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For Ann




I shall walk the earth and search


For something that I shall not find.


EDWARD ALBEE, 1945





Prologue



JAMES AGEE’S autobiographical novel, A Death in the Family, opens with a preface, “Knoxville: Summer 1915,” the author’s brief, eloquent elegy of his childhood. Agee begins, “We are talking now of summer evenings in Knoxville, Tennessee, in the time that I lived there so successfully disguised to myself as a child,” and he goes on to speak about his plangent memories of spreading quilts on the grass and lying under the stars, alongside members of his family. Agee writes, “All my people are larger bodies than mine, quiet, with voices gentle and meaningless like the voices of sleeping birds . . . One is my mother who is good to me. One is my father who is good to me. By some chance, here they are, all on this earth; and who shall ever tell the sorrow of being on this earth, lying, on quilts, on the grass, in a summer evening, among the sounds of the night.” With a prayer, he blesses his family and then concludes:


“After a little I am taken in and put to bed. Sleep, soft smiling, draws me unto her: and those receive me, who quietly treat me, as one familiar and well-beloved in that home: but will not, oh, will not, not now, not ever; but will not ever tell me who I am.”


•   •   •


London, November 10, 1994. Edward Albee is on top of the world. We are having lunch at the restaurant at St. George’s Hotel and are seated at a window overlooking the city. Albee’s new play Three Tall Women, starring Maggie Smith, is opening next week at Wyndham’s Theater. The previous season, the play, in a production starring Myra Carter, was a great dramatic success in New York, all at once reviving Albee’s reputation, reaffirming his position as a major American playwright, and winning his third Pulitzer Prize for Drama and the New York Drama Critics Circle award for best new play. Suddenly, people who had disparaged him in the last decade or more, who thought he was bankrupt as a playwright, were surrounding him with adulation.


I had known Albee for more than thirty years, from the time of the opening of Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? on Broadway in October of 1962, when he was proclaimed as the playwright of his generation. I reviewed the play for Newsweek magazine and early the following year wrote a cover story about him for that magazine, a profile entitled “Odd Man In.” At the time, Albee lived across the street from me in Greenwich Village. During the intervening years, we had met often and I had written a number of pieces about him and his work. Recently we had begun the conversations that were to lead to this biography. At lunch in London, with a newly revitalized creative life before him, we talked about the roots of Three Tall Women, about his adoptive parents, and his childhood. For the first of many times, I suggested that he try to track down his natural parents. As always, he was ambivalent about the subject: He was reluctant to exhume old facts about his birth, but he retained a curiosity about his genetic origins (and about his medical history). This was, he agreed, an essential part of his story, part of the search for “who I am.”


Then he said, with seeming casualness, “Here’s something that may be of interest to you. Do you know Samuel Barber’s piece for voice and orchestra called ‘Knoxville: Summer 1915?’ ” He explained that it was based on the James Agee text of that title. “Listen to it. Read it. It is a piece of music that I cannot listen to or even think about without crying. If you look at the text of that you will understand a good deal about me. I’m getting teary now thinking about it. It’s so odd, you see, that’s a very important text to me.” That passage was, he said, “one of the most moving things I have ever experienced in my life.” More than anything he was touched by Agee’s last line, which he now quoted: “They ‘will not now . . . not ever tell me who I am.’ ”


From then on, any time that he or I mentioned the Agee passage, he was overcome with emotion. Where did this powerful feeling come from? How different could two artists be—Agee, a poet and novelist of America’s heartland (and a film critic), looking back to 1915 and writing about his presumably idyllic childhood; Albee, a playwright with bitter memories of his marred childhood, growing up at midcentury as the adopted son of parents so distant from him as to make it seem as if he had come from another planet. A contemporary theatrical experimentalist, he was known as the cool, cynical surveyor of marital angst and the damage provoked by parents. What could the two disparate writers possibly have in common? Perhaps it was that disparity that drew them together: What Agee had, Albee longed for.


As with many things, Albee hesitates to offer self-analysis. As psychologically probing as he can be in his work, he is not eager to apply such questions to his own life. But clearly, when he thinks about “Knoxville,” he is contemplating his own identity. Here is Agee, in the bosom of a loving family, but still not knowing who he is, and there is Albee, accidentally placed within an unloving family, an outsider from the earliest age, not knowing who he is—and with an urgency trying to find himself within his work, and with lovers and friends trying to find a family. If even Agee wondered about his identity, what does that leave for Albee? Through the prism of “Knoxville,” he can look back to a dream of childhood he never experienced.


The passage, he said, “is less about home than about a sure sense of belonging and being comforted and protected.” And about his own life: “I never felt protected in my environment. Being adopted, I always felt like an interloper. I never felt that I belonged and therefore I didn’t feel that this was home to me. I felt like a transient, as if I were a visitor in a strange land.” His parents’ world, the world of Agnes and Tobias in A Delicate Balance, was WASP, upper class, and impersonal, very distant from Agee’s world. “Maybe I loved the simplicity and the purity of that environment,” Albee said, referring to Agee. “Maybe I would have loved to have been able to grow up in a place like that. Maybe I thought this is the kind of family that I would have had if I hadn’t been adopted. I guess it would have been nice to have grown up with people that I could love. This was clearly a place where everybody was loved, and was welcome to come, all the time.” He remembered a line from his play Box, “The memory of what we have not known.” “Maybe I missed what I had never known. Yes.” He qualified the statement, “Never having had it, I couldn’t have literally missed it. Missed out on it.”


There are three other moments in literature, all of them in plays, that move him almost to that degree. Two are in plays by Thornton Wilder: In The Skin of Our Teeth, during the Great Storm when Mrs. Antrobus cannot find her son and, for the first time, calls out his real name, “Cain! Cain!”; and in Our Town when Emily Webb returns from the grave to relive one day of her life, and her father comes bounding down the stairs saying, “Where’s my girl? Where’s my birthday girl?” The other is in Krapp’s Last Tape, the most poignant passage in all of Beckett, when Krapp recalls a time of deep love in his youth. Drifting in a boat through the reeds, he looks down at the woman he loves. As she opens her eyes, he says, “Let me in.” In all three instances, there is a moment of intense connection, a bonding—between mother and son, between father and daughter, between lovers. Each is a moment wished for, but seldom achieved.


In Albee’s own life, these moments represent a longing for the unattainable. Paradoxically, such moments rarely exist in Albee’s plays. His work provokes laughter, anger, and rage, offering insights into human nature as well as linguistic delight, but with certain exceptions they stop short of catharsis and the kind of emotional release that he finds in the passages just mentioned. The exceptions include two plays that are closest to his own biography, The Sandbox, a cameo tribute to his maternal grandmother, the relative who was closest to him, and Three Tall Women, an act of peacemaking with his formidable mother. The scene in Three Tall Women that always moves him is in the second act when the son, Albee’s surrogate, comes onstage and sits by the bedside of his mother.


More than many artists, Albee is his own invention: He is a self-made writer who has created an environment in which he can exist and can find some kind of contentment, and he has molded his character out of his life. He has discovered a life of his own. “By nature, I was a solitary creature,” he says, explaining that very early he realized that life was “a solo journey,” that “one is making that journey through wonderful consciousness toward the end of consciousness. I’ve always had a sense of it, and it doesn’t make me feel lonely. I am aware that it is I who am living this life, I who have to make some kind of sense of it for myself,” and “the older you get, the more solo you become.”


Martha Coigney, head of the International Theater Institute (ITI), says, “He’s a lone traveler,” and she means that in a metaphorical sense. Irene Worth, who is a friend of his as well as an actress in his plays, says, insightfully, “I think he suffered from every possible kind of neglect, except physical, but he received reassurance through his friends—and also by fighting for his own balance, his own ego, his own dynamic center. I think that makes an artist very strong. Isolation can be a great booster.”


What he had lost (or never had) in his childhood, he has been seeking as an adult, and as an artist. His identity is in his art, more than anyone might realize. Writing his plays he has intuitively explored and plundered his past. All his work has deep autobiographical roots, although in many cases characters and events have been so transformed as to be virtually unrecognizable, even to those who are the models. The plays are filled with cross references from his life. “I’m there in all of the plays,” he says, unequivocally, “in all of the characters.” In common with other artists, Albee is exceedingly skeptical about linking the art with the life, about the idea of biography, but the art can shed light on the life, and vice versa. Repeatedly he would warn me about trying to find themes and motifs in his life. “Oh God,” he would say, with mock exasperation, “you’re trying to do connective tissue. Everything is going to relate to his life.” But things do relate to the life; attitudes and opinions can be traced back to childhood. Through Albee’s plays, one can see the shaping of his character and the reasons why he is who he is and how he became Albee the playwright.


With the aid of Elia Kazan as their mutual director, Tennessee Williams and Arthur Miller dominated Broadway during the 1940s and the early 1950s. After them, there were followers and imitators, some with talent but none with a definable and durable vision. Then in the 1960s there was Albee as innovator, the American agent of the absurd, our homegrown equivalent of Beckett. He is, said José Quintero, “the last great playwright that we have.” By that he means that Albee is the fourth, after O’Neill, Williams, and Miller.


Because of Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, and the explosive love-hate relationship between its principal characters, Albee’s writing is often linked with that of Strindberg. But the three playwrights he most admires and who have been most influential on his work are Chekhov, Pirandello, and Beckett—Chekhov for his plays of character and apparent inaction, Pirandello for his treatment of reality and illusion, Beckett for both those reasons plus his language and his humor. Albee’s signature is his use of language, playfully, as a weapon and as a revelation of character through storytelling. In addition to the trio of influential playwrights, one must add as influences the names of two expatriate American writers, Henry James and T. S. Eliot, for their intellectualism and the atmospheric resonance behind the words (especially in a play like A Delicate Balance). With Albee, intuition is married to intellect, in plays that boldly challenge expectation and convention.


With The Zoo Story, he opened up Off-Broadway, and with Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? he threatened to transform Broadway, which was badly in need of transformation. For a variety of reasons, many of them economic, Broadway did not substantially change, except to make room, for a time, for Albee. His influence on other playwrights, however, was to be extraordinary. After Albee came Sam Shepard, Lanford Wilson, John Guare, David Mamet, and others, all of them deeply affected by his work. As for Albee, he has written at least four major plays (The Zoo Story, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, A Delicate Balance, and Three Tall Women), others (Tiny Alice, Box and Quotations from Chairman Mao Tse-Tung, All Over, Seascape, and The Lady from Dubuque) that demand a second look, and one-acts that remain models of their kind. This is a substantial body of work, one with constantly renewable vigor from a playwright who always experiments, who never allows himself to be locked into predictable positions.


In 1983, after The Man Who Had Three Arms had opened on Broadway and Albee was being viciously and personally attacked by critics, his oldest friend, Noel Farrand, wrote to him, saying, “Nothing can alter your impregnable position as the outstanding imaginative dramatist of your generation.” It was a claim with which Farrand would allow no contradiction, and it remains an accurate assessment of Albee’s position in the American theater. His art is continually surprising, and nothing was more surprising than Three Tall Women, which began the second act—or was it the third act?—in his life (and was followed by the mordant, mysterious The Play about the Baby). Three Tall Women represented the kind of later-in-life success that Tennessee Williams so craved and was unable to accomplish. Albee achieved that success after enduring a long period of critical neglect and abuse and after winning a battle with alcoholism.


