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GEORGE,

BEING GEORGE



PROLOGUE:

A PLAUSIBLE METAPHOR

____

BUDDY BURNISKE I don’t know whether most people have a yearning for ecstatic experience, but George certainly did, and it was no secret. You saw it most sensationally in his love of fireworks. He really did live a life punctuated by fireworks, his fireworks, which produced ecstatic oohs and aahs but then instead of burning out would somehow generate the energy for another explosion. Ecstasy after ecstasy. But again, there was nothing secretive about this great appetite of his. He wanted to share it with as many of his friends as possible. I remember watching him in the Hamptons at a Fourth of July picnic. That’s when George seemed to me most at peace—he was just, “Look at this, golly, this is marvelous!”



PIEDY LUMET Long ago, when George was in his mid-twenties and in Madrid hunting for Hemingway to do an interview for The Paris Review, he and I went out one evening and happened upon a square where four little ancient medieval streets came together. There were homemade fireworks going off, and big pieces of the shell would drop down in flames from above. I found it quite terrifying, these strange flaming particles with a lot of weight to them, falling onto the crowd, but George was transfixed with joy. I remember his face, his mouth wide open in a smile of pure delight.
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Fortieth Anniversary celebration for The Paris Review,

East Hampton, 1993. Photograph © Sara Barrett.

FELIX GRUCCI, JR. Our family came to know George when he used to drive out to the Hamptons during the summers in the early 1960s and stopped off at my dad’s fireworks factory in Bell-port. He struck up a conversation with my father and began a relationship. Eventually it grew to the point where George—this was when he lived in Wainscott—would have us to his Bastille Day party, and we brought a fireworks show, a little one, just a tiny backyard fireworks show. George was supposed to take care of the details of getting the permit. That never happened, but since it was little pops here and there, it never bothered anybody. But over the years it became a mammoth fireworks show in the potato fields behind his house. So much so that the municipality said to George, “You can’t do this anymore.” And George said, “Well, why not? We’ve been doing it now for many years.” And they got into a little bit of fisticuffs because the woman at the municipality said, “If you do this, we’re going to arrest you, we’re going to arrest the Gruccis, we’re going to stop your party, and there’s going to be lights flashing and everything else.” So we get there, we’re setting up, and the next thing you know, as the party is unfolding, wailing fire trucks and police guards come, they hose everything down, all the fireworks, so that you can’t fire them. No one got arrested, but it was the end of the fireworks behind George’s house.



WILLIAM STYRON It was just a moment which was so perfectly George. He was doing the Bicentennial of the City of New York. There was a huge parade from the Battery up to Washington Square, a monster parade. And George asked Rose and me to sit with him in a horse-drawn carriage with a sign, a very big sign on the side, saying, “Fireworks Commissioner City of New York.” I just recall the absolute delight that he took—the three of us, as a matter of fact, but especially George—in bowing to the crowd, passing people who were saying, “Jesus, I don’t believe it, a fireworks commissioner!” I remember that as an example of George’s joy in being George.



SARAH DUDLEY PLIMPTON George loved parades. He grew up on Fifth Avenue and could see the St. Patrick’s Day parade from his apartment. This was close enough to his birthday, he told me once, so that he thought for a while that the parade was for him. I thought of this many years later when George had to go to MacArthur Airport to do a fireworks show, and asked me to come along. The limo arrived to pick us up with, for some reason, a motorcycle escort. Here we are screaming down Second Avenue with sirens and lights, and into the Midtown Tunnel. George was so pleased with himself. He winked at me and said, “Stick with me, kiddo!”



RICHARD PRICE The thing that I liked about George was that he was this combination of Long Island lockjaw and “Why can’t I do that?” We were put on this earth to go on safari, and fly on a trapeze, and put on football helmets, and be commissioner of fireworks. I have a hard time having fun, period, and he was the paragon of fun.



REMAR SUTTON The first time I met George was back in—oh God, in ’71. I knew of him, of course, but we also had a good mutual friend, Bill Curry, the great football player he wrote One More July with. I invited George to fly down to Florida to have some fun. I’ve always liked to do things for fun, and our county, Brevard County, where the Kennedy Space Center is, was in a lot of trouble—the space program was winding down, the place was going to pot, so I decided we had to bring some good publicity to the county. So with George and the Gruccis we set off the biggest firework ever, one ton. This was the famous Fat Man [actually George’s second of that name; his first, on Long Island, had been a dud, “the world’s lowest firework,” according to the Guinness record book; the original, of course, exploded over Nagasaki]. We were going to hide it in the middle of the Indian River. We took the mortar out to a small sandbar, buried it, and on the appointed day we took all the press out there, along with Fat Man. It was supposed to be shot off in about ten to fifteen minutes, when all of a sudden, by mistake, one of the Gruccis accidentally hit the delay starter and he yelled, “My God, it’s going to go!” There were about fourteen of us who had to fit in one boat, which got stuck in the sand for too, too long. But then we gunned it and away we went. As we’re tearing away, the Fat Man explodes and sends a shock wave that cracked the foundations of two houses and broke ten thousand dollars’ worth of windows and set off every alarm within twenty miles. By the time we came to shore, the police were there to arrest George and me. George leaned over to me and said one word: “Marvelous.”



KURT ANDERSEN My family called me “Explodo.” I was mostly into big explosions, and that’s what George planned for a Lampoon festivity in 1976. We made the largest explosive fireworks ever [Fat Man III]—over Boston, anyway. It was a folly, as much of the Lampoon is a folly, in the best sense. George’s interest in pursuing beautiful, purposeless ventures of various kinds was what I admired most about him.



ROSE STYRON The first thing I remember of George’s love of fireworks was when he brought a display to John Marquand’s place on Martha’s Vineyard. He carried the fireworks in his bag across three borders, illegally—by plane, train, and ferry. When he got to Martha’s Vineyard, we went out to Marquand’s beach. It was the day before the Fourth of July, and we set it up on the beach, and it all went off and was tremendous fun. George was breathing a sigh of relief that nobody had arrested him. And all of a sudden, all these Army planes flew over. It was the same year they had the movie The Russians Are Coming, and somebody had alerted Otis Air Force Base that they’d seen fires, rockets, bombs, explosions of all sorts—but not fireworks. And they sent the whole Air Force over to see what was happening. And George thought, “Oh, my God,” and packed everything up and fled the island, leaving John Marquand to face the music with the cops.



[image: image]

Fat Man III, Indian River, Florida. Photograph © Bill Kilborn (1977). 

