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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Why Write a Memoir?

      

      

      

      I had a problem, and it was with history.

      

      Just like my fellow students, I sat through all the years of required history courses in school. I took notes, did the readings, completed homework assignments. But for me, none of the events or people or places we studied ever seemed to come alive. I saw words on a page, but not much more; I had trouble seeing the point of it all. Despite this, I’ve always had a nostalgic sensibility, captivated by the sights and the sounds and the people from the past.

      As a kid, watching old black-and-white movies would transport me back to an era of ice boxes, sleek steel-bodied cars, and fast-talking characters with big city accents. The film Dead End took me right into the New York City of the 1930s, where I imagined being one of those kids, hanging out on the front stoop of a tenement apartment, building a clubhouse in an abandoned basement, and finding clever ways to outwit the police. While eating breakfast, I would listen to old radio programs like The Shadow and The Green Hornet, the reruns airing each morning on WBZ radio in the early 1970s, and lose myself in the suspenseful music and smooth sound of the actors’ voices which conjured up images of the stories they told. I was transfixed by episodes of the hilarious 1950s TV show The Honeymooners, set in a gritty Brooklyn tenement building. And I was wowed by the doo-wop songs of the 1950s, with their simple but beautiful harmonies.

      It wasn’t until my college years that I became interested in history, even though I majored in mathematics. I dove headfirst into “alternative histories”—the ones that told more in-depth stories than the typical high school history books, weren’t afraid to critique the way the American story had been told in the past, and were often written by authors outside of the mainstream. I took a course on the history of the native peoples of America, another about the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s, and others about the history of jazz and the history of Apartheid in South Africa. I read books about the actions of the CIA in Central America, and when the latest copy of the progressive news magazine The Nation arrived at my dorm room, I soaked up the details about historical and current political events going on around the world. Now I was interested.

      After getting married and starting a family, I also got bitten by the genealogy bug, wanting answers to questions like: Where did my ancestors live? What did they do for work? What was life like for them? How and why did some of them make the journey to America? How did their experiences trickle down to affect how I’ve lived my life?

      In recent years, I’ve developed a hobby of researching not just my own family’s history, but also doing deep dives into family histories for friends, co-workers, and even strangers. I’ve been uncovering details of how everyday people have lived their lives and how those lives were intertwined with the historical events unfolding around them. This research has helped to quench my thirst, in a deeper way than the old movies could, for a tangible connection to the past.

      
        
        * * * * *

      

      

      The connection I was finding between people’s stories and my understanding of history strengthened as I read biographies, autobiographies, and memoirs of several well-known figures⁠1. All that reading led me to a realization: that people’s early lives—long before they became famous and in the public eye—could be just as fascinating as the story of their later successes. Hearing how Viola Davis or David Suzuki navigated their neighborhoods, dealt with their families, got into fights, responded to their teachers and school systems, or got their first paying jobs—all of that was just as interesting to me as learning about Davis’ celebrated acting career or Suzuki’s important work in science and media. To me, the narratives of their early lives could have stood on their own, even without the knowledge and details of who those young people would later become.

      I came to believe two things. First, that anyone who has lived a long enough life has stories to tell that others are going to find interesting and could even give readers new perspectives on themselves, on cultures outside of their own, or on familiar historical events⁠2. Second, that memoirs and autobiographies are important records. My maternal grandfather was given help to tell the story of his early life—he lived into his late 90s—but my other three grandparents don’t have a written record of what their lives were like. Before I knew my older relatives as senior citizens, I know they had full and interesting lives as kids and young adults and explored and loved and made mistakes. But those stories have been lost, along with a chance to have a fuller understanding of the complexity of their personalities and identities.

      As with most children, my sons know very little of what their father’s life was like before they were born. Telling my story can fill in holes in their understanding of how I came to be the person they know today. It’s also possible that decades—or even centuries—from now, historians (or anyone with an interest in history) could find themselves reading a memoir like mine—with all the adventures, triumphs, failures, and joys that are part of the everyday life of a non-public figure—and have it contribute to their understanding of a culture that may have long since faded into the past.