One difficulty for a biographer is that Albee has never kept a journal or a diary; he has not notated his own life. Intentionally, he and his closest friends sometimes exchanged what they called “posterity letters”; but the correspondence was sporadic, and some of the letters have been lost. Not all letters can be trusted, nor can all memories. Legends have sprung up about Albee, causing him to suggest as a title for this book, “Apocrypha.” Perhaps a greater truth about Albee’s life, at least his interior life, can be found in his writing, and he has been writing from a very early age. At the root of the myth of Albee, as perpetuated by the playwright himself, is that he was born at the age of thirty, when, just before his birthday, he sat down at his kitchen table in his apartment in Greenwich Village and wrote his first play, The Zoo Story, as a present to himself. According to this story, his only previous plays were Aliqueen, a three-act sex farce written when he was twelve (“which my mother threw away, and therefore does not exist”) and Schism, a long one-act play written when he was a student at Choate preparatory school and published in the Choate literary magazine.


The truth is, of course, far more complicated. Before The Zoo Story, there was a long apprenticeship, including hundreds of poems, two novels, and nine plays, two of them full length. None of the plays was, of course, The Zoo Story, which was an astonishing leap of his imagination, but there are several plays that reveal his dramatic promise and one that was an early version of The American Dream. His plays, from The Zoo Story onward, are his journal—transformed, transmogrified, but true to the events and the people and to his understanding of them.


His mother, the tall, imperious, and striking Frances Albee, is the model for so many of his characters. She acted as a kind of anti-muse. From The American Dream to A Delicate Balance to Three Tall Women, she appears in various incarnations: a demanding, domineering figure who, from her son’s perspective, never knew him, understood him, or recognized him for what he was or wanted to be. In Three Tall Women, he recreates her with honesty and compassion. After her death, he could come to terms with her life and with the effect—the damaging effect—that she had on his life. One amazement of that play is that after all the conflicts between them—the grave unhappiness of his childhood, his rude departure from his home at the age of twenty, the years in which they did not speak, the years in which they spoke but did not really communicate, his lingering feelings of resentment and what he considers to be his disinheritance—he can look back more with rue than with anger while still maintaining his ironic perspective. In Three Tall Women, he is able to tell the family’s story from his mother’s point of view, empathetically as well as sardonically. This is all part of Albee’s unique talent. In his plays, he can turn himself into so many different people. And which one is the closest to the real Edward Albee?


Like many artists, he is a figure of contradictions. A critic in life, he can be witheringly cynical and abusive (especially about pomposity, pretension, and venality in all its guises), and he is unforgiving about those people (especially critics) who have wounded him. His mother is an exception, and in Three Tall Women he offers her a kind of absolution. Sometimes he will make cutting remarks about his peers, and even some who might be considered his friends, though these remarks are more often private. In public, he can be exceedingly discreet. To some, he exhibits a prickly personality, marked by malice. That malice is generally—though not always—an act of reciprocity: Hurt him and he hits back. On the other hand, he has demonstrated a great fidelity and loyalty to those whose friendship he values, and they reciprocate in kind. He is generous with his time and interest, making himself readily available to teach and to encourage new playwrights and artists. Through his work with ITI and PEN, he has been a constant battler for human rights and other social causes.


Asked to draw a self-portrait, he underscores the paradoxes of his character: “Certain words come to mind: cool but passionate at the same time. Standing off observing, but not disengaged. I get as enraged and angry about things as anybody does. I am involved in political and social matters, but I also think of myself as a bit of an observer, not a removed observer, a clinical observer so that one can make valid and objective decisions about things. It ties in with the ability to participate in something and at the same time observe oneself participating. It’s a sort of schizophrenic thing that a lot of writers have. I can be involved in an intensely personal moment of my life, and I can also observe myself participating in it.” That artistic “schizophrenia” is at the core of his work. “And that ties in with the impression I give to other people of distancing myself. Some people say it is hard to get to know Edward.” Some of the people closest to him say it is hard to know Edward. Each has his own story to tell, and often those stories diverge as people remember what they want to remember. In other words, they subjectify. His response: “ ‘I tell what ought to be true,’ as Blanche DuBois said.” He adds, “All my friends are like Blanche DuBois. They tell what ought to be true.”


“I’ve always felt this vague, unreasonable kinship,” says Mike Nichols. “I feel connected with him in some way. All artists are susceptible in the dark part in the middle that Dante told us about. I think he’s lived an exemplary life for an artist and I’m glad he got through the tough part. I really salute him.” Stephen Sondheim, who knows him at more of a distance, says, “He has a kind of dark, strong personality. That’s a combination I don’t know if I ever met before. Edward is a recessive fellow. He’s like a litmus test: he reflects the viewer rather than himself.”


The composer William Flanagan, Albee’s mentor, partner, and confidant for many years, was, along with Albee’s mother, one of the most important and catalytic people in his life, the one person who did the most to shape Albee as an artist. In 1962, he told me that he thought Albee was “a mysterious number.” If Flanagan, the man who knew him best at the most crucial time of his life, felt that way, that leaves little room for outsiders to understand him. He is a mysterious number, keeping close watch over his cards of identity, revealing only so much of himself, disguising himself in his art and playfully watching—and gauging—himself as he moves through and overcomes crises. While all this is true, there are clues to his life and art, beginning with “Knoxville: Summer 1915.”





1


Eddie


It’s lucky that he was adopted. He would not get much talent from those two.


Larchmont: Summer 1928


EDWARD ALBEE prides himself on his visual memory. Although he can forget names and dates of events, he remembers with precision where he was at certain times and what the environment looked like. It is a talent that aids him in his creativity. When it came time to write an introduction to Three Tall Women, he asked himself how long it took him to write a play. His answer was “all of my life.” As proof, he projected himself back to his very first visual memory, and the spark of an idea that eventually led to Three Tall Women. In this childhood reflection, he was one of four people on a knoll: his adoptive father and mother, Reed and Frances Albee; his nanny, Anita Church; and himself at three months (though later in conversation he suggested that he may have been six months, still very young to have such a vivid memory). The family house at 5 Bay Avenue (the number was later changed to 7) in Larchmont, New York, was “being built or renovated and I remembered seeing the scaffolding all over the house.” He was in Nanny Church’s arms, and his parents were looking down at the house. It was “my first awareness of being aware, and so I suppose I treasure it.” In its own way, this is a peaceful, idyllic moment, one that proved to be rare, if not unique, in his childhood. Did he really experience it or was it a memory stirred by a photograph or a family recollection? Truth or illusion? We will never know, but the fact is that from an early age he was watching everything around him. He was always, in Saul Bellow’s phrase, “a first-class noticer.”


On March 12, 1928, a woman named Louise Harvey gave birth to a son in Washington, D.C. All that is known about her and the father of the baby is that, according to adoption papers filed in Washington, the father “deserted and abandoned both the mother and child and had in no way contributed to the support and maintenance of said child.” The baby was “surrendered” for adoption. On March 26, “Said minor was delivered into the care and custody of the Alice Chapin Adoption Nursery” at 444 West 22nd Street in Manhattan. On March 30, when the baby was eighteen days old, he was placed by the adoption agency with Reed A. Albee and Frances C. Albee, a childless couple living in Larchmont, New York. They brought him back to their home in Westchester, and on February 1, 1929, after ten months of living with the Albees, the child was formally adopted. The papers were processed, and he was named Edward Franklin Albee III, after Mr. Albee’s father, who was the head of the Keith-Albee chain of vaudeville theaters. Albee later referred to himself as “tiny me, a little twig of a thing.” “They bought me,” he said. “They paid $133.30,” explaining that was the cost for “professional services.”


He says that he is unsure of the date but thinks that, from the age of six, he knew that he was adopted, and that both his paternal cousins, Barbara and Nancy, the daughters of his aunt Ethel, were also adopted. As he said, “The whole family was barren: the end of the line. Skidding to an awful halt. The whole bunch of them.” The reason for his adoption, he said, was because his grandfather wanted a grandson, a male heir. When he was told that he was adopted, he pretended that he already knew. After his mother died in 1989, he found his adoption papers buried in a trunk with old photographs and other mementos. It was then that he learned that his birth name was Edward Harvey. His name was always Edward, the one continuing link to his otherwise unknown past.


His feeling about his adoption was to become one of the most important factors in his life. Repeatedly he would ask himself questions: Where did he come from, where did his talent come from, who were his natural parents, what effect did they have on his character, and did it really matter who they were? What does it mean to be a parent and what are the responsibilities of parents to children, children to parents, siblings to siblings? Did he have a brother or sister, perhaps even an identical twin, who, as was the case with Thornton Wilder, was stillborn? These and related questions were to be posed again and again in his life and in his work. At the same time, he had no sense of history about the family into which he entered.


Edward F. Albee III became a member—certainly the most famous member—of an old American family. The Albees can trace their New England lineage back to the late seventeenth century in Machias, Maine, where they were sea captains. There are Albees buried in the hilltop graveyard on Monhegan Island, Maine, where Edward Albee’s oldest childhood friend, Noel Farrand, summered. William Albee, Edward Albee’s great-great-great-grandfather, was one of the original Minute Men in 1776, but in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the family was most closely allied with the world of show business. Albee’s grandfather Edward Franklin Albee was born in Machias in 1857, and at nineteen ran away to join the circus, which is where he met Benjamin Franklin Keith.


In 1883, B. F. Keith opened a museum-cum-freak show in Boston, exhibiting a chicken with a human face, a pig that was billed as the biggest hog in America, and other strange creatures. Keith also presented variety acts (including the comedians Weber and Fields). He soon brought in E. F. Albee, his old friend from circus days, as his partner. It was Albee’s idea to expand performances. Together they offered a pirated version of The Mikado, along with vaudeville. Then they jettisoned any pretense of presenting art and limited themselves to vaudeville. With success, their business expanded. Adding theaters in Providence, Philadelphia, and New York, they became real estate tycoons. Eventually they owned some four hundred theaters across the country, featuring popular entertainment. E. F. Albee, who was referred to as Keith’s “lord high executioner,” was known as a tough negotiator and a firm opponent of labor unions. He broke the White Rats of America (“rats” is “star” spelled backward), the union of vaudeville performers, and then bought their midtown Manhattan clubhouse and turned it over to the Vaudeville Managers’ Association, a rival organization run by the Keith-Albee circuit. E. F. Albee had lunch in the clubhouse “in imperious splendor—and loneliness—almost daily.” When Keith died in 1914, Albee took over the Keith-Albee circuit.


Groucho Marx, who knew Albee well from his days in vaudeville, referred to him as “the Ol’ Massa” who regarded the performers as his slaves. Despite—or because of—the bawdiness of vaudeville, he was known as a rigid enforcer of censorship on the Keith-Albee stages. In 1927, Keith-Albee merged with the Orpheum circuit. Through the purchase of stock, Joseph P. Kennedy took over the company. He is supposed to have told Albee that he was “washed up” and then edged him out of the business. None of this interests E. F. Albee’s grandson and namesake in the slightest. He thinks of the Albee family and the family history as something completely separate from himself.


In 1910, E. F. Albee moved to Larchmont, where he owned two houses, one on Bay Avenue, the other on Hommocks Road. Occasionally he would sponsor visits to Larchmont by famous entertainers like Lillie Langtry. As a wealthy local patron, E. F. Albee often played Santa Claus at Christmas and gave presents to all the children of the village. According to a local history, he was toasted at a testimonial dinner as “Larchmont’s first citizen” and “Santa Claus to young and old.” He died in 1930, at seventy-two, two years after his only grandson was born, and the $15 million he left was the root of his wife’s estate and of their son’s fortune. Reed Adelbert Albee inherited the Bay Avenue house, and E. F. Albee’s widow, Laura Smith Albee, kept the Hommocks residence and their home in Palm Beach, Florida. With private railroad cars to take her and her relatives from one place to the other, she became the dowager empress of the family. To her grandson, she looked like the Queen Mother of England, a regal woman who wore her hair in a large bun and often had a lace collar around her neck. E. F. and Laura Albee’s son, Reed (who was born in Boston, September 8, 1885), was for a time the assistant general manager of the family theater chain, and a far more popular figure among vaudevillians than his despotic father. He retired in 1928; his adopted son, who was born that year, has, of course, no memory of him ever working. It was said that Reed Albee devoted the rest of his life to “owning and showing three- and five-gaited saddle horses.” More accurately, it could be said that his wife, Frances Albee, devoted her life to that pursuit.


