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‘This book is my life, it’s my
   experience from the time I was eighteen till the time I was
   forty-six. The Class is about the generation of people that
   entered college, not just Harvard where the book is set, but
   everybody that was eighteen in 1954 and was in his mid-forties in 1983, when the 25th reunion occurs. You all come back to see what you have done with your lives and it took me twenty-five years to see what I had done with mine, and to weigh myself in the balance.’ 

Erich Segal


For Karen and Francesca
The class in my life


There must be … some possible ground in

reason for one’s boiling over with joy that

one is a son of Harvard, and was not, by some

unspeakable horrible accident of birth,

predestined to graduate at Yale or at Cornell.

William James
M.D., 1869


Publisher’s Note

This is a novel about fictional members of The Harvard Class of 1958. The author has included the Eliot family in the back-ground for his story because that distinguished family has a long and proud relationship with Harvard University. But the fictional character of Andrew Eliot is not intended to portray or refer to any actual member of the Eliot family, whether living or dead. All of the main characters in this novel are creations of the author’s imagination. These characters illustrate some of the divergent directions taken by young men of this generation into the fields of politics, the arts, intellectual life, or in voyages of self-discovery. In tracing their years at Harvard, and thereafter until their 25th Reunion, the author portrays a number of events in which public figures from American political and artistic life appear. He has included portrayals of these public personalities as symbols of certain influences of the past twenty-five years. The reader should understand that the specific conversations and incidents involving these personalities are the author’s own creations.


College Years

We took the world as given. Cigarettes

Were twenty-several cents a pack, and gas

As much per gallon. Sex came wrapped in rubber

And veiled in supernatural scruples – call

Them chivalry …

Psychology was in the mind; abstract

Things grabbed us where we lived; the only life

Worth living was the private life, and – last,

Worst scandal in this characterization

We did not know we were a generation.

JOHN UPDIKE
 CLASS
   OF 1954


They glanced at one another like tigers taking measure of a menacing new rival. But in this kind of jungle you could never be sure where the real danger lurked.

It was Monday, September 20, 1954. Eleven hundred sixty-two of the best and brightest young men in the world were lined up outside that monstrous Victorian Gothic structure known as Memorial Hall. To register as members of the future Harvard Class of ’58.

Running the sartorial spectrum from Brooks Brothers to hand-me-downs, they were variously impatient, terrified, blasé, and numb. Some had traveled thousands of miles, others a few blocks. Yet all knew that they were now merely at the beginning of the greatest journey of their lives.

Shadrach Tubman, son of the president of Liberia, flew from Monrovia via Paris to New York’s Idlewild Airport, whence he was driven to Boston in his Embassy’s limousine.

John D. Rockefeller, IV, unpretentiously took the train up from Manhattan and splurged on a taxi from South Station to the Yard.

Apparently the Aga Khan simply epiphanized. (Other rumors had it that he’d flown there on a magic carpet – or a private jet.) In any case, he stood in line waiting to register just like any mortal.

These freshmen had arrived already luminaries. They had been born directly into the limelight.

But on this last day of summer 1954, more than a thousand other potential comets were waiting to burst from dark anonymity to light up the sky.

Among them were Daniel Rossi, Jason Gilbert, Theodore Lambros, and Andrew Eliot. They – and a fifth, still half a world away – are the heroes of this story.

DANIEL ROSSI

I thought the sparrow’s note from heaven,

Singing at dawn on the alder bough;

I brought him home, in his nest, at even;

He sings the song, but it cheers not now,

For I did not bring home the river and the sky.

RALPH WALDO
   EMERSON CLASS OF 1821

From earliest childhood Danny Rossi had a single, desperate ambition – to please his father.

And one single haunting nightmare – that he never could.

At first he believed there was a legitimate reason for Dr Rossi’s indifference. After all, Danny was the slender, unathletic brother of the toughest fullback in the history of Orange County, California. And all the time that Frank Rossi was scoring touchdowns and attracting college scouts, Dad was too involved with him to pay attention to his younger son.

The fact that Danny got good grades – which Frank never did – made no impression whatsoever. After all, his brother stood a mighty six feet two (a head taller than Danny), and his mere entrance on the field could bring a stadium of cheering people to their feet.

What could little bespectacled red-haired Danny do that earned applause? He was, or so his mother constantly reported, a gifted pianist. Almost a prodigy. This would have made most parents proud. And yet Dr Rossi never once had come to hear him play in public.

Understandably, Danny felt enormous pangs of envy. And a resentment growing slowly into hatred. Frank is not a god, Dad. I’m a person, too. Sooner or later you’re going to notice me.

But then in 1950, Frank, a fighter pilot, was shot down in Korea. Now Danny’s pent-up jealousy transformed, in painful stages, first to grief and then to guilt. He somehow felt responsible. As if he’d wished his brother’s death.

At the ceremony in which they named the school athletic field for Frank, his father wept uncontrollably. Danny looked with anguish at the man he so admired. And he vowed to bring him consolation. Yet, how could he give his father joy?

Even hearing Danny practice annoyed Arthur Rossi. After all, a dentist’s busy day was orchestrated to the grating noise of drills. And so he had a cork-lined studio built in the cellar for his sole surviving son.

Danny understood this was no act of generosity, that his father wished to be freed from the sight as well as the sound of him.

Yet, Danny was determined to keep fighting for his father’s love. And he sensed sport was the only way for him to rise from the cellar of paternal disapproval.

There was just one possibility for a boy of his size – running. He went to see the track coach and asked shyly for advice.

He now got up at six each morning, slipped on sneakers, and left the house to train. His excessive zeal during those early weeks made his legs sore and heavy. But he persevered. And kept it all a secret. Till he had something worth telling Dad.

On the first day of spring, the coach made the entire squad run a mile to gauge their fitness. Danny was surprised that he could actually stay near the real runners for the first three quarters.

But suddenly his mouth was parched, his chest aflame. He started to slow down. From the center of the field he heard the coach call out, ‘Hang in there, Rossi. Don’t give up.’

Fearing the displeasure of this surrogate father, Danny drove his weary body through the final lap. And threw himself, exhausted, onto the grass. Before he could catch his breath, the coach was standing above him with a stopwatch.

‘Not bad, Danny. You sure surprised me – five minutes forty-eight seconds. If you stick with it, you can go a heck of a lot faster. In fact, five minutes can sometimes cop third place in our dual meets. Go to the supply desk and get a uniform and spikes.’