      

      I believe that everyone’s story is “worth telling” and that every one of those stories has the potential to have an impact on the perspective, outlook, and understanding of those who take the time to read them. I can only start by telling mine.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 These include Sidney Poitier’s This Life, Viola Davis’ Finding Me: A Memoir, David Suzuki’s David Suzuki: The Autobiography, Walter Isaacson’s Ben Franklin: An American Life, Mel Brooks’ All About Me: My Remarkable Life in Show Business, and most recently Patti Harnigan’s August Wilson: A Life and Source Code by Bill Gates.

          

          2 Studs Terkel’s books Work and Division Street, are some of the best examples of this - they are simply about “What do you do for work?,” “What is your neighborhood like?,” “What is your life like?,” but the answers always reveal so much more.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Identity

      

      

      
        
        I am a White male.

        I was born at the end of the baby boom generation and the start of Generation X.

        I am a father, a son, a brother, a husband, a cousin, a nephew, a friend.

        I’m an American, with English and Jewish and Irish and German ancestors.

        I’m a New Englander, a Bay Stater, a Cantabridgian, an Arlingtonian. 

        I’m a teacher, a coder, a genealogist, a reggae musician, a volunteer, a colleague, a reader.

        I have a college education and I’m part of the American “middle class.”

      

      

      

      
        
        I am a vegetarian, a Democrat, a bicycler, a cook, a gardener, a cat lover, a music lover, an environmentalist, and a collector of things.

        I’m a people-watcher, fascinated by similarities and differences and by personalities and experiences.

        I believe in optimism and the power of people. I love to laugh.

        I try not to jump to conclusions; I want to know more.

        I’ve never had a sip of coffee in my life, but my sweet tooth has always gotten the better of me.

      

      

      

      
        
        I have fears, along with insecurities and inconsistencies; I wear masks. I make mistakes.

        I have ideas and I thrive on organizing and completing tasks. Whatever it takes.

      

      

      

      
        
        I like to problem-solve and fix things, but I can be stubborn, thinking my way is the best. At the same time, I’m in awe of what can be accomplished through honest collaboration with others.

        I like to set goals and find out if they can be achieved. 

        I care.

      

      

      

      But…do these things describe “me”?

      

      Is this who I am?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      What is the essence of a person? Is a newborn like a tree seedling, which has all of the information it needs in that tiny package to grow up to be a wise, strong, sturdy, majestic thing of the forest? Aristotle famously wrote: “Give me a child until he is seven and I will show you the man.” If you think back to your seven-year-old self, you could ask this question: are you essentially the “same person” today that you were when you were seven years old? At that point, you certainly had formed your own opinions, likes and dislikes, and a personality. Are the qualities that defined you then still the ones that define who you are today—just with a few new traits sprinkled on top like a garnish? Or are you a wholly different person today than when you were small? Is that even possible?

      Taking a look at this from another angle, you could ask yourself what has been your most consistent attribute or interest over your lifetime. Have you always been a painter or a writer or a musician—ever since you were young? Is there something in your life that you’ve almost never gone without? For me, the most consistent activity over the course of my lifetime would be bicycling. I started riding a bike around age five and have consistently spent significant time riding a bike over every one of the fifty-five years that followed.⁠1 I rode a bike throughout high school and in college to get to classes and continued as an adult, using a bike for transportation and for exercise and enjoyment. I rode my bike to run an errand this morning before writing this paragraph.

      If you can find that thing that’s the most consistent in the entirety of your life, it could be something that is connected with the unchanging essence of who you are.⁠2 What does such a strong and consistent life-long connection to bicycling or art or writing or singing reveal about you as a person? Why has that thing been so consistent in your life? Why has it been important to you to maintain it?

