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“ENGAGING, RACY … LIVELY.”
—The Washington Post Book World


“As authentic and appealing as autobiographies get. Me catches all Miss Hepburn’s wonderful, refreshing qualities—her straightforward honesty, her clear-eyed view of people, her capacity to attract friendship and love, her unwillingness to compromise, her basic decency, and her headstrong—often selfish—determination to succeed.… Me is a wonderfully open and discursive book about a woman who, in older years, can afford to look back on her life, her work (four Oscars), her family, her lovers, and her many friends with the disarming—at times almost dispassionate—honesty that seems to have characterized her entire career.”

—The Christian Science Monitor




“A compelling picture of Hepburn by Hepburn … Me is composed in short bursts, with the author grabbing the reader by the collar, urging attention, requesting patience, offering advice as she roams in staccato blips through her reminiscences of family, friends, lovers, colleagues, plays, and films.… For her fans, Me is a gift they will want to unwrap.”

—Chicago Tribune




“Charming, intelligent, opinionated, wittily self-deprecating … The voice in the memoir is indubitably Hepburn’s own.”

—USA Today




“Me reflects its author’s personality perfectly.”

—Time magazine




“A fun book … Irresistible.”

—People




“Reading Me: Stories of My Life is like paging through an endlessly fascinating scrapbook with a favorite great-aunt.… Opinionated, witty, and determined as ever to get it all just right, Hepburn is clearly in command of her material.… Me is proof positive that Katharine Hepburn’s memory and magic continue to intoxicate her smitten audience.”

—New York Newsday




“Charming … Vivid … Chatty … Repeatedly in Me, Ms. Hepburn describes her success as a case of good luck. Maybe so. But she passed that luck on to her film audiences, and now to her readers.”

—Atlanta Journal & Constitution




“Katharine Hepburn has written a letter to the world.… Me is a last curtain call with the leading lady handing out reviews and roses. It’s a final bow to the strong, progressive parents who gave her permission to be her own person. A kiss blown to all the helpers in the wings who pulled her through … Witty … Moving.”

—The Dallas Morning News




“Pure Hepburn … Charming … Original and likable.”

—The Boston Globe




“As enchanting and delightful, as tender and witty, as compulsively readable a memoir as even the most ardent Hepburn fan could hope for … The Great Kate can chalk up yet another triumph.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch




“[A] candid and slightly eccentric memoir filled with anecdote, opinion, gossip, and wonderful photographs. Finally, after a lifetime of Yankee reticence, Hepburn lets down her hair. The Katharine Hepburn we encounter in Me is less an actress than a force of nature, ablaze with enthusiasm.… It’s all deft and entertaining and very generous.… May she live forever.”

—San Jose Mercury News




“Me is the proper and deserved title for the memoirs of one of Hollywood’s most determinedly independent stars. Grandly self-indulgent and utterly frank, Hepburn—after years of jealously guarding her privacy—has her say about her life, her family, and her career.”

—Los Angeles Daily News
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Prologue

I have a friend who keeps asking me why I am writing this book. Especially as I have said a thousand times: “No, that is personal. No, I won’t talk about that.” What made me change my mind? I wonder myself. Something changed me. I think—and I am not saying I know—I think that I’ve always thought of myself as an actor. Now in the last few years I’ve seen that creature whom I created sitting around saying, “Hey, what goes on, what are we going to do? We’re wasting time. Let’s get going!”

Shut up! I’m sick of you. I’m not going to hide behind you anymore. Who are you anyway? You’re not me. You’re “that great big beautiful doll.” You’re the lucky side of the coin. You were born at the right time. You looked right. You sounded right. You were lucky. You caught on and got rich. Good. I’m glad that you’ve had a good time. Now I’m going to take over.

What is that you’re saying? Who am I?

Well, I’m me—I’m what is called the power behind the throne. I am your—your character. Isn’t that what they call it? Your “Do this. Don’t do that.” Your fundamentals.

I run your ship. You’re the ship. You’re getting a bit long in the tooth and I may not be able to sell you as easily as I used to.

You have a right foot which doesn’t work all that well. I mean it hurts. In 1982 you ran into that telephone pole. Stupid of you. Making a fancy comment about that shipyard just at the southeast edge of Saybrook Point. Listen—so it hurts! But at least they didn’t have to cut it off. Yes, of course it threw your whole body off balance—and now your back is painful too.

Gosh, what do you expect! You’ve just taken your body for granted. You’re lucky you had a good one to begin with. Oh yes, those two shoulder operations—rotator cuffs—isn’t that what they were called? Yes, of course the right hip is fake. When did that go bad? In 1973.