Sensing the proximity of his goal, Danny temporarily abandoned afternoon piano practice to work out with the team. And that usually meant ten or twelve grueling quarter-miles. He threw up after nearly every session.

Several weeks later, the coach announced that, as a reward for his tenacity, Danny would be their third-miler against Valley High.

That night he told his father. Despite his son’s warning that he’d probably get badly beaten, Dr Rossi insisted on attending.

That Saturday afternoon, Danny savored the three happiest minutes of his childhood.

As the fidgety runners lined up at the middle of the cinder track, Danny saw his parents sitting in the first row.

‘Let’s go, son,’ his father said warmly. ‘Show ’em the good old Rossi stuff.’

These words so ignited Danny that he forgot the coach’s instructions to take it easy and pace himself. Instead, as the gun went off, he bolted to the front and led the pack around the first turn.

Christ, thought Dr Rossi, the kid’s a champion.

Shit, thought the coach, the kid’s crazy. He’ll burn himself out.

As they completed the first lap, Danny glanced up at his father and saw what he had always thought impossible – a smile of pride for him.

‘Seventy-one seconds,’ called the coach. ‘Too fast, Rossi. Much too fast.’

‘Looking good, son!’ called Dr Rossi.

Danny soared through the next four hundred yards on wings of paternal approval.

He passed the halfway mark still in the lead. But now his lungs were starting to burn. By the next curve, he had gone into oxygen debt. And was experiencing what runners not inaccurately call rigor mortis. He was dying.

The opposition sped past him and opened a long lead. From across the field he heard his father shout, ‘Come on, Danny, show some guts!’

They clapped when he finally finished. The sympathetic applause that greets the hopelessly outclassed competitor.

Dizzy with fatigue, he looked toward the stands. His mother was smiling reassuringly. His father was gone. It was like a bad dream.

Inexplicably, the coach was pleased. ‘Rossi, I’ve never seen a guy with more guts. I caught you in five minutes fifteen seconds. You’ve got real potential.’

‘Not on the track,’ Danny replied, limping away. ‘I quit.’

He knew, to his chagrin, that all his efforts had only made matters worse. For his embarrassing performance had been on the track of Frank Rossi Field.

Humiliated, Danny returned to his previous life. The keyboard became an outlet for all his frustrations. He practiced day and night, to the exclusion of everything else.

He had been studying since he was six with a local teacher. But now this honorable gray-haired matron told his mother candidly that she had nothing more to give the boy. And suggested to Gisela Rossi that her son audition for Gustave Landau – a former soloist in Vienna, now spending his autumnal years as music director of nearby San Angelo Junior College.

The old man was impressed by what he heard and accepted Danny as a pupil.

‘Dr Landau says he’s very good for his age,’ Gisela reported to her husband at dinner. ‘He thinks that he could even play professionally.’

To which Dr Rossi responded with a monosyllabic, ‘Oh.’ Which meant that he’d reserve all judgment.

Dr Landau was a gentle if demanding mentor. And Danny was the ideal pupil. He was not only talented but actually eager to be driven. If Landau said go through an hour of Czerny’s keyboard exercises every day, Danny would do three or four.

‘Am I improving fast enough?’ he’d ask anxiously.

‘Ach, Daniel, you could even work yourself a little less. You’re young. You should go out some evenings and have fun.’

But Danny had no time – and knew nothing that would bring him ‘fun.’ He was in a hurry to grow up. And every waking moment when he was not in school, he spent at the piano.

Dr Rossi was not unaware of his son’s antisocial tendencies. And it upset him.

‘I’m telling you, Gisela, it’s unhealthy. He’s too obsessive. Maybe he’s trying to compensate for his shortness or something. A kid his age should be going out with girls. God knows Frank was a real Casanova by this time.’

Art Rossi was distressed to think that a son of his could have turned out to be so … unmanly.

Mrs Rossi, on the other hand, believed that if the two men were a little closer, her husband’s qualms might disappear.

And so at the end of dinner the next evening, she left them on their own. So they could chat.

Her husband was perceptibly annoyed, since he always found talking to Danny a disquieting experience.

‘Everything okay at school?’ he inquired.

‘Well, yes and no,’ Danny replied – just as uneasy as his father.

Like a nervous infantryman, Dr Rossi feared he might be crossing into a minefield.

‘What seems to be the matter?’

‘Dad, everybody at school sort of thinks I’m weird. But a lot of musicians are like me.’

Dr Rossi began to sweat. ‘How is that, son?’

‘Well, they’re really passionate about it. I’m that way, too. I want to make music my life.’

There was a brief pause as Dr Rossi searched for an appropriate response.

‘You’re my boy,’ he said at last, as an evasive alternative to an expression of sincere affection.

‘Thanks, Dad. I think I’ll go down and practice now.’

After Danny left, Art Rossi poured himself a drink and thought, I guess I should be grateful. A passion for music was better than several others he could have imagined.

 

Just after his sixteenth birthday, Danny made his debut as a soloist with the Junior College Symphony. Under the baton of his mentor, he played Brahms’s arduous Second Piano Concerto before a packed auditorium that included his parents.

As Danny stepped on stage, pale with fright, his glasses caught the glare of the primitive spotlight, nearly blinding him. When at last he reached the piano, he felt paralyzed.

Dr Landau walked over and whispered, ‘Don’t worry, Daniel, you are ready.’

Danny’s terror magically dissipated.

The applause seemed to go on forever.

As he bowed and turned to shake his teacher’s hand, Danny was startled to see tears in the old man’s eyes.

Landau embraced his protégé.

‘You know, Dan, you made me real proud tonight.’

Ordinarily, a son so long starved for paternal affection would have been ecstatic to get such a compliment. But that evening Daniel Rossi had been intoxicated by a new emotion: the adoration of a crowd.

From the time he entered high school, Danny had his heart set on going to Harvard, where he could study composition with Randall Thompson, choral master, and Walter Piston, virtuoso symphonist. This alone gave him the inspiration to slog through science, math, and civics.

For sentimental reasons, Dr Rossi would have liked to see his son at Princeton, the university celebrated by F. Scott Fitzgerald. And which would have been Frank’s alma mater.

But Danny was impervious to all persuasion. And finally Art Rossi stopped his campaign.