In 1914, after an earlier unhappy marriage, Reed Albee married Louise Williams, an actress and a widow, then divorced her ten years later. In the divorce papers, his wife mentioned several corespondents, including one “well-known actress,” whose name was not disclosed. It was a friendly parting, with Mrs. Albee giving her husband a farewell party. Several months later, on March 12, 1925, Reed married Frances Loring Cotter. It was her first marriage. One newspaper headline read: ALBEE, SON OF MILLIONAIRE, MARRIED TO SALESGIRL IN JERSEY CITY. Throughout her life, especially in articles about her son, she was identified as a former mannequin (or model) in Bergdorf’s department store on Fifth Avenue. When she was married, however, a newspaper article said she had been “in charge of the wholesale millinery department” of J. Thorpe and Company on Fifth Avenue, and that she met her husband the previous year at a party he gave in his apartment. Why she was invited to that party remains a mystery. The portrait of A and her unnamed husband in Three Tall Women is an almost exact replica of the Albees. As in Three Tall Women, Reed was very short and Frances, who was known as Frankie, was very tall; he liked tall women. Before he married Frankie, he had been involved romantically with many women, including the actress and comedienne Charlotte Greenwood (presumably the unnamed corespondent in the divorce papers). Greenwood was tall and gangling and specialized in doing handstands and backflips on stage. As the character of A, the old woman in Three Tall Women, says about her husband, “He was going with that comedienne did the splits, the eight-foot one.” Later, Edward Albee was to consider the possibility that Charlotte Greenwood could have become his adoptive mother. He said, “He got my mother instead,” and added that he might have preferred Greenwood. Then, he said, “There would have been some laughs.”


Reed had a glass eye (as a young man, he had been hit in the eye by a golf ball), wore pince-nez, was reserved but liked to dance. He was, said his son, “a funny-looking little man with one eye.” Frankie loved clothes and horses and was considered to be glamorous. She made a reputation for herself as a Westchester horsewoman, winning ribbons in shows. As one of her acts of vanity, she, in common with A, lied about her age, but took off only one year. When she died, she was ninety-two, not ninety-one as she had said.


Claire, the witty, astringent sister played by Elaine Stritch in the Broadway revival of A Delicate Balance and by Maggie Smith in the subsequent London revival, is based on Frankie’s younger sister Jane, who was an alcoholic. Jane did not live with the Albees, but she was often at their house, and when she was there she would generally be drinking. As in the play, she had an apartment by the Larchmont railroad station. As Claire says in A Delicate Balance, “Do you remember the spring I moved out, the time I was really sick with the stuff: was drinking like the famous fish? Was a source of great embarrassment? So that you and Agnes set me up in an apartment near the station, and Agnes was so good about coming to see me?” Paralleling the characters, Frankie would say to her sister, “Why don’t you go away for a vacation, go to Kentucky or Tennessee and visit the distilleries?” or “Why don’t you find a bar with an apartment in the back and move in there?” As should be clear in A Delicate Balance, Edward was fond of his aunt, with an affection that he did not feel for his mother.


Soon after A Delicate Balance opened on Broadway in 1966 (starring Hume Cronyn, Jessica Tandy, and Rosemary Murphy as Claire, the role based on Aunt Jane), Jane had lunch with Edward and his mother and then went to see the play. She sent him a note saying how much she was impressed: “It is superbly written with just the right balance of wit, humor and near tragedy. The cast could not be ‘more right’—especially Rosemary Murphy.” Then she added, with discretion, “There is so much ‘food for thought’ after you leave the theater.” She did not explain what she was thinking.


When Edward was in his early twenties, he wrote a play called The Merry Month of May, about the tortured relationship between a son and his parents. In his stage directions, he describes the father: “Neal, 65, short, a paunch, grey-haired, is dozing in a chair, an evening paper across his lap. He is blind in his right eye; he has a deep voice which can, and does frequently, rise to a whine. His clothes (suit and tie) expensive but dull, tiny feet encased in highly polished custom-made shoes; on each little finger he wears a ring; on his right hand an emerald set in gold, on his left hand a massive gold signet ring. His nails are polished and his jowled face is tanned.” The mother is described: “Agnes, six feet in her heels, and her fine figure is just slightly overblown. She is 53, colors her hair an expert dull blond, wears a summer dress that is youthful but which does not make her look foolish; she is a big woman and, on her, the heavy jewelry she wears does not look out of place, but on a smaller woman the huge diamond she wears on her marriage finger would be absurd; four strands of real pearls she wears wound into a rope; she walks erect, proud of her height; her voice has great range.” These are, Albee acknowledges, portraits of his parents.


From their son’s point of view, the Albees were the oddest and most removed of couples. Frankie was imperious, demanding, and unloving, though she was an active, if often an offstage, presence in her son’s life. In contrast, Reed was uncommunicative and disengaged. At least, as their son remembers, they hardly ever spoke. Others in their circle had different feelings about them. Depending on the point of view, Frankie could be seen as a charming, gregarious woman, someone with an easy way at least in her local society. Reed, however, seemed to be one-dimensional, but there were two areas of his life that always remained something of a mystery to his son: his friendship with theater people and his supposed sense of humor, which never was in evidence to his son.


Harry and Edna Winston (of the Fifth Avenue jewelry firm) were good friends of the Albees. Frankie bought jewelry—her signature pearls—from Harry Winston, and the two couples saw each other socially. The Winstons’ son, Ronald, said that, within his family, Frankie was always “billed as my favorite woman.” In many ways he was closer to her than her son was. “I found her very amusing because she was full of spunk. I think that feeling was generated more by my father than by me, but I was very fond of her. She was an extremely vivacious woman and had a rather powerful, sonorous voice. She was a big-boned woman, six feet tall. I remember that she’d wear off-the-shoulder evening dresses and had blond bouffant hair and very white skin.” Others outside her family, considered her to be a stylish, elegant figure.


People have far fewer memories of Reed. “He was a kind of dapper chap, a mousy guy,” says Ronald Winston. “Reed didn’t have a lot to say. My impression of him was, in an expression of the thirties, that he was ‘a rich man’s son.’ He didn’t seem to have a lot of interests. I don’t think he ever worked. He obviously liked the camaraderie with my father, but I don’t think they were soulmates. My father was a very driven, dynamic guy. He was a great raconteur and highly motivated in his thinking. Reed didn’t seem terribly motivated. I remember my father wanted to talk to him about business, but said that Reed was hopeless. He wasn’t interested and didn’t understand business affairs. He would just sit there with his glass of scotch. It was definitely Frankie who held forth.” And about the relationship between the Albees: “He used to call her Mommy” as the character of Daddy does in The American Dream.


Why did Frankie marry Reed? As the character says in Three Tall Women, “Because he makes me laugh. Because he’s little and he’s funny looking—and a little like a penguin” and “he’s rich—or his father is.” Reed Albee was also famously unfaithful, with a penchant for showgirls. Many years later, long after his parents had died, Edward received a letter from his mother’s personal maid, who said that Reed Albee had tried to rape her in the root cellar. She said that she had reported the incident to Mrs. Albee, who paid her never to mention it again. Edward’s comment: “I don’t think he was the ‘maid kind.’ ” However, in Three Tall Women, the character of B, the middle-aged version of A, says sarcastically that her husband has the “morals of a sewer rat.” She continues: “Chasing the chambermaid into closets, the kitchen maid into the root cellar, and God knows what goes on at the stag at the club! They probably nail the whores to the billiard tables for easy access.” In a conversation in 1995, Albee paraphrased that last sentence in direct reference to his father: “I don’t think my mother had much of a sex life with my father. He was often nailing the whores to the billiard table at the Lotos Club in New York.”


There is still a question about Frankie’s personal life before she met her husband. In The American Dream, Grandma says to Daddy, “It’s Mommy over there makes all the trouble. If you’d listened to me, you wouldn’t have married her in the first place. She was a tramp and a trollop and a trull to boot, and she’s no better now.” Asked directly if his mother was “a tramp and a trollop and a trull to boot,” her son says, “I certainly thought she was,” but admits that he had no proof. “I can’t say that I knew she was a tramp or that she married him for money. But I suspect so. It certainly must have crossed her mind.” Then he remembers another quotation from The American Dream, where Grandma says that her daughter at the age of eight had vowed that she was going to marry a rich man. In baby talk, she says, “I’m going to set my wittle were end right down in a tub o’ butter.” Albee says that line is “a paraphrase of something that my mother is supposed to have said. It means ‘I’ve really got it good.’ ”


In Three Tall Women, in a long, passionate monologue, the character known as B talks about a sudden fling she had with the groom in a stall in the stable, an encounter that her son discovered. The woman later fires the groom, “because it’s dangerous not to, because it’s a good deal I’ve got with the penguin, a long-term deal in spite of the crap he pulls.” Albee says the scene was an invention and also a kind of wish fulfillment: He liked to think his mother had had an affair with the groom. But no, he did not catch her in the act, as the character does in the play. Then he adds quickly, “I was in love with the groom’s son”—one of his early stirrings of homosexuality—and the groom’s son did not know of his feeling. In a playful mode, Albee later wrote about the groom’s son’s hairy wrists in Tiny Alice. Julian (the character originally played by John Gielgud) conjures a childhood memory of a groom, “a young fellow who always scowled and had . . . the hairiest hands I have ever seen.” Albee recalls that at least at one point in his childhood there was talk of divorce because of his father’s infidelity. “My mother and her mother had caught him with some floozy. They heard about it or found out about it somehow, and they were in alliance against this man. There was a period when nobody was talking to anybody.” But the couple decided to remain together. “I don’t think they were enormously happy together, but they stayed together. I think she sort of liked him. It’s fairly accurate in the play [Three Tall Women]. Unless one heard the vile remarks about niggers and kikes, they would pass as a perfectly normal middle-class WASP family.”


How close was Reed to Tobias, the patient paterfamilias in A Delicate Balance? Says Albee, “My first instinct is to say, not terribly, but there are certain similarities. He didn’t want the boat rocked, he wanted everything kept quite quiet, and he let everybody run things for him.” In Albee’s original notes for that play, he wrote, “Tobias retired from the usual battles of life, maybe through not having to face them, the insulation of position, money, a wife who runs things as he wants them run, it’s a life for him that’s least discomforting.” While agreeing on the parallels, Albee said, “I don’t know whether he could have risen to the occasion as Tobias does in the third act of the play.” In the third act, Tobias invites his frightened friends to move into his home, to accept his offer of sanctuary.


The Albee house was one of the largest and grandest manor houses in an exclusive section of Larchmont, at that time a small village of 5,284 people. As Edward remembers, “It had lots of lovely lawns and big trees, all on the coast, on the water,” the water being Long Island Sound. Putting his visual memory to the test, he describes the house. As if walking through it, he says: “A big mock Tudor house. A three-car garage over on the left. Circular driveway. Go in the front door, little vestibule, then a large paneled entrance hall. Straight ahead is the solarium, the sun room. To the right, down three stairs, the big formal living room, piano on the left, fireplace on the far wall, arches on either side going to another sun room at the end of it. On your immediate left are stairways going up to the second floor, a little further on, the formal dining room paneled in pine, leading to the pantry, which led to the second pantry, which led to the kitchen. Upstairs, go down to the hall to the left: my room, a long narrow room. My grandmother’s room off to the left, or maybe no; that was a guest room. Go along the long narrow corridor, another room. I forget who lived in it. Another room upstairs and then way off on the right my parents’ room. And then my mother’s room with two beds and huge dressing areas and closets. Then a stairway, going up to the third floor, where seven or eight servants’ rooms were, and a big attic.”