FREDDY ESPY PLIMPTON One year, George decided to do a Bastille Day fireworks because Ted Kennedy was coming to stay. We were renting on Gardiners Bay at that time, and George wanted to do a party for Ted, a dinner and fireworks. Well, the long and short of it is that the cops and fire department came, of course, and, after noting that Ted Kennedy was there, they arrested George, who hadn’t, of course, got a permit. It wasn’t a major show, but it was major enough that neighbors saw it and complained. There was a lot of talk that they hated Kennedy out there. Perhaps Chappaquiddick was still on people’s minds. Anyway, George got dragged off in handcuffs and slammed into the back of a police car. We were flabbergasted. We were saying things like “You can’t do that! You can’t—that’s George Plimpton!” The cops were really mean. Teddy got him out, because, needless to say, he had a lawyer with him. When Ted’s lawyer brought George back, he was very pale and very much in shock. He said, “I don’t understand, I don’t understand why they had to do that. If they do that to me, imagine what they do to poor people.” He was going to make sure to get a permit from then on. Soon afterward, though, he turned it into a lighthearted story.



PATRICIA STORACE His attachment to fireworks—I mean, I can understand that; I love them, too. But look at how extraordinary they are, and how ephemeral. They’re beautiful, beautiful, but sometimes you can think there’s nothing sadder than fireworks. They’re beautiful feats, but there is no more mortal art.



I.

GEORGE’S STORIED BACKGROUND

____



George talked about his family background endlessly. The whole family, his mother especially, had an extraordinary knowledge of the glories of their past generations. As his wife, I heard all the stories many times. One story George loved was “Pull up your bowels, sir!” which is what General Adelbert Ames, “the Boy General,” used to say when reviewing the men of the 20th Maine, maybe at Gettysburg when they drove back Pickett’s Charge. It was George’s way of saying, “Get a grip!”

—SARAH DUDLEY PLIMPTON 

ANCESTORS

SARAH GAY PLIMPTON Our mother may have looked down on Daddy a bit. It wasn’t his fault, of course, but Daddy wasn’t an Ames.



TIMOTHY DICKINSON It is something to be an Ames in New England. The Ameses have been around, making themselves felt, for a substantial time in that part of the world. But the fact that the two prominent Ames families in George’s family tree were called the “Maine Ameses,” for their non-Boston origins, and the “shovel Ameses,” for the homely origins of their wealth . . . well, that tells you something about their position in the New England hierarchy. It’s not like being a Winthrop, a Cabot, a Forbes, a Lowell, a Saltonstall, or a Lawrence—to be one of the families whom one is never surprised, no matter how questionable their manners, to see in the Somerset Club. I guess George embraced that New England identity, with the Ameses carrying the Plimptons—socially, so to speak. But it was, as I say, not that final New England eminence, which features no more than a dozen families.



PHOEBE LEGERE I don’t know how George and I got into a discussion about genealogy—at Elaine’s!—but we were talking about how both of our mothers are in the Mayflower Society. At Society meetings, you know, they read off the names of the Mayflower passengers, and when the name of your ancestor comes up, you stand. So I asked George, “From whom are you descended?” He said, “I don’t know, but my mother stands up five or six times.” I just loved that.



OAKES PLIMPTON Adelbert Ames, our great-grandfather, was the hero in our family tree. He was the youngest general in the Civil War, a Medal of Honor winner, and the officer who trained and commanded the 20th Maine at Gettysburg, in fact throughout the war. Afterwards, under Reconstruction, in the South, he became governor, then senator, then governor again of Mississippi. He married Blanche Butler during this time, a daughter of another famous general, Benjamin Butler, who was a Radical Republican congressman from Lowell, Massachusetts. Adelbert and Blanche Ames had a daughter—also named Blanche—and she married a shovel Ames, Oakes Ames. Grandfather was a serious Harvard professor of botany who was the son and nephew of Oliver and Oakes Ames of the Crédit Mobilier scandal. Grandma and Grandpa Ames lived in Boston and in North Easton, Massachusetts, where they built this big stone house on the shovel Ames family estate, near the factory. They had four children, one of them our mother, Pauline, who married our father, Francis T. P. Plimpton, and they had four children: George, “T.P.,” me, and Sarah, in that order.



JOAN AMES I never knew our great-grandmother Blanche Butler, Adelbert’s wife, but she must have been a remarkable woman. She and Adelbert wrote hundreds of wonderful letters to each other. Before their wedding, she warned him, “I have not the least intention of making that promise,” meaning the vow of obedience. In another letter to Adelbert, who’s in Mississippi now, she recounts her adventure of going swimming “boy fashion” with her sister Kate one night at the Butler summer place on Cape Ann. It’s beautifully written, seductive really, and Adelbert writes back that he took a night swim in the Gulf of Mexico a few weeks later, so as to share in her experience.
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Benjamin F. Butler.
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Adelbert Ames.
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Blanche Butler Ames. 

All courtesy of the National Archives. 

OAKES PLIMPTON Adelbert Ames came from Rockland, Maine, from a family that wasn’t so fancy as the shovel Ameses or so rich as the Butlers. As a great champion of black civil rights in the South he failed, for sure, but only when the establishment Republicans up in Washington, many of them hot abolitionists before the war, deserted the cause in the 1870s. That’s when the North began turning against Radical Republicans like Adelbert and Butler, picking up the South’s curse word for them, “carpetbaggers.” You can find the same sneer, directed at Adelbert, in Kennedy’s Profiles in Courage, published in the late 1950s. In the South, Adelbert was so hated that Jesse James and his gang of bank robbers, all ex-Confederates, rode all the way up to Northfield, Minnesota, where they heard he was visiting, in hopes of killing him. They didn’t get him, of course. He lived to be ninety-seven—the oldest surviving Union officer—and George actually met him. He was only six, but he always liked to say, “I’ve looked into the eyes of the man who repulsed Pickett’s Charge at Gettysburg.”



SARAH DUDLEY PLIMPTON George told me they’d met in the garden. George was terrified of him, he was so very old and so severe. His great-grandfather leaned over and picked up a stick and fiercely snapped it in two and said, “Life ends like that, boy.”



WILLIAM BECKER I remember one time in the early 1960s when George and I visited his grandmother Blanche in North Easton. She was an extraordinary woman. According to George, she became incensed at JFK’s characterization of her father, General Ames, as a carpetbagger and wrote letter after letter to the president, demanding that he rectify the calumny in subsequent editions. Finally she asked George to intercede with Kennedy, who he knew, of course. As George told the story, JFK approached him at a White House party begging him to persuade his grandmother to stop writing these scolding letters. George said he told the president that it might be easier to remove the slander. JFK said he would but in fact did not. Whereupon, at age eighty or so, Blanche Ames commenced writing a massive biography of her father. I have it, and it’s quite good.



