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To my wife, JOAN—
who has made every happy moment happier, and every hardship easier to bear.
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“Dew Hollow,” my family’s home in Far Hills, New Jersey.

With my sister, Julia—hardly dressed for a walk in the woods—circa 1925.

My grandfather, Charles Scribner II.

My grandmother, Louise Flagg Scribner.

The Scribner Building, home of the Princeton University Press, designed by Uncle Ernest Flagg.

The Scribner Building, at 597 Fifth Avenue, New York City, also designed by Ernest Flagg.

The Scribner Book Store, looking out toward Fifth Avenue.

My father in his office, circa 1936; his relaxed expression reflected his assumption that my photograph, taken only with available light from the window, would not develop.

Scribners’ most famous novelist—and fisherman—Ernest Hemingway, with his bemused editor Max Perkins, in Key West, 1935.

With my mother, Vera Bloodgood Scribner, Master of the Essex Foxhounds (mid 1940s)—here accompanied by her seldom-equestrian son.

The one Scribner the navy sent to sea: the S.S. Charles Scribner being launched by my parents in November 1943.

The happiest moment on film: with my bride, Joan, at our wedding on July 16, 1949, in Morristown, New Jersey. Flanking us, with glasses raised, are Joan’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Edwin S. S. Sunderland.

With Joan, our son Charlie, and our new daughter-in-law, Ritchie Markoe Scribner, at their Far Hills wedding, August 1979.

Our three sons, from left to right: Blair, Charlie, and John.

With Mary Hemingway at Scribners, April 1970, announcing the posthumous publication of Islands in the Stream.

With Joan and P. D. James in London.

On the ice, Joan entertained authors and other company alike—solo!
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As far back as I have any definite childhood memories, I was aware that books were the business of our family. All my paternal relatives were involved in the publishing company, and it was soon made clear to me that as a great-grandson, a grandson, and a son, I had a destiny in publishing that could no more be changed than my gender.

I was born on July 13, 1921. I had a short-lived middle name, Hildreth, which was my mother’s father’s name. The weight of the Scribner family erased that from the records, although it is actually preserved on my birth certificate down in Quogue, Long Island, where I was born. Years later, my sister gave the name Hildreth to her first child, a daughter, so Hildreth has shifted from the male to the distaff side. It remains a family name. But I never used even the middle initial. It just withered away.

The season was summer, and in those days babies made their appearance in their mother’s bed rather than in a hospital. It was a great dynastic act to have produced a son, and when my grandmother Scribner heard that I had been born, she said, “Make sure it’s a boy. Doctors are very careless about these things.”

I was really too young to know my grandfather well. He died in 1930, nine years after I was born, so my memories of him are those that a child would form. He had a lovely home at 9 East Sixty-sixth Street in New York City. His brother-in-law, Ernest Flagg, was a distinguished architect who renovated for my grandparents a house that had been on the site. It was charming, and my grandfather had a little study with some of his books there.

He was a businessman, interested in banking, and I think he served on the boards of several banks in New York. I don’t honestly know how much of an intellectual he was; you can be a publisher without necessarily being an intellectual. He had many friends. He was a Princeton graduate, and all his classmates at Princeton, Class of 1875, loved one another sufficiently to reune regularly.

I recall him as quite a small man, with a mustache, blondish. They said that he had a withering glance, which made his employees shake with fear, but that wasn’t apparent if you didn’t work for the company. He was quite a bright, honorable, affectionate person.

He was very sweet to me. He was lame with sciatica, and once when I was sick in one of the places that my family rented in New York, he came up several flights of stairs to see me. But I was so young that there wasn’t much he could do except say, “Hello, Charlie.” It seems as if there were nothing more he could talk about at that stage of my life.

He was not very demonstrative. He carried himself with the slight stiffness of the Victorian and Edwardian regimes, when people were not always full of jokes. They took life seriously.

My grandmother Scribner was born into a distinguished artistic family, the Flaggs. Her brother Ernest, the architect, designed New York’s first great skyscraper, the Singer Building; several buildings in Annapolis; and the Corcoran Art Gallery in Washington. He had been of fairly modest means as a young man, wellborn but not affluent. His first cousin Alice was married to Cornelius Vanderbilt II, grandson of the commodore. By some chance. Uncle Ernest was at the Vanderbilts’ Fifth Avenue château when they were discussing plans to rearrange some rooms, and it was immediately apparent from Flagg’s impromptu suggestions that he had a real gift for architecture: Vanderbilt staked him to an education at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris, a classical training that was of decisive importance in his career.

