one of his grandfather Evarts’s  aphorisms: “I pride myself on my success in doing not the things I like to do, but the things I don’t like to do.”

  That kind of Yankee thinking, which found virtue in hardship, enabled Max to move upstairs at the Stylus, into a tiny attic with a table and a cot, and often to study through the night. Years later

  Perkins realized, “I threw away my education though by majoring in political economy which I hated, on some theory that for that very reason it was good discipline and that whatever courses

  in literature which I would have loved could give me, I would get in the natural course of things.” Max never read all he would have liked. Throughout his career, for example, he was

  embarrassed about his shallow knowledge of Shakespeare’s works.




  Outside the Stylus Club, Max found most of his literary inspiration in “Copey’s” circle. Whether or not they had been among his students, most men who were at Harvard during

  his forty years of residence in the Yard remembered Professor Charles Townsend Copeland. Copey was the little man from Calais, Maine, with wire-rim spectacles and a bulbous head— topped in

  the cooler months by a derby and in the summer by a straw boater. By the time he had become a member of the English Department at Harvard he had turned his back on an acting career, dropped out of

  Harvard Law School, and worked seven years on the staff of the Boston Post. He was neither an intellectual nor a scholar, but he had the ability to teach with almost mystical enthusiasm.

  Scanning sonnets meant less to Copey than performing them; a curmudgeonly iconoclast who turned ham before an audience of any size, he took Harvard by storm. Students flocked to his recitations of

  the English masterpieces and joined his indulgent literary discussions. But Copey’s reputation was deserved: He could breathe life into the dustiest classics.




  Copeland was Perkins’s instructor when he took freshman English, and the young professor’s approach to literature roused Max. When Copey took over the expository writing course,

  English 12, Perkins immediately petitioned to be among the thirty persons admitted. “Copey was not a professor teaching a crowd in a classroom,” Walter Lippmann remembered in a tribute

  to Copeland. “He was a very distinct person in a unique relationship with each individual who interested him.”




  

    

      The method of his teaching, as it lives in my own memory [Lippmann elaborated], seems to me to have been more like a catch-as-catch-can wrestling match than like ordinary

      instruction. What happened was that you were summoned to his chambers in Hollis and told to bring with you  your manuscript. You were told how to read what you had

      written. Soon you began to feel that out of the darkness all around you long fingers were searching through the layers of fat and fluff to find your bones and muscles underneath. You could

      fight back but eventually he stripped you to your essential self. Then he cuffed the battered remains and challenged them into their own authentic activity.


    


  




  Almost from the moment he and Professor Copeland became friends, Max applied himself to his studies. Copey’s influence on Perkins grew steadily. Certainly he developed Max’s

  editorial instincts. By his fourth year at Harvard, Max was earning honors grades. More important, he acquired Copeland’s love for writing. “So far as I am concerned,” Max wrote

  Copey years later, “you did more good than all the rest of Harvard put together.”




  During Max’s senior year, a Miss Mary Church, who ran a girls’ finishing school on Beacon Street in Boston, asked Copeland to recommend a student to instruct her senior pupils in

  English composition. Copey picked Perkins. One of the dozen schoolgirls, Marjorie Morton Prince, clearly remembered this young man of twenty-two, just a few years older than his audience.

  “Every time he arrived we sat there hypnotized. We must have seemed absolutely dumb to him. He talked about writing as though it were the most important subject in the world. And we all

  worked like slaves for him. After a few weeks, Max started to wear dark glasses in class. We knew it was to keep from looking at us and getting embarrassed, because we all stared at him with a kind

  of dreamy glaze over our eyes.”




  Max graduated from Harvard in June of 1907 with an Honorable Mention for his work in Economics. The only one of his circle of friends who did not celebrate his commencement with a grand tour of

  Europe, he went right to work. He did not even consider preparing for the bar (though his three brothers became lawyers). Instead, he took a job at the Civic Service House in the Boston slums. It

  called for teaching Russian and Polish immigrants at night and district visiting by day, but it allowed Max free time for reading and learning to type. At summer’s end he took a short

  vacation in Windsor, then went to New York to work on a newspaper. Van Wyck Brooks said, “Copey, no doubt, the old newspaperman, had worked on Max’s imagination.”




  Getting a good newspaper job in those days usually depended on one’s connections. Perkins knew the son of the managing editor of the  New York Times, but

  that proved to be almost as much of a liability as an asset. The Times hired Max, but it was the city editor—not the managing editor—who handed out assignments. This particular

  city editor liked to choose his own reporters. Max was put on “emergency work”— he was one of the reporters who hung around the office from six P.M. to

  three A.M. waiting for suicides, fires, and other nocturnal catastrophes. For three months Perkins sat through the night, staring at the city editor and wondering,

  “Does this man know the paper is paying me $15 a week?”




  Then Max was moved up to police reporting, covering everything from murders in Chinatown to rent strikes on the Lower East Side. In due course he was promoted to the Times’s

  general staff. He scooped the city with his story on the collision of the S.S. Republic off Nantucket Light and covered William Jennings Bryan’s final campaign speech at Madison

  Square Garden.




  Max volunteered for any risky assignment. Covering one story, he got strapped in the electric chair at Sing Sing; another time he accompanied champion race-car driver George Robertson in a

  record-breaking, sixty-miles-per-hour test ride in a Locomobile car No. 16. But few of Perkins’s articles got closer to the front page than the society news.




  He enjoyed his independence and forever thereafter joked about his “roughing it” in his cold-water flat, saying, “I had to go to the Harvard Club for hot baths.” A few

  years later, Perkins spoke to one of Copey’s classes and said that a time comes when a man “assimilates the mental habits of a newspaperman and this will hurt him. It is obvious that

  the rapidity and carelessness with which the newspaperman must write will be fatal to any higher form of writing in the end; but I am thinking rather of the interest the reporter takes in events as

  such, quite apart from any true significance. He is a recorder and nothing more. He does not look below the surface of things.” Max was still interested in what he called “one of those

  professions whose practitioners deal in the most powerful of all commodities—words.” But he was tiring of the journalist’s erratic hours and constant deadlines.




  During his years at the Times he had been calling on Louise Saunders, a girl with whom he had attended dancing class in Plainfield years earlier. Louise came from a prominent Plainfield

  family. Her mother, she once wrote, “was very beautiful—much more beautiful than were the other mothers in the little suburban town in which we lived.” Louise’s father,

  William Lawrence Saunders, pursued politics, engineering, and business.  A friend of Woodrow Wilson, he was twice elected mayor of Plainfield. After patenting more than a

  dozen major inventions based on his experiments with compressed air, he became the first president of the Ingersoll-Rand corporation. He constantly entreated his two children to “learn the

  value of money” and he wanted everything to be “practical.”




