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“FASCINATING.”
  —Newsday


“In Writing a Woman’s Life, Heilbrun noted that ‘there still exists little organized sense of what a woman’s biography or autobiography should look like.’ How, she asked, are we to view childhood? How do we deal with the mother-daughter relationship while avoiding Freud and Oedipus? ‘How does the process of becoming a sex object operate,’ and how does a woman ‘cope with the fact that her value is determined by how attractive men find her’? By examining such issues in Steinem’s life, Heilbrun gives this biography its resonance.”

—The Washington Post Book World




“Carolyn Heilbrun helped pioneer the field of women’s biography and autobiography.… [She] helped found academic feminism, but she has always remained slightly apart, allied to no camp, entirely pleasing no one with her insistence that literature and life are linked, that we are the stories we tell.”

—The New York Times




“The contrasts, commitment, and complexities of this notable woman are explored in great and colorful detail.… This story is sure to be well read. And it probably also promises to be just the first of many biographies about this fascinating figure who helped women redefine their roles.”

—Milwaukee Journal




“Admiring but analytical, [this book] probes the contradictions that created an icon of the women’s movement—the glamorous feminist who helped change society despite fears of both confrontation and public speaking.”

—The Dallas Morning News




“Writing in a straightforward style, Heilbrun illuminates the life of a major spokeswoman of the women’s movement during the last twenty years.… When Heilbrun seeks to illuminate Steinem’s inner life and motivations, including her relationships with men, she is at her most interesting.”

—The Charlotte Observer




“An admiring yet searching biography of outspoken women’s movement pioneer Gloria Steinem … [Heilbrun] plunges readers in the 1970s heyday of the contemporary feminist movement.”

—Publishers Weekly




“The portrait is nuanced and thoughtful, respectful of Steinem’s work but prepared to question some of her explanations.… Heilbrun’s goal is at once to understand how Steinem became the woman she is, and what her life can teach us about childhood and family, self and society.… Heilbrun captures readers’ interest and imagination.”

—Booklist (starred review)
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A NOTE ON DOCUMENTATION

THERE ARE NO source notes in this book. Quotations from printed works are followed by page numbers; the books from which the quotations are taken are listed alphabetically by author in the section headed “Bibliography.” I have not quoted directly from each of the books listed there, but have found them all useful.

Within the text, the writer of a quoted letter is identified, as is the letter’s date when it is known. Quotations from newspapers and journals are identified within the text. All other quotations not otherwise identified, including quotations from Steinem, are from interviews conducted by the author from 1990 to 1994.
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INTRODUCTION

CHILDHOOD CAN MAKE a destiny, and most of us believe that it does. But it is also possible, if childhood trauma has not imprisoned us in a cycle of unconscious repetition, that the early years, or memories of them, serve mainly to reveal a pattern only discernible when the life is considered as a whole. In adulthood we can, if we look, find in childhood the seeds of the life we have lived. Whether that life was made inevitable by the childhood, or whether we remember only that part of childhood that explains what we have become, may be less important to the biographer than to the therapist or the suffering individual requiring therapy.

Autobiography is not the story of a life; it is the recreation or the discovery of one. In writing of experience, we discover what it was, and in the writing create the pattern we seem to have lived. Often, of course, autobiography is merely a collection of well-rehearsed anecdotes; but, intelligently written, it is the revelation, to the reader and the writer, of the writer’s conception of the life he or she has lived. Simply put, autobiography is a reckoning.

Biography is another matter. A two-person dialogue, biography is the imposition of the biographer’s perception upon the life of the subject. There is no truth; there are, indeed, remarkably few facts. Biographers differ in their objectivity, but those who consider themselves most objective are probably those who fail to see their own biases and assumptions. I, as the biographer of a feminist, begin from the desire to write the life of a woman who became, simultaneously, the epitome of female beauty and the quintessence of female revolution. I see as valiant her questioning of the powerful on behalf of the dispossessed; others might see it as deleterious. That is why there need to be many biographies of a complex subject—at least one every generation—if an individual life is to hold meaning for readers born in a different time and place from the subject, if a life is to be usefully interpreted for an ever-changing audience.

Gloria Steinem’s life offers testimony to the power of contradictory behavior. Equipped with the attributes necessary for success on a conventionally established path, she turned another way, early on becoming a creature of contrasts, a complex woman.

Until recently, it has been difficult to accept complexity in a woman; some find it impossible: the conventions circumscribing female behavior have been both narrower and stricter than those relating to men. Yet to understand Steinem’s apparent anomalies is to reckon profoundly with the possibilities of female destiny. The seeming incongruities of her life, even in the early days when they were not of her own making, offer clues to the creation of a feminist. There are the obvious contradictions of the expected: a feminist in a miniskirt; a woman frequently offered marriage who did not marry; a successful journalist who eschewed opportunities to write stories hurtful to women; a woman of courage who avoided direct personal conflict, but who confronted all the shibboleths of a patriarchal culture.

These contradictions are superficial. Far more challenging to consider is the disjunction between the deprived child and the accomplished, generous adult; between her father’s obesity and her own eternal slimness; between her high intelligence and her irreverence toward academic intellectuals and the male theorists like Freud and Marx they so relentlessly honor; between the autonomy of a woman owning her own life and that same woman’s relish of the uninterrupted companionship of desirable men; between her blatant attractiveness and her habit of underplaying it, if not denying it outright.

In only one aspect of Steinem’s life was ambiguity in fact absent. Rare is the woman of accomplishment who has not revealed at some point, in childhood or later, her awareness of the great advantage in being born male. Other American women writers of Steinem’s generation have been explicit. Anne Sexton said that she wished for a destiny that had nothing to do with gender; Sylvia Plath wrote in her journal: “I am at odds, I dislike being a girl, because as such I must come to realize that I cannot be a man.… I am part man.… Being born a woman is my awful tragedy.” Steinem, on the other hand, had no ambivalence on the question of gender and, unusual among achieving women, never for a moment wished to be other than female.