And his room? “A bed with a sort of wicker background. I actually clawed through it, until it broke. The croup tent. I had croup a lot. Nobody has croup anymore, do they? Influenza, terrible fluid in the lungs. And the croup tent. There was my little desk where I did all my drawings [as a child, he had a penchant for art as well as for music]. All those windows, even though I was on the second floor. Nine windows in this room. No air conditioning. I remember the screens were attached with those little hooks to eyes in the wood, making sure they were locked every night so that I would not be kidnapped. And the bow and arrow under the bed. That’s all in a play somewhere.”


In the third act of Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? Martha remembers the childhood of their imaginary son: “. . . with teddy bears and transparent floating goldfish, and a pale blue bed with cane at the headboard when he was older, cane which he wore through . . . finally . . . with his little hands . . . in his . . . sleep . . . and a croup tent . . . a pale green croup tent, and the shining kettle hissing in the one light of the room that time he was sick . . . those four days . . . and animal crackers, and the bow and arrow he kept under his bed.” Why, asks George. “For fear,” says Martha, “for fear of . . .” and does not finish her sentence.


Larchmont, especially in the 1930s and early 1940s when Edward was growing up, was an exclusive suburban community, primarily Protestant, but with a sprinkling of Roman Catholics. No outsiders need apply. The neighborhood around Bay Avenue was its own enclave, decidedly upper class and snobbish. To a great extent, the people who lived there were untouched by World War II, just as they had been untouched by the depression. Nearby was the Larchmont Yacht Club, which the Albees occasionally visited (more often they went to the Westchester Country Club in Rye, the model for the country club referred to in A Delicate Balance). The Farrands—Mr. and Mrs. Clair L. Farrand and their children—lived next door to the Albees in a smaller house, and next door to them in a large house was Frank Campbell, who owned the Campbell funeral homes. Down the street was R. J. Schaeffer of the Schaeffer brewing company. Of all the neighbors, the Farrands were by far the closest to Edward. The father, Clair L. Farrand, was an electronic engineer and inventor. He invented the cone loudspeaker in 1921 and later worked for Warner Bros. in Hollywood during the time that sound replaced silent movies. Noel Farrand, the youngest of Clair Farrand’s four sons, was a year and a half younger than Albee; he became Albee’s best friend and remained one of his closest friends for his entire life.


Noel Farrand knew Albee “almost from the cradle” and always spoke about him with the fondness of family. He was the nearest to a brother of all the people that passed through Edward’s life. Projecting himself back to his first memory, Farrand said: “I can remember being in the front yard in a playpen and being conscious of Edward upstairs in his bedroom.” The play Tiny Alice is dedicated to Farrand, and he thought of the Albee house as the model for that mysterious mansion that dominates the play and the stage. “Our house had three stories,” said Farrand, “but it didn’t have the distance and darkness of the Albee house. The Albee house seemed uninhabitable.” As children, the two boys used to wander freely through the house and gardens and the neighboring woods. It became their world for exploration. Putting the lie—or at least a question—to the tales of Edward’s unhappy childhood, Noel could find a salutary side: “For a kid, it was a wonderful life we led in Larchmont: the water and the wild birds, the herons. Larchmont was such a little place then, and you could play almost any game. There were enough kids to do that with.” On the other hand, as Edward said, “Noel didn’t fit very well into his family. We were both outsiders”—in every sense of the word.


From the earliest of ages, Noel and Edward sparked each other’s creative imagination. Both were great readers and were interested in music. Both thought about becoming composers. Noel eventually did become a composer and was Albee’s entrée into the world of music and musicians; many years later he introduced Albee to William Flanagan. Noel’s own career never reached the heights of others in his life (beginning with Albee), but he was a highly articulate and intelligent man, a colorful and likeable character. He also had deep psychological problems and periods of manic depression, some of which could be traced back to his rigid Roman Catholic upbringing and the lack of encouragement he received for his creativity in his own home. It was said that his father treated his sons as if they were in boot camp. He wanted them to follow him into the family business and, disappointed with Noel, would refer to him as “the piano player.” When Noel did not do well in school, his father would lock the piano (Noel, with Edward’s help, learned to unlock it). About the Farrands, Albee summarizes tersely: “Redneck Irish family with a lunatic mother.”


Through many ordeals, physical as well as emotional, Noel always received support from Albee, who remained loyal to him even when others jettisoned him from their lives because of his bizarre behavior. At his most manic, he decided to have a music festival on Monhegan Island, ordered a piano to be shipped over from the mainland, and invited Robert F. Kennedy and Leonard Bernstein, among others. Until his death in 1996, through all his difficulties, Noel retained the clearest of memories: He could remember dates and details that would escape others. He also had a lifelong devotion to Albee, whom he trusted implicitly and greatly admired as an artist.


Once, while pondering Albee’s ancestry, Noel decided that his friend was the illegitimate son of Eugene O’Neill and “proved” it through various dates, declaring that chronologically O’Neill could have been Albee’s father, adding that there was a physical resemblance between the playwrights. When told of Noel’s figment, Albee said, quite coolly, “On the whole, I would have preferred that William Faulkner were my father.” He then offered as possible “proof” that both he and Faulkner wrote long sentences. In photographs of them at a mature age, there is a passing resemblance among all three writers, O’Neill, Faulkner, and Albee: a distant look of sadness in their eyes, as if each had firmly resolved not to smile. In common, all three had serious drinking problems.


Farrand said that as playmates he and Edward (who was called Eddie and Ed at the time) suffered a great deal of interference from Mrs. Albee: “Sometimes she didn’t think Edward should play with me or my brothers. We played games that had to do with robbery and jewel thefts. There was a time when I enjoyed great favor with Mrs. Albee and used to have breakfast with her in her bedroom. I realized when I was sitting with her that she was a very bigoted woman. She had this anti-Semitic thing about ‘the Jews in Washington.’ She had all the nouveau riche prejudices. I first encountered prejudice in her salon. I wasn’t very sophisticated at that age, but I definitely had the impression that she was intolerant and that she was ruling Edward in a far from benevolent way.” To Noel she seemed “tall, regal, and rather forbidding.”


To Peter Alexander, another of Edward’s childhood friends, she was a Valkyrie, Brunhilde towering over Edward and his playmates. “When she came in the room, there was tremendous presence and power.” She kept watchful guard over her son, who “was kept in a glass cage.” As a child, Edward was short and a bit overweight. Looking back, Alexander thought of Mrs. Albee’s prejudices as being typical of the community: “It was probably a beehive of anti-Semites. Nobody would cross the line. Nobody even had black help; it was all Irish and Scottish.” That area of Larchmont was “a tight little island” in several senses: It was filled with secret and not so secret drinkers, though as Edward remembers, drinking was not a problem with his parents.


As a pampered child, he had every wish indulged. He had an enormous, expensive collection of Grenadier Guard toy soldiers, thousands of them, enough to fill three rooms when they were on maneuvers. (Interestingly, when Hume Cronyn first met Frankie Albee, he thought that she seemed like a Grenadier Guard.) Because Edward had so many toy soldiers it was natural that the boys would come to his house to play. Edward, Noel, Noel’s brother Robert, and Peter Alexander, who also lived in the neighborhood, had mock battles with the soldiers. Edward, dressed in a smoking jacket (which he owned and wore from the age of seven), would act as the emperor. “I thought he was autocratic,” says Alexander. “He always wanted to be the boss.” Robert Farrand recalled that Edward wore his hair slicked back and sometimes would have a cigarette holder in his mouth (but not a cigarette). Robert said he seemed like Genghis Khan, though in retrospect the image seems far more like Noël Coward. Edward had “the whole FAO Schwarz catalog” of toys, including a gilded chariot and a beautiful four foot long model sailboat, which, because of his age, he was not allowed to sail. Robert Farrand, being older, sailed the boat for him and Edward watched from his backyard. The boys also invented games about Sherlock Holmes, Nero Wolfe, Robin Hood, and other favorite fictional heroes. In addition, Edward would invent games for himself, war games and baseball games, and sit for hours and play them by himself. “My memory tells me I was always a bit of a loner,” he says, “and that I didn’t mind being a loner.”


Both Edward and Noel had the most active fantasy lives. As a child, Noel imagined that he was a bird. He drew pictures of birds, constructed models of them, and decorated them with his mother’s rhinestone jewelry. Sometimes he would add pieces borrowed from Mrs. Albee’s collection (probably one reason Mrs. Albee later turned against him). He would place the fake birds in trees, which might be considered a Farrand attempt to confuse nature. Once the two boys were on a nearby dock, tossing stones and other objects into the water, and Noel threw a brick, which struck Edward’s hand. As a result, Albee lost mobility of one of the joints in a finger. Before or after, Edward made mischief of his own: He had a guinea pig pen on his property and when Noel was four he locked him inside, which frightened Noel and apparently delighted Edward. Years later when told that Noel felt that was a traumatic experience, Albee dismissed it by saying, “I thought he liked it.” Edward’s friends would often tease him and take advantage of him, at least partly because they considered him the richest kid in the neighborhood. “We didn’t treat him very well,” said Noel. Despite their own friendship, “We would take possession of his toys and break his soldiers.” They built a toy guillotine and would chop the heads off the expensive soldiers. Of course, Edward always had replacement armies at the ready: “He was a little rich boy treated cruelly by his peers.” Noel remembers several times, including one at Edward’s own birthday party, that his friend broke down in tears. Birthday parties were lavish, impersonal affairs for the children; Mrs. Albee was not there.


Inside the Albee house was another world, populated by his parents and their circle. Edward’s life was with Noel and his other friends; with Nanny Church and the servants; and with his favorite relative, his maternal grandmother, Grandma Cotter (the model for Grandma in The Sandbox and The American Dream). He grew up with surrogates, several of whom acted as substitute parents, and the idea of surrogate parents was to become an important theme in his plays. In the family, Grandma Cotter was by far the closest to him. She was, he said, “an outlaw like me.” For much of Edward’s childhood, she was upstairs in her room with her asthmatic Pekingese dogs. She and her grandson formed an alliance against the world, or, rather, against his father and mother. It was, he said, “two ends against the middle.” His mother, once her own mother’s friend, eventually turned against her. As A says in Three Tall Women, “She becomes an enemy. She dies when she’s eighty-four—seventeen years of it, of staying up in her room in the big house with us. The colitis, the cigarettes, the six or seven Pekingese she goes through. I stopped liking her.” Edward never stopped liking her. But it was his other, paternal grandmother whose largesse was to enable him to live on his own at a crucial time of his life.


Lenore (later Lin) Emery, a childhood playmate of his, his first female friend and later in life a successful sculptor and very good friend, knew him both in Larchmont and Palm Beach. Their families lived near each other in both places. “Our governesses were friends, but our mothers were not,” she said, explaining that her mother had married for money and was envious of Edward’s mother for marrying more money. “My mother was very much like his mother. My mother was a very beautiful, ambitious woman, from no money, no family background whatsoever. Her only interest was jewels and furs; she was very antagonistic to me. She was very anti-intellectual.” In contrast to Mrs. Albee, she was Jewish, a fact that she tried to keep secret but, when it was discovered, eventually led to problems in Palm Beach. Because of the anti-Semitism in that community, there was an attempt to have Lin excluded from the Palm Beach school. Her mother, who had severe psychological problems, had episodes of violence. Ironically, Mrs. Emery and Mrs. Albee, who were often not on speaking terms, ended up in the same place many years later, as residents in retirement at the Westchester Country Club, a scene that sounds like something out of The Gin Game.


