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PREFACE TO THE EXPANDED EDITION


[image: ]I once met Georgia O’Keeffe. This was not easy to do, and I considered it an achievement.

It was in the early 1970s, when I was in my early twenties. I was working at Sotheby’s, in New York, in the American Paintings Department. One of the things I did there was to catalogue the works we sold. I held each picture in my hands, felt its shape and weight. I measured and described it, recording the medium, condition, signature. The date. The provenance and exhibition history. I came to know the works very well.

Whenever we received a work by Georgia O’Keeffe I called Doris Bry, her dealer. Bry (pronounced “Bree”) was a scholarly woman who had been the assistant to Alfred Stieglitz. After his death she’d helped O’Keeffe settle his estate. After that, Bry became O’Keeffe’s private agent, selling her work to a select group of collectors. Bry kept extensive archival records, and she shared her information with us.

During this time I had begun to write about American art. I was particularly interested in the modernists, those early twentieth-century artists who were part of the rising surge of abstraction. I wrote about different members of this group—Marsden Hartley and Arthur Dove. I wanted to write about O’Keeffe, but this was difficult. She held the copyright to many of her paintings, so it was necessary to ask permission from her in order to reproduce them. This was one reason that relatively little scholarship had appeared on her: How could you write a book about art without using images? Another reason was the coolness and confusion that permeated critical response to her work, until well into the late 1960s. All those flowers! Was she a great artist or a cheap sentimentalist? The work was so easy to like—could it be important? She was scorned by the guys, and if you wanted to be taken seriously as a scholar, it seemed risky to write about her.

Another reason for the paucity of writing about O’Keeffe was her own inaccessibility: She lived in a small village in rural New Mexico and rarely gave interviews. She chose to keep herself from the world. Seclusion and withholding were a part of her persona: She herself was a rarity. She was not interested in publicity, and once refused a request for a one-person show at the Louvre.

Here was a paradox: the work, so intimate and engaging, so luscious, radiant, accessible, and the artist, so remote and self-controlled, distant, enigmatic, clothed in severe black and white. This mystery gave the artist a kind of charged glamour. A sighting was a significant event.

That season Sotheby’s had received an O’Keeffe painting of Canadian barns. It had been done in the early 1930s: two dark grey buildings in a wintry landscape. I catalogued it, and asked Bry for her information on it. Later she called me.

“Mrs. Alger,” she said (for that was my name then), “this is Doris Bry.” Of course I knew who it was. She had a dry, gravelly voice, very distinctive, with a WASPy drawl. “I’m calling about the Canadian Barns.”

“Yes, Miss Bry.” I used my formal, fluty, professional tone. “How may I help you?”

“I’d like to have the painting brought over to my apartment.”

Doris Bry lived in an apartment in the Pulitzer mansion. This was a grand Beaux-Arts building, only a few blocks away from our offices on Madison Avenue. It didn’t matter how close she was.

“I’m so sorry, Miss Bry,” I said snootily, “but our insurance policies don’t permit the works to leave the premises until they have legally changed hands. If you’d like to bring someone in to see the painting, I’ll be happy to have it brought out to the viewing room and put up on the easel. But I can’t allow the painting to leave our property.”

“Mrs. Alger,” said Miss Bry, “the artist is here. She would like to see the painting.”

“I’ll be there in 10 minutes,” I said, in my normal voice.

I called storage to have the painting brought out. I had it under my arm and was walking down the hall on my way to the front door when I ran into my boss.

“What are you carrying?” he asked.

‘“Canadian Barns,’” I said, putting my other hand over the frame protectively.

“Where are you going?” he asked. “It can’t leave the premises.”

“The artist wants to see it,” I said.

My boss put out his hand. “I’ll take it.”

“I answered the phone,” I said. “I’m taking it.”

With the painting under my arm I walked down Madison Avenue to the Pulitzer mansion. Doris Bry ushered me into her apartment. She was a tall, stately, formal woman, rather ponderous. She had dark eyes, pale lightless skin, and a mass of short grey curls. She wore a grey silk dress, stockings, heels. She brought me into the living room, where there were three other people, two lawyers in dark suits, and an older woman. Bry introduced me.

“This is Mrs. Alger, from Sotheby’s.”

The woman nodded pleasantly but said nothing.

She was much smaller than I, which surprised me. She had a lined face, dark hooded eyes, and long silvery hair coiled into a low bun. She wore a grey cotton housedress with a white collar and a narrow self-belt. On her feet she wore flat black Chinese slippers, with straps across the insteps.

Everyone watched as I carried the painting across the room and set it on the easel. The small woman came with me, but Doris and the lawyers stood at the back of the room, talking. Georgia O’Keeffe and I stood in front of the painting. She looked quietly at the canvas as though it were part of her, as if she were alone with it.

I stood silently beside her.

After a moment I spoke. It wasn’t enough for me to stand beside her.

When people meet someone famous, often they want to inflect themselves upon the moment, to impose their own identities upon that of the famous person. They say, I grew up in your town, or I have that same scarf, or I met you once in a train station. It’s a hopeless venture.

“I hope you like the frame,” I said.

I had ordered the frame myself. It was a simple silver half clamshell, the kind that Arthur Dove had used. We used the Dove frame on all the Stieglitz paintings. I knew O’Keeffe had liked Dove and had admired his work. I knew she’d like the frame. She’d be grateful. This was my moment.

She answered without turning. “I like them best without frames.”

I said nothing more.

She stood looking at the painting, calm and utterly self-possessed. I think she was wearing a black sweater, a thin little cardigan, not buttoned up.

She’d have been in her early eighties then.

• • •


Nearly 20 years later, in the spring of 1986, I was living in northern Westchester County. We had moved there 10 years earlier. We were out in the country, in an old farmhouse with a big barn and some fields. Living with us were four or five horses, two or three dogs, and some large cats. My daughter was 14. I had left the art world.

One evening, my husband, Tony, came home from the city and found me in the kitchen. He was in his business suit, still carrying his briefcase.

