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Prelude

Rock creek park cemetery, washington, D.C., November 1994. I prefer my subjects dead, I had told him. He responded that he perfectly understood but declined to do anything special to accommodate my preference. Now we are experiencing a different aspect of the subject. A few hundred yards away, the sculpture of a veiled, androgynous figure famously signifies the grave site of Henry Adams and his wife. The land slopes aslant the grassy November stubble to the comparatively obscure burial marker of a Marine killed at Iwo Jima fifty years ago. My subject and I are standing amid the dead. We are both very much alive. The object of the visit to Rock Creek Park Cemetery is to certify visually that the site he has requested for his burial is in fact what he had triangulated in his mind, what he had negotiated from afar with the Rock Creek Park Cemetery business office, and to sign the covenants and authorizations. He wants the site roughly equidistant from the famous Adams and the obscure Jimmie Trimble.

One can always be buried, someplace. But to be buried at a particular place for particular reasons takes planning and sometimes luck. The director of the cemetery, partial lord of all he surveys, thinks the site an excellent one. He is both businesslike and officious. Probably it gives him pleasure to anticipate a celebrity burial, the newspaper stories perhaps not far beyond the year 2000 that will identify the cemetery in which the famous writer has just been buried. The cemetery director is a relatively young man, certainly not a day over fifty. If the obituaries have any wit, they will remark that Gore Vidal at last owns property in Washington, D.C. “How do Mr. Vidal and Mr. Austen envision the monument?” Howard Austen has been Gore Vidal’s companion for almost fifty years. There is some matter-of-fact discussion. My opinion is solicited. Since, if I survive my subject, I will someday describe in print the glint of medium-dark marble, the angle at which the two flat stones have been placed, the simplicity of the inscriptions, why not add to the day’s solemn amusement the irony of the biographer being consulted about the burial circumstances? It is one of the rewards for having forgone my preference that my subject be dead.

We chat a little at the grave-site-to-be. With my shoe I prod up some soil and scuff it forward an inch or two across the fields of the republic. It is a bright, mild day that transcends funereal locations. Gore (mostly) and Howard seem satisfied. In the end they will both be here. That is, what remains of them. They have been almost everywhere on this planet, and they have had a few favorite places. The last decades have been spent mostly on a Roman Street and in a Ravello villa. But, about America, Vidal has written, “Love it or loathe it, you can never leave it or lose it.” For the satirist there is no difference between loving and loathing. They are the same pleasure, the same pain. To be buried in Rock Creek Park Cemetery is to be buried as close to home as possible, a final statement about the pleasure and the pain of our American home. Before leaving the cemetery we stop at a small stone Gothic building, the business office. Here the real business is done. Gore signs various documents. Howard signs. I also sign. The biographer as observer, participant, witness.


Chapter One

Origins



1776-1925

Gore Vidal’s last name is his father’s family name, his first his mother’s. Born October 3, 1925, at West Point, New York, he was named, and thirteen years later baptized by the canon of Washington’s Episcopalian National Cathedral Church, Eugene Luther Gore Vidal, Jr. His father, who had a poor memory for such things, could not remember for certain whether his own name was Eugene Louis or Eugene Luther. He mistakenly put Louis rather than Luther on his son’s birth certificate. His exasperated son remarked, years later, that since his father was then an instructor at West Point, “He might have asked the head of his department what his name was. ‘You know, I’ve forgotten my name. Could you tell me?’” At his baptism the Luther was restored. He also added, as another middle name, his mother’s maiden name. His maternal grandfather, Thomas Pryor Gore, the young boy’s highest model of worldly achievement, was a United States senator. Then, at the age of sixteen, Eugene Luther Gore Vidal, Jr., decided that a partial act of self-naming would anoint him with the best of both traditions. He wanted a sharp, distinctive name, appropriate for an aspiring author or national political leader. “I wasn’t going to write as Gene since there was already one. I didn’t want to use the Jr.” He dropped his first two names and the Jr. Thenceforth he was, so to speak, just Gore Vidal.
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The Gore family saga is aggressively American, mostly Southern and Southwestern. When, in the early seventeenth century, the first Gores arrived in America from their Protestant Anglo-Irish origins, one brother went to New England, the other to Maryland, apparently never to meet again. The brothers probably came from Ireland, where the English Gores (of whom there were many) had been awarded land for service to the crown. They settled in Donegal, resolutely Anglo-Irish and anti-Catholic. Where they originally came from in England is unclear; so too is the nature of their service to the crown, though it probably had something to do with putting down the Irish. In Maryland, James Gore flourished, the patronymic father of seemingly innumerable farmers, ministers, lawyers, doctors, teachers, soldiers, politicians—three hundred years of ambitious, stubbornly assertive individualists. English and Irish origins faded into family legend and historical mist. They later associated themselves with the category Scots-Irish, which proved useful to those who wanted to make clear that though they were from Ireland, they were not Catholics. From generation to generation American Gores were to have names like James, Thomas, Manning, Austen, Albert, Notley, Elias, Ellis, Ezekiel.

The immigrant James and his immediate descendents leased and owned substantial tracts of land in what is now part of central Washington and in the Georgetown-Rock Creek Park area. They fought in the French and Indian and then in the Revolutionary War, by the time of the latter apparently staunchly anti-British. They were fruitful and multiplied. As each died, land had to be divided or sold or both. Each needed a property, a stake, an opportunity. Fortunately, there was always land to the west. Toward the end of the French and Indian War, one of the immigrant James’s grandsons, Thomas, was granted or bought land in South Carolina. Selling extensive property in Maryland, part of the large family moved, before the Revolution began, southward and westward, to Chester County, near Spartanburg, in northwestern South Carolina. Thomas Tindal Gore, perhaps Thomas Gore’s nephew, the son of his brother Manning, was born in South Carolina in the celebratory year 1776, and became the patriarch of the next generation. With his wife, by whom he had eight sons and five daughters, he raised cotton along the fertile banks of the Sandy River. In 1817, in wagons, Thomas Tindal moved his family south and westward, probably looking for better land, more land, more autonomy, some release for a combination of restlessness and ambition. His willful individualism traveled with the word of his Methodist God and the assumption that the Gores were a chosen people. Once more there was someplace better to the west. White American settlers and their government in Washington had from the beginning conspired to buy or conquer (whichever was more practical) the lands between the Atlantic Ocean and the Mississippi River.