Lin Emery said of her childhood friendship with Edward, “My memories are of myself with Edward, a shadowy playmate in our playrooms, with my Mrs. Oliver and his Mrs. Church standing guard.” Anita Church was a large woman; Bertha Oliver was small. Both governesses were strong intellectual forces in the children’s lives. Mrs. Oliver had been part of the Fabian group in England and knew Bertrand Russell and George Bernard Shaw. She had also corresponded with Einstein. Nanny Church nurtured Edward’s interest in the arts from an early age.


Lin Emery participated in what must have been Edward’s first brush with theater: “I know we made up plays because I remember being severely punished for tying him up with imaginary ropes in one of our plays. It was in the center of the room and he was sitting on the chair. I was acting as an angel or some sort of spirit dancing around him. He started screaming, and both the governesses rushed in. I got scolded for whatever I was doing to Edward that would make him so terrified.”


Albee recalls it as a time of great inquisitiveness: “We used to get under the dressing table and poke around.” That, he said, was in one of his plays. Lin adds a curious note to her recounting of their relationship, “I envied Edward (and his cousins Barbara and Nancy) for being adopted and longed to have been adopted also.” Lin disliked her mother even more than Edward disliked his. She ran away from home at fifteen during one of her mother’s violent fits of temper and found shelter with the family doctor. Then her nanny took her to Manhattan, and Lin moved in with a grandmother. She had an even worse childhood than Albee did.


One of Albee’s recurrent fantasies, developed when he was quite young, was that, in the tradition of Victorian novels, Nanny Church was his real mother and had been hired secretly to take care of him (this was years before Olivia de Havilland played a related role in the movie To Each His Own). Similarly, Lin dreamed of belonging to her governess. In any case, Edward felt closer to his nanny than to his mother and father. For one thing, he does not remember having meals with his parents. One family friend offers a snapshot image of Edward having his supper in his bed: “a grave, handsome child with beautiful eyes.” Periodically he would be brought down, as if for inspection, and, always, he was kept at a cool distance.


When Edward was almost four, Nanny Church was called out of town and Mrs. Albee asked Ida Hughes, whose husband ran a local drugstore, if she had any suggestion as to who could fill in for the governess for that weekend. Mrs. Hughes’s younger sister, Ethel Hofer, then seventeen, was visiting her relatives from her home in Minnesota and was drafted as babysitter. Many years later, after Edward had become a celebrated Broadway playwright, Ms. Hofer, as Ethel Erickson, a practicing pathologist, married with two children, sent him a letter recalling what was for her a euphoric weekend: “The first night we stayed up as late as we could and ate too many gum drops. The next day we went to the stables and I watched you ride a silver horse. That afternoon we went to ‘boxing lessons.’ . . . That evening there was a big dinner so we stayed upstairs and whooped it up, as three-year-olds and teenagers can.” In her recollection, the guests at the Albee dinner included Jimmy Walker, the mayor of New York City, and Mr. and Mrs. William Todd, wealthy shipowners and friends of the family. “On Sunday it was a ride to the stables and meeting the whole family, and finally that afternoon you and I walked miles and played in a half dozen backyards with other kids, arriving home completely disheveled, dirty and happy. But unfortunately for me, Mrs. Church was back.” For Ethel, it was a memorable and momentous time. For Edward, hearing a voice from the past was like hearing about someone else’s childhood. Answering her letter, he wrote, “You remind me of things that I do recall, and you also bring up things that I only might have recalled—things that are so misty and dreamlike that they may never have happened at all, though I’m sure they did.”


Around the age of four, during a visit to church with his nanny, he had what he regards as a religious experience. It was Easter, and for the first time he heard the story of The Crucifixion: “I was deeply upset by it. I think I somehow related to the fact that the Episcopal Church was responsible for The Crucifixion.” He started weeping and cried so much Nanny Church had to take him out of the church. That, he said, wryly, “leads to a plethora of Christ symbolism in my plays.” Going one step further, he suggests—with a smile—that that moment began his loss of faith. The fact is from that time onward he has had an obsession about Christ, as man and martyr.


The private life of his parents often revolved around entertaining. Because of his vaudeville connections, Reed Albee would invite actors and clowns to their house: Walter Pidgeon, Ed Wynn (who would come with his son Keenan), Victor Moore, and William Gaxton—by then all of them were major stars. Some of them would sail up from New York on their private yachts, docking them at Larchmont harbor and then taking a tender to the Albee house. When the neighborhood children heard that Shirley Temple, at that time the most popular star in America, was going to visit the Albees, they were excited at the prospect. They were greatly disappointed when it turned out that it was merely a rumor.


From their perspective, his parents’ friends thought Edward was well cared for. “There was never a kid more indulged in,” said Ed Wynn in 1962. “When he was five or six, his father bought him the biggest St. Bernard he could find. The kid looked like he was leading an elephant.” What Edward remembers most about that St. Bernard, Laddie, was that one snowy winter day, the dog was tied to his sled and, dog and boy, they rode around the family grounds. Laddie apparently saw a rabbit, swerved, and ran the sled directly into a large tree. Edward fell forward and struck his head on a nail in the tree. As always, Nanny Church was quick on the scene. She picked him up and carried him to the house. Edward was in tears and he remembers Nanny Church saying again and again, “For crying out loud,” which “had nothing to do with the fact that I was crying.” Luckily a doctor was at that moment visiting the Albees. He cleaned the wound but he did not take stitches, leaving Edward with a scar that is still visible on his forehead. Later Albee wrote about Laddie that he was “an unhappy St. Bernard who became fat and lazy, for he didn’t get to run much or sink deep in snow, or rescue anybody, or anything.” Then and later, dogs and cats were to play an important part in his life. One of his most vivid childhood memories is of crying at The Biscuit Eater, a movie about a dog that is punished for stealing eggs.


Looking back on his childhood, he says, “I was given all the things that money can buy: electric trains, private schools, a nanny” and a man named Al Zerega who acted as an athletic trainer and a kind of paid companion. In the absence of Edward’s father, who always seemed otherwise engaged, Zerega was the closest to a strong male presence in the household. One of Zerega’s roles was to teach Edward the art of self-defense. Lin Emery remembers boxing with Edward and has a photograph to back up the memory. There was a stable with saddle horses (and Dalmatians) on the property. Because Frankie was a horsewoman, she encouraged her son to ride, which he did from an early age. Later, Don Budge taught him how to play tennis at the Westchester Country Club, where Budge, a former tennis champion, was the professional in residence. Every day, the family chauffeur drove him to and from Rye Country Day School. Albee’s memories of the Rye school are mostly of athletics; he played both soccer and baseball.


In the family collection there is a photograph of Edward next to his mother and his cousins Barbara and Nancy, each on a horse, “tiny little me on top of a huge gray gelding.” Neatly groomed, wearing a checked jacket, he looks princely, a perfect picture of Larchmont royalty. In an earlier photograph, he is sitting in his mother’s lap next to one of the many Albee pet dogs, a terrier. Frankie’s hair is marcelled in the current fashion. Edward has a chubby face, long ringlets, and a cheerful smile. In this and other pictures, he looks happy and content: a pose, of course, for the camera. About those photographs, he said, “All unhappy families are alike,” meaning, in part, that despite everything people look happy in the family album.


Often the chauffeur drove Edward and his nanny into New York in one of the family’s two Rolls-Royces to see a matinee of a Broadway show. Edward habitually sat in the front seat next to the driver. He and Nanny Church always saw musicals, beginning with Billy Rose’s Jumbo starring Jimmy Durante (which opened in November 1935, when Edward was seven). Many years later, Rose was to become an important figure in Edward’s professional life, but that was the boy’s first brush with theater. His two most indelible memories of the show are seeing a live elephant on stage and the Krazy Kat wooden toy that he took home as a souvenir, a toy that could be manipulated like a puppet. He vividly remembers Durante leading the elephant by its trunk. Every time anyone would ask Durante about the elephant, he would say, “What elephant?” The following year, he saw Rodgers and Hart’s On Your Toes, which featured George Balanchine’s Slaughter on Tenth Avenue. In 1937, the show was Hooray for What!, a Harold Arlen–E. Y. Harburg musical that made room for Ed Wynn to insert his vaudeville routines. One was a telephone sketch in which Wynn said hello to a long list of people. When Wynn learned that young Albee was in the house, he ad-libbed his name on that list. Another of Edward’s favorites was Bobby Clark, who “played a Mexican tortilla maker: He came out with a cart and a lot of dough, which he lassoed into great long strings.” He also enjoyed the outrageous nonsense of Olsen and Johnson in Hellzapoppin’. Ushers would intentionally put theatergoers in the wrong seats and then make them crawl over the heads of others to get to their right places. A small plant was carried through the audience, “and every time it went through, it grew larger and larger.” This was, as Albee later realized, his first experience with the Theater of the Absurd.


At the same time, Nanny Church encouraged his interest in classical music. On Saturday afternoons, if they were at home, they would listen to the broadcast of the Metropolitan Opera: They would lie down on a bed together and lift off into a world of music.


Hovering over the house was a fear of kidnapping, as there was for many other wealthy families at the time, because of the kidnapping of the Lindbergh baby. “I remember my family talking a lot about kidnapping, and maybe they even put a guard on the property for a while. [One friend said that there were guards.] They were afraid that there might be a spate of kidnapping, and that their son might be a prime target.” It was in response to these precautions that Edward grew so fearful that he started sleeping with the bow and arrow under his bed and began to check that all the screens on the windows in his room were locked before he went to bed. When his nanny came into his room to say goodnight, he would say, for luck, “See you in the morning,” and persist until she said, “Yes, I’ll see you in the morning.” Only then, with that promise, would he go to sleep. He asks himself, “Was I afraid of dying or of being removed? I don’t know which.” In later years, he made a few futile attempts to run away, to remove himself: a kind of self-kidnapping.


If there was little communication with his mother, there was none with his father, who sat silently in his favorite chair or walked around the room jingling the coins in the pocket of his trousers or dressing gown (an image repeated by Tobias in A Delicate Balance). Noel Farrand recalled, “The sound of his jingling coins usually heralded his entry into the room, and often you heard it while he was there. He rarely spoke. He would say hello to me and then listen to his wife talk.” Albee says simply, “He was such a negative, quiet person that I never even got to know the man.” He adds, “I have the memory that I once did try to have a conversation with him about how I felt, that I did try that, and it didn’t work. We were both terribly embarrassed by it. I wanted it to be over as soon as possible, and I think he did too.” Once, Edward and his father and Noel played poker together. “He beat us, and he giggled about that. He had that laugh: ha-ha. That’s the way he laughed. I’m told that he was a very funny man, a raconteur. I have no memory of any of this.” Almost everyone who visited the Albee house has a clear recollection of Mrs. Albee, but few have anything to say about her husband. He seemed to be invisible.


With bitterness, Edward says that whenever his mother became angry with him, she reminded him that he was adopted. The inference was in the air that, if he did not behave, if he did not measure up, he could be returned to the orphanage, like an unwanted possession. As he said, “I will never forgive her for that. . . . She kept saying things like, ‘Just wait until you’re eighteen and I’ll have you out of the house so fast it will make your head spin.’ The only thing I could possibly say for her is that she had a lot of pressures on her. But I don’t think that excuses any of that kind of behavior.”


He felt a curious kind of ambivalence about his relationship with his mother. In an early Albee play called End of Summer, a young man speaks about a memory of his mother crawling into bed with him, an image that appears several times in Albee’s apprentice work. When that image was mentioned to him, he said, “in life, too,” and added, “I don’t remember how old I was,” but he has a clear picture of times when his mother got into bed with him. It was not at all like those times when he and his nanny would lie on a bed and listen to the opera. His mother’s action made him feel “sexually uncomfortable. I haven’t the faintest idea what was going on in her mind, and whatever it was, I’m sure she wouldn’t have admitted it to herself.”