  Every Easter Sunday the Saunders family kept their team of horses stabled and walked to church. Louise adored the ritual, particularly one Easter in the 1890s when her hat was especially pretty;

  it was made of dark-green straw with a wreath of leaves and tiny red button roses. That Easter, for the first time, she became aware of the church itself; she noticed the blue ceiling sprinkled

  with bright silver stars. Under heaven’s blue dome she rested her hand on the pew in front of her and thought about her Easter hat. Three rows in front of the Saunderses sat the Perkins

  family. Louise’s eyes were drawn to Max, as she later confessed, “because he looked up at the blue ceiling and the stars. He seemed to wonder what could be understood.”




  A few years later, when the Saunders daughters were in their early teens, their mother died of cancer. Mr. Saunders adored his girls but his overriding passion was for travel. His children

  sometimes accompanied him for months of living abroad, but more and more often he embarked alone on long voyages. Left at home, the girls were raised by a governess who persistently remarked to

  Louise, “Isn’t it a pity you’re not pretty like your sister.”




  For a time Louise withdrew into herself. Years later, when Max Perkins began paying serious attention to her, she had grown out of her shell and had developed the talent and passion to become an

  actress. And by then Louise was beautiful. She was petite, with a fine, slim figure. She had long almond-shaped eyes, light-brown hair, a winning smile, and a small straight nose. Her father had

  converted a stable into a kind of theater for her. She became well known in Plainfield for her amateur performances as well as for several plays she had written.




  Max found Louise Saunders delightfully feminine. She had intelligence, humor, and a volatile personality that contrasted with his steady one. Full of vitality, she could be temperamental and

  vain and unpredictable with her clever remarks. She depended on her intuition, what one daughter called her “uncanny knack for arriving at solutions for things without reasoning.”




  Max first thought seriously about Louise in the summer of 1909, after she had invited him to a swimming party and picnic at her family’s  place in Sea Girt, New

  Jersey. When he returned to New York he wrote her that he had left behind a pair of pajamas. Louise could not find them but came across somebody else’s bathing suit. “Here are your

  pajamas,” she explained. “I’m afraid they have suffered a sea change into something rich and strange.”




  Max began inviting Louise to Windsor for weekends. On one occasion his younger sister Fanny spied on the two of them sitting in the parlor. They were holding a pincushion between them, trying to

  push out the needles stuck inside. “I don’t think they looked down at their hands once,” Fanny remembered. “They just gazed into each other’s eyes and seemed very much

  in love.”




  Max Perkins was full of notions about women, pro and con. One of his favorite saws was that a man who didn’t marry was a coward, as was a woman who did. After a certain age, he believed,

  bachelors were just shirking responsibilities and women started looking for husbands only to avoid gossip or pity. But the warring factions in Max’s personality seemed balanced by Louise. In

  her he found every quality he deemed desirable in a wife. His romantic side responded to her beauty and her need to be protected; his cerebral side foresaw and welcomed a lifelong battle of wits.

  On her part, Louise spoke of Max as “my Greek God.”




  By the winter of 1909, Max was looking for a job with regular hours. He heard about an opening in the advertising department at Charles Scribner’s Sons and got an appointment with the head

  of the company. Max had learned that one of his professors from Harvard was an old friend of Charles Scribner and so, before the interview, he solicited a letter from him. Barrett Wendell

  obliged.




  

    

      Dear Charles:




      May I have the pleasure of giving Maxwell Perkins this personal word of introduction to you. Old fellows like me don’t know young ones so well as we should like to. But I knew

      Perkins’s father well; and you as well, if I am not mistaken, knew his mother yrs. ago—a daughter of Mr. Evarts. And I have known and admired all four of his grandparents. So when

      he came to college, he had a rather hard record to hold in my esteem; and he held it, happily and pleasantly. He has in him the right stuff. He is really the sort one can depend on.


    


  




  “Of course, those who could most competently recommend me are my superiors on the Times,” Perkins wrote Mr. Scribner, after they had discussed the post of advertising

  manager,




  

    

       and without their recommendation I could hardly hope for the position of which you spoke to me. Yet I cannot afford to set my bridge afire while I am

      crossing it. So far, I have said nothing here of my intention to leave the newspaper business. But if things so work out that the want of recommendation from my editors alone stands in my way

      with regard to this position, I shall ask instantly for it.


    


  




  Max continued working at the Times, waiting for Scribner to make his decision. One night in the early spring of 1910, he was sent to the Bowery to cover a story. An enterprising burglar

  had rented a vacant store across the street from the Bowery Savings Bank and had dug a tunnel most of the way to the bank’s vault when his passageway collapsed. The thief was trapped

  underground. Perkins’s assignment was to report to his office every half-hour on the progress of the rescue mission. The nearest telephone to the scene was a private line in a saloon across

  the street. As policemen worked deep into the night, Perkins felt embarrassed about making repeated calls on the house, so he ordered a drink with each call. It was almost dawn when the robber was

  brought to the surface and arrested. Max went home to collapse from intoxication as much as exhaustion. Just a few hours later his roommate, Barry Benefield, awakened him with the message that Mr.

  Scribner wanted to see him that morning at nine.




  Max was tired and hung over throughout the interview, but Scribner was nonetheless impressed by the young man’s earnestness. Perkins had explained his motives to him previously in a

  letter:




  

    

      I know that people generally, and with considerable reason, suspect a newspaperman of wanting the quality of steadiness. They do not think him capable of settling down to a

      regular and unexciting life. In case you share in that idea, I want to tell you that aside from my natural interest in books and all connected with them, I am anxious to make this change

      because of my desire for a regular life; and I have the strongest reasons a young man can have for desiring such a life, and for liking it once I have it.


    


  




  Perkins was hired as advertising manager and promptly got engaged.




  At noon on December 31, 1910, he and Louise Saunders were married in Plainfield’s Holy Cross Episcopal Church, under the silver stars. William Saunders gave his new son-in-law a gold watch

  as a wedding present, which Max carried from that day on. As a minor hearing deficiency worsened each year, it became Perkins’s habit to put the watch up to his weak left ear, then slowly

  move it away to measure his auditory  powers by the distance at which he could still discern the ticking.




  Max and Louise honeymooned in Cornish, New Hampshire—just across the river from Windsor—in a small cottage belonging to one of the Evarts cousins. Louise’s father had told his

  daughters that when each started out in marriage he would present her with a home. The Perkinses accepted his offer—though Max felt uneasy about it—and when they returned to New Jersey

  they crossed the threshold of a small, plain house at 95 Mercer Avenue in North Plainfield. Shortly after settling in, they took back all the duplicate silver trays and bread baskets they received

  as wedding presents and bought a thirty-inch marble statue of the Venus de Milo. It became a favorite possession.




  Perkins was happy with his new job and its more normal hours. The position of advertising manager at Scribners required imagination (though not daring), an instinctive appreciation for the

  literary product, and a feel for what the public would buy. Forgetting his college training in economics, Max sometimes spent well over his budget on books he liked. In 1914 one of the editors of

  the Scribner staff left to become a partner in another firm. Charles Scribner had been so impressed with Perkins’s work that he moved him up to the fifth floor. Max’s brother Edward

  recalled, “He used to say they made an editor out of him to keep the company from going bankrupt.”