First the Thomas Tindal Gores went to Alabama, on the northwestern border of Alabama with Mississippi, where whites were rapidly replacing Indians. Apparently Thomas Gore kept an inn and ran a livery barn in Pickens County. In 1830 he was elected a county commissioner and then ran for the Alabama state senate. In 1840 the patriarch took part of his family directly westward into north-central Mississippi to Choctaw County, which had once been the heartland of the Choctaw Indian nation. Some Choctaws remained behind, never to be assimilated, but most were forced farther west, by economic and military pressure, across the river to what was later to be part of Oklahoma. With other white settlers, the Gores seized the opportunity. Thomas Tindal Gore purchased from a Choctaw Indian for two hundred dollars a large property along the Yalobusha River in what is now Calhoun City, then a hardscrabble frontier town in a county in which the land was tough, resistant, and hilly, and no one wealthy. As the Gores moved westward, they farmed whatever was the best local crop of the region. They preached the Word. They healed the sick. They were quicktongued, sharp-witted, smart. They talked and argued and argued and talked, sometimes for sport, always with passion. Thomas Tindal Gore’s descendants were soon to fight (and some to die) in the Civil War, regional patriots, small slaveowners, hill-country farmers, Methodist ministers, noticeably idealistic, argumentative, hot-tempered, and clannishly loyal. “If a snake should bite one Gore, the entire family would swell from it.” They were mostly unionists who found themselves trapped by local patriotism and pressure into fighting an enemy with whose underlying principle of national union they agreed. When the war came, they did their duty. They cared little about freeing slaves; they themselves had few or none. Plantation life and rule from Richmond were as alien as Northern factories and rule from Washington. But local autonomy was a rallying principle. Fighting for home rule, numbers of Gores were killed in battle.

Thomas Tindal’s thousands of Calhoun County acres had to be divided among a large number of heirs, the most memorable of whom was Ezekiel Fletcher Gore, Gore Vidal’s great-great-grandfather, an evangelist at the distant end of the Second Great Awakening, nicknamed “Rock,” a Methodist minister of stubborn rectitude. With his Georgia-born wife, Mary Green, he populated this new world with twelve children. He was an indefatigable circuit rider with a flair for the dramatic. On one occasion he was summoned by the organizing committee of a revival to breathe new life into a passionless series of meetings. They did not know if he would come. “The next day the eleven o’clock hour was approaching, the congregation had assembled, and no word from ‘Rock’ Gore. As several men … stood outside looking in the direction from which he would arrive, they saw him rounding a curve in the road with his horse at full gallop. He rode up, tossed the bridle reins to someone nearby, took his Bible and went into the Church singing one of the great old revival hymns.”

The next generation brought Ezekiel Gore’s strong-principled religious assertiveness into the tumultuous post–Civil War politics of northern Mississippi. His numerous children were always politicians, and imbued their politics with the same passionate rhetoric that their grandfather had brought to his religion. The Civil War had impoverished a never particularly prosperous county. Postwar recovery was slow, cash scarce, crops poor. Reconstruction seemed to most Southern whites an abomination, though Choctaw County had relatively few blacks to enfranchise. And with the end of military rule in 1869, the Democratic Party that had dominated the county before the war gradually regained control, though not before the 1874 Reconstructionist Mississippi state legislature divided the county and named the northern part Sumner, after the Massachusetts abolitionist.

Republicans began to disappear from Mississippi. In 1882 the leaders of Sumner County succeeded in having its name changed to the less offensive Webster. Daniel had some of the mitigating afterglow of a belated Founding Father. Reconstruction had been beaten back, and demographics made white power secure; only 25 percent of the county’s ten thousand residents were black. The pervasive problem was agricultural depression. People lived spartan lives, close to the proverbial bone. Material sophistication hardly rose above the level of their pioneer grandparents’, though Ezekiel’s sons were slightly better off than the average. Children of the Book, they were bookish enough to pursue professions as well as farm. To some extent they all became caught up in the tumultuous political events that dominated Webster County in the 1880s.

Born in Alabama in 1837, Thomas Madison Gore, Ezekiel’s eldest child, Gore Vidal’s great-grandfather, came to Mississippi as an infant in his grandfather and father’s entourage. His education was rural. Law and politics fascinated him. As a young man he resented the idea of the Confederacy. He sat all day, hesitating, on the steps of the Choctaw County courthouse. Finally, he bit the bullet and enlisted as a private. The bullet bit back. He was wounded at the battle of Chickamauga. Later, he joked that “as far as he knew he was the only corporal in the entire Confederate army as everyone else that he met in later years was at least a colonel.” He earned his living first as a schoolteacher, then at the intersection between politics and law. On the last day of December 1865 he married Carrie Wingo, two years his junior, a strikingly beautiful South Carolina—born Mississippian. In 1868 Carrie gave birth to their first child, a daughter, Mary, then in 1870 a son, Thomas Pryor, to be followed by two more sons, Ellis in 1874 and Richard (nicknamed Dixie) in 1883. In 1876 Thomas Madison Gore was nominated as the Democratic Party candidate for chancery clerk in Webster County. The nomination automatically meant election. That autumn the Thomas Madison Gore family moved to Walthall, the newly named county seat, where he took up his official duties. In a scarcity economy, political office was a valuable economic asset. Thomas Madison was reelected chancery clerk four times. But Democratic politics, simmering, soon boiled over. In Mississippi, dissident Democrats objected to what seemed the indifference of large agricultural and business interests, whose powerful political network controlled the state, to the interests of the small farmer. Proudly independent farmers lost their land. Sharecropping became a widespread humiliation. It seemed as if the state was being run by monopolies and banks.

The dissidents gathered force through the 1880s. In Webster County, farmers joined “The Great Agricultural Relief,” which became “The Farmer’s Alliance,” part of the fabric of the emerging national populist movement that advocated political and monetary policies to help the farmer through hard times. Passions were high. Articulate, principled, and ambitious, Thomas Madison Gore gave his heart to the People’s Party. As a dissident Democrat, he lost his party’s chancery-clerk nomination in 1887. In 1890 the entrenched political powers organized a state constitutional convention. Outraged by the Democratic Party’s support of even more restrictive suffrage (the final guarantee that Reconstruction had been defeated), appointed rather than elected judges (who would do the will of their masters), and tax breaks for corporations, Webster County populists rebelled. The powerful and rich were conspiring to keep them poor. They did not favor blacks having the right to vote, but they would be damned if they would allow their own franchise to be restricted in order to keep blacks disenfranchised. At a mass meeting at Walthall in July 1890 they resolved “That in order to preserve our Constitutional liberties, we oppose any amendment … that would lessen, impair or increase the vote of any legal voter.” The new, more restrictive constitution was approved anyway. In Webster County the Democratic Party soon insisted that members sign pledges of support for its candidates. In July, at Walthall, the dissidents legally created the Webster County Populist Party, whose platform advocated “equal rights to all and special privileges to none, public control of communications and transportation, and election of United States senators by direct vote of the people.” Thomas Madison’s fate was sealed: he was never elected to public office again.
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Born in December 1870, Thomas Pryor Gore, Gore Vidal’s grandfather, was soon anointed “Guv” by his ambitious father, in anticipation of what the family felt sure would be his destiny. Young Tom remembered the garden where they lived in Walthall, overflowing with trees and flowers. “Somebody who loved the beautiful had lived at that place.” Later he remembered vividly the colors and the shapes of the garden. As a six-year-old, in the same year he started school and learned to read, he heard his first political speech. When his grandmother, Rock Gore’s pious wife, died in 1878, he went to the funeral. He never forgot that the gruel that she had once made for him was “the best stuff” he had ever tasted. At his father’s knee he learned Webster County politics. At nine he suffered what seemed a minor injury to his left eye when a stick he and a playmate were throwing hit his lower lid. He could still see through it, but with diminished sight. Though his right eye was fine, premonitions of blindness began to haunt him. At school he became obsessed with rereading a story “about a blind swan and another about a boy who had lost both eyes accidentally at different times.” In 1881 he got his first job, as a printer’s “devil,” setting type for a local Walthall newspaper. Later that year he was thrilled to be appointed a page in the state senate in Jackson. Within three days he learned all the senators’ names.