When Flagg came back to New York he had a handful of important commissions. He wasn’t as innovative as Frank Lloyd Wright or Louis Sullivan; rather, he imported into the United States the French style and habits of the Beaux-Arts. All his buildings had a neoclassical touch; he brought into vogue their gabled roofs. You can see his style in the Scribner Building at 597 Fifth Avenue and in its predecessor at 155 Fifth Avenue. They have been declared city landmarks.

His father, and my grandmother’s father, was Jared Flagg, a clergyman and prolific portraitist who lived in Hartford, Connecticut, and was a neighbor of Mark Twain. As a Flagg descendant, I inherited a marvelous little sketch of a young boy with a straw hat by Jared’s eldest son, the portraitist Charles Noel Flagg, and I looked at it for years before it dawned on me that it was a painting of Twain’s Tom Sawyer.

My grandmother, Louise Flagg, was a formidable person—strong-minded, snappy, stylish, extremely religious. A complete Anglophile, she loved English accents and ended up putting an extra r in America. She gave me fifty cents, my first real earnings, for memorizing the Collect each Sunday: at that rate I was prepared to learn all the Anglican Collects—with the Psalms thrown in for good measure. She and my grandfather had a home out in New Jersey, at Convent, in Morris County, which they called “The Gables.” She was an immensely devout Episcopalian with, at the same time, a great penchant for things Roman, and she built a little stone chapel in her garden, designed by Ernest Flagg. It was quite lovely, with a beautiful statue of the Virgin Mary—which wasn’t exactly Protestant, but anyway, there she was. When my grandmother died, the family tore down the chapel. It was an architectural gem, but not wanting it to be desecrated by cocktail parties and the like, they got rid of it, to be preserved only in memories and photographs.

At “The Gables,” my grandparents entertained a great deal and had many authors, such as John Galsworthy and Struthers Burt, come to visit. The famous sporting artist A. B. Frost was a neighbor and frequent guest—as well as illustrator for Scribner’s Magazine. Other Scribners authors would come out for long weekends. In those informal days many books were published without benefit of contract. The publisher and the author were often close friends. To be fair, I’m not sure it was always good for the author to have the publisher as a close friend, and I wouldn’t want to wax sentimental about that custom, but that’s the way it was.

When we were living in New Jersey, we went regularly to my grandparents’ house for Sunday lunch. They had a series of English prints of Shakespeare characters on the walls. I vividly remember one print of the fellow in Henry V who swallows a leek. It was quite impressive to a child arriving for lunch.

I am surprised that I don’t recall my grandfather’s library as “bookish.” It was certainly not the library of a passionate reader. There were volumes and sets of books that he had published, which were not necessarily on the shelves to be read. He was a very good businessman who loved being a publisher, but I don’t think books were an essential part of his private life. I remember beautiful bindings, but bindings are not books.

I was too young for my grandfather to take any interest in my reading, but I’m not sure that he would have been interested in anyone’s reading. When my own sons were young, I wanted them to read the books that I had loved as a boy—the novels of Conrad and Dickens. With my eldest son, Charlie, I broke every rule: I gave him ten books that I had loved, and when he was about to go off to boarding school, I said I’d give him ten dollars a book or some such outrageously large sum if he would read them all. He now claims that that is what got him reading good books, such as Lord Jim and the novels of Thomas Hardy. Eventually he became a genuine scholar.

I often dream of my grandparents’ house in New York city—poignant, vivid dreams. Oftentimes it involves my finding a room that goes off a staircase with a hidden door. There is a delightful room filled with books on the shelves and furniture that I didn’t know was there. In another dream, I am again in my grandparents’ house in the city and the little study opens on to the countryside, so that the city dissolves into a rural landscape with a farmyard and all kinds of bucolic sights.

I have thought much about what role such dreams may have. I call them romantic dreams, because they suggest that there are doors in familiar places that you haven’t known were there, showing that reality has a way of opening up doors beyond the walls that confine us in life. These dreams express the romantic impulse for the unknown and also for literature, the yearning that fuels the creative imagination and scholarly curiosity alike.

My father was a very gentle man as well as a very traditional gentleman. He had a good sense of humor. He was also diffident. When my father died, I was in the navy. I went to the Scribners offices and looked at his desk. I discovered that in the dozen years between his father’s death and his own, my father had never touched this desk that had been my grandfather’s. Everything on it when his father sat there at the end of his life was still there when I saw it again, including a collection of Edith Wharton’s short stories. My father had made a little nest in a drawer where he put cigarette filters and matches, but everything else was untouched. I came in with a much bolder spirit and pushed things around, but he had been so pious a son that he would not change the arrangement of his father’s things. This curious Dickensian or Trollope-like touch exactly conveys his personality.