OAKES PLIMPTON Grandmother Ames was a lot of fun and figured out all these projects. She thought of this whole idea of a composting toilet and actually got patents for it. She prospected for oil on the Butler ranch in New Mexico; the company was called the Praying Mantis because that’s what the oil rigs reminded her of. Unfortunately, they never struck oil. She was a suffragist and was also one of the people who started the Birth Control League in the 1930s; I think she even invented a contraceptive device. When some people began talking about eugenics, she quit. She was also an artist. She painted these incredible, lovely paintings of her husband’s orchid collection; and she did landscapes and portraits. One drawing that this curator woman found was of a woman on the cross. Her feminism was one of those generational things. My mother was not a feminist.



JOAN AMES Some part of George’s income (and mine, for that matter) surely came from trust funds established by our great-great-grandfather Butler. Some came from the shovel Ameses, too, but Butler made lots of money as a lawyer after the Civil War. He was a social and political upstart in Massachusetts—most definitely not a Brahmin—and his wealth didn’t stop him from winning the governorship of Massachusetts on the slogan “A friend of the working man.” Which I believe he was: As governor, he appointed the first Irishman and the first African American to judgeships. There is a strong streak of unconventionality in the Butler line of our family.



ROWAN GAITHER Butler is most famous, I suppose, for that infamous order which he promulgated as military governor of New Orleans. George kept a framed copy of it on his kitchen wall. It said that any woman who disrespected a Union soldier would be assumed to be a lady of the evening and treated as such. George also loved the story that Butler had been asked by Lincoln to be his vice president and that Butler had said, “I will agree to do so only if you promise to die.” So the job went to someone else.



OAKES PLIMPTON George didn’t talk as much about the Plimptons. By an amazing coincidence, they came from a village in Walpole, just a few miles from the Ameses in North Easton. But our Plimpton grandfather, George Arthur Plimpton, decided he could do better in New York City. And he did, which is how come our father came to be born there—his mother died giving birth to him—and eventually settled there with Mother. Grandfather Plimpton was president of Ginn and Company, the textbook publishers, and a trustee of everything from the New York Philharmonic to Barnard and Exeter and Amherst. Amherst and Exeter, in fact, were sort of Plimpton family schools. Smith, too: Mother went there, and so did Sarah. Our grandfather and father and uncle [Calvin Plimpton, Francis’s much younger half-brother, a doctor and college president] and my brother T.P. went to both of them. I went to Am herst, but Milton before that. George went to Exeter but then to Harvard. Daddy went to Harvard, too, to the law school. So did I, actually. Anyway, our father wasn’t as “family proud” as our mother was, but Grandfather Plimpton was a good man. He collected stuff, old books and portraits of great writers, and cigar store Indians, and he gave Exeter some playing fields and Barnard a dormitory and God knows what else to other institutions.



SARAH GAY PLIMPTON Mother kept scrapbooks of all our doings, everything that got into print, from school yearbooks to the newspapers. Actually, I started it. When I was young and worshipful, I started a scrapbook with George’s writings and achievements in it, but then Mother took it over. Naturally, George’s scrapbooks grew hugely fatter than ours. I think the scrapbooks were an extension of her family pride. She also wrote books about, or compiled speeches and articles by, Benjamin Butler, her father-in-law, and our father. George wrote introductions for all of them, of course. And she wasn’t shy about getting friends and strangers to buy them. George was like her in promoting The Paris Review.

OTHER GIVENS IN FAMILIES LIKE HIS

OAKES PLIMPTON George always used to say that there were two halves to the Plimpton family in our generation, the lower half and the upper half. George and our brother T.P. were “Irish twins,” less than a year apart, and they’re five and six years older than me. That’s quite a gap. Sarah is almost four years younger than me, but we sort of formed a pair. George was born in 1927, a jazz baby, in New York; I was born in 1933, a Depression baby, in Washington, D.C., where my father had gone to work for the Reconstruction Finance Corporation. Before Washington, they’d been living in France, where he worked for some law firm, so George and T.P. grew up speaking French. From Washington they went back to New York, where Daddy joined the firm that eventually became Debevoise Plimpton.
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Francis T. P. Plimpton and Pauline Ames Plimpton.

From the collection of George Plimpton. 



MEREDITH BROWN By middle-class standards, Francis and Pauline Plimpton were very well-off indeed. A profile in The New Yorker about George’s father, when Kennedy appointed him deputy ambassador to the UN, totted up the various clubs he belonged to and concluded that most people in the United States didn’t make as much money as the combined annual dues that Francis was paying for his club memberships. Francis was not a Sam Walton rich person, but his running rate had to be pretty substantial, just to keep him in clubs and clothes and travel, his children educated, his houses kept up. On the other hand, lawyers in his day didn’t make anywhere near as much money as they do today. Bear in mind, also, that Whitney Debevoise, the founding partner of Debevoise Plimpton, was getting twice what Francis was getting, I’m told. In the Plimpton household, my guess is that it was mostly her money.



SUSAN MORGAN I remember going to little musicales at George’s mother’s, and the maid would serve these dusty Pepperidge Farm Goldfish that they poured back into the bag. Six months later, you could swear it was the same Goldfish.



SARAH GAY PLIMPTON We spent our childhood at 1165 Fifth Avenue, a duplex apartment. The bedrooms were on the second floor, and mine looked out over St. Bernard’s School, where my brothers all went, and over to the East River and the Triborough Bridge. From a side window, I could see the Central Park reservoir. On the first floor there was a library, a living room, a dining room, and a kitchen. Lots of windows, lots of light everywhere. Mother had a series of devoted Irish maids, including the one who took care of her for her last few months. We always had Sunday lunch after church, St. John’s Episcopal Church in Cold Spring Harbor on Long Island in the summer, the Presbyterian (the Brick) Church on Park Avenue in the winter. I’m not so sure they were believers. Daddy thought it was a good thing to do. There was always the social aspect to it.



OAKES PLIMPTON In the summers, we lived out in Long Island, in a place called West Hills, near Cold Spring Harbor, which is not far from where Walt Whitman was born. At that time it was country, there was no one around at all. It was a shingle house with a peaked roof and a lot of windows. Our parents entertained there a lot. George came by his social appetites honestly—our parents were very social people—but I guess he outdid them and then some. Duke Sedgwick, Edie’s father, was one of the people who used to come all the time. And when my father became deputy ambassador to the United Nations in 1961, all of a sudden there were all these parties out there entertaining the second tier of United Nations groups. He had everybody playing tennis, going swimming, but also Ping-Pong and touch football. One famous time, some ambassador from Africa got a football in his face, and nobody would own up as to who threw it. Next door there was a high hill, all natural, the highest hill in Long Island. Our neighbors could see Connecticut. We could see the Great South Bay twenty miles away. During the war, we used to bicycle to the Beach Club in Cold Spring Harbor, which was six miles away, all downhill.