‘I can’t get anywhere with him. Let the kid go where he wants.’

But something occurred to shake the dentist’s laissez-faire attitude. In 1954, the zealous Senator McCarthy was focusing his scrutiny upon ‘that Commie sanctuary Harvard.’ Some of its professors would not cooperate with his committee and discuss their colleagues’ politics.

Worse, the President of Harvard, the stubborn Dr Pusey, then refused to fire them as Joe McCarthy had demanded.

‘Son,’ Dr Rossi asked with growing frequency, ‘how can anyone whose brother died protecting us from communism even dream of going to that kind of school?’

Danny remained taciturn. What was the point of answering that music isn’t political?

As Dr Rossi persevered with his objections, Danny’s mother tried desperately not to take sides. And so Dr Landau was the only person with whom Danny could discuss his great dilemma.

The old man was as circumspect as possible. And yet he confessed to Danny, ‘This McCarthy frightens me. You know, they started out in Germany like this.’

He paused uneasily, now pained by unhealed memories.

Then he continued softly, ‘Daniel, there is fear throughout the country. Senator McCarthy thinks he can dictate to Harvard, tell them whom to fire and so forth. I think their president has shown enormous bravery. In fact, I wish I could express to him my admiration.’

‘How could you do that, Dr Landau?’

The old man leaned slightly toward his brilliant pupil and said, ‘I would send them you.’

The Ides of May arrived and with them letters of acceptance. Princeton, Harvard, Yale, and Stanford all wanted Danny. Even Dr Rossi was impressed – although he feared his son might make a fatal choice.

Armageddon came that weekend when he summoned Danny to his cordovan-upholstered study. And asked the crucial question.

‘Yes, Dad,’ he answered diffidently, ‘I’m going to Harvard.’

There was a deathly silence.

Up till now, Danny had cherished the unconscious hope that when his father saw the strength of his conviction, he would finally relent.

But Arthur Rossi was as adamant as stone.

‘Dan, this is a free country. And you’re entitled to go to whatever college you desire. But I’m also free to express my own dissent. And so I choose not to pay a penny of your bills. Congratulations, son, you’re on your own. You’ve just declared your independence.’

For an instant Danny felt confused and lost. Then, as he studied his father’s face, he began to comprehend that this McCarthy business was just a pretext. Art Rossi simply didn’t give a damn for him at all.

And he realized that he had to rise above his childish need for this man’s approbation.

For now he knew he’d never get it. Never.

‘Okay, Dad,’ he whispered hoarsely, ‘if that’s the way you want it …’

He turned and left the room without another word. Through the heavy door, he heard a timpani of punches pounding savagely on his father’s desk.

Yet strangely he felt free.

JASON GILBERT, JR.

joy was his song and joy so pure

a heart of star by him could steer

and pure so now and now so yes

the wrists of twilight would rejoice.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

his flesh was flesh his blood was blood:

no hungry man but wished him food;

no cripple wouldn’t creep one mile

uphill to only see him smile.

e.e. cummings

   CLASS OF 1915

He was the Golden Boy. A tall and blond Apollo with the kind of magnetism women loved and men admired. He excelled at every sport he played. His teachers adored him, for despite his universal popularity, he was soft-spoken and respectful.

In short, he was that rare young man whom every parent dreams of as a son. And every woman dreams of as a lover.

It would be tempting to say that Jason Gilbert, Jr, was the American Dream. Certainly a lot of people thought so. But beneath his dazzling exterior there was a single inner blemish. A tragic flaw he had inherited from generations of his ancestors.

Jason Gilbert had been born Jewish.

His father had worked hard to camouflage the fact. For Jason Gilbert, Sr knew from the bruises of his Brooklyn childhood that being Jewish was a handicap, an albatross around the soul. Life would be far better if everyone could simply be American.

He had long considered disposing of the liability of his last name. And finally, one autumn afternoon in 1933, a circuit court judge gave Jacob Gruenwald a new life as Jason Gilbert.

Two years later, at his country club’s spring ball, he met Betsy Newman, blond, petite, and freckle-faced. They had a great deal in common. Love of theater, dancing, outdoor sports. Not least of all, they shared a passionate indifference to the practices of their ancestral faith.

To avoid the pressures from their more religious relatives to have a ‘proper’ ceremony, they decided to elope.

Their marriage was a happy one whose joy was magnified in 1937 when Betsy gave birth to a boy, whom they named Jason, Jr.

The very moment that he heard the splendid news, in the smoke-filled waiting room, the elder Gilbert made a silent vow. He would protect his newborn son from suffering the slightest hardship because he was of nominally Jewish parents. No, this boy would grow up and be a first-class member of American society.

By this point Gilbert, Sr, was executive vice-president of the rapidly expanding National Communications Corporation. He and Betsy were living on a lush three-acre homestead in growing – and unghettoed – Syosset, Long Island.

Three years later, baby sister Julie came along. Like her brother, she inherited her mother’s blue eyes and blond hair – though only Julie got the freckles.

Their childhood was idyllic. Both seemed to thrive on the regimen of self-improvement that their father had devised for them. It began with swimming and continued with riding and tennis instruction. And, of course, skiing on their winter holidays.

Young Jason was prepared with loving rigor to become a demon of the tennis courts.

First he was tutored at a nearby club. But when he showed the promise that his father had fully expected, each Saturday the elder Gilbert personally drove his budding champion to Forest Hills for coaching by Ricardo Lopez, former Wimbledon and U.S. champion. Dad watched every minute of the sessions, shouting encouragement and reveling in Jason’s progress.

The Gilberts had intended to bring up their children with no religion at all. But they soon discovered that, even in a place as easygoing as Syosset, no one could exist in unaffiliated limbo. It was worse than being … something second rate.

Fortune dealt them yet another ace when a new Unitarian church was built nearby. They were accepted cordially, though their participation was sporadic, to say the least. They hardly ever went on Sundays. At Christmas they were on the slopes and Easter on the beach. But at least they belonged.

Both parents were intelligent enough to know that trying to raise their children as Mayflower WASPs would ultimately cause them psychological perplexities. And so they taught their son and daughter that their Jewish background was like a little rivulet that poured from the Old Country to join with the mighty mainstream of American society.

Julie went away to boarding school, but Jason opted to remain at home and attend Hawkins-Atwell Academy. He loved Syosset, and was especially reluctant to give up the chance of dating girls. Which, next to tennis, was his favorite sport. And in which he was equally successful.