As a boy, my father had shown a flair for drawing, which raised the thought that he might grow up to be an artist like his Flagg forebears. To ward off that catastrophe, it was made certain that pencils, paints, and other art materials were kept out of his way. My father had a slight stammer all his life, and conceivably it was the result of parental efforts to pick and choose among his gifts. The Edwardians were capable of such measures. Many of that generation stammered, perhaps because they were corrected so much.

He had a fine, clear mind and could write a splendid letter, but he never thought of himself as intellectual. He was a nonintellectual with a fine intellect.

He never talked to me much until his last years; indeed, we had very little contact at all, though we’d go down to football games at Princeton, for he was a passionate Princetonian. But when I think of how close I’ve been to my own children, entering into their reading and their fun and their games as part of an active family life, I conclude that my father was not comfortable with children. Yet he certainly wasn’t a disciplinarian. That was all left to my mother.

My mother was Vera Gordon Bloodgood. Hildreth Bloodgood, my grandfather, was a New Yorker of Dutch descent, and his wife, Julia Casey, was a Civil War general’s daughter from Washington, D.C. My mother and father found each other through fox hunting, my mother being a tremendous rider who also competed in shows. Though not quite so brave and bold and skilled a rider, my father shared her passion for horses. Indeed, my father probably knew more about horses than my mother, but she rode them better.

My mother had a very strong personality, traditional as to manners and etiquette but with a keen sense of humor. She was not highly educated, having dropped out of the Chapin School in New York at sixteen. She had been given an opportunity to go to Russia, to the Court of Czar Nicholas II, where one of her cousins was the ambassador from Belgium. She spent a season in St. Petersburg, where she attended a party at the Winter Palace. She was not actually presented to the czar, but she watched as he, the czarina, and the czarevitch and grand-duchesses walked by. On winter evenings she went sledding and skating with the dashing Prince Yusupov, who later murdered Rasputin.

Though of limited education, my mother was intelligent and gifted. She sculpted without ever having lessons and produced some impressive bronzes of horses. My grandmother used to say that my mother “had never unpacked the first drawer of her trunk,” and that may be true. She had no opportunity to develop her gifts at a time when few women were educated for full self-development like men.

My father commuted every night from New York to Far Hills, New Jersey. Our home, “Dew Hollow,” was a neo-Georgian brick house with stables and horse pastures, an English garden and tennis court, set in two hundred acres of hunt country. In the winter, my parents rented a town house in New York, where we children would join them. On many occasions my father and mother would go to England on publishing missions, and my sister and I would be left with our grandmother and grandfather Scribner. I enjoyed this because it gave me a chance to see my grandfather and learn to appreciate him, despite his shyness toward children. It’s a nice memory.

My mother’s father and mother had died before I could know them. But they had had a country house in New Marlboro, Massachusetts, and we spent many summer vacations there.

My sister, Julia, three years older than I, was a very intelligent young woman who also never went to college. It was a shame, for I think she would have jumped at the chance. Nonetheless, she became a well-read woman who loved books, music, and art. We had not much in common until I got out of boarding school and had begun to write a little. Then she grew very supportive. We had fun with music—though I had no voice at all—and when Julia was taking voice lessons, I used to sing Siegmund in The Valkyrie to accompany her in practice. That was the extent of my singing career. I can still hear “Winterstürme wichen dem Wonnemond”

My family’s chief sport was horseback riding. One afternoon in New Marlboro, we were all riding through an alder swamp when my sister’s horse went down into a bog, rolled over her, and broke her hip right at the top, the worst possible break. My family sent for an expert orthopedic surgeon from New York to set the leg. Well, this Herr Professor made the long trip and set the leg, but he didn’t put it in traction—an incredible oversight. Even Caesar’s legions set bones in traction! The local country doctor asked, “Aren’t you going to put it in traction?” The authoritative reply was, “No, the cast will hold it in place.”

Almost immediately, the leg muscles turned the bone around and shortened my sister’s height by about half an inch, so she had to go into the hospital afterwards and have her leg rebroken surgically. It shattered her health. Up to that time she had been something of a tomboy; afterwards she was almost continually ill.