JOAN AMES My parents [Amyas and Evelyn Ames, Pauline’s brother and sister-in-law] lived in the same small tribal community as the Plimptons. I remember this little telephone table in my parents’ bedroom that held the Social Register; it was the only phone book we ever used. It was a time when you grew up in a circle of people who were very similar to you, a tribe of WASPs who were lawyers and bankers and brokers and architects. In the summer—in the winter, too, some of them—they all rode in the club car together to and from the city. Wherever you lived, up and down the north shore of Long Island, there were all these people you just knew or were related to. We often had Sunday dinner at the Plimptons’ place in West Hills. For me it was heavenly, because they had their own tennis court and swimming pool and a beautiful meadow that swept down from the house. Oakes and George would just be killing each other on the tennis court, along with my brothers, Oakes and Ned, or other visitors and friends. Sarah, George’s sister, was the youngest in the family, and she was always very sweet to me. After tennis, we’d go up the long path to the house and have roast beef and Yorkshire pudding and all the fixings, with a maid and a cook in the kitchen. And my uncle Francis would pontificate. I can remember my parents sometimes rolling their eyes about lawyers: Lawyers were just definitely a lower breed.



SARAH GAY PLIMPTON During spring vacations, we loved visiting our Ames grandparents at Ormond Beach, in Florida, which had a wonderful natural world, and at North Easton, which was also a wonderful nature preserve: a thousand acres of ponds, grasslands, and forests, which were full of interesting birds and animals and fish. Ormond Beach was the family compound where our grandmother Ames and her sisters had houses. It was on the inland waterway of the Halifax River, near Daytona Beach. Everyone fished there, especially George, who became something of a young naturalist at that point. There was a wooden trestle bridge from Ormond to Ormond Beach, and George told stories about going out there and fishing with all these black people who were also fishing off the bridge and also telling stories. He was introduced to bird-watching, too, by our cousin Jack Stevens, whose favorite swear word was “Oh, fish hawks!” When Stevens pointed out an osprey to him, a kind of fish hawk, George became so entranced by the big bird, with its slightly naughty association, that he determined to become a bird-watcher. He was never as fanatic as Oakes and I, but he was a good one; we used to give each other bird presents at Christmas. George started out as a naturalist, though, and one summer when he was fourteen he went out to California to collect animals for the Cleveland Museum of Natural History. He had these skins and skulls and so forth in the West Hills house, in a glass case.



GENE SCOTT One of the nice things about having a good upbringing is having enough resources to have tennis lessons. By the time you’re sixteen, seventeen years old, if you’re playing against someone who didn’t have lessons, you’re going to beat them, no matter how gifted your opponent is. And it stays with you, too; you’re not going to lose it. George was competitive; he had some grit. And he was cagey. Many people have no idea that some points are worth more than others. They may be very smart off the tennis court, but they are boobs on the court. George wasn’t one of them.



ELISSA SCHAPPELL George was such a competitor, but also a gentleman. In tennis he took his game up just a notch higher than the person he was playing with. He wouldn’t cream you in tennis; he’d just play slightly better than you. He always won, but he would never humiliate you, because he had this sense that that’s not what one does.
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Advantage, George.

From the collection of George Plimpton. 



MARY LEE SETTLE His manners were almost southern. In Paris one time, we went somewhere in this tiny Citroën. George was driving along when a car cut in front of him, and he cried, “Espèce de con!” and then turned to me, and said, “Oh, I’m very sorry. I shouldn’t speak that way in front of you.”



FREDDY ESPY PLIMPTON I was always amazed at his lack of vanity. Part of it was that WASP background, but George carried it to extremes. One did nothing ostentatiously, so it was very, very hard to get George to buy a car that actually worked, or a new jacket, or to replace his torn and stained pants. It was even very hard to get George to look in a mirror when he was getting dressed. To him, it was vanity to have to watch himself put on a necktie or shave, so he was sort of hmm, hmm-hmm-hmm—looking around, looking away.
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George in the Sierra Nevada.

From the collection of George Plimpton. 

P. J. O’ROURKE Ideologically, George was of a piece with a certain segment of his class—a patrician liberal, a kind long gone. He wasn’t terribly political, but he believed that people needed help and that the government should provide it when they needed it. I believed that people should be left alone; and that was the core of our argument. He would say, “Well, you just can’t leave people alone, they need help.” And I would say, “George, when we set about to help them, it’s almost always disastrous.” But George’s was a munificent and beneficent and decent kind of liberalism. Part of that was the age difference between us. He had at least some sort of childish memory of the Depression. He had an adult memory of the war. He of course had a more mature memory of the civil rights struggle, which I have a child’s or adolescent’s memory of. And then my leftist passions, when I had them, all had to do with the Vietnam War, with always the subtext of saving one’s own butt.



SARAH DUDLEY PLIMPTON He would have hated my saying this, but George had a deep sense of noblesse oblige. It knew no bounds. He loved swooping down and rescuing people. His compassion and loyalty were almost pathological, which got him in a lot of hot water from time to time.



WANDA URBANSKA He had, so to speak, trace assumptions of the old ruling class. I came to work at the Review just when President Carter botched his Iran hostage rescue attempt. We were in the Review office, below the apartment, and George came down in his pajamas, I think, or maybe his boxers (it was often one or the other), and he was just in a rage. He said that he had fired off a telegram, or maybe he had called the White House, and he quoted himself as saying, “What on earth are you boys doing down there?”



NORMAN MAILER He had a gift of a sort I never had: He never felt unimportant in the scheme of things. That was something to get worked up about. You know, where does this guy get that absolutely extraordinary, unique sense of cool? That’s why blacks loved him.

BASIC EXPECTATIONS

JAMES GOODALE George’s father’s primary motivating desire in life, I would say, was to be respected by the then governing class of his country, and he was. For lawyers in that class, what Francis did was an extraordinary achievement. Debevoise Plimpton isn’t just any old firm; it is still consistently thought to be the top ten, top seven, firm in New York. In fact, it was recently voted the number one firm in the United States by American Lawyer. He wanted to be respected for the quality of the firm’s product. It was as important to Francis to have something perfectly performed as it was to make a lot of money, and the high standards he had with respect to drafting and writing carried Debevoise for twenty or thirty years. That sort of perfection is no longer relevant in this age, but in his age it was, to a great degree, what made Debevoise a giant. I also think that he wanted to be respected for having a firm that had a sense of public purpose. Personally, too, he wanted to be respected for the fact that he did things other than draft documents, such as lead the march against the Vietnam War on behalf of the city bar association and being deputy ambassador to the UN.