  In almost the same time it took Max to become an editor at Scribners, he and Louise had produced three children—all daughters. Bertha, born in 1911, was named for Louise’s mother.

  When the second girl arrived two years later, Max wanted to name her Ascutney, after his beloved mountain in Vermont. Upon Louise’s protest she was named Elisabeth, after Max’s mother,

  and later nicknamed “Zippy,” the attempt of a younger sister to pronounce her real name. Two years after Zippy came Louise Elvire—called Peggy and a number of variations.




  In the summer of 1916, Max volunteered for reserve duty in the United States Cavalry and was sent to the Mexican border with a company composed of men from the Plainfield area. While he was

  away, Louise’s sister insisted that she and her husband could not afford the large house her father had given them, and she proposed swapping homes with the Perkinses. Shortly after Max

  returned to New Jersey, the Perkinses packed up and moved the Venus to the front hall at 112 Rockview Avenue. Across the living room mantel Louise painted in blue and gold Gothic script an aphorism

  her husband had composed: “The more a man is, the less he wants.”




   Two years later the Perkinses’ fourth child was born. Max was on the stairs in the house in Plainfield early that August morning when he heard a baby’s cry. He

  wrote of the event years later: “I said to myself, ‘That’s the cry of a boy baby. God sent me a boy to make up for my not going to war.’ ” When he learned the facts he

  dispatched a one-word telegram to his mother: GIRL. She was named Jane.




  Among his five women, Max enjoyed posing as a hardhearted misogynist. To the repetitious questions about his not having any sons, he replied flintily, “Oh yeah, we had sons, but we always

  drowned them.” Whenever he heard of a married man dying, he remarked, “She killed him.” It was more the humor of the period than an animosity toward women.




  Perkins found his own wife formidable. Louise was a woman of unending energy, every bit as strong-willed and determined as her husband. Their love match, according to Andrew Turnbull, the

  literary historian, was a little like the “union of a Scotch professor and a midinette.” It was a battle of the sexes made unique by the eccentricities of both their characters. At the

  start, relatives whispered of their arguments as “getting adjusted,” but soon it was clear that they were more serious than that. The romance in their marriage disappeared. Max’s

  emotions went behind a stone wall of Yankee reserve, while Louise’s were always on display. She wanted him to respect the acting career she desired, but he believed that women should not be

  seen on stage. Before their wedding, Max had extracted one simple promise from Louise: She would give up her theatrical aspirations.




  There were other injustices Louise had to put up with. While Evartses were often scornful of Perkinses, they looked with absolute disdain upon Louise Saunders. “She was the actress type to

  us, all made up with cheek rouge—a real scalp-hunter who liked her men,” one of them once said. “She was the last kind of woman we expected Max to marry.” Men liked her, but

  for years afterward, all the strait-laced women watched Louise’s every move, as though expecting some wicked act.




  In fact, Louise was more worldly than any of the Evartses, and considerably more kindhearted. The clan in Windsor interpreted her behavior as haughty. They resented the fact that she had a

  wealthy father who allowed her to fling money around. Max, like them, had been taught that something earned was worth more than a gift. Louise could be frivolous, and Max had always been a pillar

  of prudence. But the instant Max’s mother expressed something less than approval of Louise’s domestic abilities,  he hastened to insist, “Mamma, I

  didn’t marry Louise for a housekeeper. I married for companionship.”




  Louise cared for their daughters, though she was sometimes a distracted parent. She still had loftier ambitions than merely sitting at home to raise four children. When she was not writing

  children’s plays, she busied herself directing amateur productions, or redecorating her house. Early in his marriage Max wrote Van Wyck Brooks, “Louise could make a hovel more

  attractive than a palace.”




  No love was stronger than that which Max felt for his daughters, and they clung very close to him. Every evening he read to them, starting with simple poems and working up to more complicated

  nineteenth-century novels as they grew older. Max instilled romantic values into his eldest daughter Bertha to such an extent that for years she wanted to grow up to become a knight—Max had

  bought her a toy sword and armor to train for it. When Zippy said she’d love to see a burning house, he took one of the old family dollhouses, stuffed it with paper, and set it afire,

  delighting her as flames came out of the windows and the roof caved in. In the winter he put on a balaclava helmet, a knitted cap that covered most of his face, and coasted down long, snow-covered

  hills on the same sled with Peg. “Uncle Max imposed all sorts of strict rules on his girls,” one niece said, “but none of them was ever enforced.”




  Whenever he was separated from his family, even when he was no farther than his office, Max felt low and stayed close by writing letters to them. He insisted that his secretary, the dedicated

  Irma Wyckoff, come to work every Lincoln’s Birthday holiday to type up the elaborate valentines he wrote and illustrated. When the family was away in Windsor he tried writing to at least one

  daughter every night. Sometimes the letters were splendid works, full of original fairy tales. They were always expressions of his love that any child could understand. He once wrote Zippy:

  “A daddy can’t have any fun without his children. There is no use his trying. Everywhere he goes he thinks, ‘Yes, this would be fun if only my little girls were here, but what

  good is it without them.’ He can’t get them out of his head. He may go to see statues of something, but they are not what he really sees;—he sees his little girls, playing, far

  away. But when he gets their letters, then he is happy.” During summers Perkins joined his vacationing family in Windsor as often as he could. He always returned from Paradise rejuvenated,

  ready to face the accumulated papers on his untidy desk.




  





  
 IV
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  Branching Out




  [image: ]




  Not long after Maxwell Perkins introduced F. Scott Fitzgerald to Van Wyck Brooks in the summer of 1920, Edmund Wilson, one of

  Fitzgerald’s Princeton companions, wrote an imaginary conversation for the New Republic between Perkins’s newest friend and his oldest, a meeting of two of the most celebrated

  literary minds of the day. Wilson supposed Fitzgerald would acknowledge that Brooks was “the greatest writer on the subject [of American literature]” and then tell him: “Of

  course, there were a lot of people writing before This Side of Paradise—but the Younger Generation never really became self-conscious before then nor did the public at large become

  conscious of it. I am the man, as they say in the ads, who made America Younger Generation-conscious.” Brooks later remarks, “Scarcely had the first crop of young writers arrived and

  achieved, like you, some impressive success than a host of publishers, editors and journalists appeared ready to exploit and commercialize them—with the result that there is now more demand

  for ‘younger’ writers than there are younger writers to supply it.”




  Scribners resisted the trend. Old CS had no intention of converting his publishing house into a pulp factory, grinding out trashy fiction that failed to live up to his company’s

  seventy-five-year reputation for responsible publishing. Maxwell Perkins respected the company’s standards but was inclined to take risks. More actively than any of his colleagues,  he scouted the work of new authors from all corners of the country. In what seemed a personal crusade, he gradually replaced the hackneyed works in the Scribners catalog with new

  books he hoped might be more enduring. Beginning with Fitzgerald and continuing with each new writer he took on, he slowly altered the traditional notion of the editor’s role. He sought out

  authors who were not just “safe,” conventional in style and bland in content, but who spoke in a new voice about the new values of the postwar world. In this way, as an editor he did

  more than reflect the standards of his age; he consciously influenced and changed them by the new talents he published.