      The question of determining your true identity is a challenging one; defining a person is an almost impossible task. One of the reasons for my decision to write an account of my life was so that I could take a ride down that road towards an answer. Maybe, for you, taking in the details of one person’s life will help you to at least consider the answers to these questions for yourself—and even be inspired to sit down and begin to tell your own unique story.

      

      Author’s Note

      In this memoir, I refer to my parents as “Barbara” and “Jon” and not as “mom” and “dad” or some other form of those words. This is not something I’ve done simply for the reader—it’s what I have always called my parents.

      

      My parents have been social activists most of their adult lives and have held many counter-cultural beliefs over the years, including a general rejection of obedience to authority figures whose claim to authority is simply based on their position or their moniker: teacher, coach, police officer, politician, parent. Calling someone “coach,” “sir,” “officer,” “Mr.” or “Dr.” was something they rejected in the same way that many people during this same period began to object to the use of “Mrs.”/“Miss” and replace them with “Ms.” 

      As a result, I was raised to call my parents by their first names and have done so for my entire life, other than briefly at about age twelve.⁠3 While it may seem awkward to people when they hear it for the first time, it’s who we are as a family, and it gives our family a uniqueness that I now embrace.

      

      • Other Names: This memoir is a work of nonfiction, and so I’ve included the names of real people and real places, and I’m describing real events. When I refer to family members and ancestors and public figures, I sometimes use both their first and last names. For most non-family members who are non-public figures, I’ve included only their first name. If a situation is particularly sensitive for a specific individual, I’ve used a fictitious name and have used quotation marks around the name the first time it is referenced.

      

      • Memory: I have used my own recollections, past writings, research, and help from family and friends to be able to describe actual events, as they occurred, as accurately as possible. But individual memories and even collective memories can become clouded and questionable over time. I’ve done my best to ensure that my descriptions are true to the events as they occurred. If I have not achieved perfection in this area, please forgive me.

      

      • Black and White: When referring to what we call “race” in America, “black” and “white” are very commonly used terms. In writing this book, I spent some time delving into the ongoing debates about whether or not to apply capitalization to one of these terms, the other, or to both. There’s no single authority on this issue. I’ve decided that when I am using those two terms in reference to people, or groups of people, I will capitalize each. I do this to differentiate those cultural racial words from the lowercase versions of the words, which in my mind refer only to the two extreme colors (colors that are not the skin tones of actual people). I also think this aligns those terms with others like “Hispanic” and “Native American,” which are always capitalized.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 I did have a few months off from biking after I fractured my tibia in 2014, in the only bike accident I’ve ever had.

          

          2 If you look back and can’t find interests or activities that have remained consistent throughout your life, maybe the constant for you is, instead, a set of values or beliefs.

          

          3 Being self-conscious at that age and not wanting to stand out, I tried to switch over to calling them “Mom” and “Dad” but it just didn’t stick, and I eventually got over my reluctance. 

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART I: GROWING
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            FAMILY ROOTS

          

        

      

    

    
      IN 1935, FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT was serving in his second year as president and was struggling to deal with the effects of the Great Depression and an unemployment rate hovering around twenty percent. James Michael Curley was in his first year serving as the governor of Massachusetts, after serving three terms as the City of Boston’s mayor (in the coming years, he would be imprisoned for mail fraud, the least of his crimes). On Christmas Day of that year, the hit film Little Women, starring Katherine Hepburn, played at the University Theatre in Cambridge, as gentle snow began to fall in the Boston area.⁠1

      Just a mile or so up the street from the theater, on that same evening of December 25, 1935, a young Mildred Beckwith found herself inside a birthing room in one of the old brick buildings at the Cambridge Hospital on Mt. Auburn Street (a decade later it would be renamed Mt. Auburn Hospital). Mildred’s husband Manny was down the hall, nervously awaiting news of the birth of the couple’s first child. He needn’t have worried: Mildred gave birth to a healthy baby boy that evening—a boy who would eventually grow up to become my father, Jonathan Roger Beckwith, going by the name Jonny as a kid, then by Jon after he grew wings and flew.