Perhaps Steinem is one of the women Robert Bly had in mind when he wrote Iron John, his otherwise less than compelling book about men. In attempting not to confront feminists head-on, he noted, perhaps with a touch of envy: “Women in the 1970s needed to develop what is known in the Indian tradition as Kali energy—the ability really to say what they want, to dance with skulls around their neck, to cut relationships when they need to.” [27]

Steinem was glad to be a woman, and lived that role with no longing glances either toward the clearer, more open male destiny, or toward its opposite: devotion to men as a sex. She happily searched within her own gender for a destiny unconstrained and unprescribed—for herself, and for other women less unambiguously at home in their bodies. Katie Roiphe, writing as one of the younger generation of feminists in the early 1990s, found those of Steinem’s generation to be antiman and antisex. Steinem’s life indicates that this is youth ignorant of its predecessors, whose history is just beginning to be written.

Steinem’s love affairs have been called minimarriages, and in a sense they were that. But if marriage, mini or maxi, may be defined as an association in which the other partner must always be taken into account, must always be considered in all major decisions, hers were not marriages at all. They were passionate associations between lovers who were not partners in any legal sense, sharing neither ownership of property nor dependents nor finances. Steinem was committed only as long as she and her lover chose; most often, it was she who ended the love relationship, prepared to welcome friendship, which for the most part was readily and enduringly offered.

In many ways unique, Steinem’s journey toward feminism is markedly distinguishable from the lives of other feminists of her time. Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, published in 1963, was rightly viewed as a revolutionary text, inciting women weary of their suburban, dependent life to something more rewarding. But Steinem had never lived in the suburbs, had never married, and was already a professional journalist; Friedan’s book did not speak to her. If she noticed anything about The Feminine Mystique, it was that the book failed to encompass the lives of nonwhite women. On the other hand, younger feminists, formed in the civil rights and anti-Vietnam War movements of the 1960s, also experienced their fate as women differently than did Steinem. Though she was intensely committed to both causes, she did not reach feminism through them, as did younger women.

Gloria Steinem’s life is not only a study in contrasts; it is the embodiment of contrasts never before so sharply exemplified. She differs even from her most famous antecedents. Victoria Woodhull, for example, was both feminist and sexy, “a flamboyant advocate of free love,” as one modern feminist historian describes her. In addition to this, however, Woodhull saw visions and held séances, traveled with her sister as a healer and clairvoyant, published a reformist journal, publicly charged the Reverend Henry Ward Beecher with having seduced one of his parishioners, and was established as a stockbroker by Cornelius Vanderbilt. As early as 1871 she maintained that women were already enfranchised by the fourteenth and fifteenth amendments to the Constitution, and in 1872 she ran for president. She was married three times, and retired to England with her third husband twenty-six years before her death in 1927. Described by the Encyclopedia Americana as “beautiful, quick-witted, and magnetic,” Woodhull was, before Steinem, the only American feminist who confounded the media with what was perceived as a contrast between her politics and her looks.

Had Steinem, like Woodhull, fit more readily into the pattern of a woman using men to get ahead, and had she spoken not of the dispossessed and of subjects as unsexy as economic empowerment but of spirituality and the adulterous habits of famous men, she might have found her life less brutally assailed by the media. The most distinct contrasts of Steinem’s life were perceived by the media, or by her detractors, not as contrasts but as evidence on the one hand of female ambition and on the other of sinister radicalism. A living contradiction, she worried the pigeonholers.

But it is in comparing Steinem to Victoria Woodhull’s contemporary Susan B. Anthony that the inevitable discomfort produced by feminists, of whatever mien, is most evident. In 1979, when the Susan B. Anthony coin was minted, a cartoonist named Beattie produced a drawing that encapsulates the issue: From a dollar bill, George Washington says, “They should have used Gloria Steinem, she’s better looking.” And Anthony is drawn on her dollar as she was always caricatured: with bun, hooked nose, and downward-turning mouth. As Kathleen Barry observes in her biography of Anthony, although a Maine newspaper had written of her that “minus her gold spectacles [she] might generally be deemed good-looking,” the antifeminist press always characterized Anthony as a “strident spinster” with a “lean and cadaverous look.” Barry notes: “It has been the caricatures promoted by the enemies of women’s rights that have formed our contemporary image of her.” Barry recognizes this as the problem faced by the “self-determined feminist of any age” whose appearance is caricatured “as a way to discredit her ideas and politics.” [102]

Since she could not easily be caricatured as ugly, the press and many of her detractors trivialized Steinem as glamorous and sexy. But unlike Anthony, caught in the mores of her own time, and more like Victoria Woodhull, Steinem could simultaneously evoke indisputable sexuality and feminist courage. The notion that all feminists are homely or fat and certainly frustrated could hardly hold firm in the face of that evidence.

Institutions devoted to the education of girls and young women have only rarely and intermittently produced feminists or women ready to live outside conventional female patterns. M. Carey Thomas, modeling Bryn Mawr College closely on the pattern provided by men’s colleges, graduated well-educated women, but few unconventional or feminist ones. “Only our failures marry,” she famously said; but, for the most part, her successes married too—that is to say, they led lives in which they offered their talents as volunteers and as the supporting halves of their husbands’ professional careers. Steinem was in important ways self-educated before she even reached Smith College. The recipient there of the best college education offered to women at that time, she was happy enough to enjoy what, in sharp contrast to her harried childhood, the college offered.

