
  Praise for Edmund Wilson


  "This groundbreaking study completes Meyers' trilogy of portraits of American literary giants, which includes his book on Hemingway and last year's superb biography of Fitzgerald. A proficient and prolific literary scholar and biographer, Meyers is as adept at explicating Wilson's often traumatic conflict over being a critical rather than a creative writer as he is as describing Wilson's heavy drinking, contentious personality, and rampant sexuality. Meyers introduces Wilson's many lovers, including Edna St. Vincent Millay, and all four of his wives, including the revengeful Mary McCarthy, with evident relish and covers all of Wilson's intellectual and erotic territory with an eye to his tremendous influence and independence of spirit." —Booklist



  "I believe it will serve for years as a reliable, sturdy, and clearly dependable guide to the career of the most fully informed and readable American man of letters of this century. Meyers never forgets that he is writing about a man whose curiosity was apparently without limits and whose intellectual energy never flagged." —WILLIAM M. CHACE, president, Emory University



  "[Meyers'] work painstakingly traces Wilson's career, offering perceptive—and meticulously annotated—commentary on what the author is able to include of Wilson's prodigious output. Although Meyers is unsparing in his account of Wilson's sometimes unsavory private life, he is able to see beyond the private man and recognize his stature as a major figure in American culture. At the same time he is not at all reluctant to point out where he thinks Wilson goes wrong. In sum, this biography is worthy of its eminent subject. Recommended."


  —Choice



  "A biography of Wilson has been long overdue, and Jeffrey Meyers, a seasoned practitioner, has come up with an intelligent, well-executed piece of work .... [the author] displays good sense and writes readable prose .... Meyers offers guidance on many different aspects of Wilson the working author: his relationship with other writers, his dealings with editors and publishers, the biographical dimension behind individual pieces of work." —Commentary



  "Edmund Wilson's life and work include an important stretch of the American cultural history of the twentieth century, and Jeffrey Meyers puts it all together for the first time with his practiced skill, indefatigable research, and compulsive readability. A very valuable contribution to the study of our recent past!"


  —JOSEPH FRANK, author of Dostoevsky


  "To write this masterful and readable biography, Jeffrey Meyers had to cover enormous ground. Not only does [he] admire Wilson, but a real liking of the man and a fascination with his contentious, complicated character shine through the book. ... a rich and vivid life does emerge .... Detail to vivid detail is added to point up a whole, intriguing picture .... This book is enough to restore some faith in the overworked and tired genre of literary biography." —Irish Times



  "[This book] contain[s] a wealth of information gleaned from Wilson's private papers and diaries and from correspondence and interviews with those who knew him." —Library Journal



  "Jeffrey Meyers has written the first full-length biography of this remarkable writer, [and] it doesn't come a moment too soon .... It is one of the many virtues of Meyers' book that it recalls us to the centrality of Wilson's literary interests and reminds us of the nature of those interests .... I think Meyers has done more to clarify the origins of [Wilson's] essential outlook on "public" issues than any other writer who has addressed the subject. ... Another virtue of the book [is] that it establishes Wilson's war experience in France in the First World War as the crucible in which all his subsequent attitudes toward society and governmental authority had their moral origin. . . . Meyers is essentially correct in tracing Wilson's basic political attitudes—the pacifist cliches included—to his war experience in France .... With his customary powers of application, [the author] has researched Wilson's half-century of sexual activity—from his loss of virginity in the arms of Edna St. Vincent Millay at the age of twenty-five to his drunken encounter with Penelope Gilliatt at the Princeton Club at the age of seventy five—with a thoroughness that leaves little to the imagination .... About Wilson's life, it seems to me that Meyers has now said everything that is of any conceivable interest for us to know, and more at times than we need to know. He has done particularly good work in correcting the record of Wilson's embattled marriage to Mary McCarthy—a story that McCarthy herself shamelessly lied about in the self-serving autobiographical sketches she wrote in the last years of her life." —New Criterion



  "A remarkable feat of biographical sleuthing, this refreshingly down-to-earth life of critic Edmund Wilson peers beneath the crusty persona of a grandee of the literary establishment to portray a tormented, restless, sexually hyperactive man, a difficult, heavy-drinking husband to four wives, a domineering, lecturing father to his three children .... [Meyers] also illuminates Wilson's friendships with Fitzgerald, Hemingway, Malraux, Auden et al. and his sexual affairs with Edna St. Vincent Millay, Anais Nin, and Louise Bogan. This is the fullest portrait to date of a writer who, in Meyers' judgment, became increasingly alienated from the modem world." —Publishers Weekly



  "Though sometimes painful, Meyers' book is never dull." —Sunday Times (London)
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  Preface


  This first life of Edmund Wilson completes my trilogy on modern American writers that began with the biographies of Hemingway and Fitzgerald. When I told a learned friend that I was writing about Edmund Wilson (1895-1972), he replied with an adversarial, half-accurate and deliberately provocative letter: "He seems an idiot savant of literature, knowing little else, and being of a saturnine, alcoholic and belligerent disposition. And how quickly now he has faded, yet how eminently sensible and balanced he always is when he writes on books. He terrified every one and today his books are unread. What, if anything, do you find redeeming in him as a man?" Wilson, a heavy drinker, certainly had a melancholy streak, a contentious character and a frightening demeanor. All this helps make him a fascinating man.


  But Wilson, whom Gore Vidal called "America's best mind," also had extraordinarily wide interests and ranged far beyond literature. He wrote about art, theater, music, film, popular culture as well as political events, foreign travel, the revolutionary tradition in Europe, the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Zuni and Iroquois Indians, the American Civil War, the culture and politics of Canada. He was the master of the biographical essay and the autobiographical memoir, and was the greatest diarist of his time. Far from fading into obscurity and being ignored by contemporary readers, eleven of his fifty books are still in print, and his publishers have brought out eleven new works since his death—more than most living authors have written in the last twenty years.


  As for his redeeming features—if, indeed, he is in need of redemption—I admire his curiosity, energy, intelligence and erudition, his clear thought, pure style and good taste, his personal courage, defense of the underdog and constant struggles against mindless authority, his loyalty to friends and generosity to many writers, his independence and integrity.