“I have something to tell you,” he said. On the train coming out he’d sat next to a friend of ours, Edward Burlingame, who was an editor at Harper & Row.

Edward had said, “Georgia O’Keeffe has just died, and there isn’t a big biography of her. Who do you think we should ask to write it?”

Tony said me.

Edward said that he knew I wrote fiction, but that he needed someone who knew about American art.

Tony told him I did.

Edward said he’d keep it in mind.

When Tony finished the story I shook my head.

“Thanks for suggesting me, but he’s being polite. This is Harper & Row, and it’s a big deal. They’ll want a museum curator, or anyway someone with a graduate degree. Not someone who’s just published a few articles and catalogue essays. So he won’t ask me.

“And if he did, I’d say no. I was writing about art because my fiction wasn’t being published, but now it is. I have a novel coming out, and I’m done with art. I’ve thought about it: I can’t be both a novelist and an art historian, and I’m going to be a novelist. So, thank you for suggesting me, but, first, he won’t ask me, and, second, if he did I’d say no.”

Tony said, “Well, I wanted to tell you.”

“Thank you,” I said again.

That was on Friday.

On Monday Edward called and asked if I’d be interested in writing the biography of Georgia O’Keeffe, and I said yes.

• • •


After O’Keeffe’s death, several other writers also began writing books about her. We’d all started at the same time. “Your book must be the first out,” Edward told me, “or within six months of the first, or it won’t be reviewed.”

And so I began the project. I did much of the archival research at the Beinecke Library at Yale, which holds the vast O’Keeffe-Stieglitz archive. There I worked in tranquil silence within the alabaster walls, leafing through papers and photographs, reading long, chatty, private, serious, funny, heartfelt, and thoughtful letters, learning that complicated network of kinship, friendships, and professional relationships. I enjoyed those times enormously. The other kind of research—interviews—was far more stressful, as it meant meeting with strangers. There were two lawsuits underway, and feelings in the O’Keeffe community ran high. Some people took sides, and when they learned that I had spoken to someone on the opposing side, they refused to speak to me themselves. Some friends and colleagues were loyal to O’Keeffe’s long tradition of silence toward strangers and refused to speak to me.

But her family, after they had read other things I’d written, and had met me, agreed to talk to me. I met various members, and then I was given the great honor of three days of interviews with Georgia’s one remaining sister, Catherine O’Keeffe Klenert. Catherine was then in her nineties, frail and white-haired, utterly cogent.

One afternoon, when I was asking her about those early days in Sun Prairie, she looked up at me, baffled. “I don’t know why you’re asking me. Anyone could tell you about this. Everyone knows it.”

I smiled at her. “No one else could tell me. You’re the only one left.” She was the only one who could tell me about getting up in the dark, during the winter in nineteenth-century Wisconsin, what it was like walking to school, celebrating a birthday, going to church. What the evenings were like in that household. Catherine was an invaluable source, and a deeply sympathetic presence.

Of course I was sorry not to be able to interview my own subject, Georgia O’Keeffe. But after I came to know other family members, after I’d listened to their stories and heard their thoughts, I understood that I was absorbing the culture that had produced O’Keeffe herself. Courage, determination, and self-reliance were all part of the family culture. O’Keeffe drew on these resources, which enabled her to lead the life she wanted.

Place was important to this book. I went to Sun Prairie, to see the long swell of the rich dark-earth fields. I went to Amarillo and Canyon, Santa Fe and Abiqui to see what it felt like to stand beneath the wheeling sky, to watch the sun rise on the roseate cliffs.

Edward had told me that the book had to be first, and I was determined that it would be. I had already completed some of the scholarly research when I wrote about other members of the Stieglitz circle, but there was a lot more to learn, and then there was the writing itself. Toward the end, the book took over my life. One day I was driving through our little village when I approached an old black car. The driver was an older man with a bristly white mustache and round rimless glasses. I knew I knew him, but I couldn’t place him until we had passed each other. Then I realized who my mind had made him into: Alfred Stieglitz (who had actually died before I was born). The book had taken me over. I thought of nothing else.

My daughter was in boarding school by then, and we had sold the horses. I took over the guest room and laid my folders out on the bed. I put a tall file cabinet in the upstairs hall. I wrote the book on a desktop computer on a card table, set against the closet door. We couldn’t get into that closet for three years.

My book came out in the fall of 1989. It was the first biography to appear after her death.

• • •


O’Keeffe’s work has always evoked a mixture of praise and exasperation from scholars and critics—praise from people who understand what her work does, exasperation from people who think it should do something else. She has been accused of being too accessible (though so is Monet), too obvious about gender (though so is Picasso), too arcane (though so is Braque), and too obvious (though so is Hieronymus Bosch.)

But the response to her work and her story continues to grow. Art lovers, other artists, and people on the street feel a powerful reaction to the images, and to the sense of possibility they offer. The scholarship focused on her work has created a critical mass: O’Keeffe is now an established and important presence in the art historical canon.

A dealer from the Vose Gallery in Boston once told me that after an artist died, they would hold a retrospective exhibition. After that then they put the work away for 40 years. During that time art currents would shift away from the period, and the artist’s reputation would decline. Forty years later, Vose would bring out the work again, offering it to a new generation, a new critical lens, and a new perspective. The work would become popular again. Vose was founded in 1841 and could take the long view.

O’Keeffe didn’t fit into this pattern. For one thing, she was over 20 years younger than her cohort—Stieglitz and the rest of his stable. Stieglitz died in 1946, and so did Arthur Dove. Marsden Hartley had died in 1943, Charles Demuth in 1935.

After O’Keeffe settled Stieglitz’ estate, in 1949, she left New York and moved full time to New Mexico. Without a cohort and without a gallery, her reputation declined while she was still alive. In the late 1950s she appeared in a column run by Life Magazine called “Where Are They Now?” O’Keeffe was featured as a formerly famous artist, now a forgotten figure, living among the mesas of the Southwest. But just as her decline preceded her death, so did her resurgence. She outlived her own decline, partly because of her longevity and partly because she’d been professionally part of an older generation, and now her time had come round again.

