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Introduction

Katharine Hepburn made her first debut in Hartford, Connecticut, on May 12, 1907, as the newborn bundle of joy of her parents—Thomas Norval Hepburn and Katharine Martha Houghton Hepburn. Indeed, although women are not usually given the appellation of “junior,” the woman the world grew to know and love as Katharine Hepburn was actually the daughter of a more senior Katharine Hepburn.

Her mother, who hailed from the rich and well-connected Houghton family, was a celebrity in her own right due to her activism in the nascent feminist movement of the time. The elder Katharine even worked with famed activist Margaret Sanger and is recognized as one of the founders of Planned Parenthood. She was also widely known for her socialist and even communist sympathies. Her famous daughter and namesake would later admit as much, stating, “I don’t think [Dad] leaned toward Communism. Mother did.”

All political leanings aside, the elder Katharine made sure that her daughter had a loving and happy home. As might be expected by her mother’s activism, Katharine was also raised to be a thoughtful and critically thinking child. She even on occasion attended some of the protests championed by her mother. Hepburn herself would later admit that her own unique personality was the result of her “very remarkable parents.” She grew up with permission to speak her mind and was encouraged to pursue her dreams.

As a young woman in Hollywood, it would be the freedoms granted by her parents that would give her the confidence she would need to successfully navigate both through life and her later acting career.


Chapter One

The Suicide of Her Brother

“Life is hard. After all, it kills you.”

—Katharine Hepburn

Katharine Hepburn, or as she was more commonly known growing up, “Kathy,” was an inquisitive child. As good as curiosity is, an inquisitive mind can sometimes run into problems, and the one most likely to keep little Kathy from getting into trouble was her older brother Tom. Tom Hepburn was born just two years prior to his little sister, in 1905. Growing up in Hartford, Connecticut, Katharine and Tom were virtually inseparable. Tom was always nearby in case his feisty sister was to fall or otherwise need his aid as she scampered about. His guardianship was partly of his own volition and partly encouraged by he and Kathy’s mother, who expected the big brother to look after his younger siblings.

It was a group of siblings that would continue to grow, with Katharine giving birth to a new baby boy, Richard, in September of 1911. This addition would then be followed by three more children—Marion, Margaret, and Robert. Yet even though big brother Tom was charged with even more responsibilities, it was his little sister Kathy who ended up being the most domineering of the bunch. It’s said that Tom grew into a very sensitive, thoughtful young man, whereas Katharine was more aggressive and tended to be quick to anger.

Although Tom sometimes served as the babysitter, the family did have a regular nanny. A woman by the name of Lizzie Byles would take on the routine work of raising the children while their parents were away. Mother Katharine was a busy woman, but one thing she almost always made sure that she made time for was putting the kids to bed. The elder Katharine would have the younger Katharine and all of her siblings gather together and read them bedtime stories.

Mother Hepburn was apparently quite skilled in her storytelling, and the kids greatly anticipated these moments they spent with their mom. Rather than bedtime being something to dread, as is the case with many other rambunctious children, the Hepburn children came to look forward to this quality family time. As such, putting the kids to sleep at night was a fairly easy, even enjoyable, task.

As enjoyable as this quality time with their mother was, time spent with their father proved to be more challenging. This was very much by their father’s own design. Thomas Hepburn was a stern taskmaster, who expected his children to excel. From early on, he devised ways to push his brood to higher levels of success. Whether it was in academics or sports, he always sought to get his children to do their best, and he was always quick to criticize yet reticent to give any praise.

It was the eldest child, Tom, who would suffer the most from the perception of not living up to his father’s demands—so much so that some biographers have surmised that it was all the worry and stress placed upon his little shoulders that resulted in his development of a nervous tick. Young Tom’s nervous condition was diagnosed as something called St. Vitus’ Dance. Not a lot was known about the potential causes of such an ailment in those days, but later, it seemed clear that this physical disturbance was at least partially a manifestation of the intense psychological anxiety that the boy harbored within. Once this devastating nervous tick came to the fore, it served only to reinforce the child’s inadequacy, working as a terrible negative feedback loop.