  Even John Updike, an astute admirer of Wilson, mistakenly writes that "after 1930 his biography becomes largely bibliography." From the beginning of his literary career Wilson seemed thoroughly bookish, respectable, even conventional, and this image was reinforced in his rotund and dignified old age. But Wilson's life was as interesting as his books and—in its own way—as romantic and chaotic as Scott Fitzgerald's. He lived in bohemian poverty in the 1920s and 1930s, suffered a nervous breakdown and the tragic death of his second wife, had three other wives (including Mary McCarthy), attracted an astonishing number of beautiful mistresses (including Edna Millay) and was a compulsive chronicler of his sexual adventures.


  Wilson had always engaged in controversy, which intensified as he grew older and more combative. He witnessed and reported the Harlan County coal-miners' strikes in 1932, quarreled with the Communists after his disillusioning visit to the Soviet Union in 1935, fell out with Evelyn Waugh in 1945, had his vividly erotic Memoirs of Hecate County burned and suppressed in 1946, threw himself into the scholarly battles about the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1955, and defended the Iroquois against dispossession by the New York Power Authority in 1959. After being prosecuted and heavily fined by the United States Government for not paying his taxes, he fought a spirited campaign against American involvement in Vietnam in The Cold War and the Income Tax (1963), bitterly disputed the Russian prosody of Pushkin's Eugene Onegin with his old friend and protégé Vladimir Nabokov in 1965, and opposed academic pedantry and dullness with his own humane learning in The Fruits of the MLA (1968).


  Despite the chaos, Wilson had an enviable life. He came from a privileged background, had an excellent education at The Hill School and Princeton, and continued his studies until the end of his life. He learned Greek, Latin, French, Italian, German, Russian, Hebrew and Hungarian. He traveled widely, in western Europe as well as in Russia, Greece, Hungary, Haiti and Israel. He knew Lawrence, Joyce, Eliot, Wyndham Lewis, O'Neill, Hemingway, Faulkner as well as Igor Stravinsky and Charlie Chaplin. He was a close friend of Fitzgerald, Dos Passos, Allen Tate, Malraux, Nabokov, Isaiah Berlin, Auden and Robert Lowell; and was universally recognized as the most distinguished American man of letters in the twentieth century. He had a fertile imagination, and wrote novels, stories, poems and plays as well as seminal works like Axel's Castle (almost continuously in print since 1930), To the Finland Station (1940), The Wound and the Bow (1941) and Patriotic Gore (1962). Wilson's life became more interesting as he got older. His reputation continued to rise throughout his long career, he received many honors and prizes, and died peacefully in his ancestral home. Wilson showed that it was possible, between 1920 and 1970, for an independent and contentious thinker to write learned books and succeed as a professional writer.


  Wilson's reflection on the artistic qualities of Igor Stravinsky applies with equal force to himself: "It is inspiring for any kind of craftsman to have the spectacle of such a sustained career—the artist always himself and always doing something different, but always doing everything intensely with economy, perfect craftsmanship and style." If Wilson is somewhat out of fashion today, it is only because the impressive intellect, knowledge and humane insight that illuminate his books have been lost through the onslaught of rigid ideological conformity, which he opposed throughout his life. As he prophetically wrote in the Nation in January 1938: "The young ... are today not enthusiastic ... about books: they merely approve when the book suits their politics .... I think it is a pity that they do not learn to read for pleasure. They may presently find that an acquaintance with the great works of art and thought is their only real assurance against the increasing barbarism of our time." The qualities exemplified in Edmund Wilson must be valued and restored if our literary culture is to survive.


  There is something more to our interest in the private lives of great men than the mere desire to pry into other people's personal affairs. A great writer, for example, represents a special concentration both of purpose and of sensibility. He is more conscious than other people of the things that are going on in his time, and he is more articulate about them. He is driven to formulate more clearly some attitude toward the world that he lives in. But the works that he gives to the public do not tell the whole of his story, for they must always be artificial arrangements in the interests of ideal values. The real struggle of the ideal with the actual can only be seen at close range in the relationships and vicissitudes of the man's own life.


  —EDMUND WILSON,


  Foreword to Ada Nisbet's

  Dickens and Ellen Ternan (1952)
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  Red Bank, 1895–1907


  I


  Edmund Wilson's ancestors served the altars of learning and committed murders in the name of God. He was descended from Cotton Mather, seventeenth-century puritan divine and zealous witch hunter during the Salem trials, and shared many characteristics—intellect, bookishness, linguistic ability, temperament, energy, productivity and multiple marriages—with his eminent forefather. The prodigiously learned Mather, more widely read than any other American of his time, had entered Harvard at the age of twelve and spoke seven languages. Known for his arrogant manner and aggressiveness in controversy, he overtaxed his nerves by indefatigable industry, poured out more than 450 works on an enormous range of subjects and still managed to acquire three wives.


  In Patriotic Gore, Wilson quotes Harriet Beecher Stowe's rapturous praise of Mather's masterwork, Magnalia Christi Americana (1702). Stowe felt, after reading this ecclesiastical history, that "the very ground I trod on [in New England was] consecrated by some special dealing of God's providence." Wilson, however, found the Calvinistic Mather a tormli?nted and extremely neurotic man. "When anything goes wrong with.Mather," he observed, "from a toothache to the death of his wife, he is likely to fall into a panic lest he not be, after all, elected, and to be stricken by a paroxysm of guilt." The poet Allen Tate believed that the ghost of Cotton Mather had burrowed into Wilson's conscience like a mole. Mather surfaced in Wilson's most diabolic work, Memoirs of Hecate Coumy, when the autobiographical narrator remarks: "Maybe the Devil was in Cotton Mather ... when he got people to hanging one another as witches."


  Wilson's maternal ancestors, the Kimballs and the Bakers, sailed from England soon after the Mayflower and settled in New England in the middle of the seventeenth century. The Wilsons came from Londonderry in northern Ireland a century later, and all four grandparents were born in New York State. Like Henry James, Wilson identified himself as a New Yorker, and told an Italian journalist, to whom he had granted a rare interview: "my mother's family emigrated from New England to New York State at the end of the eighteenth century, and my father's family were among the first settlers in central New York."1 During the first westward migration from Connecticut and Massachusetts, these settlers drove ox-carts into the northern wilderness below the St. Lawrence River and Lake Ontario, and established, between the Adirondacks and the Finger Lakes, a cultivated extension of New England.