Oh, that was a while ago.

Well, you’re lucky—that operation really worked. Oh hell, you’re lucky! You can see! You can hear! You can bicycle! You can garden! Yes, kneeling down—but that’s restful, isn’t it? Kneeling down?

Anyway, here’s where I come in—your character. I don’t think that you ever realized how handy I’ve been for you. I’ve been there. I tell you what that means—I’m your backup when you make a decision which is poor—and what you become involved in doesn’t work. Here I am to try to explain it away.

You know what I really am? I’m my main gift from my parents. And when I realized this, I also knew why I had suddenly become interested in writing this book. I wanted to discover the real reason back of all the fluff. That bit of fiber which can be developed in all of us—there it is—waiting to be used. That is what suddenly struck me. How did I make it work? How did I have brains enough to survive The Lake—and the early failure of my movie career—the box-office-poison period? And how did I develop such a handy head of common sense? That is what can really keep you afloat. You can say, “You had money enough to swing it.” Yes, I had. But money alone doesn’t do it. I wasn’t going to starve but I could have been defeated.

It’s finding out where you went wrong and correcting it.

For instance, The Lake. I let Jed Harris, the producer, push me around. I knew that I was being pushed around and I didn’t talk back. I didn’t say, “Look, I am the one who has to sell this and if you make me into a mush, I’ll just be a mush.” And I was a mush.

The tale of The Lake and my survival was extremely important to me. I learned responsibility to say, “Talk to me. I’m to blame.”

And the movies. In the same sort of half-assed way I let myself say, “Yes—O.K.,” instead of, “No—I don’t like it.”

To learn responsibility—each of us has to learn responsibility.

Here we are. Live up to your potential.

But what to do! Well, don’t you see what I’m doing and why I’m doing it? I am writing my life story. I’ve been driven to it. What else can I do? I have to say that’s probably why people write their life story.

So before you begin to read, I have to warn you that the book which follows does not follow a path. When I say story—I mean stories of my life. And when I say stories I’m afraid I mean flashes—this—that—no no the other thing.

It’s a hell of a long time ago that I leaped down that stairway in The Warrior’s Husband with a stag on my shoulders. I had no idea that someday in the future I would be wondering if I could walk down a stair without falling down the damned stair. What is this thing called “living”?

Now we come to ME.

I guess that I must try to realize that I have had the most extraordinary use of this body—this back—these legs, etc. I have subjected them to the toughest treatment and they have performed great feats. I really can’t blame them for sort of stiffening up. They’ve given me great service. They are tired.

Let us rest, Kath, let us rest. We just want to take it easy. Give us a break.

Oh no, not a break! We’ve had a break—give us a rest!

WRITE A BOOK!



I
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Parents

Before I tell you anything about myself, I would like to tell you, or at least identify for you, the world into which I was born. My background. I mean of course my mother—my father. My two parents.

Mother died when I was forty-odd.

Dad died when I was fifty-odd. Thus I had them as my … Well, they were always for over forty years—there. They were mine.

From where I stood:

Dad at the left of the fireplace.

Mother at the right of the fireplace.

Tea every day at five.

They were the world into which I was born.

My background.

My mother:

Katharine Martha Houghton was born February 2, 1878. She was the daughter of Caroline Garlinghouse and Alfred Augustus Houghton.

Alfred Houghton was the younger brother of Amory Houghton, who was the head of the Corning Glass Company. It started in Cambridge, Massachusetts, moved to Brooklyn and ended in Corning, New York. Alfred’s first wife had died leaving him a daughter, Mary. He then married Caroline Garlinghouse. They had three daughters—Katharine, Edith, Marion.

Alfred and his wife were happy. They were financially comfortable. Not rich. Not poor. He played the violin—she played the piano. They were interested in Robert Ingersoll, “the great agnostic,” and went to all his lectures. They had abandoned the recognized church. Alfred was about twenty years older than Caroline. Apparently his relationship with his older brother Amory was complicated. Amory had fired him from the glassworks because he was always late. Then Alfred became the head of the Buffalo Scale Works. He was a moody fellow by nature and a victim of severe depressions. During one of these episodes, he was visiting Amory in Corning and he disappeared. He was found, dead of a self-inflicted gun wound in the head, on the railway tracks. No note—nothing.

So Caroline was left with her three daughters to bring up. Then it was discovered that Caroline had cancer of the stomach. She knew that she was doomed to die in fairly short order. Caroline dreaded leaving her girls to be brought up by any of their available relatives, whom she considered hopelessly reactionary. She wanted her daughters to go to college. She visited Bryn Mawr College with my mother. She made arrangements for Mother to go there and made arrangements for Edith and Marion to go to Miss Baldwin’s boarding school, almost next door to the college.