SARAH DUDLEY PLIMPTON George told me that his father’s favorite lecture at family dinners was the beauty of the mortgage indenture: “Accuracy is everything! One comma in the wrong place could cost millions!”



MEREDITH BROWN Debevoise Plimpton was a “white shoe” firm, which I think referred to the people who wore white buckskin shoes in the summer, which meant that they probably weren’t scuffing their shoes too much in the dirt. But even when I joined, in 1966, I would say that Debevoise Plimpton was moving towards being a much more diverse place. One of our main partners was Jewish, which was a big deal in those days. It used to be that there were firms that were almost entirely Jewish and almost entirely not Jewish. Debevoise was a little ahead of the curve, similarly with women and African American partners. Only a few firms were more diverse. I don’t think Francis was a snob in that sense at all.



SARAH GAY PLIMPTON Father cared about where someone went to college. That was more important for him than who the person actually was. If you went to Harvard, Amherst, Yale, you were obviously good. If you went to some college he didn’t know about, it was already a strike against you. I think, later in life, he loosened up; but I remember bringing home a boyfriend who had gone to Union College, and this just wasn’t possible. Part of it was snobbery—Union wasn’t the “right” sort of college—but for him I think the college you went to was an index of how smart you were or how hard you were prepared to work, especially the latter.



MEREDITH BROWN As a distinguished graduate of Amherst, Francis was a longtime trustee of that institution—as indeed he was of Exeter, the Philharmonic, the Metropolitan Museum, though these I think he sort of inherited from his father. At Debevoise Plimpton, there was the story about when Francis was head of the search committee at Amherst, looking for a new president. He looked and looked and looked and after an exhaustive search came up with a recommendation that his brother Calvin be the president.



OSBORN ELLIOTT Francis and I were at a Harvard Board of Overseers meeting that advised the president on suitable recipients of honorary degrees. When Robert Lowell’s name was put forward, Francis pulled a sheet of paper out of his briefcase and, with a great flourish, read a few lines from the famous poem—I forget the title—that Lowell set in Nantucket. “Those lines were cribbed from Thoreau,” said Francis, very severely. “We can’t give a degree to a plagiarist.” When it was explained to the distinguished lawyer that Lowell was deliberately reflecting Thoreau’s work, I remember Francis seeming more offended, perhaps, than embarrassed.



OAKES PLIMPTON My father had a prejudice against stockbrokers and other people who just made money. I think the real question was whether someone had a true profession, whether they’d acquired a whole bunch of learning. He was a Puritan in that respect. For example, he belonged to an awful lot of clubs, but he looked down upon the Piping Rock Club to a degree, because it was filled with these stockbrokers and people who displayed their riches. He felt that they didn’t deserve the money they got, and he made it obvious. He preferred the Beach Club in Cold Spring Harbor, which had clay courts, not grass, and you couldn’t eat lunch there; no drinks, either. The beach was of rock, so you had to swim from the docks, essentially, and the clubhouse was nothing special.



TONI GOODALE Pauline had a gang of women, about eight of them, and they ruled New York. They knew they did and they liked it, and they were very intimidating. When Jim went to Debevoise Plimpton from The New York Times, I was told that I had to join the Cosmopolitan Club; they shepherded me in there, then watched me while I went through the tea ritual. There was no questioning it. I would never say, “Well, gee, that’s not really where I want to spend my time.”
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George with his mother, Pauline. From the collection of George Plimpton. 

SARAH DUDLEY PLIMPTON I liked his mother. My first real encounter with her was the summer before George and I got married. I was living in a tiny penthouse on Sixty-ninth Street, and one hot August afternoon she invited herself to tea. She wore a linen dress with stockings and heels, and her hair had a fresh blue rinse. I, on the other hand, was sweaty and dirty from digging in my tiny garden. She was very direct: “Sarah, I just want to know one thing—what are your intentions with my son?” Most people would have been appalled by her bluntness, but I found it refreshing and blurted out something like “Well, Mrs. Plimpton, I am deeply in love with your son and I want to marry him.” From that moment we got along wonderfully. I remember she used to exhort me, “Sarah, take control of that household!”
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George, “T.P.,” and Pauline with Oakes and Sarah Gay at Borderlands, the estate of Oakes and Blanche Ames. Courtesy of Sarah Gay Plimpton. 

JEANNE MCCULLOCH The Paris Review staff had this running joke about his mother, who used to come by all the time, and we always called her “George in pearls.” She was this vision of a Plimpton at the prow of a ship that would sail forward with the pearls first, going, “George!”—“Yes, Mutha!” and they would go off to lunch together. I always got the sense that he was never going to come into himself fully until she died. She hung around for way too long.



RUTH TALBOT PLIMPTON The truth is that Pauline adored George far and away above her other children, so much so it was almost shameful, criminal.



REMAR SUTTON George loved to tell the story about how his mother once saved his life. It was the time he and Freddy went rafting with Bobby Kennedy on the Colorado River, and he fell overboard. The water was rough and running fast, and George seemed to be making no headway swimming toward shore. In fact he went under—twice, as he told it—but then, as he was going under for the third time, he had this vision of his mother collecting his things after his death, poking around the apartment, and finding a few reels of a movie called The Nun’s Delight that he’d stashed away in a wooden box. Instantly he found the strength to struggle to the surface and swim to shore.



OAKES PLIMPTON Our parents were both very puritanical and believed in hard work. My report cards from Buckley are full of parental jottings saying, “He has to work harder.” I think George received some of the same advice. They didn’t believe in coddling kids at all. We were spanked with hairbrushes and belts and things, by either my father or my mother, depending on who was around and how serious it was. Of course, being belted by your father was more unfortunate. They definitely believed in corporal punishment, no doubt about that. My mother was the type who did not accept apologies. If I broke a lamp or something and said, “I’m sorry”—well, that just wasn’t going to work. One weird thing: My parents believed in not getting clothed all the time, so we actually saw our parents naked, which is sort of different from the way I brought up my kid. There was some sort of doctrine that they’d read that it was important for kids to see grown-ups without their clothes on.



SARAH DUDLEY PLIMPTON If you read some of his classmates’ notes in Francis’s yearbooks from Amherst and Exeter, people thought of Francis almost as a minister, incredibly pious and scholarly. He was chained to his sense of obligation, so naturally he thought George was having way too much fun—not making the academic grade. On the other hand, Francis’s letters to George when he was working his way up the ranks in the Army were full of pride, and by the time George was in his thirties, writing well-received books, hobnobbing with the Kennedys—the people, after all, who appointed Francis deputy ambassador to the UN—they were actually very proud of each other. Yet I don’t think George ever accepted that—that his father could actually be proud of him.