In 1970 the scholar Lloyd Goodrich mounted a large and authoritative retrospective exhibition at the Whitney Museum of American Art, in New York. Like the posthumous shows at Vose, this reintroduced O’Keeffe’s work to a new generation—but in this case the artist was still alive, and still painting. The result was a huge reflorescence of interest in her work. O’Keeffe’s most accessible images—the magnified flowers, the dreaming antlers and skulls, as well as the vast, mysterious cloudscapes—became hugely popular among the public. Some critics still turned up their noses, calling the flowers obvious and sentimental, but a logjam had been broken. A new generation of scholars forged ahead, writing and thinking about her work, and claiming O’Keeffe’s place as a modernist.

Because O’Keeffe was famous for flower paintings, she was accused of sentimentality and accessibility. In fact, those cropped and magnified flowers were radical works for their time. Also, of course, her subjects were not only botanical, and her body of work reveals the richness and complexity of her intentions. Forty years after the Goodrich retrospective, in 2009, Barbara Haskell, Chief Curator at the Whitney Museum, produced another groundbreaking O’Keeffe show, “Abstractions.” Instead of the familiar images of flowers, bones, and mountains, Haskell presented over 100 powerful abstract images. The show began with the radical charcoal drawings of 1915 that declared O’Keeffe’s fundamental commitment to purely nonobjective art, and it posed an effective challenge to the charges of sentimentality and accessibility. As Haskell pointed out, abstraction was always a source for O’Keeffe, and she never stopped drawing on it. She began and ended her long career with purely nonobjective works, and throughout it she moved easily back and forth between semiabstract and nonobjective compositions. The fact is that she saw abstraction in the natural world, in patterns of light and shade, of shape and design. Her compositions came both from interior ideas and the distillation of what she saw before her. She created a powerful visual lexicon with which to express her feelings: The combination of the two confounded some critics and delighted others. O’Keeffe refused to settle on one or the other.

The “Abstractions” show did what the 1970 retrospective had done— forty years later, it presented O’Keeffe through a new lens, and to a new audience. This show drew artists who saw her in a new light, not as a painter of voluptuous flowers, but as a creator of purely nonobjective compositions, absolute and penetrating in their intensity.

The scholarship on O’Keeffe continues to expand, focusing on every aspect of her work and life. Recently an exhibition presented the work of her sister Ida; another presented O’Keeffe’s personal style. The art historian Wanda Corn writes, “Today we have an expanded understanding of O’Keeffe’s creativity outside of the studio. She was a brilliant designer of her homes and gardens . . . and an early proponent of farm-to-table cooking. She created a personal style of dress and distinctive ways of modeling for the camera.”

Artists emerging into the public realm during the last 30 years have been aware of her presence.

The distinguished New Yorker writer Calvin Tomkins, one of the few journalists to have interviewed O’Keeffe, says today: “I have a sense that, after a period of being more or less dismissed, she has regained her seat in the historical pantheon, and is revered for a lot of new reasons.”

The figurative painter Katherine Bradford, who shares with O’Keeffe a radiant sense of color and a mastery of spatial manipulation, writes,

The day O’Keeffe died I was at an art opening when we all got the news. I didn’t exactly cry but my eyes welled up with tears. The same thing happened when I was showing slides of her work in a big lecture hall full of students. I had to stop for a moment.

She lived a long time and we were used to having her among us as a fellow artist, one that we admired for her ability to pare down both her life and her work into bold essentials. That same year I made a painting called Farewell O’Keeffe. It was a dark painting with two crude black crosses one atop the other. The person who bought the painting was John Marin’s daughter-in-law and wrote me a postcard saying “Of course I knew O’Keeffe.” That was the closest real-life connection I had to Georgia O’Keeffe.

I still have that post card.

Corroborating Tomkins’s view of the shift is this response from the artist (and my daughter) Roxana Alger Geffen, to whom this biography is dedicated:

When I was a young artist, Georgia O’Keeffe was not fashionable. Her work was unambiguously representational, bold but not messy, possibly feminist but not radically so and— most embarrassing of all—beautiful. O’Keeffe delighted in the beauty of the natural world. She used the landscape’s rich and subtle palette, and its supple, fluid forms directly and earnestly. She applied paint thinly, with modest brushstrokes that direct our attention away from the maker and towards the subject. She wanted to convey the power of the natural world as clearly and truthfully as possible.

Twenty-five years ago, clarity and beauty—unmitigated by irony or critique—seemed dangerously clumsy and conservative. Now, after many years of my own practice, I believe that beauty may be the most important experience art can offer us.

• • •


O’Keeffe continues to arouse interest and respect in the community of scholars and beyond. She is admired for her determination, her bravery, and her commitment, as well as for her extraordinary body of work. She is as much admired as a role model as she is as an artist.

It was an honor, a challenge, and a delight to write the story of Georgia O’Keeffe’s life, to delve so deeply into the narrative of someone who has, though her art and her example, influenced my own life and the lives of so many others.

I still think of her lined face and coiled silver hair, her faint, amused smile, those flat black Chinese slippers.

This Expanded Edition


This expanded edition includes the complete set of letters from Georgia O’Keeffe to Arthur Macmahon. These appear in the appendix at the end of the book, with a description and explanation. The letters are copyrighted by the Georgia O’Keeffe Museum, and are used in this edition with their kind permission.

I would also like to thank my editor, Sue Ramin, and her staff at Brandeis University Press for their support of this edition, and their expert care shepherding it through the publication process in the teeth of a pandemic.

Roxana Robinson

NEW YORK, 2020


PART I

1887 - 1902

[image: ]

SUN PRAIRIE:

THE WIDE

AND

GENEROUS LAND


1

I remembered the beautiful fields of grain and wheat out there —like snow—only yellow . . . in spring . . . They were plowing and there were patterns of plowed ground and patches where things were growing.