Admittedly, he was no whirlwind in the classroom. Still, his grades were good enough to all but guarantee admission to the university he and his father dreamed of – Yale.

The reasons were both intellectual and emotional. The Yale man seemed a tripartite aristocrat – gentleman, scholar, and athlete. And Jason simply looked like he was born to go there.

 

And yet the envelope that arrived on the morning of May 12 was suspiciously underweight, suggesting that its message was short. It was also painful.

Yale had rejected him.

The Gilberts’ consternation turned to rage when they learned that Tony Rawson, whose grades were certainly no better than Jason’s, and whose backhand most assuredly was worse, had been accepted at New Haven.

Jason’s father insisted on an immediate audience with the school headmaster, himself an old Yalie.

‘Mr Trumbull,’ he demanded, ‘can you possibly explain how they could reject my son and take young Rawson?’

The gray-templed educator puffed at his pipe and replied, ‘You must understand, Mr Gilbert, Rawson is a Yale “legacy.” His father and grandfather were both Old Blues. That counts for a lot up there. The feeling for tradition runs extremely deep.’

‘All right, all right,’ the elder Gilbert responded, ‘but could you give me a plausible explanation of why a boy like Jason, a real gentleman, a great athlete’

‘Please, Dad,’ Jason interrupted, increasingly embarrassed.

But his father persisted. ‘Could you tell me why your alma mater wouldn’t want a man like him?’

Trumbull leaned back on his chair and replied, ‘Well, Mr Gilbert, I’m not privy to the actual deliberations of the Yale committee. But I do know that the boys in New Haven like to have a “balanced mix” in every class.’

‘Mix?’

‘Yes, you know,’ the headmaster explained matter-of-factly, ‘there’s the question of geographical distribution, of alumni sons – as in Tony’s case. Then there’s the proportion of high school and prep school students, musicians, athletes …’

By now Jason’s father knew what Trumbull was implying. ‘Mr Trumbull,’ he inquired with all the restraint he could still muster, ‘this “mix” you refer to, does it also include – religious background?’

‘In fact, yes,’ the headmaster answered affably. ‘Yale doesn’t have what you would call a quota. But it does, to some extent, limit the number of Jewish students it accepts.’

‘That’s against the law!’

‘I should hardly think so,’ Trumbull replied. ‘Jews are – what? – two and a half percent of the national population? I’d wager Yale accepts at least four times that number.’

Gilbert, Sr, was not about to wager. For he sensed that the older man knew the exact percentage of Jews accepted annually by his alma mater.

Jason feared an angry storm was brewing and longed at all cost to avert it.

‘Look, Dad, I don’t want to go to a school that doesn’t want me. As far as I’m concerned, Yale can go to hell.’

He then turned to the headmaster and said apologetically, ‘Excuse me, sir.’

‘Not at all,’ Trumbull responded. ‘A perfectly understandable reaction. Now let’s think positively. After all, your second choice is a very good school. Some people even think Harvard is the best college in the country.’

TED LAMBROS

Great God, I ask thee for no meaner pelf

Than that I may not disappoint myself,

That in my action I may soar as high,

As I can now discern with this clear eye.

HENRY DAVID
   THOREAU 
CLASS OF 1837

All sensible people are selfish.

RALPH WALDO
   EMERSON 
CLASS OF 1821

He was a commuter. A member of that small and near-invisible minority whose finances were not sufficient to allow them the luxury of living with their classmates on campus. Thus, they were Harvard men only by day – a part and yet apart – forced to return at night by bus or subway to the real world.

Ironically, Ted Lambros had been born almost in the shadow of the Yard. His father, Socrates, who had come to America from Greece in the early thirties, was the popular proprietor of The Marathon restaurant on Massachusetts Avenue, a brisk walk north from Widener Library.

In his establishment, as he would frequently boast to members of his staff (in other words, his family), more great minds would nightly gather than ever had ‘symposiazed’ at the Academy of Plato. Not just philosophers, but Nobel Prize winners in physics, chemistry, medicine, and economics. And even Mrs Julia Child, who had pronounced his wife’s lamb in lemons ‘most amusing.’

Moreover, his son Theodore attended Cambridge High and Latin School, so very near the sacred precinct that it was almost part of the college itself.

Since the elder Lambros held the members of the faculty in a reverence bordering on idolatry, it was natural that his son grew up with a passionate desire to go to Harvard.

At sixteen, the tall and darkly handsome Theodore was promoted to full waiterhood, thus bringing him in closer contact with these academic luminaries. Ted felt a thrill when they merely said good evening to him.

He wondered why. Just what was this Harvardian charisma he could sense even in the briefest motion of depositing a plate of Kleftiko?

One apocalyptic evening, it at last became clear. They had such uncanny confidence. Self-assurance emanated from these dignitaries like a halo – whether they were discussing metaphysics or the merits of a new instructor’s wife.

Being the son of an insecure immigrant, Ted especially admired their ability to love themselves and treasure their own intellects.

And it gave him a goal in life. He wanted to become one of them. Not just an undergraduate but an actual professor. And his father shared the dream.

Much to the discomfort of the other Lambros children, Daphne and Alexander, Papa would often rhapsodize at dinner about Ted’s glorious future.

‘I don’t know why everybody thinks he’s so great,’ young Alex would grudgingly retort.

‘Because he is,’ said Socrates with mantic fervor. ‘Theo is this family’s true lambros.’ He smiled at his pun on their last name, which in Greek meant ‘gleam’ or ‘brilliance.’

From Ted’s small room on Prescott Street, where he grinded well into the night, he could see the lights of Harvard Yard barely two hundred yards away. So close, so very close. And if his concentration ever flagged, he would rouse himself by thinking, ‘Hang in, Lambros, you’re almost there.’ For, like Odysseus in the swirling sea around Phaeacia, he could actually perceive the goal of all his long and mighty struggles.

Consistent with these epic fantasies, he dreamed about the maiden who’d be waiting for him on this magic isle. A golden-haired young princess like Nausicaa. Ted’s Harvard dreams embraced the Radcliffe girls as well.

Thus, when he read the Odyssey for senior English honors class and reached book 6 – Nausicaa’s great infatuation with the handsome Greek washed up on her shore – he saw it as an augury of the delirious reception he would get when at last he arrived.