But a sense of doom accompanied him. In Jackson he practiced being almost blind, holding a hand over his right eye, getting around as best he could with only his diminished left. When he visited the Institute for the Blind, he told a boy there that he did not know how long it would be before he himself would be a resident. He had a nightmare: “I dreamed I was blind and in the rotunda—the second story—where the capital met and … some of the boys had kinder hung me over that place for fun.” Two days later he was demonstrating, for the children of the state senator at whose home he boarded, a crossbow that he had bought as a present to send home to his brother. It was a fragile contraption, dependent on worn rubber bands. When the children asked him to shoot it, he said he “did not want to as it was not shooting well. They insisted. I had it standing there on the floor. I dropped the arrow down the barrel…. I glanced down into the barrel to see if it was right, and while I was looking at it, it went off. It shot me in the right eye, blinding me on the instant.” His father took him to New Orleans for medical treatment. Whatever sight he had in his left eye and the flickers of sight briefly restored in his right “gradually faded out.”

Despite his blindness, his determination to become educated and a leader never weakened. In fact, blindness now became a force of concentration, almost itself a special power. Blindness was awful but also eerie and awesome, connecting him with Tiresias, Samson, and Milton. It was also a darkness against which his accomplishments would only shine the brighter, an unavoidable identification that would make him distinctive. He still hoped to rise to high political office. As a page in the state senate he had refused to sign a petition circulated by the other pages to have their one-dollar-a-day salary supplemented by a twenty-five-dollar bonus each session. He then wrote a bill, increasing salaries from one to two dollars a day. Introduced by a friendly senator, it passed. Back in Walthall, he attended school, with the help of relatives and friends who read to him. The school year was short, the facilities rudimentary. But he soon developed a prodigious memory. He also developed a soft spot for pets—a heifer and a pony, then chickens and roosters—which led to a lifelong slightly guilty passion for cockfighting. At sixteen he had his “first love affair” with a girl with whom he exchanged Valentine’s Day cards every year of his life. For him blindness was not a disability. He would allow no one to make excuses for him. In high school, he helped organize a debating club, soon converted into a moot United States Senate, in which he was the leading speaker. It was exercise. It was sport. It was training for the real thing. When in 1887 a teacher from Kentucky organized the Walthall Normal College, “Guv” began his most intensive three years of formal schooling. Attending political meetings with his father, his uncles, his friends, he learned about politics in the passionate crucible of family, county, state. When he found a copy of the Congressional Record, he memorized the name of every United States senator. From then on, the thing he wanted most was to be one.

At his graduation from Walthall Normal School in June 1890, he gave such a highly regarded commencement speech on race relations that numbers of people suggested he be sent as a delegate to the state constitutional convention in Jackson. Since he was too young to qualify, the voters instead chose his uncle. Tom Gore became, for the summer months, an assistant to his sister, teaching at Embry, within sight of the house in which he had been born. That October he spent six weeks at the Institute for the Blind in Jackson, learning how to be as self-sufficient as possible, mastering the New York point-reading system for the blind. One of the very few books available contained the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. He spent “a good many evenings reading that volume. I learned the Declaration of Independence by heart.” In Jackson he haunted the convention debates. He soon taught in another town at a time of such pervasive statewide poverty that rural schools generally had one two-month session a year or, at most, two. His meager salary was paid in warrants. A fiery populist orator, he was now a leader of the opposition in Webster County. At a large meeting in July 1891 he was nominated for the state legislature. But the new state constitution had added an age qualification. Since he would not be twenty-one until early December, he had to withdraw. In September he sold at discount the warrants he had received for teaching (his sister contributed hers) and left Mississippi for Lebanon, Tennessee, not far from Nashville, to attend Cumberland University Law School. Since there were no law books available for the blind, his roommate read everything aloud to him. When Guv’s money ran out, his father sold a small tract of land to keep him there. In 1892 he returned to Walthall as a law-school graduate. He had twenty-five cents in his pocket. He still hoped to have the brilliant future in Mississippi that people predicted for him. The state convention of the People’s Party made him a presidential elector. He campaigned widely for the ticket. Reading law throughout the year, he helped to try, successfully, two prominent criminal cases. But realistic opportunities for elective office in Mississippi seemed few and far between; the Democratic Party was still formidably entrenched, and many people above him on the slippery pole. The next year, twenty-three-year-old Tom Gore began to cast his ambitions westward.

One night that autumn his uncle, John Ellis, stayed with the Thomas Madison family. By chance he had with him a copy of a Texas newspaper in which Guv found the name and address of the secretary of the State Executive Committee of the Texas People’s Party. He wrote immediately, asking what might be a good place in Texas for a young lawyer to settle. The answer, with two names to contact, came back: Corsicana, in Navarro County. The name struck a responsive chord. The previous Christmas a friend who had spent a year in Texas had been reading to him from a book that listed names of Texas counties and towns. Corsicana had stuck in his memory. Accepting an invitation from a populist leader to address the Navarro County convention, he left for Texas in May 1894 with a few dollars for expenses and barely enough for a return ticket. At the convention in Waco he spoke dramatically for William Jennings Bryan: suddenly Tom Gore was in demand as an orator throughout Texas. He spoke and debated until late October, then returned to Mississippi. In Navarro County, the populists won; they did not in Webster. Accompanied by his brother Dixie, Tom returned to Texas at the beginning of the new year. Helped by the Texas-Mississippi network, Dixie became deputy to the Navarro County district clerk. Guv, though, decided to give Mississippi one last chance. Populist sentiment was at its height. It was now or never. Returning to Walthall, he ran for the state legislature in the election of 1895. The Democrats, administering the death blow, accused Gore and the other populists of being “nigger lovers.” Campaigning brilliantly, he still almost won. When the final count was in, he had lost by thirty-two votes. On the last day of the year he left for Texas again. He vowed never to return “until and unless” he had been elected to the United States Senate.

On the train chugging westward he read John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty. The Declaration of Independence, On Liberty, and the Lone Star State seemed the right fit. Texas politics and opportunities glittered in the near distance. Perhaps there would not be as many people above him on the greasy pole as in Mississippi. First, though, he had to make a living. At the end of 1896, he and Dixie opened a law office; they soon had many cases but few fees. The nationwide depression of 1893 still pinched the pocketbooks of millions of people. Also, compared to oratory and politics, the law was dull, and he soon felt depressed. With his romantic dreams of high office on indefinite hold, he began to repeat to himself Cardinal Wolsey’s lament, “Farewell, a long farewell to all my greatness.” Handsome, smart, and articulate, he was intriguingly attractive and attracted to women. In 1895 a blind girl in Corsicana accused him of having made her pregnant. Gore tried to get her to abort with medicines. They finally succeeded with a blunt instrument. For whatever his reasons, he would not marry her. Perhaps the thought of a blind man being married to a blind woman seemed devastating to the aspiring politician. Apparently hopeful that a jury would not convict a blind man for seduction and abortion, he defied her threat to take him to court. At the last minute he begged her not to testify against him. It would ruin his life. Perhaps he promised compensation. When she relented, the case was dismissed. As part of the arrangement, his parents, who had followed their sons to Texas, took the girl in for a short while. In August 1896 he turned down an invitation to give a series of speeches in the main town, Palestine, in nearby Anderson County, because it conflicted with a speaking engagement elsewhere, but his brother Dixie forgot to send the telegram of regret. On his way to the station he received a second telegram, reminding him of the invitation, and he wired to Anderson County that he would come for a week. In Palestine, driven past the large ranch of John Thomas Kay, a white-bearded fifty-four-year-old East Texas pioneer, he asked his host to describe Mr. Kay and his daughter, and a few days later, at a county picnic, he met the dark-haired, dark-eyed, trimly petite, engagingly lovely Nina Belle Kay. “I fell in love with her the moment we met and made up my mind that day to marry her one day if I could.” A serious circumstance conspired against the marriage: Nina’s family did not want her to marry a blind man.