—GEORGIA O’KEEFFE


[image: ] The O’Keeffe Property in Sun Prairie, Wisconsin, is prime farmland: rounded swells of mahogany earth sloping against an enormous sky. In April the fields are newly plowed, and the furrows sweep together toward the skyline. Red-winged blackbirds nest in the high grasses along the narrow road, and the windy spring sky is full of their liquid song.

The landscape is spare and inescapably abstract. Uncluttered by trees or underbrush, the sweep of the earth is idealized, non-specific. For six months of the year the land is bare, its vast curves revealed. Even at the height of the summer, when the crop lies smoothly across the long rising slants, the shapes of the calm earth are always exposed.

There is no middle ground. There is nowhere for the eye to rest before the charged presence of the horizon, the long incantatory cusp between earth and sky. This is what breaks the hypnotic line of the earth, not another plane but another dimension: space.

• • •


Sun Prairie was first discovered and named in June 1837, by the Bird party, a wagon train headed for the new territorial capital, Madison. Struggling through rainy weather and muddy forest trails, the wagons stopped when the sun came out to reveal an expanse of bright plains. One of the travelers, possibly Charles Bird himself, carved the words on a tree to record the event: Sun Prairie. The wagons continued on, however, and it was not until 1839 that Charles Bird left Madison and returned to become the first white settler of Sun Prairie. There were only twenty-nine settlers living in the whole of what is now Dane County.

A scant two years after Bird’s arrival, the tiny community erected a log cabin to serve as school and social and religious center. The first election was held there in 1842. Sun Prairie was officially founded in 1846, and in that year the post office was established. By 1847, there were Congregationalist, Methodist, and Baptist churches in the village.

The establishment of social, religious, and political institutions was an important part of the pioneering process. The settlers on the northern plains were homesteading families, not wandering adventurers like trappers or herders. The farmers depended upon their ability to transform their environment. The vastness of the prairie was threatening and disorienting to them, and as soon as they arrived, the settlers began staking physical and psychological claims in the dangerous open space that surrounded them, and initiating the slow process of transformation: nature into society. The indigenous population was composed of Winnebago Indians, whose attitude toward the land was communal and spiritual. Threatened by this “irrational” approach, the settlers congratulated themselves on its banishment. They established a rational, objective system: the plains were surveyed into neat, geometrical parcels, and each parcel had a particular and individual owner.

Though the soil was potentially generous, the first year of working it, coaxing it toward fertility, was hard. The prairie sod, dense and heavy with the roots of a thousand years of wild grasses, had to be broken like damp stone, with plow and oxen. On the open grasslands, trees for lumber were scarce; many early homesteads were built of sod and set half underground. In the woodlands, log cabins, dark and cramped, were laboriously constructed. The first year’s subsistence crop was a truck patch: a small piece of land, painstakingly plowed and sowed with corn, potatoes, turnips, and other vegetables. With a few commercial supplies—flour, bacon, coffee—a rifle for the wild game, and some luck, a family could eke out a parlous living through the long first winter. Each year a piece of new ground was broken and the harvest was larger, until enough food was grown for the family to begin trading with the world. Margins widened, and the threats of failure and starvation receded.

If men bore the brunt of the physical labor, struggling with the heavy chores and wrestling with the resistant soil, it was the women who paid the emotional price of the move to the frontier. Studies of the diaries and reminiscences of the pioneer women who went west show that “not one wife initiated the idea; it was always the husband,”1 and “When women wrote of the decision to leave their homes, it was always with anguish, a note conspicuously absent from the diaries of men.”2

Reluctant and grieving, the women found themselves adrift in an alien landscape, without the comfort of support from friends, family, or neighbors, often without even a language in common with the nearest inhabitants. They were faced with a harsh climate, severe physical duress, and constant uncertainty regarding survival. The vastness of the landscape was itself deeply threatening to the pioneer woman. Willa Cather, whose family moved out to Nebraska in 1883, wrote about arrival on the Great Plains:

There seemed to be nothing to see; no fences, no creeks or trees, no hills or fields. If there was a road, I could not make it out in the faint starlight. There was nothing but land: not a country at all, but the material out of which countries are made. No, there was nothing but land—slightly undulating . . . I had the feeling that the world was left behind, that we had got over the edge of it, and were outside man’s jurisdiction.3

As Nancy Chodorow has imaginatively argued, “the basic feminine sense of the world is connected to the world, the basic masculine sense is separate.”4 A landscape without limits presents different aspects to the different genders. The men saw themselves as clearly distinct from the shapeless plains. They perceived the land as something they could transform, dominate, and control. But for women, such vastness contains the threat of the erasure of self, the annihilation of personality, a terrifying dissolution in the great waves of land. For both men and women it was deeply and terrifyingly exigent.

• • •


Pierce O’Keeffe and his wife, Catherine Mary Shortall, arrived in Sun Prairie in the summer of 1848. Unlike many Irish immigrants of the period, O’Keeffe was a man of property. He left the family wool business in County Cork when it began to founder under heavy taxation. Bringing with them the small, portable elements of their lives in Ireland—emblematic fragments: family silver and a china tea service— Pierce and Catherine traveled by ship from Liverpool to New York, where they disembarked on April 22. From New York they continued their journey by water through the Great Lakes to Milwaukee; from there they went by oxcart to Sun Prairie. In July, Pierce bought land from the government along the Koshkonong Creek, at about a dollar an acre. It was excellent farmland, smooth, rolling, and fertile.

Pierce and Catherine had four sons, who would help them work the land— Boniface, Peter, Francis Calyxtus, and Bernard —and they prospered. Pierce built the first frame house in the community, and in this setting Catherine installed the silver and the family tea service. After their early struggles, order, comfort, and a certain modest elegance were achieved.