If we ask what it is, as a woman, to be truly educated, the answer for Steinem, and perhaps for all women, seems to lie in the ability to cultivate one’s skeptical self and to trust what one discovers when one questions patriarchal dogma: in other words, to trust one’s own and other women’s experiences over social myths. While at Smith, Steinem did little to cultivate that skeptical self; she would eventually decide that her education there had taught her little other than the accomplishments of “dead white men.”

PROBABLY FEW CHILDHOODS have been so frequently remembered and recounted as Gloria Steinem’s. Repeatedly asked about her girlhood in interviews, Steinem has spun and respun her family stories so that, like all “oft-told tales,” they have become fixed, but not the less “true” for that. But in “Ruth’s Song,” written soon after her mother’s death in 1981, she recreated that childhood, and for the first time transformed anecdotes into profoundly felt recollections. Even so, Steinem for some time believed that in writing “Ruth’s Song” she had been writing about her mother, not about herself, and found she could not reread it for two years. Only gradually could she face the despair with which the thought of revisiting her childhood threatened her.

To compare Steinem’s childhood with Charles Dickens’s is to recognize a phenomenon common to both, and probably common to many. The months—they amounted to less than a year—that Dickens spent in a blacking factory reverberated throughout his life like a childhood assault, which indeed for him they were. As an adult he could hardly bring himself to speak of that experience, even to his closest friends; he was able only to transform it into the childhood adventures of his various characters. Steinem’s Toledo, Ohio, years—1944–1951—were Dickens’s blacking factory. But, living in a different time, she could speak of them, provided they could be encapsulated in entertaining anecdotes; fearing the danger it might hold, she walled off the pain of that time until she turned fifty. For her, Toledo explained everything, as for Dickens the blacking factory months explained everything.

Yet for Dickens’s parents, as for Steinem’s, and for the other members of their families, those months or years were but a small part of a whole life lived in other places and with different problems. So Steinem’s mother was to be troubled by her younger daughter’s anecdotes of that time, and indeed, sometimes denied or sanitized them when the press gave her the opportunity. Ruth Steinem, too, feared that if she talked about Toledo, she would return to the depression of those years.

In her fifties Steinem consulted a therapist. This was a difficult time in her life—Ms. magazine had taken its toll in its last desperate search for advertisers, and was now sold; she had embarked on an uncharacteristic affair with Mortimer Zuckerman, the real estate developer and publisher; she learned she had breast cancer—a time when she was prevented from crashing only by a need to struggle on that was, in itself, equally commendable and problematic. It soon became clear to both the therapist and Steinem that she feared to look closely at the years alone with her mother, terrified that they might become an abyss of despair into which she would tumble with disastrous, even fatal, results. For Steinem also, there was the fear that the neglect might have been more disastrous than she knew. However, as she was later to remark, “If there is an elephant in your living room, it is no use pretending it is not there.” Many people, of course, live with an elephant and move carefully around it, believing it to be invisible.

There were questions she had never asked herself: What would her life have been had she been homely, however spirited and brave? Perhaps in that case she would have evolved into more of the writer she seemed always to have wished to be. What would her life have been without middle-class roots and aspirations, without a college-educated mother—however ill that mother was—amid a working-class world? What would her life have been had she been drenched either in the Judaism of her father’s family or the strict Scotch Presbyterian church of her maternal grandmother, instead of being in early childhood exposed to both grandmothers’ commitment to Theosophy? What would her life have been if she had inherited, as her sister did, their father’s weight problem, which no amount of discipline or dieting could ever reduce to slimness? There are, of course, numerous questions that could be asked of any person: What if …? Suppose that …? There is always the question of who our parents might have been and who we might meet at the crossroads. The compelling question to be asked, however, of Steinem’s life is: How did it produce the committed woman she became?

When in therapy at fifty-two Steinem did look back to where she had begun, there was no elephant to be encountered, but there was nevertheless the necessity of what she had all her life avoided: introspection. It was only then that she allowed her thoughts steadily to return to her childhood, above all to the years alone with her mother in Toledo, and even before that, to the beginning of what can now be seen as the education of a woman.
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FAMILY

THE TEMPTATION TO discover the heritage of previous generations and the impact of that heritage upon an individual is as powerful as it is elusive. It is easy to look backward and pluck from the histories of antecedents—or what can be discovered of their histories—hints and influences that may have molded a human being, may even, happily, have adumbrated the very traits that can be seen as most characteristic. This is an exercise well-founded in tradition; English biographies, which have to a great extent been the major biographical model we have had, consider the habits, traits, and social conditions of grandparents to be essential to the understanding of any life. In the United States, where many of us have the conviction, often accurate, that we have largely created ourselves, as well as the knowledge that our grandparents often dwelt in another country under conditions we cannot readily imagine, this concentration upon forebears can seem overdone. Where genealogical knowledge exists, it can almost always be interpreted as predictive, influential. Where, however, antecedents are not altogether knowable—in the event of adoption or artificial insemination, as is ever more likely today—that very condition may suggest the danger of attributing too much causality to ancestral characteristics. In biographies of women, which have, at last, become numerous and remarkable in recent decades, grandmothers’ stories, where these can be recreated with some amplitude, may significantly illuminate the eventual careers of women who have become feminists or creators of unconventional and influential female lives.

In the case of Gloria Steinem we may appease the temptation to follow ancestral clues, since we know her grandparents and the places of their birth. These four individuals, whom Steinem either did not know or did not know for long, can be seen to cast a shadow on the story of her life, mostly because of their effect on their own children, Steinem’s parents. Her grandmothers’ lives and struggles as women, moreover, do particularly help to explain what influenced Steinem, either negatively or positively, to become the woman she became, and no other.

Steinem’s maternal grandmother, Marie Ochs Nuneviller (called “O’Momie” by her granddaughters because, as she explained to them, “I am your old mommy”) is a woman easy to portray as controlling, punitive, and self-centered. Certainly there is evidence of this. But looked at from a slightly different angle, she can be seen as a woman full of ambition and ability that, because of the restricted lives of women in her time, manifested itself as a relentless and constant search for social and financial success.