SARAH GAY PLIMPTON Everyone in the family had to live up to Father’s standards of performance. Achieving them wasn’t complicated; he thought: “If you work hard enough, you should do very well.” That’s the sort of person he was. All his children came up short at one point or another, and his solution was always “Work hard.” It’s a very simplistic way of looking at things. George, Oakes, T.P., I—we all bore the brunt of it when we were growing up. Sarah [Sarah Dudley Plimpton] thinks George was a textbook case of attention deficit disorder. T.P. had a lot of difficulties. We all did. I think it skewed how we approached things, too. We were supposed to grow up to be like him: overachieving WASPs who fit into New York Society; and none of us did—rebelliously or not—except George, in his odd way. Odd, I mean, in the view of New York Society.

GEORGE BECOMES GEORGE

PETER MATTHIESSEN George never ventured very far from his family background. Any child in the household of Pauline and Francis T. P. Plimpton had excellent manners or else. He never used four-letter words and was generally circumspect in his language. Even when drunk, he very seldom turned himself loose entirely, and his dress was faithful to his upbringing. One had to admire his unflinching loyalty to the shirt and tie, V-necked sweaters, sports jacket, gray flannels, and fedora. He kept a tight rein on himself and minded his mother. I remember the time in the late fifties when George and I were both involved with beautiful, very smart, funny young women. George was absolutely nuts about his girl, but at a certain point, he let it end or let her end it for him. I remember he blurted out, “Well, y’see, old fella, she wasn’t quite . . . socially acceptable!” I was aghast. I said, “This is ridiculous!” and George said, “I know.” He was truly miserable.



JOAN AMES You might not have seen him for years, but George’s family feeling was strong and warm. All of his cousins would call him periodically, even though we weren’t au courant with him in any way. He would treat me like a long-lost sister. He’d be there for me on the other end of the phone—he’d call me “love” and my heart would melt, that’s all I could say. You know, he was this older cousin, he was famous, he was busy, but he had all the time in the world for me.



SARAH GAY PLIMPTON How did George cope with parents like ours? Well, he tried really hard to live up to their standards; and maybe he got credit for trying. We all did. But maybe George was more sensitive to their intellectual challenges, to being reprimanded, to being called to account, than the rest of us were. I know that except for games he hated contention and criticism, not only to protect himself, but all of us. Of course I was much younger than he was, but by the time I came along, whenever he was at home, I saw how extraordinarily good he was at deflecting even the possibility of confrontations. He did it with stories, with self-deprecating humor, with a gentle sense of absurdity, with unfailing good humor. He coped with our parents by entertaining them. He made them happy. This required tremendous emotional self-control, especially in someone as young as George must have been when he began. It also required a great gift from somewhere. The rest of us didn’t get it.



CHARLES MICHENER George was someone who figured out early on that it was easier to get through life with a persona. He became George Plimpton.
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George as Prospero, St. Bernard’s School, 1939.

Courtesy of St. Bernard’s School Archives. 

JAMES GOODALE In the St. Bernard’s alumni bulletin, there are some great stories about George. One that struck my fancy was about George as the pitcher on the St. Bernard’s baseball team. Apparently, he read books on how to pitch, or perhaps studied other pitchers very carefully, and one day came to school with a pitch that no one else at St. Bernard’s could throw: an underhand fastball. Now, what sort of kid thinks of throwing a fastball underhand, other than a person who is conscious of his own persona? So, as a young fellow who is developing a particular persona, and if you’ve got a gift for telling stories in a charming way, a gift of great charm, charisma even, why wouldn’t you work on that, too, especially as it might be an effective way of keeping your parents off your back? He could really charm his way out of, and into, almost anything. He probably figured that out as a little kid, and he got away with things, even with someone as tough as Pauline. He discovered a way to make room for happiness, his own and others’.



FREDDY ESPY PLIMPTON George never tried to change anybody to make himself comfortable, not for a minute. He worked his own way through to a point of comfort, and if he could do something to make others comfortable, which he almost always could, he did that, too.



JEANNE MCCULLOCH He must have spent so much time trying to keep his parents at a bearable distance, by keeping things light, by keeping them amused; he had no choice but to keep doing it all his life. But, God forbid, don’t go to the deeper emotions.



NANCY STODDART Was it Mailer? I don’t know, but somebody called him a smokeless Vesuvius—anger, but no sign of it. But because George was so genial and charming, he could pretty much make things purr along in a manner that pleased him. There wasn’t much reason for anger. Anger was for when someone nipped the edge of a boundary of his, and then he let you know. He was like a well-trained animal. Well-trained animals will behave perfectly well until you violate a boundary. He was a strong person in that way. Otherwise, being so genial and charming, if he didn’t have that boundary thing, he would have been awful.



BLAIR FULLER I used to think of George as a psychological tragedy. The unfailing courtesy, generosity, curiosity, the insistent self-deprecation. Yes, of course, that was the secret of his charm, as a storyteller and as a social creature, but how much self-deprecation can an ego take before it becomes self-mutilation?

HIS ACCENT

MICHAEL FRITH I remember a number of years ago New York magazine ran one of those “Best of New York” articles, and for “Best Accent” they chose George’s. There was a little footnote saying, “By the way, where did he get that thing?” But of course, if you’d met George’s father, you’d know exactly where he got that thing. If anything, it was even more patrician than George’s.



ANTONIO WEISS You would never understand his accent until you spoke with his mother. Whatever you thought of his accent, it was a very watered-down version of hers.



SUSAN MORGAN He was the only person I know who could say Gore Vidal’s first name as though it had four syllables in it, the pitch rising and falling—“I think we should talk to Go-ah-r-ahh.” You should see the TV show he did, on the making of Rio Lobo, the one where he’s playing a cowboy: He’s trying to say his one line in a cowboy accent, and it’s hilarious. He can’t do it. He couldn’t not speak in that accent.



HUGH HEFNER When we were planning a Playboy twenty-fifth anniversary TV special for ABC, I wanted George to read a voice-over. ABC didn’t want him. I insisted, and they used him. I liked the fact that George had a kind of Kennedyesque, eastern voice, and I thought it was right for an overview, not only of the history of Playboy, but the history of pop culture and politics of the past twenty-five years. He was the perfect choice, and as a result he was offered a whole lot of work, voice-overs and commercials.



JAMES ZUG He told me that at Cambridge [University] he’d read for a production of As You Like It and was rejected because they thought his accent was so bad, he must have grown up in Brooklyn.



CALVIN TRILLIN I had this strong feeling that it wasn’t an affectation. It was an accent that might exist elsewhere; you just hadn’t met any other people who spoke that way, and you probably hadn’t met them because you really weren’t haute enough to be allowed into their presence. They surely existed somewhere, but only God knows where. It was exciting, the idea that he was a representative of a people who would one day come here to be with us.