My sister realized early in life that men were the chosen people in our Trollope-like family. They ran the business, and the women had little or nothing to say or do about it. So she kept wishing she were a boy. In fact, she became a Boy Scout under the name of Julius Scribner; she bought canteens and hunting knives and rifles. It was quite sad.

In due course, she married a clergyman and professor at General Theological Seminary in New York. In her early forties she was stricken with cancer and died, leaving four young children aged four to fifteen. Hers was a tragic life in many respects. Besides her gifts as an amateur musician, she was a good photographer and she also wrote well. Shortly before she became ill she edited and introduced an anthology of the works of Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings, who had befriended her many years before and had appointed Julia her literary executor.

As a child, I had as nanny an old Irish spinster named Cece. She was totally uneducated, but I loved her more dearly than I did my family—not a rare phenomenon in those days. As a result I think I was a bit of a sissy, for a nanny’s job depends on the overprotection of her charges, and since my parents were shaken by the kidnapping of the Lindbergh baby only a few miles away, they gave Cece ironclad instructions on child rearing. She was almost illiterate but could read the daily prayers in her Catholic missal.

Thanks to her constant care I was for a brief time brought up as a Catholic. My family took it all in a laissez-faire spirit. I had a crucifix over my bed, but my father paid no attention. My mother noticed but she understood the bond between a child and a nurse, and she didn’t resent the obvious fact of my great affection for Cece. Since they did not worry about it, my early Catholicism seems to have had no lasting effect.

Though my parents were not profoundly religious, religion had a place in their lives. They were conventional Episcopal churchgoers of their era, and my father was a vestryman in the Church of St. Luke’s in Gladstone, New Jersey. I later went to St. Paul’s School in Concord, New Hampshire, an Episcopal institution. Eventually I became the senior warden of St. Bartholomew’s Church in New York. Yet I do not think of myself as a naturally religious person. Rather, I have had a series of responsibilities placed on me that I have fulfilled, some out of a sense of duty, others with a sense of dedication and joy. The former I have done because I felt that they were expected of me as a member of a family in which tradition and continuity were of great importance.

Such, too, was my relation to publishing. It had been settled, so I grew up without some of the freedoms that others enjoy who can paddle their own canoe. Yet I soon found things that interested me enormously and that I was able to pursue, such as the history of science, which I taught myself; so the story has a happy ending after all.

Far Hills, New Jersey, was a fashionable community peopled by devotees of fox hunting. I rode because everybody rode, but I hated it like the dickens. We had to go out on paralyzingly hot days on dusty roads, with flies all over us. Often as I rode along I would mentally measure the distance and time it would take to get back home. My mother would come up from behind and strike me on the back with a riding crop—not harshly, but decisively, not because she read my mind, but because she had seen light between my knees and the withers of the horse. Eventually I stopped because I got terribly allergic to horses and couldn’t even go near the stables. That gave me a reprieve from all horsey things. The body isn’t always fooled.

Life in Far Hills was extraordinary. Everyone had about the same degree of wealth and the same interests, and everybody’s home was by common consent everybody else’s. If my father felt in the afternoon that he would like a cocktail, he would simply go into the nearest house of a friend, and the butler would appear with a drink on a silver tray. That was very hard on me, for a curious reason. I grew up without a developed sense of property, which one needs in order to be a tactful human being. No one had much sense of ownership. My mother was generous in a beau geste way, but at the same time she might arbitrarily take something of mine. Property was something loosely held. Consequently, when I got to boarding school, I had a grim awakening about the social facts of life, namely that other people have their own possessions. I think I learned that lesson well, but it was an awkward apprenticeship.

I went off to St. Paul’s in 1934 when I was thirteen years old. I had never been one night away from home before, so I had a hard time. Moreover, I was a little guy, and adjustment was quite traumatic. The school was run on the rigorous English model and I was quite homesick for a long time; I had led too sheltered a life.

Before St. Paul’s, I had attended a little country school in Far Hills, the Somerset Hills School. It afforded only a poor education, the kind one gets when the teacher tries to do more than he can manage. We often read books beyond our comprehension, we memorized rules of arithmetic beyond our understanding, and we learned by rote the Latin prepositions—ad, ante, con, de, and so on—and their appropriate cases. The school was run by a Dickensian clergyman and his wife who looked as if they had stepped out of a Cruikshank drawing. I subsequently heard that the master had a fondness for drink; it may have contributed to the pervasive unpredictability of the program. I was a faithful student and got good grades by dint of will, but I was learning without understanding. It was not until later that I got a firm grasp on what I was learning.