Marie was born June 16, 1871, the third oldest of six children, two boys and four girls, into a farming family in Washington Township, Hardin County, in the small Ohio town of Dunkirk. Steinem remembers visiting only once as a child, and describes “a wooden house with a dark cellar full of vegetables, with chamber pots instead of plumbing.” Marie’s father, Johannes Ochs, had been born in Germany; there is little record of her mother, Louise Lins, but she seems also to have contributed to the German influence upon Marie, an influence that would be palpable when Marie became, upon occasion, a sternly disciplinary parent. Marie was named Mary Catherine but at some point changed her name to Marie, either—Steinem is uncertain which—because she thought it fancier, or because, when she married Joseph Henry Nuneviller, she wanted to avoid the Mary and Joseph combination.

As a young woman, Marie had made money first as a schoolteacher, then working in the office of the Recorder of Deeds in Dunkirk. Marie’s mother, Louise, took in boarders, which is how Marie and Joseph Nuneviller met; this was thought to be not quite respectable, and treated as a family secret. Later, when they moved to the two-story house on Woodville Road in the Toledo suburbs, Marie made money writing sermons for the Scotch Presbyterian church next door, which considered dancing and music sinful, an attitude Marie regarded with cynicism. Still later in her life Marie invested in real estate, thus moving up financially if not socially. She lost most of this gain, however, in the Depression.

Marie was, by all accounts, tough and strong. Steinem remembers her as “active, sunburned around the edges of her cotton dress, out-of-doors feeding chickens, hoeing in the kitchen garden, or in the kitchen baking pies, self-willed with an edge of wildness.… On one occasion, she decided to burn off the fields around our house—something that was done at the beginning of the season, but usually by a team of men—and the result was nearly disastrous. After this, I was a little afraid to be alone with her, but probably didn’t share this with anyone.” Marie was an independent woman, traveling without her husband on the railroad passes his job provided. On a journey alone to California, Marie was caught in an earthquake in Los Angeles and did not flee with the other tourists, but stayed to watch because, she said, she had never before been in an earthquake.

Joseph, her husband, was born in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, on December 2, 1867; it was his father who, according to family history, arrived in 1854 lashed to the mast, the survivor of a shipwreck off the New Jersey shore in which few passengers were left alive.1 Joseph Nuneviller was clearly an unsatisfactory husband to a woman hoping to climb upward in the social world; he had a blue-collar job as a railroad engineer for the Toledo and Ohio Central, and she was more educated than he. There is a picture of “Nunny” and his crew at the loading docks for lake ships on the Maumee River in Toledo. He was remembered in family lore for wearing a suit on top of his overalls and a bowler hat to go to work (probably at his wife’s suggestion), and always eating his dessert first in order to have had the best part should he be called in the middle of a meal. Ruth, Gloria Steinem’s mother, always preferred Joseph, remembering him as handsome and kind; inevitably, such a father would have been cherished above a demanding mother, ambitious for her daughters.

Ruth Nuneviller was born on August 15, 1898, in the family’s Woodville Road house. Ruth’s sister, Emma Jeanette (called “Janey” by the family), was born at home two years later, on November 28, 1900. Ruth would long remember going to the closed bedroom door beyond which the birth was taking place, fearful and excluded.

Janey was always more amenable to her mother’s wishes and was, or so it seemed to Ruth, favored by her. She had dark curls and was little, cute, appealing. After graduating from the University of Wisconsin, she taught English at the DeVillbus High School in Toledo, a school in a neighborhood where the students were headed for college; eventually she was given charge of all the English departments in the Toledo high school system. Childless because, Steinem believes, she did not wish to have children until she could have the money to bring them up “properly,” with a nanny and a fine house, Janey would also encourage her nieces to lead a middle-class life. Certainly Janey internalized the social lessons learned from Marie. Steinem remembers her mother vividly describing a trip to New York with Marie, when she and Janey were teenagers: “They walked around in the snow, with Marie showing her daughters all the hotels and other things to which they should aspire, but without enough money to go in. My mother’s memory of this was bitter. She felt like a poor person ‘with her nose to the glass.’ ” There would be moments in Steinem’s precollege years when she would find a certain peace in her aunt’s orderly home, but she would never feel drawn to Aunt Janey’s idea of a satisfactory existence.

Janey was always bound to her mother. In 1930, after Joseph’s death, Marie went to live with Janey and Robert Brand, a traveling salesman of optic glass and other ophthalmological equipment, whom Janey had married that same year. It often seemed that Brand lived with Janey and Marie, rather than Marie with them, since the house they occupied was a house Marie had bought on Maplewood Avenue. (This house was eventually left to Janey, as the Woodville Road house was eventually left to Ruth.) At the end of Marie’s life, when she broke her hip and developed what was probably Alzheimer’s disease, Janey still, Steinem recalls, “seemed to be in my grandmother’s thrall, and was convinced she could hear and understand long after she probably could.”

Ruth’s childhood may have been responsible for many of the fears that would, after her first breakdown in early 1930, haunt her. To wean Ruth, her mother simply left her with a friend. Ruth’s fears of being left were inevitable following her mother’s habit of leaving her alone without telling her where she was going or when she would return. Marie also once, finding Ruth under the table touching herself, hit her hard enough to send her skittering across the floor. Yet none of these actions was particularly eccentric or cruel for its time; only later, in the light of revised views on child rearing, can we measure their dire effects. Gloria’s memories of her still reverberate with the scent of lavender, certain kinds of purses and handkerchiefs, bus transfers—Gloria first traveled on buses and trolley cars with her—and the sound of baseball announcers. She taught Gloria to play solitaire—significantly, perhaps—a game for someone often alone.