But Ted’s straight A in that English course was one of the very few he received all year. In fact, most of the time he earned solid if not brilliant B-pluses. He was more plugger than slugger. So could he dare hope to be admitted to Fair Harvard?

He stood merely seventh in his class, with College-Board scores only slightly higher than average. True, Harvard usually sought out well-rounded individuals. But Ted adjudged himself to be a square. For after studying and waitering, where was the time to learn the harp or go out for a team? He was somberly objective and kept trying to persuade his father not to expect the impossible.

But Papa Lambros was unswervingly optimistic. He was confident that Ted’s letters of recommendation from the ‘gigantic personalities’ who dined at The Marathon would have a magical effect.

And in a way, they did. Ted Lambros was accepted – albeit without financial aid. This meant he was condemned to remain in his cell on Prescott Street, unable to taste the joys of Harvard life beyond the classroom. For he would have to spend his evenings slaving at The Marathon to earn the six-hundred-dollar tuition.

Still Ted was undaunted. Though he was only at the foot-hills of Olympus, at least he was there, ready to climb.

For Ted believed in the American dream. That if you wanted something badly enough and devoted your heart and soul to it, you would ultimately succeed.

And he wanted Harvard with the same ‘unperishable fire’ that drove Achilles till he conquered Troy.

But then Achilles didn’t have to wait on tables every night.

ANDREW ELIOT

No! I am not Prince Hamlet, nor was meant to be;

Am an attendant lord, one that will do

To swell a progress, start a scene or two,

Advise the prince; no doubt, an easy tool,

Deferential, glad to be of use,

Politic, cautious, and meticulous;

Full of high sentence, but a bit obtuse …

T.S.
   ELIOT
CLASS OF 1910

The newest Eliot to enter Harvard continued a tradition that began in 1649.

Andrew had a privileged childhood.

Even after they had gracefully divorced, his parents lavished on him all a growing boy could wish for. He had an English nanny and a horde of teddy bears. And from as early as he could recall, they sent him to the most expensive boarding schools and summer camps. They established a trust fund, making his future secure.

In short, they gave him everything except their interest and attention.

Of course they loved him. That went without saying. Perhaps that is why they never actually said it. They simply assumed he would know that they appreciated what a fine and independent son he was.

Yet, Andrew was the first of his entire family to feel himself unworthy of admission to Harvard. As he often joked self-deprecatingly, ‘They let me in because my name was Eliot and I could spell it.’

Clearly, his ancestry cast giant shadows on his confidence. And, quite understandably, what he regarded as a lack of creativity only magnified his innate inferiority complex.

Actually, he was a rather bright young man. He had a modest way with words – as witnessed by the diary he kept from prep school onward. He played soccer well. He was a wing whose corner kicks helped many a center-forward score.

That was an index of his personality – he was always happy when he could assist a friend.

And off the field he was kind, thoughtful, and considerate.

Most of all, though he would not have arrogated such a distinction for himself, he was considered by his many friends a darn nice guy.

The university was proud to have him. But, Andrew Eliot ’58 had a quality that set him apart from every other member of his Harvard class.

He was not ambitious.

Just after 5:00
   A.M. on September 20, a Greyhound bus reached the dingy terminal in downtown Boston and disgorged, among its passengers, a tired and sweaty Daniel Rossi. His clothing was a mass of wrinkles and his reddish hair unkempt. Even his glasses were fogged with transcontinental grime.

He had left the West Coast three days earlier with sixty dollars in his pocket, of which he still had fifty-two. For he had all but starved his way across America.

Totally exhausted, he was barely able to drag his single suitcase (full of music scores he’d studied on the journey, and a shirt or two) down to the subway for Harvard Square. First he trudged to Holworthy 6, his freshman lodgings in the Yard, then registered as quickly as possible so that he could return to Boston and transfer from his California branch to Local No. 9 of the Musicians Union.

‘Don’t get your hopes up, kid,’ cautioned the secretary. ‘We got a million piano players out of work. Actually, the only keyboard jobs available are holy ones. You see, the Lord just pays the union minimum.’ Pointing her long, vermilion-painted fingernail toward the small white notices pinned on a bulletin board, she added wryly, ‘Choose your religion, kid.’

After a careful study of the possibilities, Danny returned with two scraps of paper.

‘These would be great for me,’ he said. ‘Organist on Friday night and Saturday morning at the temple in Malden, and Sunday morning at this church in Quincy. Are they still available?’

‘That’s why they’re hangin’ there, kid. But, as you can see, the bread they’re offering’s more like Ritz crackers.’

‘Yeah,’ Danny replied, ‘but I can really use whatever money I can get my hands on. Do you get many Saturday-night dance gigs?’

‘Gee, you sure seem hungry. Got a big family to support or somethin’?’

‘No. I’m a freshman at Harvard and need the dough for tuition.’

‘How come those rich guys in Cambridge didn’t give you a scholarship?’

‘It’s a long story,’ Danny said uneasily. ‘But I’d be grateful if you’d keep me in mind. In any case, I’ll stay in touch.’

‘I’m sure you will, kid.’

Just before eight the preceding day, Jason Gilbert, Jr, had awakened in Syosset, Long Island.

The sun always seemed to shine more brightly in his bedroom. Perhaps it was reflected from his many glittering trophies.

He shaved, put on a new Chemise Lacoste, then hauled his luggage, as well as assorted tennis and squash rackets, down to his 1950 Mercury coupé convertible. He was looking forward to roaring up the Post Road in the buggy he had lovingly rebuilt with his own hands, souping it up and even adding a dual fiberglass exhaust.

The entire Gilbert household – Mom, Dad, Julie, Jenny the housekeeper and her husband Maxwell the gardener – were waiting to see him off.

There was much kissing and embracing. And a short valedictory from his father.

‘Son, I won’t wish you luck because you don’t need it. You were born to be number one – and not just on the tennis court.’

Though Jason did not show it, these parting words had the opposite of their intended effect. For he was already uneasy at the prospect of leaving home and testing his mettle against the real big leaguers of his generation. That last-minute reminder of Dad’s high expectations made him even more nervous.

Still, he might have taken comfort had he known that his adoring father’s speech had been echoed several hundred times that day by several hundred other parents who were also sending their uniquely gifted progeny off to Cambridge, Massachusetts.

Five hours later, Jason stood outside his assigned freshman dormitory, Straus A-32, on which a scrap of torn yellow paper was taped.