  Like his much-admired Oliver Wendell Holmes, the subject of the finest chapter of Patriotic Gore, Wilson, a solid member of the Eastern gentry, maintained the scholarly traditions of the preachers, lawyers, doctors, professors and men of letters in his family. His maternal grandfather graduated from Hamilton College in Clinton, New York, and became a physician. He practiced homeopathic medicine in Eaton-town, New Jersey, and encountered considerable opposition from the more orthodox doctors. In 1887 he delivered the future critic and playwright Alexander Woollcott, who was born in the North River Phalanx, a socialist community near Red Bank, New Jersey. In 1971 Wilson dedicated Upstate: Records and Recollections of Northern New York "To the Memory of My Grandfather, Walter Scott Kimball, 1828-1890"—who died five years before Wilson was born. Walter's sons Reuel and Paul also became physicians.


  Wilson's paternal grandfather, Thaddeus, a graduate of Amherst College and Princeton Theological Seminary, became the Presbyterian minister in Shrewsbury, New Jersey. Wilson inherited from his family a profound hostility to the commercial mentality of the capitalistic class. He felt that he and his forebears represented the idealistic spirit that studies and understands, and opposed the materialistic spirit that acquires and consumes. In four different books he emphasized that "the commercial development [following] the Civil War extinguished the old enthusiasm for culture along with the republican ideals and made cultivated people in general ashamed of the United States."


  His father, Edmund Sr., born in Shrewsbury on December 15, 1863, was educated at Exeter, Princeton and Columbia Law School. At Princeton, in the class of 1885, he edited the Princetonian and was forcefully drilled in French by an exiled Polish general, who cursed at his students as if they were troops. He was admitted to the bar in 1888, and became attorney general of New Jersey under Governor]. Franklin Fort in 1908. Though a lifelong Republican, he continued to serve under the Democratic governor, Woodrow Wilson, until 1914. Woodrow Wilson (no relation), whom Edmund Sr. called "an animated corpse," often came to the house and impressed the rest of the family. A member of local debating, fishing and shooting clubs, Edmund Sr. was a popular after-dinner speaker, whose printed addresses were piously preserved by his son. In a front-page obituary, the Red Bank Register stated: "With his eloquence he combined a great deal of common sense and an acute mind as to the intricacies of the law. He stood in the front rank of New Jersey lawyers."


  A tall, good-looking man with an intense expression, a trim moustache and an air of worldly superiority, Edmund Sr. was, like his son, never snobbish about race or class. But he gave orders (as his son later did) with a dictatorial tone and a barely restrained impatience. His law firm, Nevius and Wilson, was modestly located above a liquor dealer (he himself never drank) in the Hendrickson Building on Front Street in Red Bank. He maintained a modest standard of prosperity, provided his family with good food, private schools and extensive travel. "But his love of independence and his distrust of big business," his son wrote, "were so great that he stuck all his life to his miscellaneous local practice and resisted all temptations to become a corporation lawyer in a state governed by corporations."2


  A crack trial lawyer, Edmund Sr. lost only one case, early on in his legal career, and successfully defended several murderers in highly-publicized trials. Woodrow Wilson, who wrongly thought that his attorney general was allied with the corrupt political machine of his opponents, "tried to embarrass [Edmund Sr.] by demanding that he investigate Atlantic City, a huge Republican racket, which he imagined my father would not dare to touch." Using an obscure law, he brought in honest jurors from another county, tried several hundred men and sent most of them, along with the boss, to jail.


  Lawyer Wilson, sometime attorney for the Pennsylvania Railroad (which he despised), also did some war work. At President Wilson's request, he sorted out the complex affairs of the sequestered North German Lloyd shipping line. Edmund Jr. recalled, in a poignant essay (one of his finest) about his father: "The President had sounded him out as to whether he would fill the next Supreme Court vacancy. This, he felt, would be interesting enough to reconcile him to living in Washington, and he said that he would accept. But no vacancy occurred during Wilson's term." A vacancy did, in fact, occur and Louis Brandeis was appointed to the Supreme Court by Woodrow Wilson in 1916.


  Edmund Jr. used thwarted idealism and antipathy to materialism to explain the unusual career of his brilliant but ill-adjusted father. He thought that his father's traditional education and learning had estranged him from the ruthless exploitation that characterized the Gilded Age. Old-fashioned Americans like his father, who rejected the mad pursuit of money, suffered an intolerable strain. In his essay on the eccentric critic John Jay Chapman, whom Wilson identified with his father, he expanded the idea he had first expressed in his autobiographical essay "The Case of the Author" (1932): "By the later years of the eighties, the industrial and commercial development which followed the Civil War had reached a point where the old education was no longer an equipment for life. It had, in fact, become a troublesome handicap. The best of the men who had taken it seriously were launched on careers of tragic misunderstanding. They could no longer play the role in the professions of a trained and public-spirited caste: the new society did not recognize them." Twenty years later, in "The Author at Sixty,'' Wilson concluded that men like his father "had to deal with a world in which this kind of education and the kind of ideals it served no longer really counted for much."3 During the boom of the 1920s, the high-minded Edmund Jr. would find himself in a similar dilemma.


  Wilson's mother, Helen Mather Kimball, was born in Eatontown, New Jersey, on April 20, 1865. Only five feet tall, she had brown eyes and the same sharp pointed nose, thin mouth, round plump face and small receding chin as Queen Victoria. She was called Nelly, attended Abbot Academy in Andover, Massachusetts and wrote sentimental poetry (which her son also saved). While on holiday in Asbury Park, Wilson's mother had met Stephen Crane's mother, a public lecturer and journalist who wrote on religious and social subjects. Crane published The Red Badge of Courage the year Edmund was born.