Marie was not keen on her daughters getting married; she believed in staying single and making a living, preferably as a teacher, the only profession, Marie believed, for women. Janey, notwithstanding an often-absent husband, cooperated in this plan, which was no doubt the reason both girls attended college before that was quite as usual as it is now. In 1916 Ruth entered Oberlin College in Ohio, which her mother considered elite and for which she had saved the money; but finances forced Ruth to transfer to the University of Toledo the following year, where Janey had earned her B.A. (She later earned her M.A. at the University of Wisconsin.) At the University of Toledo, Ruth began by majoring in math. Although she eventually went on to receive her M.A. in history (her thesis was a bibliography of novels that allowed the reader to learn about history without reading history books), her secret wish was to run away to New York and become a newspaperwoman. Like her daughter Gloria, she would describe writing as one of her great passions.

The transfer affected Ruth’s life powerfully, for it was at the University of Toledo that Ruth met Leo Steinem. Her passion for writing had led her, almost immediately upon arriving there, to the college newspaper offices, where Leo, her future husband, was editor. She was hastened in this by his having posted a notice on the newspaper bulletin board asking Ruth Nuneviller to come for an interview. He had seen her on campus, and his aim was romance, not journalism—though when she responded to his note, he offered both. A funny, charming, feckless man, Leo Steinem must have appealed to some radical impulse in Ruth, so far was he from her mother’s ideals. Here was a man guaranteed, whether or not Ruth was conscious of the fact, to épater la maman. Leo, for his part, seems to have loved Ruth at first sight, rather as his father had suddenly desired his mother under somewhat more awkward circumstances.

Joseph Steinem, Leo’s father, was born in Germany on February 20, 1852. As a young man he came to America to make his fortune. When he had enough money to marry, gained from small rental properties and eventually a small brewery in Toledo, he went back to Germany to find a wife. He was interested in the older daughter of a cantor he knew named Hayman Perlmutter, but while he was in Perlmutter’s house, awaiting him, Perlmutter’s younger daughter, Pauline, came into the room, and Joseph was at once taken with her looks and manner; he asked for her hand instead. The family agreed, on the condition that he send Pauline home to Germany for frequent visits. She also agreed, on the condition that he sell his brewery, which he agreed to do. Pauline, who was born August 4, 1863 and who had graduated from the State Normal School of Bavaria, was already what would be called a teetotaler (for cooking she would use paste vanilla rather than the kind containing alcohol), and Steinem thinks it possible that she may have been an early member of the temperance movement. Pauline and Joseph were married on September 3, 1884. Their first son, Edgar, was born in Germany. They would have three more sons: Jesse, Clarence, and Leo, the youngest, born April 24, 1897.

Obviously an outstanding woman, certainly a feminist with much of the determination more familiar to us in figures like Anthony, Stanton, and Catt, Pauline was one of the few women to be included in Who’s Who in the early twenties. She can now be seen as a forerunner of her granddaughter; she worked for women’s suffrage, was the first woman elected to the Toledo board of education, organized women’s groups, addressed Congress about women’s suffrage, and was one of the two American delegates to the meeting of the International Council on Women in Switzerland in 1908.

Steinem, who was five when Pauline died, did not learn about her grandmother’s feminist career until her own was well established. Although newspapers would continue to find something wonderfully significant in the discovery of this suffragist grandmother, Steinem has only what she calls “sense memories” of “Mama Einie.”


She was a plump, white-skinned, gray-haired woman who lived as a widow in the upper part of a two-family house. Her neat living room had oriental rugs and a ticking clock on the mantlepiece. Her kitchen was dauntingly neat. I remember having clear soup with dumplings on a table with a lace cloth, and seeing thin china cups.



Steinem’s mother was closer to her mother-in-law than to her own mother, and used to quote to Gloria from the Bible the words of Ruth to Naomi, her mother-in-law: “Whither thou goest, I shall go, and thy people shall be my people.” We can guess that, at the time of her marriage to Leo, and certainly in the years that followed, Ruth must have found her mother-in-law, Pauline, a particularly welcome maternal figure. It was through Pauline that Gloria would indirectly receive one of her most important inheritances: Theosophy.

Ruth came to Theosophy through her mother-in-law, and in turn converted Marie to that philosophy. They became followers of the teachings of the renowned Krishnamurti, the author of many wide-selling books on religion. As a young child Gloria was repeatedly taken to Theosophist meetings, and, while passing the time filling in coloring books, perhaps took in subliminally, as children do, the tenets of that belief. Strongly influenced by Hinduism, Theosophy encourages the living of the moral life, but in a generous, neither autocratic nor self-righteous, way. Certain of the instructions that Krishna gives to Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gita suggest its spirit: You must do your job in life, not anybody else’s. Do the best you can; the fruits—rewards or punishments—are not your business. Your children are not your children; they are strangers; they are themselves, boarded out for a time in your care. Your destiny consists in living out the consequences of your acts and thoughts. Do not do evil that good may come; try to do no harm; and so forth. This kind of faith, in some ways related to what has come to be called New Age in our time, would reverberate in Ruth’s daughter’s life, explaining many acts that, by their generosity, bewildered Steinem’s friends and seemed to have compelled her enemies to find them self-serving.

The other aspect of her grandmother that was directly significant to Steinem was that Pauline was also Jewish. But like many women before and after her, Pauline compromised; her beliefs and doubts were one part of her life, her conventional service to her husband and sons another. Steinem felt that Pauline had too sharply divided her public and private life into discrete spheres. This ambivalence about being Jewish carried over to her son Leo. He used to change his name to Standish when convenient for business reasons. He would occasionally write to his daughter under that name, jokingly. Clearly he was aware of anti-Semitism, as was Ruth, who resented religious prejudice more actively than her husband, and was always a strong fighter against racism of any sort.