  Of his first year as a published author, Fitzgerald jotted in his Ledger: “Revelry and Marriage. The rewards of the year before. The happiest year since I was 18.” By August, 1920,

  his second novel, then called The Flight of the Rocket, was under way. It narrated the life of one Anthony Patch between his twenty-fifth and thirty-third years—1913–1921.

  “He is one of those many with the tastes and weakness of an artist,” Scott explained to Charles Scribner, “but with no actual creative inspiration. How he and his beautiful young

  wife are wrecked on the shoals of dissipation is told in the story. This sounds sordid but it’s really a most sensational book, and I hope won’t disappoint the critics who liked my

  first one.”




  Six months after the publication of This Side of Paradise, Fitzgerald had not yet received any royalties from its sales. He had little patience with Scribners’ payment procedure,

  normal in the industry, by which a statement was sent to the author every six months and a check four months after that. Scott remembered Perkins’s invitation to ask for money whenever he

  needed it and requested $1,500, noting that his bride needed a new fur coat. Perkins sent the money promptly, along with the news that This Side of Paradise had sold almost 35,000 copies

  in its first seven months. Fitzgerald, who had expected his sales to have reached 40,000 copies, spent the money before it arrived. By the end of the year he had received some $5,000 against his

  earnings. Soon he had lost count of his requests, and the next time he needed money he simply asked, “Can this nth advance be arranged?” He went through his cash and credit so fast that

  he was to spend the rest of his life trying to catch up. He never succeeded.




  On December 31, 1920, Fitzgerald wrote Perkins that his bank had resolved no longer to lend him anything against the security of stock he held. He also had $6,000 worth of bills and owed his

  literary agent, Paul Reynolds and Company, over $600 more for an advance on a story that he  was unable to write. He told Max, “I’ve made half a dozen starts

  yesterday and today, and I’ll go mad if I have to do another debutante,” which is what they wanted him to write about. Then he asked if there was some way that his editor could arrange

  a loan as an advance on his new novel. Perkins successfully pleaded Scott’s case for $1,600 before the company bursar. A month later Fitzgerald was able to write the editor, “Working

  like the deuce.” The launching of The Flight of the Rocket was postponed several times. By February, however, Part One of Fitzgerald’s novel was being typed, Part Two was being

  read by Edmund Wilson, and Part Three was receiving its final polish by the author. Income taxes brought Fitzgerald up another $1,000 short, but Perkins reminded the “Inevitable

  Beggar,” as Fitzgerald had signed his latest letter, that he still had a couple of thousand dollars coming to him from This Side of Paradise.




  Fitzgerald completed his novel at the end of April, by which time he had changed the title to The Beautiful and Damned. He delivered the book to Perkins in person and announced that he

  needed $600 to pay for a pair of steamship tickets to Europe. Soon editor and author had put Scott’s account in order. Fitzgerald absentmindedly left behind his copy of the contract, so

  Perkins put on paper their verbal agreement:




  

    

      The only reason why we are not making you a very handsome advance is that the figure is perhaps a little difficult to fix upon, but chiefly because we thought that in view

      of our previous association, an arrangement by which you were free to draw against your account here and reasonably in excess of it, would be more convenient and satisfactory.


    


  




  That policy made Perkins Fitzgerald’s financial overseer for many years to come.




  The Fitzgeralds did not especially enjoy their romp across Europe. Zelda was sick most of the time they were abroad. Scott carried Max’s letter of introduction to John Galsworthy (Perkins

  wrote much of the advertising copy for Galsworthy’s books in America, and thought The Forsyte Saga was “a really astonishing accomplishment in fiction”). Galsworthy

  received the Fitzgeralds but pontificated about the new writing coming out of the United States, disparaging its practitioners as inexperienced youngsters. Perkins knew nothing of

  Galsworthy’s snippy remarks. In thanking him for inviting the Fitzgeralds to dinner, Max wrote, “I think it may turn out to have done him a great deal of good, for he needs

  steering.” Fitzgerald felt privileged to have had an audience  with Galsworthy but wrote Shane Leslie afterward, “I was rather disappointed in him. I can’t

  stand pessimism with neither irony nor bitterness.”




  After a few weeks in France and Italy—and several pleas for “gold”—the Fitzgeralds roamed back to Minnesota. There Scott’s drinking soon began to rival that of his

  novel’s protagonist, Anthony Patch, and he settled in for a long unproductive summer at White Bear Lake. After a “hell of a time” trying to rally his creative forces, he wrote

  Perkins, “Loafing puts me in this particularly obnoxious and abominable gloom. My 3d novel, if I ever write another, will I am sure be black as death with gloom.” During this first

  serious depression of their relationship, he revealed to Max:




  

    

      I should like to sit down with ½ dozen chosen companions and drink myself to death but I am sick alike of life, liquor and literature. If it wasn’t for Zelda I

      think I’d disappear out of sight for three years. Ship as a sailor or something & get hard—I’m sick of the flabby semi-intellectual softness in which I flounder with my

      generation.


    


  




  Perkins’s reply burst with optimism in every line, including sunny comments on the positive aspects of St. Paul weather for writing. As for life, liquor, and literature,

  Perkins wrote, “Everybody that practices the last is at uncertain intervals weary of the first, but that is the very time they are likely to take strongly to the second.” By the end of

  the summer Fitzgerald was writing again.




  In October, 1921, the Fitzgeralds awaited the arrival of their first child and the publication of The Beautiful and Damned. The child— named Frances Scott Fitzgerald and called

  “Scottie”—came easily, near the end of the month. Perkins sent hearty congratulations, guessing that Zelda would be delighted with a daughter. “But if you are like

  me,” Max wrote Scott, “you will need some slight consolation and having had great experience with daughters—four of them, I can forecast that you will be satisfied later

  on.”




  By the end of the month Perkins had sent Fitzgerald the first batch of page proofs.2 Scott was correcting the smallest details—he had some

  technical questions about student life at the Harvard of his hero, which Max easily fielded—and the novel looked “awfully good” to him. At  Scribners the

  feeling about the book was equally high. Even the editors who still did not much approve of Fitzgerald’s writing at least recognized that they had a hot property on their list. “The

  galleys are demoralizing the stenographers on the fourth floor, I mean as to work,” Perkins wrote the author. “I even saw one taking some proofs out to lunch with her . . . because she

  could not stop reading it. That is the way with all of them who are near enough to get their hands on the proofs—not only the stenographers.”