Probably of Scots origin, the Kay family had come to Texas from Anderson County, South Carolina. Born about 1842, the seventh child of James Warren Kay and his second wife, John Thomas Kay had fought at Bull Run. He had survived a long war. Like many, he eventually preferred the hard but independent life of a Texas pioneer to poverty at home. About 1875, after selling his interest in his family land to one of his brothers for fifty dollars, John, with wife (in late 1868 he had married Marcella McLaughlin, a beautiful Mississipian of Creole origin), three children, and livestock, traveled by covered wagon to Palo Pinto County in North-Central Texas. The fifty dollars was all the money he had in the world. Along the route the grass was lush, water and firewood plentiful. But West Texas was harsh. The first winter they burrowed into a sod dugout and cooked on buffalo chips. More at home in farming than grazing country, they soon resettled in East Texas, near Palestine, in Anderson County, which had been named after Kay’s home county in South Carolina. The land was rich, the hills rolling and wooded. In 1877, while still in Palo Pinto, Marcella gave birth to twin daughters, one of whom died. The surviving twin was Nina Belle Kay. When she met Thomas Pryor Gore in the summer of 1896, Nina Belle was the attractive daughter of a now moderately prosperous East Texas farmer. Her mother had died the previous year. Her father and four brothers “told her that if you marry that blind boy you’re going to end up on a street corner with a tin cup. Just begging. She went ahead and did it anyway,” her grandson later commented, “and never regretted it.” They married on December 27, 1900. Her family’s opposition was overcome only at the death of Nina Belle’s father in the summer of 1899.

Between 1896 and the beginning of the new century T. P. Gore worked hard at law and politics. At first things looked promising. While Dixie minded the office, Tom worked the political hustings. The brilliant blind orator was much in demand. But, as in Mississippi, the leaders of the Democratic Party did not favor divisive populists undermining them from the left. When, in 1898, he ran for the House of Representatives as the Populist Party candidate, he lost decisively. Texas soon began to seem another dead end, as did his allegiance to the Populist Party. Early in the new century he shed both. With his bride, he decided on a new start, this time not to the west but a short distance to the north. Oklahoma was still a territory, actually two, one of them reserved for Indians, including those who had been driven from the Mississippi lands on which the Gores had settled. Politics and opportunity were more fluid there. Land could be staked. Everyone knew that the territories would eventually become a state. State political offices as well as land would be up for grabs. There would not be as greasy a pole to climb. With his bride beside him, Gore moved to the Oklahoma Territory. After settling in the new town of Lawton, about a hundred miles south of Oklahoma City, where he staked land and opened a law office with Dixie, he immersed himself in territorial politics and soon mastered its complications. Within a few years he became the best-known political orator in the area and a popular guest speaker in nearby states. The decision to shed his Populist Party affiliation came at the cost of his father’s bitter criticism: when T.P. joined the Democratic Party, an angry Thomas Madison Gore denounced him at a public political meeting. “Guv” was still, though, against and for all the same things he had always been. But now he had a chance for political office, for the beginning of a real public career. Soon he was one of the most powerful political leaders in the territories, instrumental in the flourishing drive for statehood. In 1905 Thomas Madison died. In November 1907 the legislature of the newly created state of Oklahoma chose thirty-seven-year-old Thomas Pryor Gore as one of its two United States senators.
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The Vidal family saga is quintessentially European. The name itself began to appear widely in Spain, France, and Italy about the twelfth century, either a corruption of the Latin vitalis or a translation of the Hebrew word for life. By the late Middle Ages some of the many Vidal families throughout the Mediterranean world were Catholic in origin, others Hebrew. Originally the latter may have been Jews living in the Roman Empire or Jews who had journeyed to and then stayed in the empire after its fall. Some Jewish Vidals became converts to Catholicism, often for convenience or safety. Many settled in France as well as Italy. After the expulsion from Spain in 1492, large numbers of Spanish Jews also settled in France, Italy, and Greece. Like the Jews who already resided in the Roman world, some retained their Hebraic identity, others converted to Catholicism. After a time both the original and the new conversos often lost awareness of their family’s origins. They usually became merchants, tradesmen, and manufacturers. Some became priests. There was no better place to hide their origins than in the Church itself.

Eugen Felix Vidal, Gore Vidal’s great-grandfather, who in 1849 emigrated from Feldkirch in German-speaking Austria to the American Midwest, was a Catholic whose ancestors for five hundred years were apothecaries and merchants. Some had married women whose names suggest they were from once Jewish families. Not unexpectedly, converso families often intermarried, and the pattern continued long after Hebraic origins had become only a rumor or been forgotten. Local oral memory kept alive the rumor that Eugen Felix Vidal’s Catholic family was of Jewish origin. That the Vidals who emerged in the late eighteenth century in Feldkirch were apothecaries and merchants makes it likely that they descended from the Renaissance Vidals who were apothecaries, a profession that had orginally been largely in the hands of Jews. Eugen Felix Vidal’s family in America inherited a sixteenth-century stained-glass medallion, about six inches in diameter, that shows a bearded man, wearing a hat, standing behind a counter, surrounded by jars, drugs, and other apothecary paraphernalia. His name is boldly printed: Casper Vidall. The date is 1589. This Casper Vidall had prospered as a pharmacist in Feldkirch in the late sixteenth century, the scion of a line of drug-manufacturing and -dispensing Vidals. The name then disappears from Feldkirch records, to reappear at the beginning of the nineteenth century when Johann Vidal, from nearby Forni Avoltri, reestablished the family name in Feldkirch. At first he was a successful grocer; then he bought the local pharmacy, first working with a partner who was an apothecary, then by himself. Most likely he hoped that one of his sons would become a doctor or a pharmacist and eventually run the business. After marrying a daughter of the former mayor, he bought a large, centrally located building, soon renamed Vidalhaus, for home and business. When his first wife died, he married Elizabeth Herzog, a German-speaking Catholic from the Tyrol. Their first child was born almost exactly nine months later, in October 1821. Twelve years later Johann Vidal died, leaving a widow who struggled to keep the business going and to support eight children. Around 1848 Elizabeth declared the pharmacy bankrupt and sold Vidalhaus.