Leo, as the youngest son of Joseph and Pauline Steinem, was sufficiently indulged to allow him to follow his own desires and his own often unrealistic ambitions. To him, Steinem guesses, money and food were the evidence of paternal and maternal indulgence. When Leo ran out of money, his father would first scold him and then pay up. With his mother, food may have operated in much the same way. He had been thin before his marriage, but later became greatly overweight, a condition he did not inherit from his parents; his brothers were lanky. Steinem in her turn would fear becoming herself overweight because she “grew up with a father for whom food was the ultimate reward and sign of love.” She believes that her father never spent an hour without thinking about food, “and he knew every restaurant with a free relish tray, every smorgasbord, and every thick malted place in the Midwest and all the way to Florida and California.”

Why did Steinem’s parents, two individuals markedly different and basically incompatible, marry? Theirs was a marriage perhaps no stranger than most. He was persuasive, boisterous, and, as a young man, attractive; she was female, and therefore caught, then as ever, in the youthful split between her desire to work and have adventures, and her internalized command to marry. For not to marry was to risk far more than to marry the wrong person. This was a persistent condition of young womanhood. Leo wanted to marry her, and impulsively she agreed; perhaps her immediate affection for Pauline also influenced this unwise alliance.

As though to confirm the ill-advised impulse, Ruth married Leo twice. The first time was in the spring of 1921, after she had become literary editor of the campus newspaper, and the second time in the fall of that year, in a more public ceremony boycotted by some members of both families. The spring ceremony was Leo’s spur-of-the-moment idea. Once when they were out driving, Leo stopped at the offices of a justice of the peace and said: “Let’s get married; it will only take a minute,” a superbly characteristic Leo attitude to life. Leo always gave Ruth two anniversary presents, marked “To My First Wife” and “To My Second Wife”; October 15 was the anniversary they celebrated. Much later, when she was the mother of the now-famous Gloria Steinem, Ruth would deny being divorced; she told reporters that since she had been married twice and divorced only once, she was still married. By that time—fragile, anxious, and constantly medicated—she wanted the “normalcy” of a marriage that had cost her so dearly.

As a marriage, Ruth and Leo’s was mixed in more ways than the religious. She was a gifted student; he scorned academic education. She had become a teacher to satisfy her mother’s wishes. Leo had a variety of jobs after their marriage, working for his father at various real estate—connected tasks, promoting dances, freelancing as a journalist—all of which helped to support them. They also had totally different attitudes toward money. Leo had come from a wealthy family, and as a result, even when he had only a nickel and even after his family lost most of its money in the 1929 crash,2 he felt financially secure. Ruth, on the other hand, was terrified, literally worried sick by debt.

Ruth made an agreement with her mother that after college she would teach math at the college level for a year; if she did not find that she liked teaching, she would then go into newspaper work. Inevitably, she did not enjoy teaching, and we may guess that this decision led to some resentment on the part of her mother. Ruth eventually went to work as a reporter for the Toledo Blade. She also wrote some columns on local events for a small newspaper owned by a man named K. W. Kessler; for him she published her columns under a man’s name, Duncan Mackenzie, a woman’s byline being unacceptable at that time. There, it was Ruth’s job to fill two pages of newsprint for each edition. She had realized her dream of becoming a journalist.

*  *  *

IN 1925 their first child, Susanne, was born and Ruth took a year off from her job; in that same year Leo Steinem bought property at Clark Lake, Michigan, fifty miles from Toledo, a dream in which events did not cooperate. Clark Lake was in an isolated, rural area; the nearest town was Brooklyn, Michigan, population eight hundred. In 1990 [Aug. 19–25] the Toledo Blade Magazine ran an article on Clark Lake, mentioning that Toledoans had had a summer romance with the area since the 1890s. The article is illustrated by an engraving of the Ocean Beach Pier, which Leo Steinem built in 1928. He hoped to run a successful summer resort, with well-known bands and a toboggan run over the water, among other attractions. The question of whether this plan would have continued to succeed had not World War II and gas rationing occurred is, like Leo and his dreams, impractical.

A decade later the original mortgage would be paid off, but Ruth subsequently discovered, to her great distress, that her husband had secretly mortgaged the pier again. Today the pier is gone, but the Hispanic-style stucco house the Steinems lived in remains. With the flat roof and arches Leo had admired in California, it was hardly suited to the Michigan climate, but that would never have been a consideration to impede Leo.

Ruth had her first breakdown—and her first stay at a sanitarium—when Susanne was five years old, in 1930, and would never again work as a journalist. One could call her illness overdetermined: she was the victim of the Depression, of accidents at the lake, of financial pressures, of isolation, and of the loss of all she had hoped for in life. Ruth’s first “ ‘nervous breakdown,’ as she and everyone else called it,” Steinem later wrote, “followed five years of trying to take care of a baby, be the wife of a kind but financially irresponsible man with show-business dreams, and still keep her much-loved job as reporter and newspaper editor.” Before the breakdown, Steinem continues, Ruth


had been a spirited, adventurous young woman who struggled out of a working-class family and into college, who found work she loved and continued to do, even after she was married and my older sister was there to be cared for.… She was thirty before she gave up her own career to help my father run the Michigan summer resort that was the most practical of his many dreams, and she worked hard there as everything from bookkeeper to bar manager. [Ruth, 131]



Sometime in the 1970s, Ruth decided to set down an account of her life and all its advantages between 1920 and 1929. She listed nineteen good things from that time, among them Pa Steinem’s gift of a building lot on the Maumee Bay shore near Toledo, with free rein to build “the house of their dreams.” He would pay all the bills; “he did and we did.” She was happily married, and had “the job of my own dreams” on the paper, “about to be made Sunday Blade editor, the best-paid job on the paper for any employee, male or female.” Leo, always with his father’s help, increased his real estate investments—more land at Clark Lake, a pecan orchard in Florida, a filling station in Valdosta, Georgia, and eight thousand acres of almost-virgin pine forest. Her own parents bought a new home, “not so large or expensive as Leo’s parents’, but nice.” She could now buy her clothes at the most expensive shop in Toledo; Susanne went to the best private school. Aunt Soph (Marie’s sister) moved into their new house on the bay as a well-paid housekeeper. The pier grossed fifty thousand dollars in its first summer. Ruth recalls Pa Steinem saying, “I now have made my first million, a dream I hardly expected to come true.”