      Two days later, little Jonny was wrapped up to stay warm and gently carried in Manny’s arms as he and Mildred walked their baby home to their rental apartment at 15 Longfellow Road, directly across the street from the hospital.

      
        
        Boston: My Father’s Family

      

      

      What do any of us know about our parents’ past lives? We essentially “get to know them” only after they are fully formed, having already passed through childhood and adolescence, finished all their schooling, and found their way into adulthood. To a child, it’s as if your parents were born at the same moment that you were—but unlike you, your parents were born big and strong and experienced enough to raise you and provide for you. The story of your parents, and their parents in turn, is essential (for better or worse) to understanding who you are and who you have become.

      

      MY GRANDFATHER Manuel Beckwith⁠2 was born and then grew up in the Boston neighborhood of Dorchester, near Blue Hill Avenue, which was a major thoroughfare adjacent to Franklin Park. Franklin Park is the largest link in what is still called “the Emerald Necklace,” an urban green space planned by Frederick Law Olmsted in the 1880s to help provide an escape from the busy and dirty city. As a teenager in the late 1920s, Manny surely must have spent time wandering the rolling paths of that park, the sounds of birds mingling with the roaring of early automobiles and with the noise coming out of the shops up and down the busy avenue.⁠3

      Manny’s parents, Jacob “JB” Berkowitz⁠4 and Sarah Sodekson, had met and married while living in the old and crowded West End neighborhood of Boston, moving to Dorchester in 1909. Manny was born two years later into a tight-knit neighborhood that included many of his aunts, uncles, and cousins, having all made the same move from the West End at around the same time.

      Jon’s mother Sylvia Mildred Rosenberg, who went by Mildred starting at an early age, also grew up in Dorchester, making both Manny and Mildred “city kids” by nature. By the time she was fourteen, her family had moved from Dorchester to the Allston neighborhood of Boston, not far from the Boston University campus.  Mildred attended the Girls Latin School in Boston, which at the time was near Huntington Avenue, not far from the Harvard Medical School.  The circumstances of their meeting has been lost to history, but by the time they had reached their early twenties, Manny and Mildred had hatched a plan to be married—they eloped to New York City in 1933, immediately returning to Boston to start their new lives together.

      Mildred’s mother was Jennie Lewis (born Jennie Lecznisky in Lithuania), a school teacher and amateur actress. Mildred’s father, Isaac Rosenberg, whose father had emigrated from Poland, was raised in Portland, Maine. After Isaac and Jennie’s marriage–and before Mildred was born—they moved from Portland to Dorchester. Isaac had recently become a practicing dentist, and he found office space in old Scollay Square, known as a popular and busy section of Boston with several theaters and a wide variety of shops.⁠5

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      My father’s side of the family—the people described above—were all descendants of Eastern European Jews who fled persecution in their homelands. The first were the Rosenbergs in the 1870s, followed by the Sodeksons, the Berkowitzes, and the Leczniskys, all in the 1890s. It was a period of time when Jews in Eastern Europe were forced to live and work in restricted areas (the so-called “Pale of Settlement”), faced the threat of random violence from mobs (“pogroms”) worked up by government-backed antisemitic laws and propaganda, and could only watch helplessly as their children were conscripted into the Russian army for brutal 25-year terms. The majority of Jews in Lithuania and Poland lived in poor conditions with little ability to rise above them, and so making the long journey to America—and for most of my father’s ancestors, the Boston area—represented an escape to a place where they could experience freedom of movement, freedom of worship, and opportunities for prosperity.  Of course, when they arrived here after having made the long journey by boat, they had no way of knowing if their “American Dream” would indeed become a reality.

      
        
        * * * * *

      

      

      AFTER THEIR WEDDING, Manny and Mildred eventually moved to an apartment in Cambridge, Massachusetts. At the time my father was born, Mildred had just graduated from Radcliffe College, a feat made financially possible by her father Issac’s resolve and hard work to become a practicing dentist (Isaac’s father Simon didn’t have much, if any, formal education and was a peddler and later ran a small clothing shop in Portland, Maine). Mildred would later get her master’s degree in education and become a classroom teacher.