The five years I spent at St. Paul’s were hardly a jamboree; I got a very good education. Those New England prep schools were athletic aristocracies, however, and since I was no athlete, I opted—like Louis Auchincloss at Groton—to be an intellectual, to pursue a life of reading and study and ruminating. It is still the major part of my life.

St. Paul’s gave good training in the classics, so that I arrived at Princeton an almost full-fledged intellectual—at least as fully fledged as I then desired. I loved learning. But for the family publishing business, I probably would have become a teacher. I was later asked to come back to Princeton as a Woodrow Wilson Fellow in the graduate school. But the family tie held fast. Looking back, I have no regrets, because I have found a happy intellectual life through book publishing.

In the course of my childhood I may have once or twice visited my grandfather or father at Scribners, in order to view a parade on Fifth Avenue. One other (official) visit during childhood was to the Scribner Press, a few blocks south, where I had a tour of the bindery and printing plant. The result was that I wanted my own printing press. My grandfather gave me a little job press, and somebody was sent out from the company to show me how to work it.

An aunt of mine gave me a Chinese story translated into English—a saccharine, sentimental tale called “A Secret Land.” I set it in type on my printing press. I worked and worked and worked, and when I had “A Secret Land” all printed in quarto, I showed it to my sister. That reviewer pointed out that it read “S-e-r-e-t” instead of “S-e-c-r-e-t.” The humiliation was more than I could stand; thus ended a budding career in the printing trade.

The Scribner plant had been no less intimidating. The elevators worked on a hydraulic system that shot them up from floor to floor with accelerations not even New Yorkers were accustomed to. In the basement were great steam engines that made electricity to run the presses. On the upper floors the books were manufactured. One floor housed the composing machines that set the type, both the complex Monotype machines that were programmed by a punched tape, something like a player piano, and the simpler Linotype machines that cast whole lines on individual metal slugs. I was given one of those slugs as a souvenir. Not far from the Linotypes was a caldron the size and shape of a bathtub, brimming and bubbling with molten type metal. A piece of paper brought near the surface would break into flame. I still can recollect the shudder I felt at the sight.

In addition to the machines and their users, there was a staff of rather elderly men who set type letter by letter in the way it was done beginning with Gutenberg. I was struck by the fact that they had to set each line as the mirror image of what would appear in print.

On the floor that contained the bindery, the air was saturated with the smell of binder’s glue, an intoxicating aroma for book lovers who can get a whiff of it in new books. There the printed sheets were folded, gathered, stitched, and cased on a clattering assembly line that might have inspired Rube Goldberg. It was so big, and there were so many people—it was an awesome experience for a child.

It was a little frightening, too, to reflect that all this meant Scribners. I felt terribly diminished by the scope of the operation and the thought that I was expected to play some role in it. I was intensely aware that I was the next in line. My given name, Charles Scribner III, played up the dynastic aspect of the family and the business, which in turn clouded my sense of freedom about the foreseeable future. (Actually, I was the fourth Charles, but at my birth only the live ones were counted and numbered; this tradition of moving up the numerical ladder has caused endless confusion, as both my father and my son have also carried the Roman III.)

I well remember my first meeting with an author. One evening before the grown-ups had sat down to dinner, the famous cowboy artist and writer Will James, who was visiting my parents, came up to my room and, sitting on the side of the bed, drew a little sketch of a cow horse’s foal on the back of a piece of my father’s stationery and gave it to me. I was moved and captivated by the charm of the drawing. James’s book Smoky won our first Newbery Medal for children’s literature and it is still in print on Scribners’ current list.

Another visitor was Willard Huntington Wright, who had earned a reputation as a learned art critic before he embarked on his career as a writer of detective stories under the pen name S. S. Van Dine. After his recovery from a heart attack, the doctors had forbidden him any serious reading, and during this convalescence he read dozens of these books. On the basis of his analysis of the genre, he became convinced that he could do better than most of the ones he had read. His editor, Maxwell Perkins, gave him a three-book contract for crime novels on the strength of outlines alone, and in so doing signed up one of the most successful authors of the thirties.

I remember the Wrights paying a visit to our house. My own great interest at the time was electricity. I had stretched a wire around the side of our house to rig a little telephone system between the wings. When the Wrights were shown into their room, Mr. Wright spotted the wire and in the spirit of his great detective, Philo Vance, he hinted at the possibility of some sinister plot. He proceeded to open the window and climb out on the roof to see where the wires led to. All this was inexplicable to my mother and father, who knew nothing about the telephone system. But I was absolutely delighted by the performance and felt I had met a real-life hero.
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