  One editorial problem in Fitzgerald’s text remained unresolved: a passage centering on one of Anthony Patch’s friends, Maury Noble, who made some bold statements about the Bible,

  calling it the work of ancient skeptics whose primary goal was their own literary immortality. It is safe to assume that no Scribners editor had ever encountered such sacrilege in one of his

  authors’ manuscripts. Perkins himself was not in the least offended by the substance of the passage. Maury’s drunken oratory seemed consistent with his character. But Max feared that

  some readers would accuse Fitzgerald of sharing Maury’s point of view and would vehemently object. “I think I know exactly what you mean to express,” Perkins said, “but I

  don’t think it will go. Even when people are altogether wrong, you cannot but respect those who speak with such passionate sincerity.”




  Fitzgerald took the offensive. He said he could not help imagining that remark being made to Galileo or Mencken, Samuel Butler, Anatole France, Voltaire, or Shaw—all Scott’s brethren

  in reform. “In fact,” he added, “Van Wyke Brooks in The Ordeal criticizes Clemens for allowing many of his statements to be toned down at the request of

  Wm. Dean Howells.” He asked Perkins, “Don’t you think all changes in the minds of people are brought about by the assertion of things—startling perhaps at first but later

  often becoming with the changes of the years, bromidic?” If this particular incident was without any literary merit, Scott said, “I should defer to your judgment without question but

  that passage belongs beautifully to that scene and is exactly what was needed to make it more than a beautiful setting for ideas that fail to appear.” Fitzgerald stood fast until he heard

  again from Perkins.




  Perkins’s response to Fitzgerald became the watchword by which he edited every writer thereafter: “Don’t ever defer to my judgment. You won’t on any vital point,

  I know, and I should be ashamed if it were possible to have made you, for a writer of any account must speak solely for himself. I should hate to play (assuming V. W. B.’s position to be

   sound) the W. D. Howells to your Mark Twain.” Perkins wanted Fitzgerald to realize that his objection was not on literary grounds.




  

    

      It is here that the question of the public comes in [he wrote]. They will not make allowances for the fact that a character is talking extemporaneously. They will think F.

      Scott Fitzgerald is writing deliberately. Tolstoi did that even, and Shakespeare. Now you are, through Maury, expressing your views, of course; but you would do so differently if you were

      deliberately stating them as your views.


    


  




  He wished Fitzgerald would so revise it “as not to antagonize even the very people who agree with the substance of it.”




  Fitzgerald realized that the material had been flippant. He refined Maury’s speech by substituting the word deity for Godalmighty, cutting the word bawdy, and

  transforming “Oh, Christ” into “Oh, my God.”




  While the dust jacket was being printed and the page proofs were at the foundry for the manufacturing of the printing plates, Fitzgerald came up with a new final paragraph for the novel which he

  thought would “leave the ‘taste’ of the whole book in the reader’s mouth as it didn’t before.” The climax of The Beautiful and Damned comes as the hero

  and heroine, Anthony and Gloria Patch, win their long struggle to obtain a huge inheritance. But they have also been ravaged by alcohol. To celebrate their new wealth they take a cruise to Europe,

  and aboard ship Anthony declares that he has come through; he has made it. The ending of the book that Scott was now proposing read:




  

    

      That exquisite heavenly irony which has tabulated the demise of many generations of sparrows doubtless recorded the subtlest verbal inflection made upon such a ship as the

      Imperator. And unquestionably the allseeing Eyes must have been present at a certain place in Paradise something over a year before—when Beauty, who was born anew every hundred years,

      came back from earth into a sort of outdoor waiting room through which blew gusts of white wind and occasionally a breathless hurried star. The stars greeted her intimately as they went by and

      the winds made a soft welcoming flurry in her hair. Sighing, she began a conversation with a voice that was in the white wind.




      “Back again,” the voice whispered.




      “Yes.”




      “After fifteen years.”




       “Yes.”




      The voice hesitated.




      “How remote you are,” it said. “Unstirred . . . you seem to have no heart. How about the little girl? The glory of her eyes is gone—”




      But beauty had forgotten long ago.


    


  




  Zelda Fitzgerald detested this lyrical coda, and she denounced it so strongly that the author cabled Perkins for an objective opinion: ZELDA THINKS BOOK SHOULD END WITH

  ANTHONY’S LAST SPEECH ON SHIP— SHE THINKS NEW ENDING IS A PIECE OF MORALITY. LET ME KNOW YOUR ADVICE IF YOU AGREE LAST WORD OF BOOK SHOULD BE I HAVE COME THROUGH

  OR DO YOU PREFER PRESENT ENDING I AM UNDECIDED JACKET IS EXCELLENT.




  Perkins did not balk. I AGREE WITH ZELDA, he wired Scott. Then he wrote him: “I think she is dead right about that. Anthony’s final reflection is exactly the

  right note to end upon.”




  Fitzgerald’s writing in The Beautiful and Damned—the smart dialogue, plot twists, and action by implication—still did not conform to stylistic conventions of the

  novel. And so Max thought for a while that it might be good for the ending to point out a moral. The satire, he told Scott, “will not of itself be understood by the great simple-minded public

  without a little help. For instance, in talking to one man about the book I received the comment that Anthony was unscathed; that he came through with his millions, and thinking well of himself.

  This man completely missed the extraordinarily effective irony of the last few paragraphs.” Still Max did not think the advantages of making the meaning more explicit were such as to overcome

  the artistic losses. He put aside Scott’s new half-page and revised the copy for the dust jacket so that it would insure the understanding of Fitzgerald’s irony.




  Perkins believed the general reading public had been entertained by Fitzgerald’s writings but had not accorded them their due literary significance, mainly because of the frivolity of his

  characters. Max was greatly impressed with the depths Fitzgerald plumbed in this second novel. “There is especially in this country a rootless class of society,” he wrote Scott,

  “into which Gloria and Anthony drifted—a large class and one which has an important effect on society in general. It is certainly worth presenting in a novel. I know that you did not

  deliberately undertake to do this, but I think The Beautiful and Damned has in effect done this; and that this  makes it a valuable as well as brilliant commentary

  upon American society.”




  The Beautiful and Damned—dedicated to Shane Leslie, George Jean Nathan, and Maxwell Perkins “in appreciation of much literary help and encouragement”—was

  published on March 3, 1922. Six weeks after publication, Perkins reported to Fitzgerald that Scribners was not getting reorders on the book as large as he would like, though it had run through its

  third edition of 10,000 copies by mid-April. (The same week Scribners printed the thirteenth edition of This Side of Paradise.) His hopes of its being an overwhelming success were

  deflated, but, Max wrote, he was sorry Fitzgerald’s letters already spoke of its being a disappointment. “Of course I wanted it to sell a hundred thousand or more,” Perkins said,

  “and I hoped that the extraordinary exhilaration of your style from paragraph to paragraph might make it do so in spite of the fact that it was a tragedy and necessarily unpleasant because of

  its nature, so that its principal elements were not of such a kind as in themselves to recommend it to the very great mass of readers who read purely for entertainment and nothing else. Now, at

  least this book is going to have a pretty large sale. The trade3 are going to get rid of it easily. It has made a stir among the discriminating and has

  therefore been all to the good except from the most purely commercial viewpoints. I know that that is an important viewpoint to you as well as to us; but for our part we are backing you for a long

  race and are more than ever convinced that you will win it.”