  Helen Kimball, who could (like her son) be tactlessly blunt, occupied herself with dogs, gardening, bridge-playing and antique-collecting. A voracious but indiscriminate reader of popular novels, she was lively and shrewd. But she was rather prejudiced against the more intellectual members of the family, and liked to say: "I can't bear 'em bright." Lawyer Wilson, who had been Dr. Kimball's chess partner for many years, was attracted (Edmund Jr. wrote) "by her positive, self-confident, determined nature, because he had been used to depending on the support of his mother's strong character .... But my mother, I think, married my father only because there was no one else. Aside from their professional parents, they had nothing whatever in common, and the longer they were married, it seemed to me, the more they became estranged." Helen married Edmund Sr. shortly before her twenty-seventh birthday, on March 9, 1892. After his death, she ignored the realities of their marriage and fondly recalled: "I was a funny, fat little thing, who married the best man who ever lived."


  Edmund Sr. paid a great deal of attention to his clothes and was photographed in a high wing-collar, a necktie transfixed by a shiny pearl pin and a creamy striped waistcoat under a conservatively cut jacket. He loved to travel but could never agree with Helen about their destination. She wanted to go to lively, fashionable and luxurious resorts, which he found tedious, while she was bored by his earnest quests for culture. Their other principal disagreement concerned her desire for an elaborate new house. When she cancelled his itinerary, he retaliated by cancelling her architectural plans. The contrast in their characters was reflected in their very different sense of humor. Helen played a joke on her husband by going to the window and exclaiming that she had just seen an accident. When her husband rushed to look, she cried "April Fool!" and he solemnly declared: "Madame, I don't think that's funny."4


  The mental illness on both sides of the family was much more serious than their temperamental differences. Uncle Paul Kimball suffered from terrible depressions, and Edmund Sr. spent all his later years in and out of mental homes. His son noted that by the time Edmund Sr. was thirty-five (three years after his son was born) he "was subject to neurotic eclipses, which came to last longer and prove more and more difficult to cope with. He suffered from hypochondria." He elaborated on this illness when describing the narrator's father in his novel, / Thought of Daisy: "He was nervous and hypochondriacal, and used to shut himself up for days in his room, and refuse to see anybody .... He finally had the whole household so that it was just like some kind of sanatorium—the doors were all muffled with felt, and he couldn't stand to have a light burning or to hear a sound after he'd gone to bed himself."


  Edmund Sr., terrified of disease and obsessed with the idea that his gall bladder had to be removed, endured the unnecessary operation in order to save himself from insanity. After two more superfluous surgeries, the family found it difficult to prevent him from excising all his expendable organs. While under the care of a nurse at home, lawyer Wilson pathetically asked his son if he thought his career was finished. Though his father spent more and more time shut up in his room behind the felt-covered door, he could, when necessary, summon up hidden sources of energy: "When he felt that the money was running low, he would emerge from his shadow or exile and take on a couple of cases, enough work to retrieve the situation."


  During one of his "rest cures" in Europe, Edmund Sr. was examined by an eminent London neurologist, who rather brutally told his wife: "Your husband is mad." This announcement had a traumatic effect. On the boat back from Europe "she became deaf—literally overnight—and never regained her hearing." Helen could only grasp certain words if she used an ear trumpet or if someone shouted directly into her ear. Though there was no physical cause for Helen's deafness, she claimed to have "gout of the ear," a disease which would, in any case, have affected her outer ear but not her hearing. It seems clear that she developed "hysterical deafness" so that she would never have to hear any more bad news and that "gout" was merely a polite explanation which prevented embarrassment about her deeper psychological problems.5


  II


  Edmund Wilson, the son of a neurotic and hypersensitive lawyer, was born in Red Bank, New Jersey, on May 8, 1895 and baptized on August 31 at his grandfather's First Presbyterian Church in nearby Shrews-bury. Though the stability and progress of the nineteenth century were still taken for granted, contemporary events were eating away at the old order. In 1895 the Jameson Raid, which foreshadowed the Boer War, took place in South Africa and the Turks practiced genocide by massacring the Armenians in Constantinople. Röntgen invented the X-ray and Marconi the wireless telegraph. Friedrich Engels, whom Wilson would write about in To the Finland Station, died and Freud, whose insights he would employ in The Wound and the Bow, published Studies in Hysteria. Henry James, Joseph Conrad, Oscar Wilde and H. G. Wells all brought out important books that influenced the course of literary modernism.


  Red Bank, New Jersey, about thirty-five miles south of Manhattan and five miles from the ocean, was built on high terraces, green and sheer, overlooking the Navesink River. According to Wilson's cousin, "Red Bank was where the nearby Rumson people went shopping or took their Irish maids to mass. Rumson was the place where Wall Street millionaires built mansions and enjoyed playing in their clubs."


  The large, gloomy, ugly and uncomfortable Wilson house, built in a typical middle-class suburb in the 188os, was located quite near the run-down part of town. The black jazz pianist Count Basie—the other eminent citizen of Red Bank—was born there in 1904. The Wilsons' yellow and brown residence at loo McLaren Street stood on a big corner plot that bordered on a large estate. It had shuttered windows on the first two floors and dormer windows on the top floor, a covered porch around the front and side, and a prominent stained-glass window. In "A House of the Eighties" (1935) Wilson later recalled:


  The ugly stained-glass window on the stair,

  Dark-panelled dining-room, the guinea fowls' fierce clack,

  The great grey cat that on the oven slept—

  My father's study with its books and birds,

  His scornful tone, his eighteenth-century words.


  Wilson's mother nicknamed him "Bunny" in the nursery. When he later asked her where she got the name, she explained that as a black-eyed baby he "looked just like a plum bun." The shy, sensitive and nervous young man retained the childishly apt Bunny throughout his life; and in middle age—all pink and white and round—seemed to grow into his name. His oldest friends, from schooldays through the twenties, always called him Bunny. After that, he became more formidable and was known to more recent friends as Edmund.


  Though Bunny came from a long line of ministers, he reacted against the old-fashioned Bible-worship and recoiled from the rigors of Calvinism. His grandfather was a moderate Presbyterian, and he remembered: "When my parents went to church on Sunday, they would leave me with my formidable [paternal] grandmother, who undertook my instruction in the Scriptures. These bleak and severe Sunday mornings, though they left me with a respect for the Bible, had the effect of antagonizing me against it, and this attitude was tacitly encouraged by the moral sabotage of my mother, whose family, once-rigorous New Englanders, had scrapped the old-time religion and still retained a certain animus toward it."