Pressed about his childhood, he says, “When I was a kid, I can’t remember being unhappy or happy. I don’t remember much of my emotional state between the age of four and eleven.” When did he first realize he was unhappy? “Obviously not when I was going through it.” But looking back, the perspective changes: “I was not happy being away at school. I was not happy being at home. Obviously I wasn’t happy anywhere.” About one thing he is adamant: He suffered no physical abuse in his family, no corporal punishment. On the other hand, neither did he feel love or affection, and has no memory of his parents embracing him, or, as he says, “no touchies, no feelies.” Even as he began to express himself artistically, drawing as well as writing poems (from the age of six) and at least thinking about becoming a composer, there was not the slightest interest from his parents. Very early, their son responded by maintaining his distance from them.


There is, as always, another side to the story. Even at a young age, he was clever and had a certain amount of guile. Muir Weissinger Jr., one of his closest childhood friends, said, “He was consciously contrary at home. He enjoyed pushing the button to see what would happen. He would say, ‘Let’s press the button.’ He would treat his parents like puppets. Reed Albee would make different grunting sounds. He hardly ever said complete sentences. If Ed pressed the right button, his father would tell his story about meeting the Pope. His mother would say things to Ed like, ‘Why don’t you go out into the world and make a man of yourself?’ He would always have a great comeback. There was lots of arguing in that house.” Recalling the disparity between parents and child, Weissinger concluded, “It’s lucky he was adopted. He would not get much talent from those two.”


Reflecting on Edward’s childhood, his friend Joanna Steichen, who is a psychologist, says, “He was particularly sensitive and observant and intuitive about what was going on. He was in this environment in which his mother wanted to be a perfect Republican aristocrat. She was so anxious, engaged in having to survive in that family, and terrified that her son might ruin her chances of survival: If he was bad enough, they might all get thrown out. His father wanted to be a playboy and have a good time. The in-laws were there demanding certain standards, and there was the drunken aunt, and Grandma in her room. I try to make sense of his life.”


The Albees did not socialize with their neighbors, as did the Farrands, who frequented the Yacht Club. Often they visited the Winstons, going to dinner parties at their home in Scarsdale, but rarely did they return the invitation. Ronald Winston, who continues to run the family jewelry business, barely knew Edward (Edward was several years older), but has always been fascinated by the fact that Harry and Edna are the names of the characters who suddenly move in with Agnes and Tobias in A Delicate Balance. Edward says that the reason he borrowed the Winstons’ names for the characters is that they would have been the last people that his parents would have taken in. For all of Edward’s memories of his mother’s casual prejudices, in particular her anti-Semitism, their friends the Winstons were Jewish. This, Edward suggests, is one reason that in real life his parents would not have given them shelter.


Every winter, the Albees all went to Palm Beach to Edward’s paternal grandmother’s house. Even more than Larchmont, this was a very conservative community where people were equally devoted to golf, bridge, and cocktails at the club. It was a place that he would remember with regret: “a highly prejudiced community with exclusionary clubs, a fortress against reality and the world.” The journey south was a major expedition, like a scene out of a novel by Henry James or Edith Wharton. Gathering up possessions, they traveled from Pennsylvania Station in Grandmother Albee’s two private railroad cars, linked to the end of a regular passenger train. The entourage included Reed and Frankie, Grandma Cotter, aunts, uncles, cousins, and servants. These were grand festive events, greatly anticipated within the family. Reed’s sister Ethel would bring down her husband of the moment. Her first was a dentist, Ted Lauder; her second, George E. Vigouroux Jr., had been a dance instructor at an Arthur Murray dance studio and then opened an art gallery in Palm Beach. According to Albee, Vigouroux was homosexual and, both in Palm Beach and at his wife’s house in Nantucket, indulged in activities that scandalized the family: he would “pick up and be beaten by tough black guys” and he would bring male lovers back home. Eventually he was ostracized from both resorts. Edward’s Aunt Jane would also visit Palm Beach with her husband Hamilton Bendilare. As with her sister Frankie, she had been a department store model; then she became a buyer of women’s clothes and moved to Washington where she worked for Garfinkel’s department store. Edward liked her but not her husband. He recalls one episode: “I was ten or eleven. A swimming pool in Washington, probably in the apartment where they lived. I remember swimming, playing around, and throwing myself in the water at Bendilare, no sexual intent on my part that I can recall. But I remember him complaining that I was all over him. Interesting.”


Edward loved to swim. He learned early and seemed to regard swimming, or life under water, as a kind of escape, a sea escape. In Seascape, Charlie, the middle-aged character played on Broadway by Barry Nelson, speaks for the author in his reverie about his childhood: “When I was tiny, I would go in the swimming pool, at the shallow end, let out my breath and sit on the bottom; when you let out your breath—all of it—you sink, gently, and you can sit on the bottom until your lungs need air. I would do that—I was so young—sit there, gaze about. Great trouble for my parents. ‘Good God, go get Charlie; he’s gone and sunk again.’ ”


During the three or four months he was in Florida, Edward would be taken out of Rye Country Day School and transferred to the Palm Beach Private School. “Then around Easter I’d be shipped back north again and put back in the Rye Country Day School, where they were teaching nothing I had been paying attention to down at the Palm Beach Private School.” Among the children in Palm Beach were Lin Emery, Edward’s cousins Barbara and Nancy Lauder, and as Lin Emery recalls, Fred Gwynne (later, the actor), and an exceedingly disruptive little boy named James Merrill. She remembers a Merrill birthday party: “All the governesses were on one side of a long table and all the children on the other side, and Jimmy got up on the table and ran up and down on it knocking over all the sugar pots. Then everybody started throwing creamed chicken at each other.” Merrill was to cross paths with Edward at Lawrenceville Academy; much later he would become celebrated as a poet.


The annual journey to Florida left Edward with one especially bad memory. Once in class at the Rye Country Day School, the teacher was talking about the first American colonies, and in particular about Jamestown in Virginia. Edward piped up that he passed through Jamestown on the way to his grandmother’s house in Florida. He recalls: “I said, ‘Every winter we go down by train to Palm Beach, in my grandmother’s private car. We go by Jamestown and I see all the lights in the windows.’ I was just making this up because I wanted to participate. And he humiliated me by saying, ‘There are no lights in the windows of Jamestown.’ I shut up for three years after that. I never said another word to anybody about anything. I was enormously tongue-tied, pathologically shy.” He adds, “Maybe part of that shyness was a form of loneliness.”


Nanny Church was part of the Albee entourage to Palm Beach and, as usual, spent more time with Edward than his parents did. In one photograph, Edward, at a very young age, is seen with Nanny Church and his mother, in one of the rickshawlike bicycle coaches popular in that resort. To the rear is a black man, riding the bicycle that drives the wicker chair on the boardwalk. At Edward’s feet is a spotted dog that looks like the one in the old RCA Victor phonograph ads. Looking at the photograph, Albee says, “I don’t remember that dog at all. It must have been somebody else’s. God, I am a fat little thing.” When that photograph first turned up, he wrote to the family friend who had sent it to him: “Thank you for the photograph. You have sent me so far into the past that I don’t know if I shall ever recover. I don’t remember the specific incident of the photograph, but I imagine the cameraman was Mr. Brady, on his way south for a rest after covering the Civil War.”


During the summer Albee was usually at the Adirondack Camp in upstate New York and later at Lake Sunapee Summer School in New Hampshire. One summer, when Edward was ten, his father called Harold Hughes at the Larchmont drugstore and said he would pay him to give his son a job. Taking an ethical stand, Hughes said that would violate state labor laws, but offered to hire the young boy and give him a salary. Naturally, Edward was driven to work by the family chauffeur, which, said Hughes, gave his modest store added dignity. Beginning as a delivery boy, he was soon promoted to mixing sodas at the fountain. When he was paid at the end of the week, he would ride the bus into New Rochelle and buy classical records. Sometime earlier, he decided he would take piano lessons and signed on with a local teacher. Without telling his parents, he visited her in her home and took private lessons. He did not pay her and finally she told his parents. As he tells the story, that was the end of his piano study.


In 1940, his paternal grandmother died. At the funeral, the casket was open and, one by one, each of the relatives had to view the body. “I remember exactly what my father, this reticent man, said. He stood at the coffin and said in a very loud voice, ‘Good-bye, Mom.’ And I think he cried. Was he talking to the dead, or was he talking to be heard? It always has to be a little bit of both.” That death considerably altered the lives of the rest of the family. Reed Albee was wealthy enough to be unaffected by the depression, but the death of his mother increased his fortune. His sister inherited the house in Palm Beach and he inherited his mother’s house in Larchmont, “the Hommocks” on Hommocks Road, at the very end of the street. It was grander and more beautiful than the Albee home on Bay Avenue, which they then sold. A handsome shingled house across the harbor from Bay Avenue, the Hommocks resembled grand estates in Newport, Rhode Island. It had nine acres, six or seven gardeners, and five or six servants indoors (the number varied according to the Albee’s needs).


This was Edward Albee’s favorite childhood home. As he described it: “All around three sides were great porches, open porches with white Doric pillars. It was a three-story house. Entering through the solarium—everybody had a solarium—it was an informal sitting room. Enter: a huge living room with sezesson walnut paneling, very much like the one in the play [A Delicate Balance]. Everywhere there were sixteen foot ceilings. Off to the right, a large formal dining room, off white, as I recall. At the end of it was a less formal breakfast room, but still very formal. Looking straight from the solarium into the living room, straight ahead of you is the staircase. Fireplace off to the left, bookshelves going into a paneled library, where I used to make old-fashioneds for my grandmother at cocktail time.” At twelve, he was already the family bartender. “Upstairs there were five bedrooms. Mine was way off on the right, a guest room, another upstairs solarium, my grandmother’s room, then my mother’s room and my father’s room. They didn’t sleep in the same room. I think there was another upstairs sitting room where we had one of the early early television sets: a huge box with a tiny screen.”


Edward loved the library, with its wall of leatherbound books. It was “a wonderful, wonderful room,” and filled with an air of mystery. The library was for show, not for use, but he was overcome by his curiosity. One day, browsing the shelves, he came across the collected works of Ivan Turgenev. The books were unread; the pages had not been cut, and that fascinated him. “I took one out and cut the pages, and took it upstairs and started reading.” He was thrilled by the stories of Russian country life, at least partly because they were so distant from his own world. After reading a book, he would put it back and take another one up to his room. “One day I guess I had fallen asleep with a book. When I came down to breakfast, my mother and my father were there, and Grandma Cotter and Aunt Jane. The whole scene in the dining room was emotionally chilly. I found out why. My mother announced, ‘Suzie,’ or whatever the maid’s name was, ‘Suzie tells us that there is a book that has been taken out of the bookcase. There is a hole where the book belonged.’ ” Edward explained that he had been reading the book and mentioned the author, an announcement that was met with stony silence. No one else at the table had read Turgenev or cared about him.


Years later, Aunt Jane asked Frankie if she remembered scolding her son for taking the books off the shelves. She replied, “Oh no, dear. I didn’t scold him for taking them down. I scolded him for not putting them back.” The important fact, as Albee recalled, was “the gap tooth in the bookshelves.” In other words, the books were decoration and not to be disturbed. “Turgenev? Balzac? Zola? Madame de Sévigné? Who’s going to read that stuff? I was in my early teens. It was a nice introduction to serious literature.”