      My grandfather Manny was working for his father’s business, Hub Cycle & Auto Supply (originally just Hub Cycle), which at the time was in the Haymarket area of Boston. His father JB first established the Hub Cycle bicycle shop in Boston’s North End in 1897, just two years after he arrived in America at age sixteen with little money and no English.⁠6 Despite having minimal formal education and no formal business training, JB’s shop had by the 1920s grown into a successful business and moved to a larger building. They sold bicycle, motorcycle, and auto parts, along with radios and a variety of other products. Manny started attending Boston University in 1928, but during the Great Depression he decided to withdraw in order to help his father keep his bicycle business afloat.

      Manny and Mildred appreciated life in Cambridge, with Manny commuting to work in Boston and the two of them getting to know their neighbors and spending time with their infant son. But they were searching for a place where they could buy their own home to raise their new and growing family. By 1939, five years after moving to Cambridge, they found a home in the Auburndale section of Newton, Massachusetts, on a quiet inlet of the Charles River. They were the only Jewish family in their neighborhood, but the Beckwith family would quickly become good friends with some of their Italian-American neighbors and were soon an integral part of the community.

      Manny and Mildred had two more children over the next five years (Gail and Pepi), all three of them attending the well-respected Newton Public Schools. In the winter, the kids ice-skated on the river, tracing long figure-eights until the sun went down. In the summertime, they would visit (or sometimes sneak into) the famed Norumbega Park around the corner, as well as spending time exploring the wilderness around the banks of the Charles.

      After graduating from Newton North High School in 1953, Jon returned to the city of his birth—this time to attend college. In the fall, he started at Harvard University in Cambridge as a mathematics major. Harvard had set restrictive quotas starting in the 1920s, capping the number of Jews, Blacks, and Catholics that could be admitted⁠7. This discriminatory policy continued until the 1960s, but Jon was apparently lucky enough that his application made it through under the quota, allowing it to be considered on its merit. In Jon’s time at Harvard, he made great friends and would spend time talking deep into the night with his fellow students about literature and jazz and the politics of the times. (He would eventually become disillusioned by the abstractness of mathematics and switch his major to chemistry, a change which eventually led to his finding his passion in the field of genetics.)

      
        
        New York: My Mother’s Family

      

      

      BARBARA’S MOTHER (my grandmother), Marian Lucinda Hunter, was born and raised in Brooklyn, New York. Her mostly Protestant ancestors had been in the greater New York City area for many generations. At least one of them fought for independence in the American Revolution and another in a New York State regiment in the Civil War. One of her ancestors had even come over on the Mayflower.

      Marian’s mother, Mary Fletcher Stokehill, had crossed the ocean with her family in a steamship as a little girl, landing in New York City in 1889 and settling in Brooklyn. She’d left the British port city of Leeds with her carpenter father, who expected to get work building benches for American trolleys and trains—work which was soon replaced by machines, leaving him unemployed. Mary worked for a time in a sweatshop in Brooklyn, making ties.

      Marian’s father, William T. Hunter Jr., worked his way up to an executive position at the Schrader Valve Company in Brooklyn.⁠8 This success was important for William because his father had been injured serving in the Union Army in the Civil War but refused to take a government pension, which left the family with little money. Williams’s position at Schrader Valve eventually gave him the means to amply provide for his children, allowing for creature comforts like a summer place in the Pennsylvania woods, tuition for college educations, and foreign travel. His daughter Marian—my grandmother—attended Wellesley College in Massachusetts, majoring in social work.

      Barbara’s father, Joseph Theodore Shutt⁠9 was born and raised in small-town, working-class Boalsburg, Pennsylvania, surrounded by rolling mountains, deep woods, and fast-moving rivers.