Then came the the depression of October 1929. Most if not all of the real estate remained for Leo and Pa Steinem; Ruth’s mother, however, lost all and was in deep debt. “But,” Ruth significantly recalls, “for Susanne’s first five years she had just about everything; Gloria was born on borrowed money and never knew any of this.” The disasters mounted; Pa Steinem died of shock, despair, and pneumonia after Christmas, 1929. When the market crashed, he had rushed back and forth in bad weather to read the ticker tapes as the stocks plunged. Two months later, Ruth’s father died suddenly in his sleep on February 18, 1930, apparently from a heart attack. He had five dollars in his pocket as a birthday present for Susanne’s fifth birthday the next day.

Only the good things, however, are here lovingly recorded, as is not uncommon among those who lost so much so suddenly in the Great Depression. But the blissful nature of everyday life for Ruth and for her marriage must be questioned. She had been a virginal bride, married to a man innocent, as his daughter would kindly put it, of a woman’s pleasure. Steinem also remembers that there was a man at the Blade to whom her mother was attracted, but nothing came of it. Steinem and her mother never discussed sex. But once, when they were flying back from a vacation and Steinem was reading an account of genital mutilation, Ruth asked about it; Steinem, loath to show the article to her, nonetheless did. Ruth did not absorb the full horror of what she was reading, but she did notice references to the clitoris. She never used sexual terms herself, but said, euphemistically: “You know, your father didn’t really know about things like that; he was always very nice, but it was over right away.” In addition, Ruth had had a miscarriage in 1927 or ’28, during which her mother let her bleed too long before calling for help: Marie had little faith in doctors, and believed Ruth to be exaggerating.

In 1930 Ruth, Leo, and Susanne moved to Clark Lake, where it was cheaper to live than in Toledo. They sold the Maumee Bay house. Ruth gave birth to a stillborn son (named Tom) about then. There was a terrible accident on the toboggan at Clark Lake: a boy was killed riding on it when it was out of service; this upset her terribly. She became terrified to be left alone, unable to sleep—she claimed to have gone five or six days without sleeping—she heard sounds greatly exaggerated, as the sound of the wind in the trees. She was almost continuously in a state of anxiety and dread.

Ruth returned to Clark Lake after many months in a Toledo sanitarium—a “sanitarium” that was, in fact, the house of the doctor who ran the local hospital for those suffering from “nervous breakdowns.” She was much comforted by the fact that she was a resident of the doctor’s house, and not of the hospital itself. While Ruth was in the sanitarium, Susanne lived with Marie—which must have caused Ruth additional anxiety, remembering her own childhood—but was often cared for by Leo, who lived in Toledo with his parents. Leo was a jolly, importunate man, kind and unrealistic, who soothed children with movies, ice-cream malteds, and what would later come to be called junk food. Steinem was to tell an interviewer: “I have a suspicion that my sister disapproved of my father more than I did. I think she resented that he wasn’t more of a stable figure and providing figure. And I always felt that there may be a weight question there, because my father was extraordinarily heavy. And I think that my sister feels that living with him, by herself, all alone, while my mother was in this mental hospital, was the beginning of her weight problem, and she resents that” [Fishel, 197]. For most of her life, Susanne would continue to have a weight problem; it was not only inherited from her father, but propelled by her experience as the oldest child, bearing, as it were, the full force of her father’s weight. Perhaps the fact that Susanne, after her own marriage, sustained the major responsibility for her mother was also a factor. Gloria, as the second child, would never experience her father, and his largeness, as her only parental support.

Gloria was born on March 25, 1934, nine years after Susanne. Susanne expressed an insistent demand for a little sister; certainly without Susanne’s repeated wish, Ruth would not have had another child. Had Tom lived, the “little brother” might have satisfied Susanne’s sibling requirements. Gloria, therefore, in a sense, owed her life to her dead brother; her name—her parents had planned to call her Cynthia—she also owed to Susanne, who had a doll of that name.

Her birth announcement proclaimed her arrival a “world premier,” and the impression one gets reviewing the family pictures, in an album annotated with her mother’s comments, is that the infant and child Gloria easily embodied the expectation that she would prevail in the world. This acceptance and easy admiration combined with her own inner resources as a devoted reader, dreamer, and wholesome partaker of pleasure helped to assure her of early security and comfortable adaptability. Gloria was certainly a beautiful, cheerful baby, seen in early pictures reaching out eagerly toward chickens, sheep, dogs, horses.

Summers were spent at Clark Lake, where the guests danced on a platform over the water while a child might watch until she grew sleepy and then retreat to her father’s office. Steinem remembers those early summers as “a great time of running wild, catching turtles and minnows and setting them free again, looking for coins that customers at my parents’ dance hall dropped in the lake, wearing a bathing suit all day long and sleeping in a little office behind the dance hall to the sounds of Gene Krupa or Wayne King or the Andrews Sisters.” She was not closely cared for by her parents. Her hair would tangle; once a month, she remembered, Susanne would try to comb it out, which hurt. The bathing suit she wore all day was always red, so her mother could spot her. In reaction, she bought a black bathing suit when she was eleven, and has never worn a red one since.