  Bunny, a spoiled and egoistic only child, felt safe and invulnerable in his own domain. But his apparent security was undermined by troubled dreams and by tense relations with his self-absorbed and difficult parents. Though he received a great deal of attention, he also felt dominated by his lonely mother, who tried to control the lives of those she loved. He once had an Oedipal dream about going to bed with his mother; and also dreamt that his father was not only a sexual rival but even a threat to his life: "[I] had a childhood dream that I saw my father in the kitchen in his maroon dressing gown ... sharpening a carving knife in order to kill us all."


  Though his father threatened to whip him, he never actually touched the boy. His mother was much tougher than the high-strung invalid. "She was brusque and gruff like my uncle," Wilson recalled, "and her reprimands were always intended and not due to loss of control. In childhood, she would spank me with a silver-backed brush, which she would then complain had been dented." Starved for affection, Wilson later complained to his wives that his mother had never kissed him. His third wife, Mary McCarthy, hated her mother-in-law and gave a savage description of the old lady. She also explained the deeper reasons for the mother's hostility toward her son, who (Helen felt) had prevented her from having other children: "She was a stumpy downright old lady with an ear trumpet and a loud, deaf voice. She looked like a warthog .... [Wilson] believed that she held it against him that his large head had torn her vaginal tissues as he was being born. There was not much love lost between them. "6


  His relations with his father were also troubled. Wilson was thinking of Edmund Sr. when he wrote in "Woodrow Wilson at Princeton" that the father's "influence upon his son seems to have been profound—perhaps the most important of Wilson's life." But the influence of Edmund's father, unlike Woodrow's, was largely negative. Edmund Sr. was either shut up in a sanatorium for "neurasthenics" or let loose to play the martinet at home, where he crushed his son with the same dictatorial tone that he used to intimidate witnesses in the courtroom. Bunny, who later unconsciously adopted his father's mode of conversation (an uneasy mixture of cross-examination and didactic pronouncements) was both humiliated and terrified in childhood:



  A permanent antagonism existed between my father and me, [and] I was always, in tastes and opinions, on the opposite side from him .... He was not an easy man to talk to: he almost eliminated give-and-take, for his conversation mostly consisted of either asking people questions in order to elicit information or telling them what to think. Our dinners at home, when we had no guests and there were only my parents and I, were likely to turn into lectures .... My conversation with him usually took the form either of his asking my view of some question, then immediately squelching this view and setting me right on the subject, or of explaining at length, but with an expert lucidity, some basic point of law or government.



  Wilson's unhappy childhood was reflected in The Wound and the Bow, where he formulated one of his most important ideas. He believed that superior strength is inseparable from disability, "that genius and disease, like strength and mutilation, may be inextricably bound up together."7 The "wound" of Wilson's childhood led directly to the "bow" of his art, and to the nervous breakdown—at the same age as his father's—which made him such a difficult husband and father.


  Bunny, a selfish and demanding child, was trapped in the gloomy old house with a severe, remote and melancholy father and a prosaic, philistine and strong-willed mother. He found it very difficult to talk to either parent. In any case, his mother was so remote and so deaf that he had to think up things to say and then write her long letters, which she could not always read. Emotionally strangled, cut off from both parents and isolated from the outside world, Bunny lacked normal human relations. He withdrew into books, was more interested in ideas than in people, and always remained rather insensitive to the feelings of others.


  Like many emotionally starved children, Wilson turned for affection to servants, cousins and friends. Jenny Corbett, a sixteen-year-old girl, was hired by his parents soon after their marriage. Intelligent, sensitive and affectionate, she taught Bunny to walk, became essential to everyone in the family and remained with his mother for more than fifty years. Bunny was also fascinated by the coachman, who looked after the chickens, the guinea fowl and the single cow that gave the house a rural touch. The sober and serious young man was the illegitimate mulatto son of a local white judge.


  Bunny's closest friend and constant companion was his slightly older first cousin, Sandy Kimball. The two restrained and generally well-behaved lads were also capable of occasional mischief. One July 4, the firecrackers they were playing with suddenly exploded and Edmund completely lost his eyelashes and eyebrows—making him more Bunny-like than ever. This, however, proved advantageous to the redheaded boy, for his singed pink eyebrows eventually grew back in a darker and more manly fashion.


  Sandy later became a terrifying example of the dangers of mental illness that lurked on both sides of the family. He went to prep school and college, spoke enthusiastically of his homosexual experiences, was rejected by his girlfriend, failed his medical school examinations and worried about not taking part in the war. He then became schizophrenic, passed into eclipse in the state mental hospital in Middletown, New York Qust north of New Jersey) and was confined there for the rest of his life.


  Bunny spent a good deal of time with Sandy at their grandfather's house in Lakewood, New Jersey, about twenty-five miles south of Red Bank. In his revealing essay, "At Laurelwood" (1939), Wilson contrasted this comfortable house—with its doctor's office, library and conservatory—with the fabulous mansion of their neighbor, Jay Gould, Jr., son of the railroad baron and one of the richest men in America, to show the difference between families with culture and those with money. The young Bunny was shocked when the Gould boy ordered the footman to get out of the pony cart and fetch some green apples, and then explained: "These men must do their duty." Though Bunny's family also had servants, he would never have been allowed to behave in so arrogant a manner. At Lakewood, Bunny developed two interests that would last a lifetime: a taste for yellow lady's-slipper orchids and for Richard Barham's fantastical Ingoldsby Legends.


  Wilson later remarked that until he left for prep school, the members of his family were the only people he knew really well. But he did have at least one close childhood friend outside the family, Margaret Edwards. Since her mother did not believe in germs, the little girl used to be brought to his house to amuse him when he had a cold. In her seventies, Margaret could still recall their early years in Red Bank, their education at dame schools, Bunny's shyness and the beginning of his lifelong interest in the theater—a notable occasion that once again provoked Mrs. Wilson to dent her silver-backed hairbrush:



  Red Bank was a cultural center in those days. There were several theaters and opera houses here, like the Gilbert and Sullivan theater at Pleasure Bay .... Both children attended private schools that were then a part of the Red Bank social scene. They went first to Miss Ella Venderveer's elementary classes on Broad Street, then to The Shrewsbury Academy on Leroy Place run by a Professor Talmadge. They also attended a dancing school located on the second floor of the borough hall.