By the time her mother died, Katharine was sixteen, Edith fourteen and Marion twelve. Katharine was filled with her mother’s feeling about the future. She wanted to go to college, to Bryn Mawr. She wanted to lead her younger sisters in the right direction and was not about to let Uncle Amory boss her around. Uncle Amory, by the same token, was used to having his own way. He thought that girls should be girls and should go to finishing schools to learn to be ladies. These girls wanted an education—to be independent. Everything seemed at a standoff.

The girls wound up the winners only after Mother figured out the guardian step which really foiled Uncle Amory. Before that, the girls were sent to one relative after another to sort of “try out.”
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Caroline Garlinghouse Houghton, maternal grandmother
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Alfred Augustus Houghton, maternal grandfather
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Mother at Bryn Mawr

They would move in determined to be charming and sweet BUT wildly noisy. They would bang on the floor above the living room. They would scream and yell at each other. Everyone wanted to get rid of them.

Then Mother realized that she was old enough to appoint her own guardian. Uncle Amory was the one who managed her money but he was not her legal guardian. She threatened to appoint a man very unfriendly to Uncle Amory as their guardian, and forced his hand and got her way. She went to Bryn Mawr. The girls went to Baldwin and later they both went to Bryn Mawr.

Just to give you a little idea of the atmosphere that Mother was born into, I’m going to insert here a letter from this same Uncle Amory to Mother in 1904. It gives you a good idea of the Uncle Amory who controlled her purse strings.


Corning, N.Y., Feb. 4, 1904

Dear Katharine:

I have your letter of February 1st, and note that you have, during the past seven years, been borrowing money of Mary Towle, until now it amounts to a thousand dollars, besides what you have paid her back from your salary. Your income has always been ample, and you never ought to have borrowed any money, and Mary Towle did a great wrong in lending you any money. My opinion of you is the same as it always has been—that you are an extravagant, deceitful, dishonest, worthless person. You have squandered thousands of dollars and left your honest debts unpaid. But I do not think you are capable of comprehending the mistakes that you have made. Now that you are paying up Mary Towle, how would it do to pay the various other accounts that you owe? When you see Tom, please tell him I do not think he could do worse.

I enclose your draft for one thousand dollars, and have charged same to your account. I suppose you will endorse on the back of this draft—Pay to the order of Mary R. Towle, sign under it, Katharine M. Houghton, and then send the draft to Mary R. Towle.

   disgusted
Your affectionate uncle
    A. Houghton, Jr.

When you were a little girl and went into Buffalo and got trusted for some dry goods which you were not allowed to keep (they were returned) your father remarked “Kathie is a feather head.” It is true. Kathie is a feather head; always has been, and doubtless always will be.



When Caroline Garlinghouse died, she was thirty-four years old. She must have been a very strong character. My mother talked a lot about her: her beauty, her strength of character—her determination that the daughters get an education and live lives independent of the very dominating Amory Houghton Corning Glass group. Her credo: Go to college! Get an education!

I can see Mother to this day as she described herself sitting next to her mother. Her mother was lovely-looking. And I felt the enormous effect she must have had on my mother, the eldest of the three girls. So my mother was that one who received the powerful philosophy of George Bernard Shaw:


This is the true joy in life, the being used for a purpose recognized by yourself as a mighty one; the being thoroughly worn out before you are thrown on the scrap heap; the being a force of nature instead of a feverish selfish little clod of ailments and grievances complaining that the world will not devote itself to making you happy.



Don’t give in.

Fight for your future.

Independence is the only solution.

Women are as good as men.

Onward!

You don’t have too much money but you do have independent spirits. Knowledge! Education! Don’t give in! Make your own trail.

Don’t moan.

Don’t complain.

Think positively.

My sister Peg said that once she was sitting crying because our sister Marion and a friend wouldn’t let her play with them. “I don’t blame them,” said Mother. “You’re a moaner.” Peg learned her lesson. She began to make things fun.

“So-and-so doesn’t like me.”

“Well, if he had good taste he’d like you,” said Mother. “If he has bad taste, why would you want to arrive with him?”

Once when she was at Bryn Mawr, Mother needed money. She could only find someone who needed help in trigonometry. She didn’t know trig. So she got the books—called the girl and kept two lessons ahead of her for six weeks. The girl passed the exam and so did Mother.

My dad:

Dr. Thomas Norval Hepburn. He was born December 18, 1879. He was the son of Reverend Sewell Snowden Hepburn and Selina Lloyd Powell.