In August 1849, a year of political turmoil in Europe, Johann Vidal’s oldest son, twenty-eight-year-old Eugen Felix Vidal, a student at the University of Lausanne on Lake Geneva, married the Swiss-born Emma Traxler von Hartman and began to look westward for better opportunities. What Eugen was studying at the university is not clear, though perhaps it was medicine, a speculation that surfaced years later among the American Vidals. That would have been especially plausible for the son of a pharmacist. Emma came from a Swiss family of some interest. Her grandfather, Josef Traxler, was a member of Louis XVI’s Swiss guard at Versailles, who escaped the democratic slaughter and fled to Madrid, where he served Charles IV, the Spanish king. When Napoleon invaded Spain in 1808, Josef Traxler raised a regiment at his own expense to fight for King Charles and was killed in battle, leaving behind a widow, Isabel, and daughter, Caroline. Either before or after his death, the Traxlers claimed reimbursement from the Spanish crown for the cost of the regiment the lieutenant colonel had raised. Payment was not forthcoming, the Spanish treasury empty. Isabel returned to Lucerne, where she struggled with heavy debt and little income. In Switzerland, the young Caroline also became an Army bride. Eventually, she suffered the same misfortune as her mother. Having married one of her father’s Swiss Army comrades, Colonel Ludwig von Hartman, she found herself, after some years, the Widow Hartman. She had three daughters to raise. If Spain, though, would repay Josef Traxler’s heirs, all would be well. The Traxlers and their descendents never stopped hoping. In the meantime, Caroline Traxler Hartman’s daughter Emma, born in Switzerland in 1828, met Eugen Felix Vidal. When, in 1849, they married in Feldkirch, the only money they had was the elusive Spanish repayment. They soon decided that America was a better bet. Having determined that the prospect of opening a cheese factory in Wisconsin appealed to him more than remaining in the land of his ancestors, he and his bride and his mother-in-law, with a subsidy from the city of Feldkirch, emigrated to the American Midwest.

Little is known about Eugen Vidal for the twenty years between his arrival in America and 1870. Like many other German-speaking Catholic immigrants, the Vidals apparently went directly to the Midwest, to South-Central Wisconsin, first to Monroe, then Sauk City and Bangor (where Eugen paid taxes from 1866 to 1870), and then to La Crosse, in western Wisconsin, across the Mississippi River from Minnesota. The family surfaces in the 1870 census, which gives the forty-nine-year-old Eugen’s occupation as chemist (his family’s old-world trade) and real estate. Three children were born, Hermania (Fanny) in 1858, Felix in 1862, and Mary in 1864. Caroline Hartman most likely lived nearby or even in her daughter’s home. And one day, around the year 1870, Eugen simply picked himself up, left his family, and wandered away. Some years after his disappearance, he returned to Wisconsin, for he was sustained for a short time before his death in 1892 in a nursing home run by the Milwaukee Catholic Sisters of the Poor. One of his children must have attended to his remains, since his gravestone has “Father” engraved on it.

“Father,” but not provider. Emma struggled desperately, the New World even more difficult than the old. The 1880 census lists her as a drapemaker, a seamstress of sorts. Family legend says she worked as a translator “for foreign [-language] magazines and journals,” translating from English into German, French, and Italian. Even if so, it would have been erratic, poorly paid work. The Spanish inheritance must have glittered like even brighter fool’s gold. Eugen and Emma’s children struggled also. None of them received an education. In the 1880s Hermania worked as a clerk and later married respectably. Family legend says that Mary, who married young, went to Chicago, where she became at best a kept woman, at worst a prostitute. “This was the great family secret. Pure Dreiser,” Gore Vidal recalled. At the age of eighteen the patronymic heir was a laborer. Five years later, in 1885, still living with his mother in La Crosse, Felix Vidal became a machinist, the year after that a fireman for the Chicago, Milwaukee, and St. Paul Railway. Living at a boardinghouse in La Crosse, he presumably now stoked coal on trains in the upper Midwest. Caroline Traxler von Hartman died in 1883, as many years old as the century. Her daughter, sixty-three-year-old Emma, died eight years later in Hokah, Minnesota, across the river from La Crosse, where she had moved to live with her daughter Hermania.

The attending physician at Emma’s death was Dr. Luther Lazarus Rewalt, Gore Vidal’s great-grandfather. A capable doctor and a man of verve and talent, Rewalt had been born in Pennsylvania in 1838, one of three children of William Rewalt and Catherine McKinley. The Rewalts were of Dutch origin, probably Catholics. Luther had attended the University of Pennsylvania medical school and served four years as an assistant surgeon in the Civil War. In 1862 he married a fellow Pennsylvanian, Mary Jane McGee. The twenty-five-year-old Irish-Catholic girl had decided to become a nun, but the handsome doctor, three years younger, persuaded her to become his bride. Later, they became Methodists and then Episcopalians. In 1863 Mary Jane became locally famous as the “Heroine of the Susquehanna.” When a fire set by retreating Union troops spread, Confederate soldiers worked with the townspeople to save Wrightsville from destruction. In appreciation, Mary Jane Rewalt, who had labored valiantly during the crisis, hosted a dinner for the Confederate general and his staff. So gracious was she that they suspected she might be a Confederate sympathizer. A strong Union partisan, she explained that even enemies should show appreciation for humanitarian deeds. The Confederate soldiers left that same day for Gettysburg.

Sometime after 1872 the Rewalts moved to the northwest-frontier state of Minnesota, but why they left Pennsylvania is unclear. At least four of their five children were born in Wrightsville, including their third child, a daughter named Margaret Ann, born in 1870, who brought with her to Minnesota as a small child no memory of her Pennsylvania birthplace. Like all but one of her siblings, she became a Midwesterner. And why the Rewalts settled in Fulda, Minnesota, about two hundred and fifty miles due west of La Crosse, a little north of the Iowa border and only about fifty miles from South Dakota, is a mystery. The nearest city was Sioux Falls, South Dakota. What did Dr. Luther Lazarus Rewalt, a man of some sophistication and medical skill, who enjoyed eating and drinking well, who had a strong sense of personal style, do in Fulda, a town with fewer than a thousand people and great distances from any place he might have enjoyed visiting? Like many nineteenth-century rural doctors, he also owned a drugstore. Perhaps his work was enough to sustain his spirit as well as his pocketbook. In 1891 he was in Hokah, Minnesota, near La Crosse, where he attended the dying Emma Hartman. One of his granddaughters believes that her father and mother “became acquainted through [his] treating my grandmother.” At any rate, Dr. Rewalt’s daughter, Margaret Ann, soon married Emma’s son, Felix Vidal. By the early 1890s Felix, now in his thirties, had settled with his wife in the small city of Madison in eastern South Dakota, about fifty miles northwest of Sioux Falls and about a hundred miles from Fulda. They were to live there the rest of their lives.
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Cold in the winter, hot in the summer, the weather in eastern South Dakota was more bracing than the culture. But the culture was real, specific, estimable in the Midwestern American sense. As with the weather, there were few modulations, little nuance. The Vidal household was part of the landscape. It quietly belonged. Anchoring a corner lot of about an acre, the house the young couple bought was an efficient three-story box, its plain lines relieved by a porch, with four bedrooms upstairs and the usual rooms below. Heated by ineffective air ducts, it felt cold in the winter, warm in the summer. Outside was often either bone-chilling or torrid. In the growing season a small garden flourished, devoted to vegetables, except for corn, which the vast fields of this farming world provided in such abundance that it made growing your own pointless. The Vidals walked the less than a mile downtown all the years that Gene, their eldest son, born in April 1895 and baptized Eugene Luther Vidal, was a child. The grade school and the high school were about four blocks from the house, with an athletic field on which, soon after the turn of the century, the eldest son began to play. When he showed medical evidence of an enlarged heart, euphemistically called an “athlete’s heart,” or perhaps tuberculosis, his father put up exercise bars in the backyard. Gene soon had an athlete’s body and a heart for competition. Football, basketball, track, baseball—by his teenage years he was the premier all-around athlete at Madison High School.