To my roommate: I always nap in the afternoon, so please be quiet.

Thank you.

It was signed simply ‘D.D.’

Jason quietly unlocked the door and carried his baggage practically on tiptoe into the one free bedroom. After placing his suitcases on the metal bed (it creaked slightly), he glanced out the window.

He had a view – and all the noise – of hectic Harvard Square. But Jason didn’t mind. He was actually in a buoyant mood, since there was still enough time left to stroll to Soldier’s Field and find a pickup game of tennis. Already dressed in white, he merely grabbed his Wilson and a can of Spauldings.

Luckily, he recognized a varsity player who had defeated him in a summer tournament two years earlier. The guy was happy to see Jason again, agreed to hit a few, and then quickly learned how much the new arrival had improved.

When he got back to Straus Hall, there was
   another yellow note on the door, announcing that D.D. had gone to
   dinner and would then proceed to the library (the library
   – they hadn’t even registered!) to study, and would be back just
   before 10:00 P.M. If his roommate planned on coming in after that, would he be kind enough to be as quiet as possible.

Jason showered, put on a fresh Haspel cord jacket, grabbed a quick bite at a cafeteria in the Square, then tooled up to Radcliffe to scout the freshman girls. He returned about ten-thirty and was duly respectful of his unseen roommate’s need for rest.

The next morning he woke to find yet another note.

I have gone to register.

If my mother calls, tell her I had a good dinner last night.

Thanks.

Jason crumpled up this latest communiqué and marched off to join the line that now stretched well around the block outside Memorial Hall.

The high intentions of his message notwithstanding, the elusive D.D. was not by any means the first member of The Class to register. For at the very stroke of nine, the large portals of Memorial Hall had opened to admit Theodore Lambros.

Three minutes earlier, Ted had left his home on Prescott Street to stride over and claim a tiny but indelible place in the history of the oldest college in America.

To his mind, he had entered Paradise.

Andrew Eliot’s father drove him down from Maine in the family’s vintage station wagon, laden with carefully packed trunks containing tweed and shetland jackets, white buck shoes, assorted moccasins, rep ties, and a term’s supply of button-down and tab-collar shirts. In short, his school uniforms.

As usual, father and son did not speak much to each other. Too many centuries of Eliots had gone through this same rite of passage to make conversation necessary.

They parked by the gate closest to Massachusetts Hall (some of whose earlier occupants had been George Washington’s soldiers). Andrew ran into the Yard and rushed up to Wig G-21 to enlist the aid of his former prep school buddies in hauling his gear. Then, as they were toting barge and lifting bale, he found himself momentarily standing alone with his father. Mr Eliot took the occasion to impart a bit of worldly advice.

‘Son,’ he began, ‘I would be very grateful if you did your best not to flunk out of here. For though there are innumerable secondary schools in this great land of ours, there is only one Harvard.’

Andrew gratefully acknowledged this astute paternal counsel, shook his father’s hand, and raced off to the dorm. His two roommates had already begun to help him unpack. Unpack his liquor, that is. They were toasting their reunion after a summer of self-styled debauchery in Europe.

‘Hey, you guys,’ he protested, ‘you could at least have asked me. Besides, we’ve got to go register.’

‘Come off it, Eliot,’ said Dickie Newall as he took another swig. ‘We walked past there just a while ago and there’s a line around the goddamn block.’

‘Yeah,’ Michael Wigglesworth affirmed, ‘all the weenies want to get there first. The race, as we well know, is not always to the swift.’

‘I think it is at Harvard,’ Andrew politely suggested. ‘But in any case, it isn’t to the smashed. I’m going over.’

‘I knew it.’ Newall sniggered. ‘Old Eliot, my man, you’ve got the makings of a first-class wonk.’

Andrew persisted, undaunted by this preppie persiflage. ‘I’m going, guys.’

‘Go on,’ Newall said, dismissing him with a haughty wave. ‘If you hurry back we’ll save you some of your Haig & Haig. By the way, where’s the rest of it?’

And so Andrew Eliot marched through Harvard Yard to join the long, winding thread of humanity – and ultimately to be woven into the multicolored fabric called The Class of ’58.

By now The Class was all in Cambridge, though it would take several hours more for the last of them to be officially enrolled.

Inside the cavernous hall, beneath a giant stained-glass window, stood the future leaders of the world. Nobel Prize winners, tycoons of industry, brain surgeons, and a few dozen insurance salesmen.

First they were handed large manila envelopes with all the forms to be signed (in quadruplicate for the Financial Office, quintuplicate for the Registrar, and, inexplicably, sextuplicate for the Health Department). For all this paperwork they sat side by side at narrow tables that stretched forever and seemed to meet only in infinity.

Among the questionnaires to be completed was one for Phillips Brooks House, part of which asked for religious affiliation (response was optional).

Though none of them was particularly pious, Andrew Eliot, Danny Rossi, and Ted Lambros marked the boxes next to Episcopal, Catholic, and Greek Orthodox, respectively. Jason Gilbert, on the other hand, indicated that he had no religious affiliation whatsoever.

After the official registration, they had to run an endless gauntlet of wild, paper-waving proselytizers, all vociferously urging Harvard’s now-official freshmen to join the Young Democrats, Republicans, Liberals, Conservatives, mountain climbers, scuba divers, and so on.

Countless irrepressible student hucksters noisily cajoled them to subscribe to the Crimson (‘Cambridge’s only breakfast-table daily’), the Advocate (‘so you can say you read these guys before they got their Pulitzers’), and the Lampoon (‘if you work it out, it comes to about a penny a laugh’). In short, none but the most determined misers or abject paupers emerged with wallets unscathed.

Ted Lambros could sign up for nothing as his schedule was already fully committed to courses academic by day and culinary by night.

Danny Rossi put his name down for the Catholic Club, assuming that religious girls would be a little shyer and therefore easier to meet. Maybe they would even be as inexperienced as he.

Andrew Eliot made his way through all this welter like a seasoned explorer routinely hacking through dense foliage. The kind of social clubs that he’d be joining did their recruitment in a more sedate and far less public fashion.

And Jason Gilbert, except for buying a quick subscription to the Crimson (so he could send the chronicles of his achievements home to Dad and Mom), strode calmly through the phalanx of barkers, much like his ancestors had traversed the Red Sea, and returned to Straus.