George Victor Totto arrived in Sun Prairie in the mid-1850s, nearly a decade after the O’Keeffes. Totto was a Hungarian count, born in Old Buda in 1820. Exiled after his participation in the 1848 revolution of Hungary against Austria, he came to America in that same year.5 Though he may have been one of Kossuth’s aides, Totto was not, as has been suggested, one of the four thousand refugees from Austrian rule who arrived in New York with the exiled governor of Hungary, Louis (Lajos) Kossuth. Kossuth was brought over in 1851 by the sympathetic U.S. government for a state visit. Totto was living in New York at the time, however, and he would certainly have benefited from the enthusiastic American response to the brave Hungarian attempt at self-rule. Two hundred thousand people had turned out to welcome Kossuth and his compatriots in New York. Many of his supporters remained in America when Kossuth left, George Victor Totto among them. Totto was committed to his adoptive country, where he would become a citizen. He decided boldly to move to a small frontier community in Wisconsin, named briefly Haraszthy, though later incorporated as Sauk City.6 By October of 1852, he was listed there as a member of the Freethinker Congregation. Before leaving for Wisconsin, however, Totto stayed at a hotel in New York City, where he met Charles Wyckoff and his two daughters.

The Wyckoff family, of Dutch origin, was well established in the New World: one ancestor, Edward Fuller, had made an impeccably early arrival on the Mayflower.7 The family had intermarried with other important Dutch families, though by the mid-nineteenth century the Wyckoffs were far from grand.

Charles Wyckoff was one of fourteen children. He grew up in Somerville, New Jersey, where his father, Abraham, kept an inn. In February 1827, Charles married Alletta May Field, of Bound Brook. They had two daughters, Isabella Dunham,8 named after Charles’s mother, and Jane Eliza (called Jennie). Like his father, Charles was an innkeeper, but he was a restless one, who moved constantly between New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and New York.9 In 1853, Wyckoff and two brothers started the Wyckoff Hotel, on Warren Street in New York, but even this family venture did not settle Charles down. Alletta had died, and the following year, with his new wife, Elizabeth (a widow from New Jersey), and his two grown daughters, Charles abandoned the family enterprise to his brothers and set out on his last and most perilous venture: managing a hotel in the small, primitive town of Sauk City, Wisconsin.

It is likely that the adventurous Hungarian count Totto played a part in the Wyckoffs’ decision to move to Sauk City. Of the Wyckoffs, it may have been the older daughter, Isabella, who was the prime mover. Certainly an attraction was to develop between the exotic European and the young woman from New York, and it may well have begun on Warren Street.

In any case, Isabella was strong-willed. Her tiny diary (a succinct listing of important events in her life) begins with the stark announcement: “I Came West. April 1854.” The first word is larger than the rest and embellished with flourishes. The bold use of the first person singular suggests autonomy and independence; the omission of family members suggests a journey made, metaphorically, in solitude.

Charles Wyckoff may have opened his inn in the raw, energetic frontier town; shortly after the family’s arrival, however, an epidemic of cholera broke out. Before he could move his family to safety, Wyckoff contracted the disease himself. There was no cure for cholera in 1854, and in her diary Isabella recorded: “The 10th of August. Pa died.”

Isabella was twenty-five, and her sister, Jennie, was eighteen. Left with limited means in the rumbustious prairie community, without friends, their only kin a twice-widowed stepmother, the two girls chose matrimony as careers: they had few other options. Significantly, however, neither chose to return to the relative comfort and decorum of the East.

Jennie was married at once, to a Mr. Ezra L. Varney. She may have already been married when her father died: the cemetery records show the owners of the burial plot to be Isabella and Elizabeth Wyckoff and Jane Varney. Isabella waited until the following spring, when she noted: “May 21, 1855. Married George Victor Totto.” Jennie and Ezra Varney were witnesses to the ceremony but did not stay in Sauk City. They set out on the perilous overland wagon route for gold rush California.

Since Sauk City was originally named for an adventurous Hungarian traveler, Totto may have assumed it would be full of his compatriots. In fact its ethnic makeup was almost entirely German. The local paper was written in German and remained so until well into the twentieth century. Discovering that he was part of a tiny minority in a German community, Totto moved to a more heterogeneous settlement. He went first to a log cabin in Waunakee, on the north side of Lake Mendota, and next to Westport, in 1864. By 1872, George Totto and his family had moved to the town of Sun Prairie. There Totto bought land in the southeastern sector, very near that of Pierce O’Keeffe.

In preindustrial Europe, aristocratic property was agricultural, and the Totto holdings in Hungary would have been farmland. Hungary was still semifeudal at midcentury, however: while George Totto may have supervised agricultural operations, it is very unlikely that he had ever set his noble hand to a plow. It is still more unlikely that in Europe, where the land has been tilled for centuries, he had ever encountered the need to break sod behind a team of oxen. And certainly Isabella, his wife, born and reared in an eastern environment and most recently from that most sophisticated and urban of all American settings, New York, would have known little of running a pioneering farmer’s household.

Their venture—claiming the land, transforming the environment from hostile to benevolent—was to make extraordinary and unaccustomed demands on them both.

• • •


George and Isabella Totto had six children. “Allie”— Alletta, later Ollie—“born March 6, 1856,” wrote Isabella. Josephine followed in 1858. On a farm, girls were useful, but boys were a necessity. It was not until 1859 that the Tottos produced a son, Charles. Five years later, on January 13, 1864, Ida Ten Eyck was born in Westport. Another daughter, Lenore (Lola) followed, and at last another son, George.

The naming of the children follows the maternal line. The first daughter, Alletta, was named for Isabella’s mother; the first son, Charles, for her father. It was not until the sixth and last child was born that George Totto was given a namesake. It is women who are keepers of a culture. Mothers, aunts, and grandmothers tell the family stories, they recount the family traditions of manner, language, and behavior, weaving into the lives of their children strands from the lives of their parents. The Dutch strain of the Wyckoff line would be perpetuated through name and tradition: two generations later, the family members still talked proudly about Wyckoff family history. Ida inherited the portraits of Abraham and Isabella, her grandparents—physical proof of their faces, features, and world. The Totto heritage— language, customs, and ancestors—would be lost. The only relic from the palmy days of Hungarian nobility would be a pair of gold and emerald earrings, still in family hands. Tiny, intricate, mysterious, they were like golden hieroglyphics, symbols of a life both foreign and splendid, the speech, style, and premise of which were all utterly alien to the life on the Great Plains.