  "Edmund couldn't dance in those days, and he told me many years later that it made him lonely .... Edmund and I loved to put on plays. He would write the story and I drew the scenery and figures. I can't remember what they were about, they were so spontaneous. We would get very dramatic, and jump up and down on the beds and turn lights on and off for thunder and lightning effects. One day, Edmund and I went in the clothes closet with matches to make better lightning, and Mrs. Wilson came home. When she caught us, she spanked us both."



  Wilson, who always kept in touch with his charming companion, sent her amusing and flirtatious poems:


  A valentine greeting to Margaret Edwards,

  Whom at three years of age I could sometimes lead bedwards

  With much leaping about and ebullient laughter.

  A pity it never happened after.8


  But in childhood he approached sex, like most other experiences, through books. At an early age he had secretly read the perverse case histories in Havelock Ellis' voluminous Studies in the Psychology of Sex (1897–1910) in the medical office of Sandy's father. Bunny saw a naked little girl for the first time when a playmate called Betty Fox undressed in a bathhouse in Sea Bright, near Red Bank, on the Jersey shore.


  Helen Wilson, aware of her son's isolation, tried to encourage him to lead a more normal life and to play with other children. On one occasion, while staying with his mother in a hotel in Atlantic City (where his father had fought the racketeers), he recited Longfellow's "The Ride of Paul Revere" during a performance with the other boys and girls. One of them politely said of Bunny: "He may be a very nice little boy even if he doesn't come from Philadelphia."


  Helen was, rather surprisingly, passionately interested in collegiate athletics, and cherished the ill-founded wish that her scholarly son would turn into a jock: "She had hoped I would be an athlete, a change from my cerebral father—something more like her sportsman brother who had played on the football team. She was an enthusiastic follower of collegiate sport, and even in her old age she continued as long as she was able to go to football and baseball games at Princeton, and in the off season attended basketball for want of anything better."


  According to Tom Matthews—who worked under Wilson on the New Republic in the 1920s and later became an editor of Time magazine —"His parents once tried to lure him out of doors and into the normal companionship of other boys by buying him a complete baseball outfit; he appeared at the baseball field with this equipment and made himself popular with the other boys by giving it all away, after which he retired underneath the nearest tree with his book." Wilson later denied the truth of this ben trovato anecdote, which contributed to his image as a perpetual old man, by maintaining: "It could not have been my 'parents,' in any case, who presented me with the equipment: my father was as unathletic as I was."


  But this was not quite true. His father, unlike Bunny, was a keen outdoorsman. At the end of the day, still dressed in his lawyer's suit, he would go fishing in the Navesink River, and often dragged his unwilling son on hunting and fishing trips in Canada and northern New York. Helen's hopes for her son's sporting career were never to be realized. He himself wanted to be a professional magician (another lifelong interest) and had already discovered, when still quite small, that he was "a poet ... or something of the kind."


  Bunny attended Shrewsbury Academy, in the town where his grandfather was minister, and returned there in 1910, during his prep school years, to pay tribute to his wonderfully named old teacher, Lyttleton Sleeper. The local newspaper reported Wilson's somewhat priggish speech, which praised the spiritual values and idealistic influence of his genial master:


  Edmund Wilson, who was one of the pupils of the school, was the orator of the evening. His address was at times touching, humorous, and thoughtful. He dwelt largely on the impress which Mr. Sleeper had made on his pupils by his broad mind and kindly spirit, rather than on the definite rules of grammar and arithmetic which he taught. Of all his pupils, it was said, there were few, if any, who had strayed from the path of usefulness and righteousness. The standard of citizenship [in his former pupils was] ... largely due to the spirit which prevailed in the little schoolhouse at Shrewsbury.9


  Later on Wilson, always a devoted pupil, would write two of his finest essays on his prep school and college teachers.


  III


  The Wilsons spent nearly every summer in Talcottville, north of Utica, in the wilderness of upstate New York. The house that Helen had inherited from her maternal ancestors was to play an important part in the last two decades of her son's life. The family maintained its roots, Wilson wrote, and had "never really departed very far from the old American life of the countryside and the provincial cities with its simpler tastes and habits."


  The town was named for Hezekiah Talcott, a Tory veteran of the American Revolution. With his son Jesse, born in Middletown, Connecticut, in 1775, Hezekiah came to the town of Leyden, Lewis County, in about 1798 to take up extensive lands and water rights on the Sugar River. In 1800, he built the Old Stone House with thick walls of Georgian limestone. The impressive three-story dwelling had high shuttered windows and two identical front porches, one above the other, supported by six elegant white pillars. In the stagecoach days the house had been acquired by the innkeeper Thomas Baker, who turned it into a high-class tavern and hotel that also served as town hall and post office, social center and source of supplies.


  Helen Wilson was bored and depressed by the place. Despite her deafness, she was still gregarious and preferred fashionable resorts where there were things to do and people to meet. But Bunny, released from the constrictions of his immediate family, loved it in boyhood as much as he did in middle and old age. Happily united with his cousins, he biked and read, fished and swam in the river, played games, went on picnics and took excursions. He had an attractive, though much older cousin, the pretty Dorothy Furbish, whom he was always hoping to kiss. She later married Wilson's upstate friend, the law professor Malcolm Sharp. As he became more self-sufficient, Bunny came round for a time to his mother's gloomy view of Talcottville. As he told the poet Louise Bogan: "When I got older, I used to get depressed and irked when my parents came back every summer. It seemed like moping around in a tomb when life was going on elsewhere."


  His father tried to alleviate the dullness by teaching him how to shoot a rifle, which Bunny refused to learn, and by arranging trips around New York and into Canada. Though he felt closer to his father in Talcottville, which seemed to relieve his intense anxieties, "it bored me [he said] to travel with him alone. But Sandy's presence made it great fun. He was actually very indulgent, and Sandy, with his willingness to play up to him, got on better with him than I did."