Making matters even worse was the fact that Thomas did not take Tom’s ticks seriously. In fact, he often ridiculed Tom over them, referring to the boy’s deficiency as simply “Tommy’s habits.” Thomas Hepburn, a man who was keenly interested in how the public perceived both him and his family, was quite honestly embarrassed by his son.

Such things certainly reflect rather poorly on Mr. Hepburn as a father, but one must also consider the fact that back then, society was much less kind to those who suffered from debilitating disorders. In the early twentieth century, the afflicted families were much more likely to be ridiculed than sympathized with. In those days, it was almost considered a stain on one’s family name to have members suffering from such conditions. A clear testament to this fact comes from none other than one of Thomas Hepburn’s contemporaries—Dr. William Osler—who once remarked about “families with pronounced neurotic taint.”

For parents striving to plot and plan the development of perfect children as the Hepburns were, it was often considered nothing short of a taint of the family line to have such a deficiency in their midst. This cutthroat mentality was the sad and tragic reality of young Tom and Kathy Hepburn’s early family life. Mr. Hepburn had unabashedly created an atmosphere of survival of the fittest in his own household, and poor, maladjusted Tom just couldn’t seem to cope with the stressors that he was being given.

Sadly, all this stress would ultimately culminate with Tom taking his own life at the age of 15 in 1921. It would be a then 13-year-old Katharine Hepburn who would find the lifeless body of her brother hanging from the rafters. This event would leave young Katharine traumatized, and even many years later, it would always be remembered as the greatest tragedy of her life.


Chapter Two

Acting in School Plays

“If you obey all the rules—you miss all the fun.”

—Katharine Hepburn

After her brother’s death, an adolescent Katharine learned to shove her misgivings to the side and put on a smile for the world at large. According to Hepburn’s later recollection, her family didn’t believe in open mourning, and she was very much expected to put on a brave face and move on. Still, despite her attempts to conceal her pain, the sorrow over her big brother’s death was always there. Her sadness permeated just about everything she did.

During these dark days, rather than participating in discussions at the dinner table, Katharine was more likely to hole up in her room with her books. The death of her brother marked a shift from her carefree days of boisterous play to Katharine becoming a quieter and more introspective individual. She had been attending a private institution called the Oxford School prior to her brother’s death, but upon her return to her coursework, she found herself unable to focus on her studies. Not only was her grief distracting, but so were the gossip and rumors that were circulating among her classmates.

Katharine managed to finish up the spring semester of 1921, but after that, she made the conscious decision not to return in the fall, opting to take advantage of a private tutor instead. Her parents were fortunate enough to have the means to provide such an option and readily obliged this whim.

It was through private tutoring that Hepburn finished her primary years of education, and by 1924, she was being pressured by her parents to enroll with a higher institution. Katharine was not sure what direction she wanted to take in life, but she finally settled upon Bryn Mawr College, a liberal arts school in Pennsylvania, just a few miles west of Philadelphia. She moved into a women’s dormitory on campus and began her coursework that fall semester when she was 17 years old.

Initially, it was a very difficult experience for Hepburn. Considering the fact that she had become so withdrawn after her brother’s death, such a thing shouldn’t have come as a surprise. She had finished up the last years of her primary education as a homeschooler, and now she was being thrust in the middle of a busy college, bristling with social life. She would later painfully recall her first time attempting to eat with her peers in the school cafeteria. Hoping to dress to impress, Hepburn wore a flashy flame-colored dress. One of Katharine’s peers took one look at her and remarked with full sarcasm, “Ah—Conscious beauty!” Mortified, Katharine turned right around and marched out of the cafeteria.

Hepburn would then make it a point to remain in her dorm room away from the rest of her classmates and almost always dined by herself. She was so determined not to step foot in that cafeteria again that she would eat at off-campus diners whenever possible. She also stashed a supply of snacks in her dorm room to sustain herself
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