As a young teenager, Edward’s other closest friend (besides Farrand) was Muir Weissinger Jr., who was born in England and emigrated to the United States in the late 1930s. Muir carried with him a sense of good breeding, combined with a devil-may-care, hedonistic attitude toward life. After meeting Muir at the Larchmont Yacht Club, Noel introduced him to Edward. The three formed a triumvirate, and Edward spent a great deal of time at the Weissingers’ house. He called Muir’s mother, Florence, “Mummy,” as did other unrelated children, and to a certain extent the Weissingers became a kind of substitute family for him. Florence was English, while her husband was “a white-haired Southern gentleman with a cane: Judge Weissinger.” Edward and Muir both went to Rye Country Day School and, later, Choate, and still later, Trinity College. They would hang up loudspeakers in the Weissinger garden and present recorded concerts. Edward, Noel, and Muir would go sailing in Muir’s boat. None of them knew anything about boats and on at least one occasion, all three fell overboard. Later, Edward dated Muir’s sister Delphine; he was her escort at her coming-out party. Before they ended their long and intense relationship, they were, he said, “unofficially engaged.” In contrast to his own family, he thought the Weissingers were “a perfectly nice family,” and, he adds, “I don’t think my mother liked them.” She thought he was spending too much time at their house. Long after he left home, he remained in contact with the Weissingers, at least with Mrs. Weissinger and Muir.


During World War II, the Albees split their time between the Hommocks and their apartment on Park Avenue in Manhattan. By then, Edward was away most of the time, at school (a succession of schools) or summer camp. But he wrote poetry and fiction at the Hommocks and he lived there until he left home. His childhood may not have been as unhappy as it seemed to him in retrospect, but it is clear that he always felt at a remove from his parents. It was not the first time that he thought of himself as an intruder.


Many years later, Albee and Noel Farrand were having lunch in Taos, New Mexico, where Farrand was in residence as a composer. They were both in their fifties, and well into their careers, although as always with Farrand his career was a struggle. Farrand recalled: “Edward said, do you feel that you have grown up or matured? I said no, I feel I’m very much the same as I was when I was a child and lost in that big house of yours, just like in Tiny Alice. He nodded and said with some bitterness, ‘They didn’t tell us this.’ They didn’t tell us that we wouldn’t mature. He asked, ‘Are we going to be the same way when we’re seventy?’ I repeated, ‘They didn’t tell us this,’ and he laughed.”
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Santayanian Finesse


An ultra-poetical, super-aesthetical out-of-the-way young man.


WHEN Albee gives a speech, he often begins with a cautionary tale about his education, or, rather, his noneducation. It goes like this: “I’m not sure I am representative of the average creative artist in the United States today—by either background or career. I was adopted into a wealthy family. I received a private school education—a private schools education. No sooner would my well-intentioned family get me into one—Lawrenceville, for example, in Princeton, New Jersey—when I would get myself thrown out. I think it was nothing more complex than my desire to be at home and my family’s desire to have me away. Well, they knew me better than I knew myself in those distant days, and I suspect they were right. I went to many, many schools. There was a law on the books, I think, in those days that said, in effect: No matter how despairing your well-intentioned family may be at your refusal to be educated, they may not have you put into a reform school. There was no law on the books, however, that said they could not do the next worst thing and put you in a military academy. And so, at the age of fourteen, for my sins—and it is amazing the number of sins I must have committed by the age of fourteen—I found myself at the Valley Forge Military Academy, wittily located in Valley Forge, Pennsylvania.”


Then after a discussion of the two courses taught at Valley Forge, “sadism and masochism,” he talks about the Choate School in Wallingford, Connecticut, “the only place in my life from which I have ever graduated,” and Trinity College in Hartford, which he left after a year and a half. He was to become one of many contemporary playwrights (others are Harold Pinter, Tom Stoppard, and Alan Ayckbourn) who did not have a college or university education, yet became known for the brilliance of their dialogue. Like everything else in Albee’s life, Lawrenceville, Valley Forge, Choate, and Trinity were all consequential parts of his self-education, and the truth about each is more or less than he imagined. Each was a way station on an interior journey.


In 1940, when Edward was twelve, he and his mother were driven to Lawrenceville to meet the headmaster, Alan Heely. As Albee later described it, his first encounter with Lawrenceville began with a moment of acute embarrassment. He sets the scene: “Albee and Ma driving to Lawrenceville to get me into the joint. She must have loosened the side of her dress to be comfortable in the car driving down. We were sitting in the outer room of the headmaster’s office. I was hunched on a sofa while she was sitting properly alert at a round table. I noticed that she had not zipped up the side of her dress, and one could see her corset. To show you how shy and tongue-tied I was, I could not bring myself even to say, ‘It’s unzipped.’ Now, I know I wasn’t doing it to humiliate her. The idea of saying something so embarrassing”—to him and to her—“I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I was paralyzed.”


On June 24 of that year, Reed Albee formally submitted an application for his son’s admission to Lawrenceville. At the time, Edward was just finishing the seventh grade at Rye Country Day School. Although the application was signed with his father’s name, it was Frances Albee who filled it out and signed it. Asked for the reason for the applicant’s leaving his last school, she wrote, tersely, “Want boy in boarding school.” To the question, “Has applicant ever failed to be promoted in his school career?” she wrote, “This year.” The applicant’s reading preference? “Edward is very fond of reading worthwhile material,” she stated, without naming his favorite authors. But with maternal pride, she listed his sporting interests (boxing, riding, rifle marksmanship, tennis, swimming) and his hobbies (making airplane and ship models). Then in a moment of candidness, in a rare comment on what she thought were her son’s deficiencies, she said that Edward has to learn “to give and take—as an only child, everything around belongs to him—he must learn to share.”


Albee was admitted to the prep school on July 9, and returned in September. Away from home for the first time, he remained shy and remembers having no close friends. James Merrill and Frederick Buechner (later famous, respectively, as a poet and as a novelist) were also in the lower school, but they were two classes ahead of him. Charles Chaplin’s sons, Sydney and Charles Jr., were among the other students there at the time. Merrill and Buechner were best friends at Lawrenceville. As Merrill said in his memoir A Different Person: “I began writing poetry in my second year at Lawrenceville, soon after meeting Freddy. He had shown the way by publishing in the school literary magazine eighteen lines (they gave it a whole page) in a delectable pre-WWI mode.” Merrill set about modeling his writing on that of his friend. At the same time, his teachers “were busily exposing us to the whole of English poetry from Wyatt to Browning.” While Merrill and Buechner were immersing themselves in an intellectual and aesthetic atmosphere, Albee, the new boy, remained apart. He remembers: “I tried to pal around with Jimmy and Freddy. Obviously I gravitated to them, something about their personality and creativity. But I was sort of the puppy tagging along occasionally.” They were “very sophisticated,” and he was “a tot.”


The disparity in their Lawrenceville experience, Buechner said, was that he and Merrill stayed on and went from the lower school to the upper school, where they found “tremendous encouragement” from the teachers, especially those on the English faculty. Buechner remembers Albee as “small for his age, a lonely little boy.” He continues: “I can see him sitting there in study hall, a little sad boy with a tiny scar over one eyebrow, looking like a mark of anxiety. I liked him as much as I was aware of him.” He allows himself one conjecture: If Albee had continued at Lawrenceville and made friends, “it might have made all the difference in the world.”


Academically, Lawrenceville draws a blank from Albee: “I didn’t really care much about classes.” Setting what was to become a pattern, he only went to the classes that interested him. He did poorly in all his subjects. The first year his housemaster reported, “Stubbornness and a kind of selfishness are the chief stumbling blocks he has to overcome before he can really begin to realize his abilities more fully.” As usual, Edward is unsure about exact dates, but along about the time of his first year at Lawrenceville, he decided to leave home and go abroad. He went so far as to make a reservation on an ocean liner to go to France, thinking that he would pay for the ticket with money that he had saved (his grandmother habitually gave him $100 at Christmas and on his birthday). Typically, when Edward thought about running away from home, he was not about to hitchhike west, but to escape to Paris at least in semi-grand style. Imagine young Albee arriving in Paris in the late 1930s, and meeting Ernest Hemingway or, more important, James Joyce and Samuel Beckett. Naturally, the voyage was abandoned.


Before returning to Lawrenceville for his second year, he wrote a letter to the headmaster announcing his plans to settle down and take advantage of the educational opportunities. The threat of military school was already hanging over his head like a Damoclean sword. In his letter, he said, “Truthfully, I like Lawrenceville very much. Mother and Dad doubt that and they have a perfect right to. But I think that I should know better than anyone else if I like it. In connection with my getting down to work my mother does not consider that possible . . . In short, I plan to. That is the main gist of it. If you are willing to have me return and give it a try I will be eager to do so. If not just say so.”


“Maybe I thought I was punishing them by not doing well,” he said later. “It’s like suicides: I’ll kill myself and then they’ll be sorry. My discontent with the environment I lived in was so profound, or maybe my discontent with everything was so profound. I would not participate. I was a non-participator.” He did, however, participate in extracurricular activities, including the theater. Appearing in a Noël Coward one-act, he played “a middle-aged British dowager trying to get a meal at a Cockney restaurant, and being spritzed with water.” He decorated his room with reproductions of Van Gogh, Cézanne, and Picasso, rented from the school library, expressing an interest in art at the same time the other boys had pictures of “naked babes and sports figures” on their walls. He traces his earliest sexual adventures to Lawrenceville. Just before he reached puberty, he began to realize that he was attracted to other boys. He has memories of sexual experimentation among the students. The students slept in a dormitory rather than in individual rooms: “I remember everybody going from one bed to another all night, the patter of little feet.” It was at Lawrenceville, he said, that he had his first sexual experience, “probably with an older boy,” unnamed. “The day of puberty,” he said, “and bang—and I took to it, as they say, as a duck to water.”


Despite all promises, the second year was not an improvement. As his housemaster wrote:


Ed’s four failures in five subjects were entirely unnecessary. He simply has not interested himself in the work, and instead of doing even a minimum job he has deliberately wasted his time. In other respects his record is no better. He has made few friends because of an unfounded attitude of superiority. As manager of the house football team he was largely a failure. I have made no real progress in numerous talks with him because he prefers glib conversation to honest discussion and because he politely resents every offer of advice and help.


The housemaster’s irritation was clearly showing. One phrase is curious: “unfounded attitude of superiority.” As was also the case with Samuel Beckett during his school days in Ireland, Albee projected an air of being smarter than his classmates and his teachers. In both cases, the attitude was not unfounded. But how were Edward’s teachers to know about his intelligence? He was often absent, and when he was in class he refused to do assignments.


In the eighth grade he failed both math and science and got a bare 60 in English. He finished the year with a weighted average of 55. Occasionally there was a glimmer of hope. In his second year of English, he scored an 85 on his final. His teacher said that “climaxed a drive that began after the April Quarterly Report” and suggested that “there is nothing he can’t do in English if he will work.” In the fall of 1942 he failed English, history, French, and science and was put on probation. Oddly, he passed math. At mid-year when his probation was terminated he was still failing everything but math, with a weighted average of 49. Before the end of his second year, he was dismissed from Lawrenceville for not attending classes.


For Albee, reading Merrill’s memoir evoked thoughts about Lawrenceville: “He seems to have much more of a handle on how he felt at the time than I did, than I do. Or maybe if he was going to write the book he had to develop more of a handle on it.” Quietly and privately, Albee wrote poetry at Lawrenceville, and at twelve he wrote his first play, a three-act sex farce called Aliqueen, which his mother supposedly threw away. John Joseph, who later was one of Edward’s favorite teachers at Choate, said that he understood why someone like him would dislike Lawrenceville. That school, he said, promoted “a Lawrenceville norm, the apotheosis of the successful American, the rugged athlete and he-man, the no-culture, no-sensitivity-permitted type of boy.” In other words, Merrill and Buechner were exceptions.


As might be expected, Frances Albee was very upset at her son’s failure and wrote to the Lawrenceville headmaster saying that he must know “what a large size lump I have in my throat.” If Edward thought that Lawrenceville was restrictive, his next stop, Valley Forge Military Academy in Pennsylvania, was ice water, a shock to his system. J. D. Salinger had preceded him at Valley Forge by seven years. With his creation of Holden Caulfield in Catcher in the Rye, he unwittingly wrote about a rebel like Albee. Think of Holden Caulfield at Pencey Prep (in Agerstown, Pennsylvania) or of Ben Gazzara in the stage adaptation of Calder Willingham’s End as a Man, and you have a picture of Albee at the time. As Albee said, “I did not write Catcher in the Rye or End as a Man, I lived them.” Salinger graduated from Valley Forge, and Albee did not.