  In the summer of 1908 the Wilsons, along with their extended family of cousins, uncles and aunts, sailed to Europe on the North German Line ship, König Albert. After stopping at the Azores, Gibraltar and La Linea in Spain, they disembarked in Naples. Bunny—in a diary, presented to him by Margaret Edwards—disdainfully called it "a very dirty place, full of howling dagoes."10 They pressed on to Pompeii, Capri and Rome, where he threw a coin into the Fontana di Trevi and wished his pet dachshund was doing well without him. Continuing their precipitous pace, they traveled to Florence, Venice, Vienna and Karlsbad, in the Czech part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, where, for the first time, they paused. At that stuffy spa, where most of the guests were being treated for internal disorders, they sat at outdoor cafés, listened to the band pump out waltzes by Franz Lehar and consumed quantities of good Pilsner beer. His father, who kept laughing in an unusually wild and hysterical way, drank the sulphurous waters and was treated for neurotic depression. His uncle Reuel, by contrast (fore-shadowing Bunny's later life), went on alcoholic binges, suffered stupendous hangovers and was confined to bed for detoxification.


  After a restful month in Karlsbad, they turned west to Nuremberg, where Bunny was fascinated by the medieval torture instruments, then visited Frankfurt, journeyed up the Rhine to Cologne, and saw Paris. Finally, they crossed the Channel to London, where Bunny went to three plays by Somerset Maugham (whom he came to despise), visited the mummies at the British Museum and saw Maskelyne's magic performance before returning home to start prep school.


  During his formative years Wilson grew up with a secure place in upper-middle-class society (a position he was unable to maintain for most of his writing career) and became attached to his ancestral home. He was shy and sensitive; interested in flowers and in drama, fantasy and magic, and always absorbed in books. He felt alienated from his parents, developed a difficult, demanding character, and inherited from his father an irritable disposition and a peremptory mode of discourse. He learned something about sex, but would have no sexual experience until he was twenty-five. He endured the "wound" of his childhood, inherited a strain of melancholia and was highly susceptible to mental illness. But he discovered the delights of European travel, and had already chosen his literary vocation.
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  The Hill School and Princeton, 1908–1916


  I


  Though Wilson's father had gone to Exeter, he thought his old school left the students too much on their own. Sandy Kimball had entered St. Paul's in 1907, but Edmund was sent to The Hill, which then had a great academic reputation and seemed more suitable for a sensitive and immature adolescent. The school had been founded in 1851 on a hill in Pottstown, Pennsylvania, forty miles northwest of Philadelphia. The headmaster, Matthew Meigs, was a Presbyterian minister who came from Michigan but had recently served in Southern parishes. When the thirteen-year-old Wilson entered in 1908, just after returning from his first tour of Europe, the school was run by Matthew's son John, who had made extraordinary additions and improvements to the buildings and curriculum.


  In his fine essay "Mr. Rolfe," Wilson contrasted the school with the town, which had more in common with D. H. Lawrence's coal-mining village in Nottinghamshire than with the placid suburban life of Red Bank. The school "rose like a segregated plateau in the midst of the little steel town—the narrow and cobbled streets where the greenery showed meagre in the spring, the slag pits and the blast furnaces that startled the new boys and kept them awake at night by blazes that would light up the whole room." To the young Wilson, the atmosphere of The Hill seemed to reflect the roughness that characterized industrialized areas of eastern Pennsylvania.


  Helen Wilson, with typical tactlessness, called her son "Bunny" when she first brought him to the dormitory, and this name was gleefully taken up by the boys to mock the vulnerable newcomer. Wilson tried to fight the boys who derided him with "Bunny," but he could not take on the whole dorm and soon resigned himself to the burden of this childish nickname. He found the school, especially during his freshman year, as rigid and régimented as the army and a terrifying contrast to his comfortable life at home. He later described it in a series of emotionally charged words:



  The first days of my first fall at prep school were passed in complete confusion. We were always being shrieked at by bells, which uprooted us from what we were doing and compelled us to report somewhere else. We had to get there while the bell was still ringing, and I used to be swamped by the mob of boys pouring in and out of the classrooms and pushing along the corridors and porches, and finally arrive late in a panic .... Every moment of our time was disposed of; our whole life was regulated by bells; and—till we reached the Sixth Form, at any rate—we had hardly an hour of leisure.



  The students managed, nevertheless, to do a certain amount of mischief, as Wilson (no longer the victim) boasted in a letter to his mother during his second year at The Hill. A professor had complained, with ironic exaggeration, of "gross indecency" when forty boys had failed to put their underwear in the weekly wash. And an unfortunate boy, who had been secretly reading in the toilet and could not therefore complain to the master, was locked in and "will have to stay there until we choose to let him out. Last night we threw a half dead mouse into Wilcox's room through the transom."1


  The pressure at school was intensified by the moralizing speeches of visiting evangelists, who turned Wilson decisively and permanently against religion. As the grandson of a Presbyterian minister he had attended church and learned the Bible, but (influenced by his sceptical mother) had never felt a deep and vital faith. When he began to think independently about religion, he concluded that it was merely an absurd delusion, that there was not a shred of evidence for the survival of the human soul.


  At that age, however, it took a certain stubborn self-sufficiency to resist these unremitting exhortations. Even the strong-minded Wilson was intimidated by the fanatical condemnation of sex. He later told his upstate friend Glyn Morris how Mrs. Meigs, the headmaster's wife, would counsel the boys against the endemic plagues of all prep schools—masturbation and homosexuality—which not only caused tell-tale black rings under the eyes but inexorably led to insanity. "She always expected," Morris wrote, "the boys to fall on their knees, confess all, be forgiven, and admonished never to do it again. Edmund didn't do this and was crushed because she told him, 'Your temptations will only be intellectual ones.' "


  Wilson's story "Galahad" (1927) describes his reaction against the prevailing religious and moral attitudes at The Hill, and—influenced by a dominant theme in the works of D. H. Lawrence—portrays the clash between sterile religious principles and the fervent reality of sexual experience. In this schoolboy's fantasy, a repressed prig, who at first rejects the bold overtures of his school friend's rich and beautiful sister, is transformed into an awakened sensual being. When his friend's sister crawls into bed with him while he is a guest in her house, "Hart had a glimpse of her firm round breasts; he was surprised to find them so big: he had always supposed that girls' breasts were little low dotted things. He was shocked and recoiled from the sight, as if from something indecent; it drove him back into himself." Though he refuses to sleep with the girl, he belatedly changes his mind, escapes from the school and secretly returns to her home. But—in this stereotyped plot—she now rejects her newly-ardent admirer, who is tormented by disillusioned romanticism and frustrated love.