Corn and wheat fields dominated the landscape. Most of Madison’s approximately five thousand residents made their living as farmers or serving the farming community. Whether he was still a fireman or now an engineer running a train or had graduated to the administrative-clerical job he held in later years, Felix Vidal and the Chicago, Milwaukee, and St. Paul helped make the Midwest work. They transported what farmers grew and what farmers needed. The railroad brought Sioux Falls nearer: Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Illinois were part of the larger network. When on duty, Felix was away every second night. At home, Margaret ran the house and bore children. Two years before Gene, the first Vidal child, Lurene, had been born, then Amy in 1903, a new Margaret in 1910, a new Felix (nicknamed Pick) in 1912, when Margaret Ann was forty-two, a late pregnancy that shocked family and friends. They did not suspect that some of the long silences between husband and wife were being filled, at that late date, by lovemaking. The household finances were modest but stable. Unlike his father, Felix kept his nose to the grindstone. As far as his eldest son could tell, he had no ambition to accomplish anything more than to work obscurely as a minion of the railroad empire. As the World War approached, he concealed, outside of the household, his German sympathies. Though he put up exercise bars for his son, he had no interest in athletics. As Gene got older, Felix rarely attended his son’s games. If he had any passion at all, it was politics: deeply moralistic and conservative, he was remembered for abhorring dishonesty in politicians and always voting for the Republican candidates whom he read about in the newspapers to which he subscribed, the Sioux Falls Argus Leader and the Madison Leader. Capitalism appealed to him. Religion did not. A nominal Episcopalian, he rarely went to church. Thin, taciturn, with icy blue eyes and a temper that sometimes burst into household dramatics, he was not a man who gave or showed love readily. From early on there seems to have been a chill between the father and his oldest son.

As a young mother, Margaret was attractive, full-figured, and broad-faced. Unlike her saturnine husband, she contributed constant good cheer to the household, the proverbial sunny disposition. Her own mother had died the year after Gene’s birth. Felix’s parents were already long gone. Gene never saw the paternal grandfather to whom he was indebted for his first name. Later, in old age, Luther Rewalt, for whom Gene had been given his middle name, came to live with his daughter and son-in-law in Madison. He died there in 1925, a dapper old man who liked to drink, who loved going to the movie theater downtown in a spiffy white suit, carrying an inflatable rubber cushion into which he blew air before ostentatiously sitting down, and who had invented Rewalt’s Elixir, an all-purpose heavily alcoholic patent medicine that he and his favorite daughter manufactured in vats in the kitchen, bottled for sale from the porch, and packaged for the Brown Drug Company in Sioux Falls. In Gene’s years in Madison, though, it was a house without grandparents. Some family lived nearby: Margaret’s sister and her husband and, almost within reach, her brother Frank in Minnesota. A sociable rather than a religious woman, Margaret attended the Episcopal church every Sunday and participated in innumerable church activities. When Chattauqua made its regular visits to Madison, the Vidals attended all the lectures. Margaret, who belonged to a women’s reading group, kept sets of books in the house, The Wonder Book and The Book of Knowledge. If her politics were her husband’s, she had one separate plank: she strongly favored the vote for women. She marched in a suffragette parade in Madison and had herself photographed, dressed in semimasculine clothes, banner in hand, her principles clearly visible. But, as the keeper of the domestic keys, she did not manage economically enough for her husband. She had none of the German thrift he admired. She might well have wished that the Spanish debt (in family legend now worth millions) would allow her never to have to count pennies again. “By the time they told and retold that story,” her grandson later remarked, “we were the Perhapsburgs waiting for our throne to be returned to us.” She also had a disastrous tendency to gain weight: the pretty young bride allowed herself to become transformed into a matronly massiveness that her husband disliked and that later made her children uncomfortable.

In his mother’s eyes, Gene could do no wrong. She beamed in his presence and, later, at the mention of his name. If his father took pride in him, he apparently never told his son. When the time came for the son to make judgments, the case was clear-cut. Eventually he seems to have disapproved of his father, perhaps for his temper, his emotional stinginess, his treatment of his wife. “‘I don’t know why he was such a stinker,’” Gene later said to his own son. “That’s the word he used,” Gore Vidal recalled. “I think a lot of it had to do with his devotion to his mother. He felt that his father was rude to his mother and unpleasant. They apparently quarreled quite a lot, and Gene took his mother’s side.” Later, as he and his sister Lurene rose in the world, their mother’s obesity became an embarrassment. But though they preferred to keep her out of sight, they undoubtedly loved her. As Gene did Lurene. Two years older, smart, willfully decisive (nicknamed “The Sergeant” by her critics in the family), and a great gossip, Lurene became the sibling to whom he was closest. They shared a childhood and its memories. When he went from grade school to Madison High, which had about three hundred students, his handsomeness made him popular with the girls, his athletic achievements and good temper with the boys. Early in the 1910 football season the starting quarterback broke his nose, Gene took over, and the quarterback never got his position back. Soon Gene had an attractive girlfriend on his arm, Leila Love, later a physical-education teacher in Madison. The boys did the usual behind-the-house and locker-room things, small talk, cigarettes, fantasies, bonding, perhaps some sex.