George Totto and his family worked hard and prospered. A town survey of 1873 shows Totto’s land, adjacent to the O’Keeffe property, to be identical in size and quality; each family had two hundred acres of good arable land. The New World was living up to expectations: the exiled Hungarian count and the failed Irish businessman were successful; they were neighbors and equals.

The Totto household had expanded. Isabella’s sister, Jennie, had moved in to live with them. After a harrowing trip west by wagon train, the adventurous Mr. Varney had died in California of tuberculosis, leaving Jennie abandoned once more in a strange western landscape. Unwilling to retrace the overland trip alone, Jennie set out on a hazardous journey by sailing ship around the tip of South America, a voyage that ended at last in the safe haven of her sister Isabella’s household.

In 1876, George Totto’s sentence of exile was long over: a general amnesty had been declared in 1867. He was well established in America, with two hundred generous acres of land, a strong and capable wife, six healthy children, and a sister-in-law to help look after them. Now in his mid-fifties, Totto was still hale and active. There would be no better time to return to Hungary, to visit relatives and see the property.

“January 20, 1876. Georgi went to Europe,” Isabella wrote. The older Totto son, Charly (sic), was only seventeen, and the younger, George, was under ten. If the family were to remain on the farm, Isabella would have to hire men to work it. She chose instead to move the family— Jennie and the six children—to Madison, in February of that year. The move was a temporary one, pending George’s return, and the farm lands were rented out. The neighboring O’Keeffes, with their four strong sons, were an obvious choice as tenants.

The stay in Madison was lengthier than planned. George Totto’s eyesight began to deteriorate. Left only with peripheral vision, and that fading, Totto felt less and less capable of making the lengthy and difficult trip back to America. Simple communication with Isabella became increasingly laborious: he was unable to write his own letters or to read hers. Finding a translator in Budapest was problematical. French, the language of diplomacy, was the accepted means of communication throughout nineteenth-century Europe, not English.

Upon his arrest, George Totto had forfeited the family property in exchange for a lightened sentence—exile instead of prison. Certainly not all the holdings were given up, but by the time of his return, thirty years later, the Totto property, whether confiscated by the crown or appropriated by another family member, was no longer in George Totto’s hands. When he died of heart failure, in December 1895, it was not in the liveried splendor of a Totto castle in the hills but at the city residence of his nephew Emmanuel Tottis, a linen dealer in Budapest.10 Whether Totto’s abandonment of his family was due to despair at his circumstances or a matter of deliberate choice is impossible now to discover, but it created a lingering sense of betrayal within the family.

Francis Calyxtus,11 the third of the four O’Keeffe brothers, was born in 1853. Frank was still in school when his father died of tuberculosis, but the land is ineluctable. Frank left school several years early, taking his place in the barns and the fields with his older brothers, Boniface and Peter.

When the youngest son, Bernard, was old enough to work the land, a fourth body was not so necessary, and Frank had grown restless. Third in line, he was an unlikely heir to the property; there was little to keep him at home. Struck by wanderlust, he set out across country, into the wilderness of the Dakotas. Distraught, his mother, Catherine, wrote to him, promising him whatever he would like if he would only return. Frank wrote back at once: what he would like was the neighboring Totto farm. Have it you shall, his mother replied, and back he came.

For seven years Frank O’Keeffe farmed the Totto fields. The connection between the farmer and the fields he plows is a deep and instinctive one, canonized by American law: a squatter who works land long enough will own it. Frank’s strength had gone into the Totto fields, and the land was known to him, the supple contours, the smooth hollows, the rich black earth.

In October 1883, Frank O’Keeffe’s older brother Peter succumbed, as had his father, to tuberculosis. Frank was thirty years old and now was next in line to Boniface as head of the family. Traditionally, Irish men married late, not taking wives until they were established as householders. It was not surprising that Frank waited so long before he began to drive his horse the twelve long country miles to Madison to call on Ida Totto.

Ida Ten Eyck Totto was twenty years old in January 1884. She had inherited the patrician characteristics of Count Totto: a lengthy, elegant nose, dark and hooded eyes, a honey-colored cast to her skin, and regal posture. Long-faced and straight-backed, she was not a conventional beauty but a woman of distinction. She had deep-set, luminous, intelligent eyes, a wide, sensitive mouth, and a crystalline sense of herself.

After the move to Madison, Isabella’s children lived in a household governed entirely by women. Though the absent father, George, was a significant psychological presence, it was Isabella who established herself as authority in the masculine bastion of the family finances. The children had seen her effectiveness in the traditionally female role of housekeeper, coping with all the laborious daily chores of nineteenth-century domestic life. They now saw her negotiating rents and paying bills: it was Isabella who decided finally when to sell the family fields, and to whom. The image of female independence presented by Isabella was in fact so powerful that only one of her four daughters married. Moreover, she had chosen to bring up her children in Madison, a university town, rather than in the country: only one of them returned to the land.

Though barely twenty, Ida had a strong sense of a woman’s capabilities and a confidence in her own strength. In her diary she offered a clear picture of a warm, supportive relationship with her sisters and a rational, intelligent sense of herself. When Frank O’Keeffe presented her with his suit, she pondered the matter with great deliberation, rationally weighing the advantages and disadvantages. Her attitude was a far cry from the prevailing sensibility, which encouraged a young woman to view marriage as the only possible happy ending to her life. Isabella’s legacy to her daughters was a rare and important one: she had taught them to value themselves as individuals and women, not merely as wives.

Frank O’Keeffe was eleven years Ida’s senior, with strikingly Celtic looks. He had “black Irish” coloring: pale skin, blue eyes, and dark hair. His were the distinctive peaked eyebrows inherited by his daughters. He had a round, strong, handsome face, vital and enthusiastic. Industrious and energetic, he had been brought up in a tradition of hard and continual labor. He had grown into himself: from a restless and uncommitted young man, he had become a responsible member of his family and of the community. Socially unpretentious, academically impoverished, he was an aristocrat of the New World, one of the adventurous breed of settlers who had claimed the wilderness and, through diligence and faith, transformed it into a generous and productive partner.