Gloria was a wanted and welcome child, but she was, at the same time, not unaware of her mother’s fragility. There were already intimations, which even a cheerfully occupied child could pick up, that her mother was anxious, oversensitive, and far from robust. Gloria began to have nightmares about boys spying on Ruth in the changing rooms, or in other, albeit relatively minor, ways persecuting her. And her mother’s anxieties about money were apparent: Ruth was constantly worrying about being evicted or losing the car to the finance company. Nor were her worries unrealistic, Steinem recalls: “My father often had to park the car far away to keep it from being repossessed and was also putting money ‘in escrow,’ or sitting in loan offices, maybe a pawnshop or two. I still can recognize the bill collector. I was trained as a three- or four-year-old to go to the door, see if it was one, and say, ‘My daddy’s not here.’ What were they going to do to a kid?”

For Ruth, however, this way of life was not a “game,” as it might have been for Leo, but a constant fear: “She never knew [Steinem recalls] when the rug was going to be—literally—pulled out from under her.” Leo was constantly in debt, constantly borrowing, and mortgaging without telling Ruth. Steinem remembers her mother always keeping big commercial mustard and ketchup jars in the closet, where she put pennies and change, and Leo—catching on—depending on this small source of income as well.

Steinem recalls an incident with her parents made more poignant in that it resonates back to Ruth’s own experience with Marie: “I was five or six, in Toledo, where we had come from Clark Lake to do some business errands on a hot summer day. To reward me for sitting in the car all day, they drove to some nice residential neighborhood with cool, tree-lined streets to look at the houses. In retrospect, we must have looked like Okies in our car. Anyway, she was surprised when I cried because I wanted to live there.”

Every winter, escaping the cold Leo hated, the Steinems packed up and set off after Christmas in a house trailer for Florida or California. (To ensure that they would never spend the winter at Clark Lake, Leo refused to put in heating.) Sometimes the Steinems stopped at the primitive motels that were just beginning to crop up. When Gloria was a baby, Ruth carried Michigan water with her so that a change in drinking water would not cause upsets. Perhaps the most far-reaching aspect of Steinem’s childhood years was that she never went to school for more than a few months at a time; some years she didn’t go to school at all. Ruth’s teaching certificate had armed her to deal with truant officers during the family’s winter travels. The officers never got close enough to see it was for college calculus.

It was, of course, not only the cold and lack of resort business in winter that sent Leo on the road. Most fundamentally, there was always something of the gypsy in his temperament. These winter journeys pleased him, and they prepared Steinem for a life of incessant travel without a significant home base. Once, they found a movie being made on location, and Leo discovered a way in from the back of the lot. There is a picture of tiny Gloria and Gary Cooper, who was acting in the movie. Characteristically, as it was to prove, Gary Cooper is looking at her, while she looks into the distance.

LEO STEINEM is remembered with palpable affection by his younger daughter. She did not blame him for any of his irresponsible decisions, nor, even after therapy, did she view his comic gallantry with anything less than deep fondness. Most recently, she has described her father’s role in her life as the readiest explanation of her ability to discover, befriend, and love amiable, unchauvinistic men. He was a dreamer whose office was his car, whose ship would one day come in. He was fun, and he was able—having no job, no office—to include a child in his life, giving her the status of a complicitous adult.

Leo Steinem had, before Gloria’s birth, solidified, physically and psychologically, into the form and manner he would always display. Overweight at three hundred pounds, he was good-natured, always with plans that would make their fortune. He entered contests, inventing slogans for Old Gold cigarettes (“If you’re a chain-smoker, make every link Old Gold”) and ScotTissue (“You can bet your bottom dollar on ScotTissue”). He sent the latter to ScotTissue by registered mail so that no one could steal it, but he did not win that contest or any other, though he always waited for the money. His business stationary read: “It’s Steinemite.” He liked to dream up odd inventions: cabins with retracting roofs to enable the occupants to get a suntan; original soft drinks.

Susanne remembers that whenever she and her father returned from a jaunt he would say, “Here we are, a jolly pair.” He was a show-biz type, an entrepreneur, a dance hall Sol Hurok. He was a sentimental man, full of laughter and easy tears. Steinem remembers him with spots on his suit and tie; as a sloppy dresser, whose jacket would never button. Susanne, who remembers a more serene life before Ruth’s breakdown, sees him as more proper, but understands that from then on he was asked to be both parents when he was suited to be neither. For Gloria he became a pal, a peer, a companion. It is partly for these reasons that her memories of him are warmhearted and forgiving.

Many who knew Steinem in the early days when she was working in New York vividly recall her love of her father. Perhaps because he was himself childlike in many ways, he could identify with a person only three feet tall. She recalls asking him for a nickel when they were on an outing when she was four. “What for?” he asked. She replied, “You can give me the nickel or not give me the nickel, but you can’t ask me what for.” He said, “You’re quite right,” and gave her the nickel. The episode showed, Steinem observed years later (and this marked her own attitude toward children), that he respected whoever was inside that short person.


My father wasn’t too interested in us until we could talk but then he was very interested. He taught me routines. In crowded elevators, he would turn to me, age five or so, and say, “So I told the man to keep his $50,000.” Or he would say to me, “If you aren’t good you won’t go to heaven”; I was supposed to answer, “I don’t want to go to heaven, Daddy, I want to go with you.” And, so that we would each get the extra malted milk at the bottom of the mixer, we would go into his favorite ice cream place and order separately. I loved sitting there at age four or five with my own quarter, pretending not to know my father. He treated me like a grown-up, and I loved him for it.



When she was nine, Leo sent her alone into the store in Jackson, Michigan, the largest nearby city, to buy clothes; everything she bought, she later observed, was so cheap it no doubt shrank to the size of doilies after one washing. Though this seems more
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