Like his mother’s, Gene’s temperament was placid, unargumentative, though somewhat impersonal. He charmed and impressed people, a combination of striking good looks and intelligence with shyness and dreaminess. He liked to tinker, to invent. Self-sufficient, self-absorbed, he gave more importance to activities than to people. Only on the athletic field was he noticeably competitive, a dynamic athlete who enjoyed being special, being admired, winning. Dark-complexioned, thin but wiry, almost six feet, with striking blue eyes, sharply angled face lines, high cheekbones, with excellent coordination and the desire to win, he seemed a natural athlete. He was not as aggressive, though, as his coaches would have liked. His manner implied that playing elegantly was almost enough. Early on he developed an ironic style, a sense of proportion that sometimes seemed amused indifference. He had no doubt, though, that athletic prominence was a way out of Madison. As the premier high-school athlete of eastern South Dakota, when he graduated in 1912 the University of South Dakota at Vermillion encouraged him to come. For many, Vermillion was the first step out of the relative emptiness of places like Madison. Since the family could provide little money, at first he worked at a local business as a janitor, learning his lifelong habit of watching his pennies. Fortunately, college cost next to nothing. Subsistence was cheap. Enrolled in the engineering program, with modest effort he began to get good grades, mostly B’s and some A’s. His interest was in designing things, inventing things, making them work. The College of Engineering caught the spirit of a heroicizing time, when the country believed that American character, epitomized by its engineers, would transform the world. The engineer’s “college course should be loaded with the same risks and desperate chances that he will afterwards find in life, which is mainly an unbending effort to do the apparently impossible in which failure is worse than death. The engineer is the man to accept life in all its strenuous seriousness and the last man to expect the illusory advantages of special privilege.” From the beginning, Vidal’s athletic prowess and physical grace attracted notice. Soon he was setting records, helping the Coyote teams win in basketball, football, track, and baseball. An excellent punter, place-, and dropkicker, his evasively clever open-field running transformed him from quarterback to halfback, where he was still noteworthy for throwing and now for receiving also. In his junior and senior years he starred as the basketball team’s high-scoring center in the days when a six-foot basketball player seemed tall, or at least tall enough, and then in his senior year captained the team to the state championship. At track and field he regularly won the university indoor and outdoor meets with an all-around competence at the various jumps, shot puts, hurdles, and pole vaults, including setting the state high-jump record. Even in baseball, the sport he focused on least, he pitched well enough to win his fourth “letter,” the only athlete in South Dakota’s history, with one exception, to have done so: “the best all round athlete the Dakotas ever turned out,” the local sports experts agreed.

Fame came partly from the innumerable South Dakota newspaper headlines that proclaimed the accomplishments of the Vermillion teams and their stars, especially Gene Vidal. His good looks and amiable intelligence made him eminently salable, a Midwestern, soon an all-American, role model. America loved its games and its playing-field heroes. In those distant times, before the triumph of commercialism, athletes were idealized for their manliness and their American virtues. Madison swelled with pride: “Local boy great star at state university.” When Gene came home for holidays, he now had about him an aura. His siblings and their friends were in awe. In June 1916 he completed his engineering course. At home in Madison he deliberated whether to apply to the naval academy at Annapolis or to West Point, where he could continue his engineering studies and his athletic career. Someone of influence, eager to have him play football there, made “a vigorous plea that Vidal be sent to West Point.” Congressman Royal S. Johnson used South Dakota’s one appointment. At Minneapolis he passed the entrance examination with high grades. By late summer 1916 this “demon on the gridiron” was marching and practicing on the fields above the Hudson, at first kept under wraps by the Army coach the better to surprise opponents. For the next three years he set West Point records in football and track, and was soon to be known to a generation of Army enthusiasts as the best all-around athlete West Point had ever produced. As the starting half-back for a nationally famous Army team that beat all its major rivals, the South Dakota boy was now a national hero. He played before huge audiences around the country. At the Polo Gounds the “largest crowd that ever attended a sporting event” in New York City watched Army beat Navy. Film of the Army victory in the 1916 game, starring “Gene Vidal,” shown along with The Law Decides, “A Powerful Gripping Drama in Seven Parts,” could be seen for ten cents on the movie screens springing up across America. When he visited home, resplendent in his cadet uniform, “the whole town was watching him.” Not everything, though, went smoothly in his cadet years at the academy. A debilitating war was devastating Europe. When the military and political brass cheered at the Army-Navy game, they also had other, more brutal games on their minds. So too did some of the cadets. As always, there was a glut of officers in the promotions pipeline. Advancement came excruciatingly slowly in the peacetime Army. Cadets were more concerned about the lack of opportunity for promotion than about physical danger. After the 1916 academic year, Gene considered leaving for “some technical school…. At the present rate of promotion,” Vidal and other cadets “see themselves second lieutenants on small pay,” reported a worried sports reporter, “until they are old men with little chance of retiring at a higher rank than captain.” Gene stayed. Soon, in response to America’s entry into the war, graduation was accelerated. The class of 1920 graduated two years early.

At graduation Vidal had just come from a year of athletic triumphs in football that equaled his achievements of 1916 and were his best ever in track and field. And he had led his class in mathematics. Now he was a second lieutenant in the Corps of Engineers in what soon, in November 1918, became a peacetime Army again. Athletics, though, was still a ticket to prominence. The Army always delighted in showcasing itself. Soon Gene was playing basketball and football for the Army command centers to which he was assigned, first at Fort Humphreys in Virginia, near Washington, whose basketball team he captained, and then at Fort Howard, where he led the Army team through its football schedule. In June 1920, having won the decathlon at the Army championship games, he was chosen by the Army as its track-and-field representative to the Seventh Olympic Games to be held in Antwerp, Belgium. That summer, in Pershing Stadium in France, he won second place in the pentathlon. There were banner headlines in America. In late summer he returned home, first to New York, then to Fort Humphreys. Margaret Vidal came by herself to New York to see her triumphant son. At a football game to which he took her, the public-address system announced to the huge audience the presence of the newly returned Olympic star. The crowd applauded enthusiastically. When the basketball season began, he and his Army teammates went to play a game at Langley Field, Virginia. For fun, the Army pilots took them all up for a spin. Immediately sold on flying, he and his roommate asked for transfers to the Army Air Service and were sent to Carlston Field, Arcadia, Florida, for training. He had found his second passion. There he trained in World War I “Jennys” and, as always, starred in interservice games. The next year he had his wings. On a visit to New York, the handsome twenty-six-year old Army pilot and athlete met the attractive, flirtatious eighteen-year-old Nina Gore, the daughter of the senator from Oklahoma. In December 1921 the Washington newspapers announced the engagement. They were to be married early in the new year.
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The Gore and the Vidal family names were united on a cold day in January 1922, at Washington’s St. Margaret’s Episcopal Church, perfumed by pink roses and illuminated with soft candles. Nina, “attended by four bridesmaids, wore a gown of soft duchess satin trimmed with rose point lace.” The groom and five of his ushers were in uniform. Newspaper accounts, which celebrated this Washington occasion, did not fail to mention that the ceremony took place “before a distinguished company representative of diplomatic, senatorial, congressional and residential society.” At the last moment the bride’s mother arrived, accompanied by the family doctor, apparently also a family friend. The senator was not there. Newspaper accounts stated that “Mr. Gore and Thomas Gore, Jr. were prevented from attending the ceremony by their attending physician.”

What they were ill of or whether they were ill at all is not clear. Perhaps the senator was kept away by the “severe bruises” he had received in an automobile accident the week before in, of all places, Sioux Falls, South Dakota, where he had gone to give a speech. Perhaps flu, a life-threatening illness then, prevented the senator from attending. Perhaps he simply did not want to be at the wedding, since he did not think his daughter ready for marriage. A miscarriage kept away the only Vidal invited, Gene’s sister Lurene. The groom apparently made sure his provincial father and obese mother did not come. Certainly the Democratic Gores and the Republican Vidals would not have been readily compatible. At the Congressional Club, friends of Mrs. Gore, who went home immediately after the ceremony, received the guests. That evening the bride and groom left for Fort Sill, Oklahoma, “where Lieut. Vidal is stationed.” The handsome young officer had the pleasure of bringing “home” with him his young and beautiful bride. At last liberated from parental oversight and thrilled by the adventure of it all, the virginal Nina probably felt she was now starting her real life. Later, her son recalled, she told the story that “on her wedding night … when she lost her virginity she wet the bed which she always felt cast a pall over the marriage…. She was virginal, so she always maintained, and my father never said a word to the contrary.”