  Perkins was already thinking of the next project in Fitzgerald’s career. He thought it should be a collection of short stories. He liked to follow a novel with a collection, for he found

  the sales of one generally stimulated the other. Fitzgerald picked a dozen magazine pieces and offered a title for the anthology: Tales of the Jazz Age. After the next meeting of the

  Scribners salesmen, Max reported back: “There were loud and precipitous criticisms of the title. . . . They feel there is an intense reaction against all jazz, and that the word whatever

  implication it actually has, will itself injure the book.”




  Scott polled his wife, two booksellers, and several friends, all of whom liked his title. He would not budge. “It will be bought by my own personal public,” he wrote Max,

  “that is, by the countless flappers and college kids who think I am a sort of oracle.” Scott offered to sacrifice  Jazz Age only if Perkins himself were

  dead set against it and would blazon another, more arresting title over half the cover. Perkins did not spell out his own objections to the title, and so it stuck.




  But for several months Perkins had been attempting to influence Fitzgerald on a more important matter. With The Beautiful and Damned, he believed, Fitzgerald had taken the character of

  the flapper its full distance. (“Don’t you ever be one,” he warned his nine-year-old daughter Zippy that summer. “They’re so silly.”) Scott’s

  short-skirted, bob-haired heroines were attractive, but, as Perkins told him when they discussed advertising the novel, “We ought to . . . get away altogether from the flapper idea.”

  Scott was unsure about giving up what he did best. He could not forget how good those jazz babies had been to him. Upon Max’s suggestion, however, he entered a new phase in his short stories:

  His characters began growing up. Most of his pieces in the next few years were not about finding love so much as losing romance. Money, formerly an object of awe, became an instrument of power.

  Fantasies were abandoned for unfulfilled dreams.




  When Max asked Scott in May, 1922, if he had thought any more about a new novel, Fitzgerald had not yet developed a story in the rounded way Perkins had hoped, but he was at least on the right

  track. Scott replied, “Its locale will be the middle west and New York of 1885 I think. It will concern less superlative beauties than I run to usually & will be centered on a small

  period of time. It will have a catholic element. I’m not quite sure whether I’m ready to start it quite yet or not.” Perkins hoped the idea of the novel would grow on Scott until

  he would feel compelled to write it, but for months Fitzgerald bounced between projects, ultimately deciding to complete a play that he had started early in the year.




  Gabriel’s Trombone was a romantic farce about a henpecked postman, Jerry Frost, who dreamed of becoming President of the United States. Scott announced that the work was

  “the best American comedy to date, and undoubtedly the best thing I have ever written.” By Christmas, 1922, Max had a copy of the play before him.




  Editing drama was not exactly Perkins’s métier, but after reading Scott’s work of absurdist theater, he was convinced that the play failed to lift the audience onto its wacky

  plane, and wrote a 1,000-word critique. Perkins spotlighted the play’s trouble and set down suggestions he thought would keep it from pratfalling into burlesque nonsense. Each part of the

  second act, he said, should do three things: “add to the quality of a  fantastic dream, satirize Jerry and his family as representing a large class of Americans, and

  satirize the government or army or whatever institution is at the moment in use.” Perkins told Fitzgerald, “Satirize as much as you can . . . but keep one eye always on your chief

  motive. Throughout the entire wild second act there should still be a kind of ‘wild logic.’ ”




  While Scott had been writing Gabriel’s Trombone, he and Zelda had moved to Long Island, where they rented a magnificent house in the newly incorporated village of Great Neck. He

  was again drinking too much. Later he wrote in his Ledger that 1923 was a “comfortable but dangerous and deteriorating year.” A few stories, a motion-picture option, and various

  advances brought him almost $30,000 in 1923, $5,000 more than he had earned the year before. But after months of careless living, Fitzgerald admitted to Max Perkins that he had spent himself into a

  “terrible mess.” He had brought the play, now called The Vegetable, to the point where it could be put on—he found a producer—but at considerable cost to his main

  career. He rewrote it from top to bottom four times—without doing much to meet Max’s criticisms—and then he lost many weeks attending rehearsals in the city every day and

  doctoring the script every night. “I’m at the end of my rope,” he wrote Perkins in late 1923. Even after deducting his earnings from The Beautiful and Damned, he owed

  Scribners several thousand dollars. He anxiously asked if he could assign them the first royalty payments of his play, which all the people backstage assured him would be a great hit, to be paid

  until the full amount was cleared up. “If I don’t in some way get $650 in the bank by Wednesday morning, I’ll have to pawn the furniture,” he told Perkins in horror.

  “I don’t even dare come up there personally but for God’s sake try to fix it.” Max got the money deposited without the assignment that Fitzgerald had proposed.




  Nineteen twenty-three was one of Broadway’s brightest years. John Barrymore played Hamlet just a few blocks away from where his sister Ethel was appearing in Romeo and

  Juliet. Elmer Rice’s The Adding Machine and Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an Author also opened. Most critics cited Galsworthy’s

  Loyalties as the best play of the season. F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Vegetable never got into town. In fact, a good number of people who saw the curtain raised in Atlantic

  City didn’t stay in the theater long enought to see it drop.




  “Did you hear that Scott’s play fell absolutely flat?” Perkins wrote Charles Scribner. “The second act seemed altogether to bewilder the audience. And Scott was a great

  sport. The moment he got back he called  me up and described the failure in the most uncompromising way. He said, ‘I said to Zelda, here we are after all these books

  with nothing. Not a cent to show. We’ll have to begin all over.’ ”




  The successful editor is one who is constantly finding new writers, nurturing their talents, and publishing them with critical and financial success. The thrill of developing

  fresh writing makes the search worthwhile, even when the waiting and working becomes months, sometimes years, of drudgery and frequent disappointment. William C. Brownell once heard that Roger

  Burlingame, one of Max’s young colleagues, was discouraged by the labor. He went to him and suggested that 90 percent of the time editors perform duties any office boy could do as well.

  “But once a month, or once every six months,” said Brownell, “there comes a moment which no one but you could cope with. Into that single moment of work goes all your education,

  all your background, all the thinking of your life.”




  In the summer of 1923 Scott Fitzgerald drew Perkins’s attention to his Long Island neighbor and friend Ringgold Wilmer Lardner, the popular sportswriter and humorous newspaper columnist.

  Lardner and Fitzgerald were different in several ways. At thirty-eight Lardner was tall and dark, with deep moody eyes; he worked steadily at his writing and never considered it especially

  indelible. Fitzgerald was short and fair and fresh; he was sporadic in his work habits and wrote for posterity. But the two men had one strong thing in common: Both loved to revel and could drink

  from dusk until the sun rose over Long Island Sound.