Miracle of miracles, the mysterious D.D. was actually awake. Or at least his bedroom door was open and someone was lying on the bed, face enveloped by a physics text.

Jason hazarded direct discourse. ‘Hi there, are you D.D.?’

A pair of thick, horn-rimmed spectacles cautiously peeked above the book.

‘Are you my roommate?’ a nervous voice responded.

‘Well, I’ve been assigned to Straus A thirty-two,’ Jason answered.

‘Then you’re my roommate,’ the young man logically concluded. And after carefully marking with a paper clip the line where he had left off reading, he put down his book, rose and offered a somewhat cold and clammy hand.

‘I’m David Davidson,’ he said.

‘Jason Gilbert.’

D.D. then eyed his roommate suspiciously and asked, ‘You don’t smoke, do you?’

‘No, it’s bad for the wind. Why do you ask, Dave?’

‘Please, I prefer to be called David,’ he replied. ‘I ask because I specifically requested a nonsmoking roommate. Actually I wanted a single, but they don’t allow freshmen to live alone.’

‘Where are you from?’ Jason inquired.

‘New York. Bronx High School of Science. I was a finalist in the Westinghouse Competition. And you?’

‘Long Island. Syosset. All I’ve been is finalist in a couple of tennis tournaments. Do you play any sport, David?’

‘No,’ the young scholar replied. ‘They’re all a waste of time. Besides, I’m pre-med. I have to take things like Chem Twenty. What’s your chosen career, Jason?’

God, thought Jason, do I have to be interviewed just to be this wonk’s cellmate?

‘To tell the truth, I haven’t decided yet. But while I’m thinking about it, shouldn’t we go out and buy some basic furniture for the living room?’

‘What for?’ D.D. asked warily. ‘We each have a bed, a desk, and a chair. What else do we need?’

‘Well,’ said Jason, ‘a couch might be nice. You know, to relax and study in during the week. We could also use an icebox. So we’d have something cold to serve people on the weekends.’

‘People?’ D.D. inquired, somewhat agitated. ‘Do you intend to have parties here?’

Jason was running out of patience.

‘Tell me, David, did you specifically request an introverted monk as your roommate?’

‘No.’

‘Well, you didn’t get one. Now, are you going to chip in for a second-hand couch or not?’

‘I don’t need a couch,’ he replied sanctimoniously.

‘Okay,’ said Jason, ‘then I’ll pay for it myself. But if I ever see you sitting on it, I’ll charge you rent.’

Andrew Eliot, Mike Wigglesworth, and Dickie Newall spent all that afternoon scouring the furniture emporia in and around the Square and procured the finest leatherette pieces available. After expending three hours and $195, they stood at the ground floor of G-entry with all their treasures.

‘God,’ Newall exclaimed, ‘I shudder to think how many lovelies will succumb on this incredible chaise longue. I mean they’ll just take one look at it, disrobe, and hop right on.’

‘In that case, Dickie,’ Andrew interrupted his old buddy’s reverie, ‘we’d better lug it up the stairs. If a Cliffie passes while we’re standing here you might just have to perform in public.’

‘Don’t think I couldn’t,’ Newall answered with bravado, quickly adding, ‘come on let’s get this paraphernalia up the stairs. Andy and I’ll take the couch.’ And then, turning to the largest member of their trio, he called out, ‘Can you manage that chair by yourself, Wigglesworth?’

‘No sweat,’ the tall athlete replied laconically. And with that he lifted the huge armchair, placed it on his head as if it were a large padded football helmet, and started up the stairwell.

‘That’s our mighty Mike,’ Newall quipped. ‘Fair Harvard’s future crew immortal and the first man from this college who’ll play Tarzan in the movies.’

 

‘Just three more steps. Please, you guys,’ Danny Rossi implored.

‘Hey, listen, kid, the deal was we’d deliver it. You didn’t say there would be stairs. We always take pianos in an elevator.’

‘Come on,’ Danny protested, ‘you guys knew that they don’t have any in Harvard dorms. What’s it going to take for you to deliver this up just three more steps into my room?’

‘Another twenty bucks,’ replied one of the burly delivery men.

‘Hey, look, the damn piano only cost me thirty-five.’

‘Take it or leave it, kid. Or you’ll be singin’ in the rain.’

‘I can’t afford twenty bucks,’ Danny moaned.

‘Tough titty, Harvard boy,’ growled the more talkative of the two movers. And they ambled off.

Danny sat there on the steps of Holworthy for several minutes pondering his great dilemma. And then the notion came to him.

He placed the rickety stool in position, lifted the lid of the ancient upright, and began, first tentatively and then with increasing assurance, to animate the fading ivories with ‘The Varsity Drag.’

Since most of the windows in the Yard were open because of the Indian Summer weather, it was not long before a crowd surrounded him. Some spirited freshmen even began to dance. To get in shape for conquests up at Radcliffe and on other social battlefields.

He was terrific. And his classmates were genuinely thrilled to discover what a talent they had in their midst. (‘The guy’s another Peter Nero,’ someone remarked.) At last Danny finished – or thought he had. But everybody clapped and shouted for more. So he started taking requests for pieces as varied as ‘The Saber Dance’ and ‘Three Coins in the Fountain.’

At last, a university policeman happened on the scene. It was just what Danny had been hoping for.

‘Listen,’ the officer growled, ‘you can’t play a pianer outside in the Yard. You gotta move this here instrument into a dorm.’

The freshmen booed.

‘Hey, listen,’ Danny Rossi said to his enthusiastic audience. ‘Why don’t we all bring this piano up the stairs to my room and then I’ll play all night.’

There were cheers of assent as half a dozen of the strongest present started carrying Danny’s upright with festive alacrity.

‘Wait a minute,’ the cop warned,
   ‘remember, no playing after ten P.M. Them are the rules.’

More hisses, boos, and grunts as Danny Rossi politely answered, ‘Yes, sir, Officer. I promise I’ll only play till dinnertime.’

Though he, of course, was not privileged to be moving from the cubicle he’d occupied throughout his high school days, Ted Lambros nonetheless spent much of that afternoon purchasing essential items in The Coop.

First and foremost, a green bookbag, a must for every serious Harvard man – a utilitarian talisman that carried the tools of your trade and identified you as a bona fide scholar. He also bought a large, rectangular crimson banner whose white felt letters proudly boasted ‘Harvard – Class of 1958.’ And, while other freshmen were hanging identical chauvinistic fabrics on the walls of their dormitories in the Yard, Ted hung his over the desk in his tiny bedroom.