Born in Lawton, Oklahoma, in July 1903, Nina (pronounced NÉYEna) was a beautiful, lively child, the first of the two Gore children. That the Gores had any children at all was a surprise to the Senator and an annoyance to Nina Belle, who already had her hands full looking after a blind husband. She later told her grandson that rats had gnawed at her douche bag. To start her on the road to a useful life, her parents sent Nina to the Georgetown Convent School, in Washington, then to Holton Arms School. Nina had more interest in playing than studying. From childhood on, she was unconventionally beautiful, a slim, attractive figure, slightly bulging dark eyes, sharply defined full lips, and a decisive nose. Her hair was dark, usually cut short, flapper style. Less than medium height, she was appealingly petite. Her beauty was, nevertheless, aggressive. She let you know she was there. A member of the Junior League, she appeared regularly at all the places glamorous young Washingtonians should. A good athlete, with excellent hand-eye coordination, at school she had a heavy crush on an older girl, a star athlete with whom she exchanged vows of eternal friendship. Later she resented that her parents had not educated her for high society. She had not been “exposed,” she complained. After Holton Arms, which she left without graduating, she refused even to consider going to college. Books were not her thing. She loved partying. Two centuries of Gore-family pioneers, farmers, lawyers, doctors—hardworking avatars of the republic’s obsession with being serious—had unexpectedly produced a Jazz Age playgirl. The sober Senator, who had come to Washington “direct,” so to speak, from the hardworking frontier territories, had a daughter whose highest devotion was to having a good time.

As to a profession, marriage would take care of that. For a moment, after her marriage, she fantasized about an acting career, like Tallulah Bankhead’s, whose friend she was to become, or Joan Crawford’s, almost her exact contemporary. She had one week on the stage in a road-show production of The Sign of the Leopard, at Washington
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Gore Vidal’s paternal grandmother, Mrs. Felix Vidal, c. 1930.

(Courtesy of Margaret Sutton)
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Thomas Pryor Gore as a young lawyer in Corsicana, Texas, c.1900.

(Wisconsin Center for film and Theater Research, Gore Vidal collection)
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(Clockwise from top) Nina Kay Gore, Nina Gore, Thomas Notley Gore, and Senator Thomas P. Gore, c.1916.

(Courtesy of Gore Vidal)
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Lieutenant Eugene Luther Vidal, c. 1920.

(Courtesy of Margaret Sutton)
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The wedding of Nina Gore and Eugene Luther (Gene) Vidal, Washington, January 1922. (Courtesy of Gore Vidal)
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Nina Gore and son at Rock Creek Park, c.1927.

(Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research, Gore Vidal Collection)
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Gore Vidal, with his father, about to pilot a plane at the age of ten, Washington, May 1936.

(Courtesy of Gore Vidal)
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Amelia Earhart and Gene Vidal, early 1930s.

(American Heritage Center, University of Wyoming)
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Merrywood in the late 1930s.

(Courtesy of Gore Vidal)
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Gore Vidal (left) and Jimmie Trimble at St. Albans School, c. 1937.

(Courtesy of Gore Vidal)
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Gore Vidal and his half-sister Nina (Nini) at Merrywood, c. 1938.

(Courtesy of Nina Auchincloss Straight)
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Gore Vidal’s passport photograph, 1939.

(Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research, Gore Vidal Collection)
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Gore Vidal (seated, first left) with his Boy Scout Troop at Los Alamos Ranch School, c. 1941.

(Los Alamos Historical Museum)
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Rosalind Rust, c.1942.

(Courtesy of Edes F. Talman)
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Nicholas Wreden, Vidal’s editor at Dutton, c.1946.

(Courtesy of Peter Wreden)
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Anaïs Nin and Gore Vidal, New York, c.1946.

(Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research, Gore Vidal Collection)

[image: image]

Gore Vidal (right) and Harold Lang, probably in Bermuda, 1947.

(Wisconsin Center for film and Theater Research, Gore Vidal Collection)
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Nina Gore Olds, c.1946.

(Courtesy of Tom Auchincloss)
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Tennessee Williams and Gore Vidal, Key West, c. 1950. (Courtesy of Gore Vidal)
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Gore Vidal, Truman Capote, and Tennessee Williams, New York, 1948, at a party celebrating the opening of William’s Summer and Smoke.

(Photo by Jo Healy, Courtesy of Erin Clermont)
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John Latouche and Alice Astor in the mid-1950s.

(From the John Latouche Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University)
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Cyril Ritchard and Gore Vidal reviewing the script of Visit to a Small Planet, 1957.

(Performing Arts Research Center, New York Public Library)
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Gore Vidal, unknown person, Marian Seldes, William Shatner, and E.G.Marshall, rehearsing for The Indestructible Mr Gore, 1959.

(Performing Arts Research Center, New York Public Library)

[image: image]

Gore Vidal (right) and Christopher Fry, the two uncredited writers responsible for most of the script of Ben-Hur, Rome, 1958.

(Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research, Gore Vidal Collection)
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Andy and Fred Dupee at Edgewater, c. 1959.

(Courtesy of Andy Dupee)
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Barbara and Jason Epstein, c.1960.

(Courtesy of Barbara Epstein)
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Claire Bloom at Ravello, c. 1972.

(Courtesy of Gore Vidal)
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The high-spirited Maria Britneva and Gore Vidal, c. 1960.

(Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research, Gore Vidal Collection)
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John F. Kennedy, Gore Vidal, and Tennesee Williams, Palm Beach, 1958.

(Courtesy of Gore Vidal)
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Melvyn Douglas, Lee Tracy, Gore Vidal, Frank Lovejoy, Leora Dana, and Joe Anthony at the first reading rehearsal of The Best Man, New York, 1960.

(Courtesy of Lyn Austin)
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President-elect Kennedy greeting the cast and author of The Best Man backstage, New York, 1960.

(Performing Arts Research Center New York Public Library)
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Gore Vidal welcomes John F. Kennedy, who arrives to campaign in Dutchess County, 1960.

(Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research, Gore Vidal Collection)
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Gore Vidal campaigning in Kingston, New York, 1960. Joanne Woodward and Paul Newman are in the audience (bottom right).

(Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research, Gore Vidal Collection)
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(Top) Mike Pendergast (far left) and other New York State politicians with Harry Truman and Gore Vidal at a Dutchess County political event, 1960. (Above) Eugene Vidal, Gore Vidal, and Joe Hawkins on election eve, 1960, about to get the news that Gore has lost the election.

(Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research, Gore Vidal Collection)
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(Left) Gore Vidal at home in Rome, c. 1964.

(Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research, Gore Vidal collection)
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The first meeting of Gore Vidal and Italo Calvino (left), Judith (Chichita) Calvino (left), and Howard Austen (center), American Academy in Rome, 1974.

(Courtesy of Gore Vidal)
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Gore Vidal at La Rondinaia, Ravello, 1996. (Author’s photo)
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Howard and Gore at their daily chess game, Ravello, 1996.

(Author’s photo)
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At Ravello, 1996. (Author’s photo)
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