  Lardner had published several volumes of first-person sketches with other houses, but they had never been given any serious critical attention. One of them, You Know Me Al, was a

  collection of short stories in the form of letters written by a semiliterate baseball rookie. His other heroes included Tin Pan Alley songwriters, chorus girls, and stenographers, whose slangy

  speech identified him with the less sophisticated segments of the population. Reading Lardner’s long story “The Golden Honeymoon,” Perkins thought of collecting several of his

  pieces into one volume. “I am therefore writing to tell you how very much interested we should be to consider this possibility,” Perkins suggested that July. “I would hardly have

  ventured to do this if Scott had not spoken of the possibility because your position in the literary world is such that you must be besieged by publishers, and to people in that situation their

  letters of interest are rather a nuisance.”




   Perkins and Lardner met that summer in Great Neck. Fitzgerald joined them for dinner at René Durand’s restaurant and speakeasy. Ring mentioned a number of his

  stories he thought would interest the editor, and Scott babbled about all his friends—“the good eggs,” he called them. As the evening got less sober, Ring went home and Scott

  insisted on driving Max around Long Island. They got to the car without incident, but not much farther. “There was no reason on this occasion why [Fitzgerald] should not have turned the car

  to the right as most people did and as the publicity man comfortably expected,” The New Yorker wrote of the subsequent mishap, mistaking Perkins’s position, “but having

  had perhaps a cocktail or two, it seemed more amusing to turn to the left off the road.” In the dark, Scott drove Max down a steep hill into a lily pond. The next weekend Perkins went to

  Windsor and told Louise, “Scott Fitzgerald was saying what a good egg I was, and what a good egg Ring was, and what a good egg he was, and then, without thinking, as though it was something

  one good egg did to another good egg, he just drove me into the damned lake.” Perkins laughed about it for years, and the body of water got larger with each retelling of the story.




  With Fitzgerald’s help Max set about gathering the stories Lardner had spoken of that early summer evening. It was no small task, because Ring thought so little of them he did not even

  keep copies for himself. Once a story was written, he was finished with it. For the most part Max had to rely on Lardner’s faulty memory to discover where his efforts had been published. Even

  when he remembered, they had to search library vaults and magazine morgues, and it was not until December that Perkins found them all. By then he was so enthusiastic about the collection, called

  How to Write Short Stories, that he steamrollered its acceptance past his dissenting older colleagues and onto the spring list. The procedure was most irregular because the author had

  never gotten around to giving the enterprise his official sanction.




  Ring Lardner, Jr., commented that his father might never have written another short story after “The Golden Honeymoon” if it had not been for Scott Fitzgerald and Max Perkins.

  “The publication of How to Write Short Stories made him feel for the first time that he existed in the literary world, that he was more than a newspaperman. That support didn’t

  affect how he wrote, but what he wrote,” young Lardner said. Ring sent Max his apologies for the months of trouble involved in “gathering the stuff” and extended

  an invitation to visit Great Neck again. “It’s safer now,” he assured Perkins, thinking of Scott, “as Durand’s pond is frozen over.”




   While Perkins arranged the contents of the book, Lardner left for Nassau. Reading the stories over for the fourth and fifth times, Perkins felt there was a problem in the

  title How to Write Short Stories—it promised instruction the book did not supply. Max suggested that Lardner could easily solve the problem by writing a brief comment for each story,

  a satirical foreword affecting to present it as an illustration of short story writing. Lardner liked the idea, and Perkins had the captions for each story from him within days. The swiftness of

  delivery surprised him. “I had pictured you as chiefly occupied with golf or Mah Jongg,” he told Ring, “from what Scott said.”




  Several of the introductions in How to Write Short Stories display the derisive attitude toward his fiction that Lardner never quite got over. He knew his work was funny but did not

  take it very seriously. Edmund Wilson wrote in his journals about one party at the Fitzgeralds’ around that time.




  

    

      Lardner and I started talking about the oil scandal, and Fitz fell asleep in his chair. . . . When we were talking about his own work, Lardner said that the trouble was he

      couldn’t write straight English. I asked him what he meant, and he said: “I can’t write a sentence like ‘We were sitting in the Fitzgeralds’ house, and the fire

      was burning brightly.’ ”


    


  




  Lardner had approached with vigor the assignment of writing the forewords, though he always resorted to a self-deprecating joke. Introducing “The Facts” he wrote:




  

    

      A sample story of life in the Kentucky mountains. An English girl leaves her husband, an Omaha policeman, but neglects to obtain a divorce. She later meets the man she

      loves, a garbage inspector from Bordeaux, and goes with him “without the benefit of clergy.” This story was written on top of a Fifth Avenue bus, and some of the sheets blew away,

      which may account for the apparent scarcity of interesting situations.


    


  




  By the end of the book he seemed to have petered out and was writing one-liners. His introduction to “Champion”:




  

    

      An example of the mystery story. The mystery is how it came to get printed.


    


  




  How to Write Short Stories (with Samples) enjoyed every kind of success. Its sales were brisk, and the reviews were excellent, almost all referring  to the clever

  introductions and treating the veteran writer as though he were an up-and-coming new talent. The stories amused even old Charles Scribner.




  Through Roger Burlingame and John Biggs, Jr., a friend of Fitzgerald’s, Perkins came to meet a determined young writer from Wilmington, Delaware. John Phillips Marquand had graduated from

  Harvard in 1915, a classmate of Burlingame. He served on the staff of the Boston Transcript, the New York Times, and the American Expeditionary Force before joining the J. Walter

  Thompson advertising agency. He wrote slogans for several months, then took stock of his economic resources—$400—and decided to make a serious attempt at some of the longer forms of

  fiction. He moved to Newburyport, Massachusetts, and finished a romantic novel that he had been working on only in his spare time. When the novel was completed and his money nearly gone, he went to

  New York to find either a publisher or another job.




  The sole copy of Marquand’s manuscript of The Unspeakable Gentleman then fell victim to circumstances almost as melodramatic as its nineteenth-century hero. The suitcase

  containing the manuscript fell off the luggage rack of a Manhattan taxicab, and its loss was not discovered for blocks. Marquand had come to believe his manuscript—a tale about a colorful

  fellow who cavorted about, setting his son as bad an example as possible—was a very important work indeed, “if not the very greatest book in the English language,” he later wrote,

  “at least the second.” He placed an urgent want ad in the papers and, ten days later, miraculously the manuscript turned up. He immediately riffled through its pages as though

  inspecting the prose for bruises and discovered that it was not the second-greatest book in the English language or even the third. “In fact,” he wrote, “I hardly believe that it

  is even fourth on the list.” Marquand finally decided it was a very bad costume novel. Still, he said, “It was fun to write and perhaps it will be fun to read.” His agent, Carl

  Brandt, submitted a copy of it to the Ladies’ Home Journal and another to Roger Burlingame.




  Like the other young editors at Scribners, Burlingame knew the most effective way to get an unpublished novelist on the house’s list: give the manuscript to Perkins. Max took an instant

  liking to it and became its advocate. The writing was often florid, overdone in a Victorian manner, but its plot full of duels, midnight attacks, complicated intrigues, and escapes on horseback and

  by sea, all set in Napoleonic times, carried him away. Perkins and Marquand, whom Max once privately described as “an  eager young man with the insecure sneer of a poor

  relation,” met in the spring of 1921. Despite some reservations about the ultimate handling of the overstuffed plot, Max saw to it that Scribners accepted the book, because at the heart of

  the story, the unspeakable gentleman himself was a winning character. Perkins told Carl Brandt that the story was “promising of the author’s future.”