For good measure, he acquired an impressive-looking pipe from Leavitt & Pierce, which he would someday learn to smoke.

As the afternoon waned, he checked and rechecked his carefully purchased secondhand wardrobe and inwardly pronounced himself ready to meet tomorrow’s Harvard challenge.

And then, the magic aura broken, he headed up Massachusetts Avenue to The Marathon, where he would have to don the same old hokey costume in order to serve lamb to the lions of Cambridge.

It was a day of standing on
   lines. First in the morning at Memorial Hall, and then just after
   6:00 P.M., when the dinner column began to form at the Freshman Union, winding outside, down its granite steps, and almost into Quincy Street. Naturally, each freshman wore a tie and jacket – although the garments varied in color and quality, depending on the means and background of the wearer. The rules explicitly proclaimed that the only civilized attire in which a Harvard man could take a meal.

But these formally accoutred gentlemen were in for a rude surprise. There were no dishes.

Instead, their food was scooped out into a tan plastic doggy bowl divided into unequal sections of undetermined purpose. The only rational compartment was the cavity within the hub of this contraption, which could hold a glass of milk.

Ingenious as it was, it could not hide the fact that freshman food was absolutely wretched.

What was that gray sliced stuff slapped at them at the first station? The serving biddies claimed it was meat. It looked like innersoles to most and tasted much that way to all. It was no consolation that they could eat all they wanted. For who would ever want more of this unchewable enigma?

The only real salvation was the ice cream. It was plentiful and filling. And to an eighteen-year-old this can compensate for almost any culinary lapse. And did so in prodigious quantities.

No one really bitched in earnest. For, although not all of them admitted it, they were excited just to be there. The tasteless food gave every person in The Class an opportunity to be superior to something. Nearly all of them were used to being number one in some domain. The Class contained no fewer than 287 high school valedictorians, each painfully aware that only one of them was good enough to match that achievement at Harvard.

By some uncanny instinct, the jocks had already started to discover one another. At one round table in the outer circle, Clancy Roberts was subtly campaigning for the freshman hockey captaincy. At yet another, football linemen, who had met an hour earlier at Dillon Field House, savored what would be among the last meals they would be obliged to take with the plebs. For, once the pads were on, they’d be dining at the training table in the V-Club, where the meat, though no less gray, would be served twice as thick.

The huge, wood-paneled hall reverberated with the loud chatter of nervous freshmen. You could tell who had gone to high schools and who to prep schools. For the latter dressed in matching plumage – shetland jackets and rep ties – and ate in larger groups, whose conversation and laughter were homogenized. The would-be physicist from Omaha, the poet from Missouri, and the future lawyer-politician from Atlanta ate alone. Or, if after twenty-four hours they could still stand them, with their roommates.

Harvard did not choose your living companions without much deliberation and analysis. Indeed, some keen sadistic genius must have spent innumerable hours on this strange apportionment. And what a task it was – a smorgasbord containing eleven hundred wholly different dishes. What would you serve with what? What would go well and what give interpersonal dyspepsia? Someone in the administration knew. Or at least thought he did.

Of course, they asked you for your preferences. Nonsmoker, athlete, interested in art, et cetera. Preppies naturally requested and received accommodations with their buddies. But then, they were the few conformists in this monstrous colony of oddballs, where exceptions were the norm.

What, for example, could they do with Danny Rossi, whose singular request had been a dormitory as near as possible to Paine Hall, the music building? Put him with another music type? No, that might risk a clash of egos. And what Harvard wanted was harmonious tranquility among its freshmen, who that week were in the process of receiving the most agonizing lesson of their lives. They were about to learn that the world did not spin uniquely around them.

For reasons inexplicable to everyone except the college powers, Danny Rossi was assigned to share his rooms in Holworthy with Kingman Wu, a Chinese future architect from San Diego (perhaps the link was California), and Bernie Ackerman, a mathematics whiz and champion fencer from New Trier High School in a suburb of Chicago.

As they all ate dinner at the Union that evening, it was Bernie who tried to puzzle out why they three had been thrown together by the mandarins of Harvard roommate-ism.

‘It’s the stick,’ he offered as a solution. ‘That’s the only symbol that connects us three.’

‘Is that supposed to be profound or just obscene?’ asked Kingman Wu.

‘Hell, don’t you see it?’ Ackerman persisted. ‘Danny’s going to be a great conductor. What do those guys wave at an orchestra? Batons. Me, I’ve got the biggest stick, ’cause I’m a fencer. Get it now?’

‘And me?’ asked Wu.

‘What do architects most often draw with? Pencils, pens. There’s the three sticks and the solution to the mystery of our being put together.’

The Chinaman was not impressed. ‘You’ve just awarded me the smallest one.’ He frowned.

‘Well, you know where to stick it, then,’ Ackerman suggested with a self-congratulatory chuckle.

And thus the first eternal enmity among The Class of ’58 was born.

In spite of his outward self-assurance, Jason Gilbert was nervous about going to the Union on his own for that inaugural repast. So desperate was he that he actually sought out D.D. in order to propose they go together. Alas, his roommate was already back before Jason had even dressed.

‘I was the third on line,’ he boasted. ‘I had eleven ice creams. That’ll really please my mom.’

So Jason ventured out alone. As luck would have it, near the steps of Widener Library he ran into a guy he’d played (and beaten) in the quarter finals of the Greater Metropolitan Private Schools Tourney. The fellow proudly introduced his quondam rival to his current roommates as ‘the S.O.B. who’s going to knock me off for number one. Unless that guy from California beats us both.’

Jason was happy to join them, and the talk was mostly of the tennis court. And the wretched food. And doggy bowls, of course.

ANDREW ELIOT’S DIARY

September 21, 1954

My roommates and I celebrated our first night at Harvard by not eating there. We elected instead to go into Boston, have a quick meal at the Union Oyster House, and then move on to Scollay Square, the sole oasis of sleaze in the city’s desert of puritanical decency.

Here we attended the edifying spectacle at







































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Real Life

Human kind

Cannot bear very much reality.

T.S. ELIOT ’10


The Reunion

June 5–9, 1983

We shall not cease from exploration

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time.

T.S.
   ELIOT
CLASS OF 1910
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