      Joe’s mother, Ausie Marie Johnston, was from Pleasant Gap, Pennsylvania. She may have been a beekeeper, but we do know that her father had been a day laborer.

      Joe’s father, Walker Stine Shutt, started out as a laborer and worked his way up to a position as a concrete contractor. He ran crews for various projects, building roads and working on bridges in and around Pennsylvania. His father before him had been a laborer and farmer.

      
        
          [image: Timeline of relatives on the Shutt/Hunter side]
        

      

      
        
        Joe Shutt

      

      

      The Shutt name is thought by our family to have Germanic roots (likely originating as Schutt), but no one knows for sure. Germans certainly were early settlers of the region of Pennsylvania where the Shutts made their home. German tradesmen and artisans began arriving there after fleeing both religious persecution and the devastation of the Thirty Years War in Europe in the mid-1600s.

      Tragically, my “grampa Joe” was only eleven years old when his father, Walker, died in a horrific train accident while working on the William Penn Highway, adjacent to the train tracks. This devastated young Joe, and it forced him to go to work quite early in life. He trapped skunks and possums and sold their pelts to help pay for food. Later he trimmed pine trees to help in the work of combatting the boll weevil infestation of 1917. He also did farm work, milking cows and driving ploughs with horses. He worked in a silk mill. He dug ditches for an electric company. He helped to build roads and trails and telephone poles for the Forestry Department. He worked as a plumber’s helper. All of this was before he was nineteen years old.

      Joe later attended Franklin & Marshall College (F&M) on an athletic scholarship. Attending F&M fundamentally altered how he viewed himself and who he could become. He felt he was hashing out “the problems of the world” with his professors and they made him feel like he could make a real difference. Joe majored in economics, made many friends, and became well-known as a football player, a track star, and a champion wrestler (he was the captain of all three teams).

      Upon graduating in 1930, he moved to New York City to work for the New York Telephone Company, which had recruited him and other friends from F&M. For a time, he lived at the Central Branch of the YMCA in Manhattan, but later got an apartment with a man named David Hunter in Brooklyn. David Hunter, as it turns out, had a sister: Marian Hunter. That connection led to “Joe from Pennsylvania” meeting “Marian from Brooklyn” and to their ensuing courtship. Marian and Joe were married in 1933 and moved in to an apartment on East 21st Street in the Midwood section of Brooklyn.

      
        
        * * * * *

      

      

      EARLY IN THE FALL OF 1937, Marian Lucinda Hunter Shutt gave birth to my mother, Barbara Shutt, in Brooklyn. My mother was the middle child—Linda had come before her and Joanne would come after.

      Shortly after my mother was born, the family was on the move—at first to Bellrose, Long Island; then to Garden City, Long Island; and later to Chatham, New Jersey, where Barbara attended high school. She played flute in the band and was a prolific writer, working on newsletters and writing the end-of-year blurbs about the students for the yearbook. In 1955, upon graduation from high school, Barbara left the New York area and headed to New England, where she attended Wellesley College as an English major, continuing her passion for the written word.

      Barbara Shutt had chosen Wellesley over Bennington and Middlebury, both colleges in rural Vermont towns. On her visit to Wellesley, she had fallen in love with the beautiful campus and with its serene lake at the bottom of the hill. It also had the advantage of being not far from two vibrant cities—Boston and Cambridge.

      Jon Beckwith had chosen Harvard over other area colleges (like Brown University in Rhode Island), opting instead for the familiar surroundings of Cambridge and the excellent reputation of Harvard.

      In an alternate universe where either of them had chosen differently, the words you are reading on this page would dissolve before your eyes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          [image: Photos of my four grandparents]
        

        Manny Beckwith, Mildred Rosenberg, Marian Hunter, Joe Shutt

      

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 The front page of that morning’s Boston Globe predicted the weather for the day to be “Generally fair, snow flurries and colder at night.” What actually fell out of the sky later that evening is harder to determine. 