Frank O’Keeffe and Ida Totto had grown up as neighbors in a landscape where neighbors were important. Their families had, for a quarter of a century, shared bad weather and good harvests, disasters and celebrations. They were both connected to the land on which they would live. Both were accustomed to working hard, both knew of the excellence and exigence of the life they were undertaking. They knew what each would be expected to contribute and what they could expect the other to contribute: commitment, endurance, devotion to the task, and an absolute, unwavering belief in its importance.
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Wedded—At the residence of the bride’s mother, in the city of Madison on Tuesday, February 19, 1884, by the Rev. J. B. Pratt, Mr. Francis O’Keeffe, of Sun Prairie, to Miss Ida Totto, of Madison. The contracting parties in the nuptial affair above chronicled are well and favorably known hereabouts, and the best wishes of the community are extended to Frank and his charming bride.

—Sun Prairie Countryman, February 28, 1884


[image: ] By 1884, the desperation of the early days in Sun Prairie was over. The heavy sod had proved responsive and bountiful, and the farms had begun to flourish. The railroad had come through in the late 1850s; two hotels were built, and the bank opened. The advances were not only material but cultural, as is suggested in the genteel niceness of the literary style—“The contracting parties in the nuptial affair above chronicled.” In 1864 a house on Main Street was remodeled in the latest Stick Gothic style, in 1876 the Sun Prairie Cornet Band gave its first free concert, and in 1882 the Free High School District began offering a three-year course of study.

During the last half of the nineteenth century, Sun Prairie, like many midwestern farm communities, embodied and celebrated the Protestant ethic. Here the inherent virtue of diligent labor was amply rewarded by the fruits of the land. The earth was generous and the work itself spiritually sustaining: the life was hard, simple, and rewarding.1

People were proud to work the land; the cities were not yet draining the work force from the countryside. The early pioneering spirit of mutual support still remained, reflected by the kindly extension of “the best wishes of the community . . . to Frank and his charming bride.”

• • •


When Frank and Ida O’Keeffe were married, the bride’s mother took charge of the occasion, as was the custom. Though George Totto was not there to give his daughter away, Ida’s brother Charles and one of her sisters signed and witnessed the marriage certificate. In spite of Isabella’s awkward marital status, the wedding was an assertion of Totto strength and solidarity, as might be expected of an occasion put on by a strong woman possessed of valuable property, healthy children, and a mind of her own.

The ceremony was Episcopalian: religion, like family tradition, most frequently passes through the female line. George Totto was a Lutheran, Francis O’Keeffe a Catholic; both men deferred to the religious persuasions of their wives.

The newly married couple moved into the Totto homestead, which Frank still rented from his mother-in-law. Ida had spent the preceding eight years in a more urban environment, but the running of a farm household was not completely foreign to her. She had lived on a farm for her first twelve years, and, too, household chores in Madison were not so very different from those in Sun Prairie. Washing laundry, sewing clothes, cooking meals: almost everything was done by hand. Even if the hand belonged to a hired girl, the mistress of a modest household knew very well, herself, how to perform each task.

There was another, subtler, change that occurred for Ida. In the university town she had nourished the hope of becoming a doctor: a most unlikely career for a woman. That she entertained this idea, and was encouraged in it, reflected Isabella’s attitude toward education, personal competence, and the life of the mind. The dwindling chances of her father’s return, however, had made Ida’s prospects of advanced study less and less likely. When she married Frank she effectively relinquished all thoughts of a medical career. She knew quite well that a farmer’s wife devoted her energies and her life to her children and household, but her commitment to the principle of education was deeply rooted and did not suffer in the move.

Frank and Ida had their first child, Francis Calyxtus, in 1885. Georgia Totto was born next, on November 15, 1887. Five more children followed: Ida Ten Eyck in 1889, Anita Natalie in 1891, Alexis Wyckoff in 1892, Catherine Blanche in 1895, and Claudia Ruth in 1899. Seven was not an unusual number of children. Infant mortality rates were high, and, on a farm, children were an important source of labor. They were, as well, a source of biological pride, tangible proof of a successful marriage: a fruitful union.

When Ida started having children, Jane Wyckoff Varney moved into the O’Keeffe household to help her niece. This was not uncommon; often a single woman, widow or spinster, of limited means would join a larger nuclear family, where she would help in the running of the household and share in the family fortunes. The presence of this alternate “mother” gave the real mother some respite from uninterrupted child care; it also gave the children a second role model, an alternate pattern of behavior to consider.

Jane Varney was called Jennie by the adults and “Auntie” by the children.2 Auntie devoted her energies to the O’Keeffe children, sewing and mending their clothes, attending to their daily needs, and admonishing them for minor misdeeds. Some of the older children found Auntie’s ministrations constraining: Georgia remembered Auntie as “the headache of my life,” someone who presented her with an unending list of tiresome adjustments that a child should make to the adult world. “I can see her now, standing there with her hands clasped, inspecting her charges.”3

For the younger children, however, Auntie was a haven of warmth and affection, often taking the children’s part against their mother. “Ida, leave those children alone,” she would insist, to the children’s great delight. “She was our lover,” Catherine said simply.

Auntie, who shared a bedroom with Catherine and Claudia, was a beloved member of the household. Emotionally accessible, softhearted, and vulnerable, Auntie was never asked by the children about her hapless marriage or about the terrible trips to and from California. “It made her very sorry,” said Catherine; “she shed tears.”