  Even before The Unspeakable Gentleman was published, signs led Perkins to believe that that promising future was not so distant. Marquand sold three short stories and a novelette to the

  Saturday Evening Post and the Ladies’ Home Journal, and received as much money and space as their best-known writers. At Perkins’s suggestion, Scribners promptly

  collected and published them under the title Four of a Kind.




  Neither of Marquand’s first two books had enough of a sale to turn a profit, but the author’s name was fast becoming familiar to the vast magazine-reading audience. Burlingame served

  as his liaison at Scribners, but whenever Marquand had any literary problems or needed serious advice about writing, he shuttled from Boston, where he had decided to make his home, to New York to

  meet with Max Perkins.




  Like most of the other young writers at Scribners, Marquand discovered even at this early stage of Perkins’s career that the “greatest thing about Max was that none of our affairs or

  difficulties ever seemed small to him. Without being a writer himself, he could speak the language of writers better than any editor or publisher” one would ever meet. Despite this attention

  from Perkins, Marquand felt insecure. His next novel, another elaborately plotted work called The Black Cargo, had done no better than his first two books. Max still regarded him as a

  potential big seller and wrote consolingly: “The fact is, the best writers are not the ones who make a great immediate success as a rule.” But Marquand remained apprehensive and became

  convinced that his arrangement with Scribners was little more than a marriage of convenience. On one of his visits to New York he went to see Earl Balch, part owner of a small publishing house

  called Minton-Balch. Balch told Marquand that he was looking for books about early Americans. The author got to talking about an eccentric character named Timothy Dexter, a resident of Newburyport

  over a century earlier who had made several fortunes— by marrying a widow of means, shrewdly investing in continental currency, cornering the whalebone market, and selling secondhand Bibles;

  he then knighted himself Lord Dexter, America’s first nobleman. Marquand thought a short life of Dexter would be “amusing” to write and once he had returned to Newburyport, he put

  his  mind to the book. In light of his dismal sales record, he went so far as to tell Balch that he did not believe Scribners would be interested in such a “tenuous and

  doubtful venture.”




  But the moment the Scribners editors heard of the Dexter biography, they saw how admirably suited Marquand’s writing was to such material. Furthermore, one of them explained, “Our

  greatest interest is the development of an author. . . . We do not, therefore, like many publishers, simply seize upon a single individual book which seems to have selling possibilities while

  neglecting his others, or letting them go elsewhere.” But Balch had already said he would publish the book and Scribners would not ignore his claim. They released Marquand to do the book, and

  Burlingame assured him that “however it may turn out, it will not in any way interfere with our publishing of your books in the future and I can assure you that it will have no effect on our

  relations.”




  After Minton-Balch published Marquand’s book, Perkins did his best to shepherd the author back into his fold. To demonstrate Scribners’ interest in his writing other biographies on

  the order of Timothy Dexter, Max sent Marquand the names of several of his favorite Yankee heroes— Ethan Allan of Vermont was one—and material about them. Marquand liked the suggestions

  but said he didn’t think there was enough money in that genre. “At any rate it seems to me that the whole field of biography is now over-run by the hack writers,” he wrote

  Perkins, “and that there isn’t the credit there used to be in it for a bright young man.”




  Having strayed from his publishing vows once, Marquand found his next act of infidelity that much easier. When his third novel, Warning Hill, was finished, Scribners’ proposed

  advance seemed stingy alongside Little, Brown’s offer of $1,000. He left Scribners for good, going on to write his popular Mr. Moto detective series and many other novels, including The

  Late George Apley, which won the Pulitzer Prize. Through the forties and fifties he had the longest string of best sellers of any writer in America.




  In 1923 Scribner’s Magazine received an article on bucking horses, of all things, and it came to the attention of Max Perkins, who admired its authentic American vernacular. Its

  author was Will James, a bowlegged cowboy with a bony, aquiline face. James had been orphaned at the age of four and been taken in by an old trapper. “The trapper had teached me how to read

  and write a little and I’d picked up some more on that through some old magazines I’d found at different cow camps,” James recalled years later. Max urged

  Scribner’s to publish the article and asked James for more. Soon he had James writing books. During the next twenty years James produced  twenty books, most of

  them very successful, including Smoky, winner of the Newbery Medal in 1927 as the best children’s book written by an American, and Lone Cowboy.




  On one of James’s visits to New York, Max took a fancy to his ten-gallon hat. James sent one to Perkins, and it fit perfectly. “I happened to be walking in it with a portrait

  painter,” Max wrote in thanking him, “and he begged me to let him paint me in it, and that never happened before I got this hat.” From that day forward, there was hardly a moment

  when Perkins did not wear a hat, indoors and out. Eventually he traded off permanently to a soft gray-felt fedora, size seven, which he wore so low that it folded his ears forward.




  His habit of hat-wearing became Perkins’s most famous eccentricity and the subject of much speculation. “Why the hat?” people kept wondering. The answer seems to be that he

  found it useful as well as ornamental. It gave the impression to unexpected office visitors that he was on his way out, and this kept them from buttonholing him into idle conversation. The hat also

  thrust his ears forward, which helped his hearing. Miss Wyckoff suggested that Perkins wore his hat to keep customers in the Scribners bookstore from mistaking him for a clerk as he made his

  afternoon promenade. Perkins himself revealed something of his attitude on the matter in a column he wrote for the Plainfield newspaper. The slouch hat, he apotheosized, was “the hat of

  independence and individuality, the American hat.”




  Perkins’s attachment to his hat was hardly greater than his attachment to his clothing in general. At first glance he seemed to be an elegantly dressed New Yorker, but under close scrutiny

  he looked rather ragged. His daughters often pointed out his white shirt peeking through the thinning fabric of his suit-jacket elbows. Louise once tried to shame him into buying a new suit by

  telling him all his clothes looked secondhand, but that did not bother Max. Only at her sternest insistence would he give in to her demand that he buy a new suit. He would allow her to pick one

  suit from his closet, take it to the tailor, and have another made exactly like it.




  This Yankee penchant for the sparse made Perkins the ideal editor for President Calvin Coolidge. Max published a collection of his speeches; it took months to talk “Silent Cal” down

  from 160,000 to 98,000 words.




  In the early twenties Perkins brought out two first novels that not only sold well but were much acclaimed—Drums, by James Boyd, and Through the Wheat, by Thomas Boyd.

  (The authors were not related.) Perkins now began to find he no longer had to speak up so loudly to be heard at the  monthly board meetings. Many of the better manuscripts

  that came to the house were now routed directly to him. Even writers who had worked with other editors at Scribners were being drawn to Perkins’s growing reputation.
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