In a school photograph in uniform at Valley Forge, Albee looks starched and steely-eyed. Albee regarded the militarism of the environment as perverse and the school as a kind of prison. “It was an awful place. Reform school, basically.” At other times, he would refer to it as the Valley Forge Concentration Camp. Despite, or because of, the authoritarian air, he wrote poetry, some of which was published in the school newspaper. In one bizarre series of incidents, he would be called upon to read poems to one master “who would beat students in front of me because he thought I would like it.” Paradoxically, this was the one teacher who expressed interest in his writing. Albee himself was never beaten by his masters. But he was surrounded by the latent brutality of the students. Though always dismissive of his juvenalia, Albee remembers the first stanza of one of his Valley Forge poems and recites it on request. It sounds like a drumbeating lyric by Vachel Lindsay or Rudyard Kipling:


Darkness stole the scene’s full power


Darkness hit the watcher’s plight


Darkness hit the very hour


Darkness, watchword of the night.


“Pretty good for fourteen,” he says.


At Valley Forge, he became nostalgic and wistful about Lawrenceville. He sent a letter to Dr. Heely, the headmaster, offering to stop by and see him that Christmas, either in New York or at Lawrenceville. Looking back on his time there, he wrote:


I suppose the customary thing to say is that I don’t really miss Lawrenceville and am quite content where I am.


I guess I don’t dislike it here at Valley Forge, but it is so different from Lawrenceville. I will admit that I was sent to Valley Forge for discipline, and, discipline I got. I also admit that it was entirely my own fault that I was forced to leave Lawrenceville. I just didn’t study. Yes, I made up excuses that sound perfect, and which I believed, after a time. You might say that I just didn’t care.


Now I understand what I left. The whole atmosphere at Lawrenceville was so friendly, while here it is all “military.” But what do you expect at a military school?


I hope that you won’t consider this just a lot of “talk,” because I really mean it . . .


While Edward was at Valley Forge in the early 1940s, presumably training to be a cadet, America was at war. The Albees, with their wealth, were scarcely affected by the war until it proved difficult to obtain fuel for the furnace of their large house in Larchmont. Eventually, they closed the house and moved to their apartment at 299 Park Avenue, which was then called the Park Lane Hotel. So much for their participation in anything that might be regarded as the war effort. When their son was home from boarding school, he stayed with his parents on Park Avenue. A curious memory of embarrassment: On one vacation, he was out walking his mother’s two French poodles and happened to be outside of the Liberty music store on Madison Avenue when Frank Sinatra, then at the very height of his fame, came out the door. “He saw me standing there in my military school outfit with those poodles. I’ve never seen a stranger expression on anyone’s face.”


After a trying year and a half, Albee was out of Valley Forge, for medical as well as academic reasons. He suffered an assortment of illnesses, including measles and chicken pox, and spent much of his time in the school infirmary. Somehow, despite his disastrous academic record at his first two prep schools, he managed to transfer to Choate, a highly regarded prep school in Wallingford, Connecticut, later to be known for such famous political alumni as Adlai E. Stevenson and John F. Kennedy, and much later, as the school that educated Edward Albee. Why was Albee admitted? The reason for his acceptance was hidden for many years in his student file at Lawrenceville.


On June 6, 1944, C. Wardell St. John, the assistant headmaster of Choate (and the son of the headmaster George C. St. John), wrote Dr. Heely, the Lawrenceville headmaster, who was an old friend of his. He said that Mrs. Reed Albee had applied for admission for her son, Edward (then sixteen), and he asked if Heely could send him a description of the boy’s record at Lawrenceville.


How was Heely to respond? It was a straightforward request, and normally it would have been followed by an equally straightforward response. The average headmaster would have simply looked up the boy’s academic record and told Choate about his failure, or at best, he would have been noncommittal in his reply, wanting to free himself of all responsibility. However, this was not the case. In response to the request from Choate came a life-changing—and a life-saving—letter, probably the most crucial letter in Albee’s life. It is the kind of letter that some people might think about writing but would never write because they were bound by expectation and tradition, or they were simply afraid of taking a chance. Throwing caution away, and disregarding Edward’s disastrous record at Lawrenceville, Heely focused on the young man, his character, and what he regarded as his great potential. In a letter to St. John, dated June 7, 1944, he wrote:


Young Edward Albee is a very bright boy indeed. He was with us from September, 1940, to February, 1942. He scored an I.Q. of 125 on the Otis Form A in May, 1941, and an 83rd Independent School percentile on the American Council Psychological test a little later. He was an omniverous [sic] reader of very good taste, with a keen, interesting mind. In short, he is an exceedingly promising young man.


He had, however, an uncontrollable inertia toward his academic duties. [Then he described Albee’s scholastic failure and explained] So we had to let him go. [Carefully, but with full knowledge of the chance he was taking, he continued:] His academic deficiencies are not to be credited to a conscious and deliberate neglect. Ed is an adopted child and, very confidentially, he dislikes his mother with a cordial and eloquent dislike which I consider entirely justified. She and we used to see each other socially when Ed was here and she has always been very nice to us. She is, however, in my opinion a selfish, dominating person, whereas Ed is a sensitive, perceptive and intelligent boy. He feels he is not really loved and the psychological hurdle which had been built up in front of him was simply insurmountable. I can think of no other boy who, I believe, has been so fully the victim of an unsympathetic home background or who has exhibited so fully the psychological effect of feeling that he is not wanted. The parents are constantly attentive and solicitous about him but I believe Eddie is right when he says his mother really doesn’t like him and is disturbed by his failure simply because she thinks it reflects upon her.


The boy and I have written to each other and seen each other once or twice since he left here and a very friendly feeling exists between us. He realizes that he let himself go to pieces here and that he got what was coming to him when he was dismissed. As far as I am concerned, however, I should be very glad indeed to have him come back here, and I don’t think I can say handsomer than that. If you can take him into Choate, with the knowledge of his background I have given you, I think you might find he is ready now to do you great credit and himself too.


At the time, Edward did not know about the letter. Reading it many years later, he expressed his gratitude and said, “Obviously he was aware that I was waving flags, that I was drowning. Either that or he just hated her so much.” He paused. “He had her pegged and saw the situation.” And seeing it, Dr. Heely did his best to rectify it.


In retrospect, one has to wonder what would have happened if Heely had given the usual formula response: Edward had failed academically, had promised to rectify his mistakes but had not, and was dismissed from the school for all appropriate reasons. It is always possible that Edward’s parents would have found some way to exercise their influence and he would have been accepted at Choate or at some similar institution. It is equally possible that he would have been shipped off in disgrace to some lesser school, or as a final act of youthful rebellion, he might have given up entirely on the idea of education, run away from home, or fallen into a depression. His conclusion: “I think I probably would have gone on being very unhappy at whatever school I was.” In any case, none of these last resorts was necessary. He was accepted at Choate. Disregarding Edward’s past, and perhaps emboldened by Heely’s response, Frank C. Wheeler, the director of admissions at Choate, wrote with rare prescience, “I have a feeling he will distinguish himself in literature.”


It was at Choate, Albee said, that he learned how to educate himself, something that had eluded him in his previous schools. Moving from Valley Forge to Choate was “like moving from Purgatory to heaven.” To catch up to his classmates, he went to the 1944 summer session at Choate, and in typical fashion almost got thrown out of school for misbehavior. One night with four or five other students, he sneaked out of the Hillhouse dormitory. The group drove to nearby Meriden, where they went to a bar and got drunk on beer and boilermakers. Two teachers found them there, brought them back to the school, and the incident was overlooked. In the fall, Albee began his first year at Choate.


George St. John, the longtime headmaster, was considered to be something of a benevolent despot. In 1946, Albee’s graduating year and the fiftieth anniversary of the founding of the school, the Brief, the Choate yearbook, was dedicated to Dr. St. John for erecting “in Choate a noble and aspiring monument to scholarly and human ideals.” The solemnity of such a sentiment was also reflected in the Choate Hymn: “In life’s gladsome morn, thy spirit compelling / Thy sons, ever faithful, respond to thy call,” and by the fact that students had to attend chapel every day.


Entering Choate, Albee could not have been optimistic, and neither could Choate, despite the comment from the director of admissions. His previous academic record was abysmal, and, physically, he was out of shape. He had gained considerable weight, at one point ballooning to 207 pounds. Looking back, he blames the weight on puberty and depression, “and a growing sense of disenchantment.” It was at Valley Forge that he was at his lowest.


At his new school, he could have continued to go his own way, to do the absolute minimum of work while finding time for what he considered to be more important pursuits: reading, writing, and listening to music. Instead, he put himself on a strict diet and lost weight. With a determination that had not been previously apparent at his other schools, he fit himself into the Choate routine—in direct contrast to his approach at his previous schools. He scored “superior” in IQ tests, with a high aptitude in math and science, but only average verbal aptitudes. This was soon reversed. His report cards showed a satisfactory record in English and history, a very poor one in physics and French. In one of his periodic reports, Albee’s housemaster, Edwin Proctor, said that he was performing poorly in physics and “worst of all is that Ed treats the matter so lightly.”


Up at 6:45 every morning, twenty minutes to get down to breakfast, compulsory chapel every day. To his surprise—and pleasure—he found at Choate the kind of stimulation that Merrill and Buechner had discovered at Lawrenceville. For the first time in his life, he applied himself to his schoolwork and began achieving. Teachers encouraged his academic pursuits and also his acts of the imagination. In contrast to the disregard that surrounded him at home, there was genuine appreciation from an array of teachers: Charles Rice, John Joseph, Edwin Proctor, Porter Dean Caesar, Alexander (Sandy) Lehmann, and others. “They all were supportive,” he said. “They were sympathetic, I suppose, to somebody who had delusions of grandeur.” Some of them were to remain his friends long after he had left the school.


Choate became his first intellectual home. Rice, an English teacher, was astonished at the prolific nature of his poetry: “I remember sitting hour after hour in my study with him reading his many, big, hand-filled pages. One night I was faced with fifty of them.” In 1962, a Newsweek stringer tracked down Rice at Athens College in Greece to ask him about his former pupil. At the time, Rice wrote to Albee about this journalistic inquisitiveness:


The press is obviously trying to nose out the cliches that bursting genius presumes. They wanted “anecdotes.” Having been “dumped out of many schools,” you’re supposed to be a psychotic Tom Rover, caught in nightly escapades involving billy goats in teachers’ closets. Alas, I could think of no anecdotes at all. I could only tell about the talent that persisted in raising its head every once in a while through the dozens of pages of dialogue you used to let me read. I happened to have a Choate Brief, for the year of ’45, and was faced with a far more somber Albee than exists in my memory. After all, what about that laughter that rang through the Homestead when you arrived for what I think of as almost daily visits?


In his report for the first term, 1944–45, Porter Caesar, who taught English, wrote, “Ed has done a splendid job this Term in his English, learning memory passages accurately, submitting articles to the literary magazine, writing profusely, and showing a mature understanding of Macbeth and Richard II.” But years later, when he was interviewed by Newsweek, Caesar expressed his ambivalence about his pupil. “He was moody, eccentric and self-absorbed. He was smug and proud and had feelings of persecution following Lawrenceville and Valley Forge. On the surface he was a poser, a posturer, underneath he was passionately honest, mature and perhaps even wise, with boundless energy for poetry, plays and literature and a bald unwillingness to be forced to do what he had no interest in doing.”
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