          

          2 Manny was born in 1911 as Manuel Berkowitz, but changed his name at age 21 to Beckwith, as did several of his relatives. His name-change application cited people’s difficulty pronouncing his name, but more likely the reason was anti-Jewish discrimination in employment.

          

          3 Manny attended Dorchester High School and at one point was punished for leading a protest against compulsory military drill at the school.

          

          4 Jacob’s family name in Lithuania was Zif, but it was changed to Berkowitz upon arrival in Boston.

          

          5 It was in the 1940s that Scollay Square began to deteriorate and the old grand theaters began to cater to sailors, hosting mostly burlesque shows. The entire area was razed in 1962 and much of Boston City Hall now sits upon the ghosts of Scollay. Isaac’s office was on Hanover Street and by 1938 was at 6 Scollay Square.

          

          6 JB had begun apprenticing as a blacksmith in his early teens in Lithuania, so bicycle-building was a natural fit for him.

          

          7 Harvard went so far as to classify students as “J1,” “J2” or “J3” for “conclusively Jewish,” “probably Jewish” or “maybe Jewish,” according to a 2022 Supreme Court amicus brief.

          

          8 Schrader valves were mostly used for bicycle tubes at the time—automobiles had not yet caught on—and this was around the same time that my father’s grandfather JB was working in the bicycle business in Boston. Since those bicycles surely used Schrader valves, there’s a possibility that these two companies did some kind of business with each other.

          

          9 Joseph Theodore Shutt was actually born Joseph William Shutt.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            YOU DON’T HAVE TO DANCE WITH THE ONE THAT BRUNG YA

          

        

      

    

    
      IF YOU’VE GOT a “good arm,” you could throw a small rock from the intersection of Memorial Drive and today’s JFK Street, over the riverbank on the Cambridge side, and right into the Charles River. In 1931, on that same corner, Harvard finally completed their multi-year project of building a new four-story brick dormitory (at the time, JFK Street was still known as Boylston Street).⁠1 The dorm was named Eliot House after the previous president of Harvard, Charles Eliot, who had served as its leader for an astonishing forty years (no other president before, or since, has ever served more than 24 years).

      It appears that Eliot deserved to have something named after him because among his many contributions were the building of the massive Harvard Stadium—where, in 1979, Bob Marley would play in front of a packed house, and where Harvard football home games have been played for close to a hundred years—as well as the introduction of electives at Harvard, which likely elicited a campus-wide sigh of relief from the undergrads. This Eliot House dormitory would play an important role—just for a moment—in how I came to be.

      
      One night, in late January of 1957, a young Harvard student named Roger had a lot going on. Not only was he throwing a party at his dorm in Eliot House, but he had a date for the night—and she needed a ride.

      Nineteen-year-old Barbara Shutt had likely been working hard on her second semester classes at Wellesley all week and would have been ready to step away from her studies and find some kind of distraction. Fortunately, she had an invitation to a party. Her date for that night would be a man named Roger. Barbara knew that he was a sophomore at Harvard and had an interest in English and drama, but not much more.

      That night, Roger made the long drive out to Wellesley College to pick Barbara up from 210 Tower Court East, her room in the Gothic-style dormitory she had been assigned to. The car ride back to Cambridge must have taken a while, given that the faster route along the Massachusetts Turnpike wouldn’t open to the public until later that year. The young couple eventually arrived back at Eliot House to find the party in full swing. 

      Meanwhile, twenty-one-year-old Jon Beckwith had left his boarding room at 25 Carver Street⁠2, a bit west of Harvard Square, and was walking down Massachusetts Avenue in the cold, making his way towards Harvard Square. He was on his way to the same Eliot House party.

      
      JON AND BARBARA likely didn’t even notice each other at the start of the night, but a fateful pronouncement would change that. Barbara recalls that “it was announced that they were going to show a ‘blue’ movie in another room. I was embarrassed by this, so I told Roger that I would wait while he went to watch the movie.” While Barbara sat in the main room, chin on
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