  His French uncle André Champollion, noting Wilson's virginal innocence, crudely tried to encourage a more realistic attitude toward sex. While he was still at The Hill, André shocked him by referring to an imaginary girlfriend and suddenly exclaiming: "I don't mind you fucking Sally on the sofa, but I won't have you wipe your cock on my best lace curtains!"


  Wilson's two outstanding teachers at The Hill balanced the religious and sexual fanaticism with humane values and learning. His English instructor, Dr. John Lester, drilled the students in grammar, sentence structure, prosody and rhetoric as thoroughly as if he were teaching them a foreign language. He taught Wilson a fundamental principle: one must develop a prose style with three essential qualities —"lucidity, force and ease." In a letter to Lester, written more than forty years after he graduated from The Hill, Wilson specified what he had absorbed from his old instructor: "The work you made us do, for example, in diagramming sentences gave me a grasp of the structure of the language which I regard as one of the most valuable things I learned at school. ... I think it is a great advantage, at this stage of one's education, to be taught English by an Englishman."2 In 1910 the young Wilson had praised his master at Shrewsbury Academy for his "kindly spirit" rather than for his teaching "the definite rules of grammar." But in middle age he realized that the rigorous instruction he had received at The Hill from Dr. Lester and Mr. Rolfe was much more important.


  Wilson's father wisely decided that he would learn Greek, just as he had decided he would go to The Hill rather than to Exeter. Alfred Rolfe, his beloved Greek teacher, was born in Concord, Massachusetts, in 1860, graduated (like Grandfather Thaddeus Wilson) from Amherst and studied classics in Dresden in the late r88os. Wilson described Rolfe's attractive Germanic appearance and ambiguous expression, which "was full of an unusual sort of kindliness and humor pleasantly tempered with irony": "He was blond, with drooping-lidded blue eyes and a high-domed oval head, which was very inadequately thatched with strands of thin yellow hair, and he wore a yellow drooping moustache of the kind that was supposed to be English .... His expression remained enigmatic, and you could never be sure whether he was smiling at you or withering you with mock sweetness."


  Wilson identified with Mr. Rolfe, recognizing in his teacher as well as in himself—before this aspect of his character had fully emerged—"a certain strain of the sybarite [that] coexisted with rectitude and discipline .... I [too] incurably disliked athletics, carried myself very badly, and loved to read in bed." Wilson also admired—though he was sometimes victimized by—Rolfe's pungency and sarcasm as well as his merciless demands, for "Mr. Rolfe shed on everything he dealt with a peculiar imagination and charm, and this held you even while you resented him." Rolfe once glared at a student named Fairfax Downey, who was slouching in his seat, and characteristically remarked: "Fairfax, slip up one vertebra and recite."3


  In September 1908, just before leaving home for prep school, the rather lonely and withdrawn Wilson had wondered if he would ever find friends to share his intellectual interests. The Hill School engendered such friendships with Alfred Bellinger (who became a professor of classics at Yale), Stanley Dell (future translator of Jung), Walker Ellis (soon to be President of the Triangle Club at Princeton), Larry Noyes (his postwar roommate) and Ted Paramore (a close companion and sexual rival in the 1920s). Like Wilson, Bellinger, Dell and Ellis went from The Hill to Princeton, while Noyes and Paramore attended Yale. "For such students," Wilson proudly wrote in the Hill School Bulletin of 1958, "The Hill was providing an encouragement and a training which I imagine were not surpassed—if, indeed, they were ever equalled—by any other school at that period."


  Wilson admired the intellectual independence of Alfred Bellinger (with whom he frequently corresponded between 1912 and 1918), who once skipped a football game so he could read in The Hill library. Though Wilson hated the rough, brutal games on the cold autumn afternoons, and the wild cheers that intruded on his own more placid reflections, he never dared to miss the game and always went along with the crowd. Bellinger, however, believed that Wilson was "much better read, more independent of thought, much more of a literary person" than his classmates. Wilson's favorite childhood reading had been the Raffles books by E. W. Horning and "The Lady and the Tiger" by Frank Stockton. In prep school he came to admire George Borrow's Lavengro, Francis Thompson's poetry, Browning's The Ring and the Book, George Meredith's works and the major English and French nineteenth-century novelists. The entry on Wilson in The Dial, the Hill yearbook of 1912, gave his nickname as "Bunny," implied that he was a dull fellow and called him "exceedingly well read."


  His grades, however, did not reflect his intellectual ability. Like many bright students, he preferred to pursue his own interests rather than study the prescribed curriculum. During the three terms of his sophomore year (1909-1910), for example, Wilson took a formidable array of classes: English, English Composition, Latin, Latin Composition, Greek, French, Algebra and Declamation. He earned his best (though not very good) grades during the spring term: dismal lows of 58 in Latin Composition and 59 in Algebra, highs of 81 in English and 84 in Declamation (the easiest course). This led to an overall average of 67.2 percent and placed him twenty-eighth—in the middle of a class of sixty. In the spring term of 1911, he took English, Latin, Latin Composition, Greek (where, under Rolfe's tutelage, he went up from 62 to 75), Greek Composition, French and History. In his junior year he earned his highest grades—75—in Latin Composition and French, which led to an overall average of 70 percent and put him only twentieth in a class of fifty-seven.


  Wilson was a member of QED, the school debating club. But he really shone on the editorial board (along with Ellis and Dell, the editor-in-chief) of the Hill School Record, in which he first had the pleasure of seeing himself in print. He contributed a number of essays about prep school literary magazines in his "Exchanges" page; and also wrote on the poor quality of prep school poetry, on the influence on college writers of O. Henry, W.W. Jacobs, Conan Doyle and G. K. Chesterton; on
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