HARRY MATHEWS He never talked any other way to anyone. George was candor itself. Anybody who was with him for more than one minute knew that he wasn’t trying to act superior, that that was just the way he was. He was a model example of the fact that being very open about who you are is the best way to inspire people’s trust.



BRUCE JAY FRIEDMAN When I closed my eyes and listened to him, it was like listening to Katharine Hepburn. I never heard anything quite like it. I thought if you woke him in the middle of the night, he’d say, “You talkin’ to me?” He’d sound like De Niro.



DAVID MICHAELIS All I remember of George’s own description of his accent was “eastern seaboard cosmopolitan.” Something like that. I thought that it must have come from St. Bernard’s and that it was very much a part of his self-created persona, but something that he was entirely comfortable with. At the same time, there was this whole sense of, as Don Hall said, “You can’t have a voice like George’s and be taken seriously.” Was he entirely comfortable with that, with George Plimpton being a kind of joke? It’s hard to imagine, but perhaps this was the plan, or a happily unintended consequence of the plan. I don’t know: I just always understood the accent to be part of himself.



II.

SIGHTINGS OF GEORGE

AT SCHOOL: 1934–1952

____



We do not mind the winter wind

Or weep o’er summer’s bier,

Nor care a jot if cold or hot,

So long as football’s here;

And fat and thin can all join in,

The sport is all the same;

There’s health and fun for every one

Who plays the good old game. . . .



There’s naught to choose

’Twixt win and lose—

The game’s the game for all.

—ST. BERNARD’S FOOTBALL SONG





ST. BERNARD’S



BUZZ MERRITT St. Bernard’s School at that time was one of the three best private boys’ schools in New York City. It’s on East Ninety-eighth Street, right next to where the Plimptons lived. The faculty was almost entirely British. When George and I started, there was only one American, and he was the athletic director. The fellow who headed the school—Mr. Jenkins, by name John Card Jenkins—had come over as a young teacher from Britain with a partner named Tabor after World War I and started this school, really as a moneymaking venture. Mr. Jenkins was very attractive, as were his number two and number three, and they were constantly asked out to dinner parties by kids’ parents. Their marketing was very low-key. There were two other good schools at the time: Buckley and Allen-Stevenson; but they were not British, and St. Bernard’s had a cachet all to itself, which we’re quite proud of.



PETER MATTHIESSEN One good thing due to the presence of British teachers was that we learned how to parse a sentence. We were given sentences of increasing complexity, and we were able to assign the grammatical function to every word, which was invaluable for a career in writing. To my amazement, ages later, I found that many of my college students had never learned this, and they were incapable of saying what part of speech “however” is.



BUZZ MERRITT We had our own little caps, along with the traditional uniforms of gray flannels and white shirts, and in the summer, gray flannel shorts. We always had to have our caps on when we came to school or there were serious consequences. The academics were very rigorous, and we were generally quite terrified of our teachers. There was one little fellow, a Mr. Edwards, an English teacher, a very high-blood-pressure type, who would stand us up and kick us in the butt whenever we did bad things. In Latin, we were lined up against the wall every morning to recite our vocabulary—five or six new words, every day. Those who missed went to the end of the line. At the end of the line, we got either a whack with the ruler or we had chalk thrown at us, etc., etc. It was the British “public school” attitude, where there was a lot of discipline and a good deal of fear. George and I had a teacher who actually kept a shillelagh prominently propped against his desk. He never used it, but the threat was always there. In hindsight, we received a great education, particularly for memory.



BILLY GRAHAM We had a lot of interesting people in our class—or, at least, the children of interesting people. Punch Sulzberger was one of them, who later became the publisher of The New York Times. Who else? Charlie Morgan, whose grandfather was J. P. Morgan. I remember a teacher once said to him, because Charlie was rather slow, “Charlie, the Morgan family is like a baby carriage rolling down a hill.” Charlie just smiled. I think we kept up with each other more than most elementary school classmates do, but I’d guess that the longest-running friendship was between George and Peter Matthiessen. They were both literary, and of course Peter gave George the editorship of The Paris Review, which was as close to a “real” job as he ever had.



BUZZ MERRITT George was extremely good at baseball. He was a pitcher, a little wild, but very good. I think he won every game he pitched in the two years we were on the so-called first team. I was his catcher. When I would go out to the mound to steady him down, George reacted well. He got better. We were also great fans, and we got into collecting autographs any way we could. We would go downtown to all the hotels where the visiting teams were staying and try to get their autographs in the lobby in the morning. Usually we’d be thrown out by the floorwalkers and try to sneak back in. We knew every single doorway, the garbage entrances, the service entrances, of all the hotels. We were rabid collectors.
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George pitching for St. Bernard’s.

Courtesy of St. Bernard’s School Archives. 



NELSON ALDRICH George told me a story once about going out for a weekend in the country with Punch Sulzberger. They were driven, of course, by a uniformed chauffeur in a limousine, but about midway in the journey, they got a flat in the right rear tire. What followed was not the worst of George’s lifetime of mortifications, but he vividly recalled his squirming embarrassment in the backseat as the chauffeur got out of the car and set about changing the tire. He remembered how the tails of the man’s black uniform jacket flapped crazily in the wind of the passing traffic and how the sweat stood out on his face as he worked the jack up and down, up and down, while the rear of the car, with the little boys safe in their soft gray seats, went up, up, up.



BUZZ MERRITT In those days, our class enemies, so to speak, were the Irish, known as “Micks”—a terrible scourge. On weekends, they would come out to Central Park where we were playing and challenge us to football games. They always insisted, “You kick off first, and we’ll receive.” Of course, if you went with that, as we did the first time, you kicked the ball, and it ended up miles away in what is now Spanish Harlem. The blacks were way up in the north of the city, so it was the Micks who taunted us. Our caps were what did it. One day, I remember this particular group came up to steal a baseball bat or something, and a tough-looking big Irish kid, with six or seven others, confronted us. We were all trembling, wondering what to do, and suddenly Toby Wherry cracked and surged forward—he was a big kid, but always very retiring—and started quoting Macbeth, I think it was: “Out, damned spot!” This Irish kid just melted. They all ran away.



PETER MATTHIESSEN George was a good student. I had evidence at one time: a report card from the school, and it showed that one of us had 95 or 96 in Latin, and that wasn’t unusual. When he applied himself, George was very bright and got good marks.