Ida’s style was very different. “Ma,” or “Mama,” as she was called, was energetic, stern, and self-disciplined. Ida’s love was expressed in level-eyed approval rather than cuddling. Pity and praise were seldom dispensed, and indulgence never. High-principled and straight-backed, she held herself and her children to strict standards. She was a strong and reliable supporter of her children’s efforts, but excellence was expected. If Auntie offered a warm, voluptuous bath of maternal affection, Ida’s response was a cold, narrow ribbon of water: challenging, delicious, and never quite enough. “She loved us all,” said Catherine firmly, and clearly this was true. But all the children were aware of a gap that could never quite be closed between themselves and their mother. Catherine, when asked which parent she was closer to, admitted she felt closer to Auntie than to either. Georgia told a friend later, “As a child, I think I craved a certain affection that my mother did not give.”4

Ida’s emotional frugality was, in part, a reflection of a rigorous life. Although in the closing decades of the nineteenth century life on the land was no longer desperate, neither was it easy. If there was one quality necessary for survival on the untried land, it was self-reliance, both physical and emotional. Since no external support or assurance was certain, any form of dependence was ultimately a risk. Ida’s mother, Isabella, orphaned and abandoned, had learned this painfully: there was no protection against disaster.

This ethic of austerity set the tenor of family life. Physical demonstrations of affection were rare; when family members met, they tended to shake hands, not hug. In spite of Frank and Ida’s deep commitment to each other, Catherine never saw them with their arms around each other. Their affection was expressed more subtly, austerely, and internally. “They were friendly,” said Catherine, “very friendly.”

The code of spareness extended to tangible things. Material comforts were few. Clothes and shoes were handed down from one child to the next. “The youngest ones got the oldest shoes,” said Catherine.5 The girls owned two dresses each; the second was a necessity: “Had to have one to get washed.” Birthday celebrations were modest: a single present would appear at the child’s place at the dinner table. At Christmas, the tree had two sorts of ornaments: homemade popcorn strings and lighted candles (full buckets of water stood nearby). Presents were, for the most part, handmade, not bought. “We had no money for that,” Catherine said briskly. The children were not brought up with a sense of deprivation, however: material goals were not the point of this existence.

• • •


Georgia occupied a fortunate position in the family. As the second child, she escaped the relentless parental scrutiny and the burden of expectation under which an oldest child often labors. As the oldest girl of five, Georgia achieved without effort a position of natural and boundless authority. Explaining why Georgia had a bedroom to herself while Ida and Anita shared one room and Claudia, Catherine, and Auntie squeezed into another, Catherine said simply. “She was It. She had everything about her way, and if she didn’t she’d raise the devil.”

Her power was innate. “Georgia run [sic] the girls,” said Catherine. Glowing with authority, Georgia was a benevolent despot. Her subjects were smaller, weaker, and meeker, but beloved. It did not occur to them to resent her rule: “We were grown up with it,” Catherine explained. “Paid no attention to it at all. We all expected that she was the queen that was crowned and we all loved her. She was always very nice to us all. She was a good older sister.”

The other girls saw Georgia as a parental favorite as well as their queen. “Certain ones would get praise,” Catherine said judicially. “Of course Georgia was always at the very top.” But among all the children the boys ranked supreme. “The boys were the favorites. They came first with everything,” said Catherine.

Georgia saw all this differently: in her view, the boys were sole favorites. “I was not a favorite child,” she declared, “but I didn’t mind at all.”6 From a child’s solipsistic viewpoint, a limitless amount of parental attention is normal. For Georgia it seemed only natural that she be given more freedom, responsibility, and praise than the other, younger, girls; her parents’ bias toward the boys seemed an aberration. Just as it seemed natural and inevitable that she be the tallest of her sisters, so she expected special treatment throughout her life and saw nothing special in her expectation. “I had a sense of power,” she said later. “I always had it.”7

• • •


The O’Keeffe farmhouse, like many nineteenth-century farmhouses, had been designed and built by the man who lived in it. Eastern farmers had a flair for this, and New York, New England, and Pennsylvania farmhouses share an inherent style and a vernacular grace. Domestic architecture in Wisconsin, however, often suffers by comparison. The farmhouses sit bolt upright, ungainly and cramped, too narrow, too high, and crowded by heavy, secretive hemlocks. The effort of Frank O’Keeffe did nothing to correct the situation. Early in his marriage, Frank built a house for his family on the O’Keeffe property. His intention had obviously been to create a house with some distinction, one with more dignity than that of a simple straight-angled box. The result, however, was awkward, with an uneven roofline, asymmetrical windows, and an unexpected, whimsical round tower.

It was the O’Keeffe barn that seemed right in the landscape. Capacious, serene, and beautifully proportioned, the big hay barn spread its solid red shape like a broody hen, awaiting the lumbering wagons with their sweet-smelling burden. “I can see the enormous loads of hay coming in, in the evening,” Georgia remembered.8 A hundred feet long, with seven interior bays, squared off by great massive beams, the barn settled calmly and absolutely into the gentle slope of the field.

Unsurprisingly, it was the barn, not the house, that became a symbol of this life for Georgia, one to which she returned as subject matter throughout her life. “The barn is a very healthy part of me,” she wrote years later. “There should be more of it. It is something that I know . . . it is my childhood.”9

Days on the farm were full. Frank O’Keeffe came downstairs just after the hired girl had lighted the fires. He ate breakfast in the kitchen, with the hired men who would work beside him throughout the day. The women and children came down next, and while they ate in the dining room, the cook and the hired girl filled the children’s lunch pails for school. The O’Keeffe children attended the Number Five district schoolhouse, called the Town Hall School. Georgia started there just before her fifth birthday. The one-room building was on Totto property, and the children walked in a straggling herd across the road and down the narrow farm lanes. Behavior at school was exemplary: a disciplinary offender would be sent outdoors. “That was a disgrace,” Catherine said firmly. “Everyone behaved.”

After school there were chores. The boys joined their father and the hired men, tending the mild-eyed Jersey milk cows or working with the great sweet-breathed, slow-stepping draft horses. The girls were not allowed in the barns with the animals: “Lord knows we’d be kicked to pieces,” Catherine said.10 Although draft horses are known for their quiet dispositions, the principle was sound: children are small and skittish, animals large
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