BUZZ MERRITT We had a couple of cutups, including George. I remember one time some scatological stuff had been written in the toilet, and Mr. Jenkins announced that there’d be no more of that. He was going to inspect it. One day, Plimpton and another fellow got the idea of putting soccer shoes on the top of the door, and leaving the door a bit ajar, and balancing a full cup of water on it, too. We were all happily doing our homework one evening when suddenly Mr. Jenkins came into the room and then walked purposely into the locker room. The next thing we heard was a great clattering, and out came Mr. Jenkins, soaked with water. Terrifying event. George was quite instrumental in that. By and large, though, he was in the mainstream. I mention this prank because of course he diverged considerably from the mainstream later on.



PETER MATTHIESSEN George cut the same figure from start to finish. In photographs, right to the end, he mostly had that inquisitive, pointy-nosed, mischievous look that I seem to recall from when we were little boys.



BUZZ MERRITT A great event at St. Bernard’s was the annual Christmas Shakespeare play at the Heckscher Theatre, which used to be on 104th Street. The play was chosen in the spring, and we had to learn our lines during summer vacation. Our mothers will never forget. We were given progressively bigger parts as the years went on. George was a good actor and always had very significant parts. My senior year we did The Tempest, and he was Prospero. I was Caliban. That was a very, very good show. Of course, it was absolutely terrifying, but you realized that everyone who had gone before you had done it, so you could, too.



TOBY WHERRY, JR. St. Bernard’s is where that famous story comes from, which I’ve heard over and over again, about George being discovered as a writer by my father. George had written a short story; I think it had something to do with the chauffeurs’ race, the annual Field Day footrace for the chauffeurs that many St. Bernard’s families employed in those days. He’d gotten a C on it, I believe, and my father ripped it from his hands. I’m not sure if he read it then and there, or they read it out loud, or whatever, but he angrily crossed off the C and wrote an A, and said something like “You’re a real writer.”



PETER MATTHIESSEN Our paths split in the fourth or fifth grade, and years would pass before George and I saw much of each other again. However, we must have stayed loosely in touch because when I was in Paris in the early 1950s, and the time came to find someone to edit the as-yet-unnamed Paris Review, I knew where to find him.

EXETER

BUZZ MERRITT I went to Exeter because George and so many St. Bernard’s boys were going. I guess George started it because of his father’s and grandfather’s connection. His father was president of the board of trustees, as his grandfather had been before him. The “Plimpton playing fields” tell the rest of the story. We were pretty young. I had just turned thirteen.



TIM SELDES Exeter and Andover were brother and sister schools. We always thought that Andover was where the rich boys went and Exeter was more democratic, but I would imagine that the average income of parents of Exonians was fairly high.



BUZZ MERRITT The first big thing, which occurred when we were freshmen, was when George became interested in taxidermy. That summer, he had gone on a trip with the Cleveland Museum to California, where they were collecting rodents, which they skinned and stuffed. When they got back to New York, there were a lot of extra skins, so George said he’d take them, and he brought them back to his room at Exeter. He had them scattered all over the place and was practicing taxidermy on them from a book. I remember a whole lot of rodents with cotton sticking out of their mouths. We had maids in those days who came in and made our beds and cleaned our rooms, and one of them opened the door to George’s room and screamed and ran down to the dorm master, who went to investigate and encountered all of George’s rodents with cotton sticking out of their mouths. George thought that was a lovely prank, even though he hadn’t really intended it.



Dear Mother,

Sorry not to have written for such a long time, but I thought I would summarize all the things that have happened in just one letter.

I joined up with the Exonian today, to my great surprise, with [Warren] Leslie. My first job as a heeler was to pick a penny off the floor.

A few days ago, the Blue team (which I am on) played Emerson. We beat them 19–0. . . .

I have not yet found a birthday present for Sarah. I went shopping the other day but Exeter is not New York.

I hope you will come up soon.

My first job for the Exonian is to write a, quote—n’everything—unquote. This is an article in the Exonian which is filled up with curious happenings in and about the school.

I think the first quote—n’everything—unquote, I shall write is as follows: Two enthusiastic juniors, Buzz and myself, were seen kicking field goals (sometimes) under the light of the moon.

My radiator had quite a few visitors last night. It seems as if the radiator is not turned off the whole way it begins to knock all the other radiators to bits. So a few masters broke in at four o’clock a.m. and turned it off.

My subjects have been going along fairly well except for Algebra. I am a little careless, but I am sure that I will improve.

Boys almost fall over at the sight of my rattlesnake. I am so glad I brought it up.

If my squirrel skin is ready, that is with no flesh on it, please send it up. (In laundry bag.)

Grandma called while I was seeing a football game and I could not see her. She left me a basket of apples. Do thank her for me. . . . [no date]





FARWELL SMITH I first met George at Exeter in 1941. He had come with a crowd of St. Bernard’s and Buckley kids, who were pretty fast for my Chicago speed. George wasn’t one of the fast, though. Maybe I’m hard on New Yorkers, but at the age of thirteen and fourteen they were kind of clubby and looked down a little bit on the outlanders who came from other parts of the country, particularly the Midwest and the West. But George was less snooty. He was also a wonder to behold because he was very tall at a fairly young age. One of my first vivid memories of him was of him at six feet three playing the maid in a play at Exeter. He was very noticeable, and he was funny. He had a way of tripping across the stage, and although it was a small part, it was a very memorable one. He got write-ups on it because his whole manner of doing it was enhanced by his gangly size. He was sort of like a shaven Abe Lincoln.



GORE VIDAL We sat next to each other at chapel. I remember he was a rather uncouth-looking boy and always sort of on the outside of things. Of course, he had the cachet of the Plimpton playing fields, which had been given by his family to the school, where games were played and where, you can count on it, I never set foot in four years.



TIM SELDES Most of us were ordinary



































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/Aldr_9781588367525_epub_013_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Aldr_9781588367525_epub_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Aldr_9781588367525_epub_005_r1.png





OEBPS/images/Aldr_9781588367525_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Aldr_9781588367525_epub_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Aldr_9781588367525_epub_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Aldr_9781588367525_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Aldr_9781588367525_epub_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Aldr_9781588367525_epub_012_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Aldr_9781588367525_epub_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Aldr_9781588367525_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Aldr_9781588367525_epub_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Aldr_9781588367525_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
GEORGE,
BEING GEORGE

Edited by
Nelson W. Aldrich, Jr.

Pt
(it

RANDOM HOUSE





OEBPS/images/Aldr_9781588367525_epub_002_r1.jpg
GEORGE,
BEING GEORGE

George Plimpton’s Life as Told,
Admired, Deplored, and Envied by
200Fri

s, Relatives, Lovers,
Acquaintances, Rivals—
and a Few Unappreciative
Observers

NELSON W. ALDRICH, JR.





OEBPS/images/Aldr_9781588367525_epub_014_r1.jpg