He was the youngest of their children. The others were Charles, Lloyd, Sewell and Selina. They lived in Virginia and also had a farm near Chestertown, Maryland. It is still in the family. It’s called “Delight.” Dad’s mother was a member of the very distinguished Powell family. As with other families in the South, they had been quite impoverished by the Civil War. Dad really loved his mother. They were very close and he developed a high regard for the female sex through her. She was his ideal—a fighter with the highest standards. She believed in education.
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Selina Lloyd Powell Hepburn, paternal grandmother
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Reverend Sewell Snowden Hepburn, paternal grandfather, with Kate

Grandfather was a minister in the Episcopal Church. He never made more than six hundred dollars a year.

On his mother’s side, the Powells had come over early to Virginia. Dad went to Randolph-Macon College in Virginia and took a B.A. and an M.A. He went to Johns Hopkins in Baltimore to study medicine. He met Mother’s sister Edith at Hopkins. They used to fence for exercise.

Mother and Dad met at Edith’s apartment. When he met Mother, she was fascinated by him and took a teaching job there in order to snag him. She succeeded. They saw a lot of each other. Dad seemed to her to be very interested in her but he didn’t propose. She began to think that he was just stringing her along. Finally, in desperation she said, “You know the great thing about our relationship is that whenever one of us marries it won’t hurt our relationship at all.”

Dad was indignant. “I don’t know how you can say such a thing. If I don’t marry you, I shall never marry anyone.”

Mother said, “May I take this as a proposal?”

Dad said he’d been proposing to her for six months. She was too literal-minded. “Where’s your common sense!”

Edith gave up the study of medicine and married Dr. Donald R. Hooker and lived in Baltimore.

Dad was offered several very good jobs in New York hospitals but he thought New York a poor place to live. Mother and Dad were married and moved to Hartford. They wanted to have a big family. They were both dedicated to the bettering of the position of men and of women.

At the beginning Mother and Dad lived opposite the Hartford Hospital, where Dad was an intern and then a resident. The residents were supposed to sleep in the hospital at the end of a bell. Dad found a house just across from the hospital on Hudson Street. He strung up his own bell system. He was very fast on his feet, and as he was never late he was never found out.
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TOP: Mother and Dad on honeymoon
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BOTTOM: House on Hudson Street

Time passed and Mother was walking through the park one day. Tom, her first son, was walking along by her side, with me, Kathy, being wheeled. Well, thought Mother, here I am, these two adorable children, a handsome, brilliant husband looking forward to his brilliant career. But me, what of me, what of me? Is this all that I’m here for? There must be something. I have a Bachelor’s degree, I have a Master’s degree.

She went home sort of puzzled, and Daddy came rushing in and said, “Look here in the paper. A woman named Emmeline Pankhurst is speaking about women and the vote tonight, let’s …” They went. Dad obviously had begun to realize that Mother was getting restless about her spot in the world. He found the solution. Mother became the head of the Connecticut Woman Suffrage Association.

Women

Their problems

The vote

Prostitution

The white-slave traffic

Teenage pregnancy

Venereal disease

Huge public meetings

They discovered many of the problems on Hartford’s conscience:

“Did you know that there was a big house of prostitution right next to the police station?”

“Did you know that a child drowned in an open toilet at such and such an address?”

Mother had a booth at the Connecticut Fairgrounds, and we had a gas cylinder in the booth so that we could fill balloons. VOTES FOR WOMEN balloons, purple, white and green. I was about eight. I used to fill the balloons, tie a six-foot string onto them, go out into the street, pursue visitors to the Fair, follow them till they were willing to accept one of our balloons, whether they wanted one or not. In what was a rather insistent voice I’d say, “Votes for Women—here, take it—Votes for Women,” and they took it.
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TOP: Flyer for suffrage hearing
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BOTTOM: Kate and Bennett sisters dressed for suffrage parade

When the men were voting about something, the Suffragettes always had their own voting booth right next door. There was a large sign on it saying (one of Dad’s gems): WOMEN, IDIOTS AND CRIMINALS VOTE HERE. Mother was one of their favorite debaters. She was quick-witted, lots of fun and proof for your eyes and ears that women were not fools, they deserved the vote.

Oh, I forgot to tell you. On the first day of “Made in Hartford Week,” Mother had a photograph taken of the open toilet in the tenement in which a child had drowned. Took it to the Courant (the local paper) with a story. And, believe it or not, they published it without really studying it or the article. Naturally, it was yanked for the second edition.

Dad had a patient come to him to be sure that everything was O.K. and that he could safely marry. He was fine. Then months later he brought his wife in. She had serious gonorrheal peritonitis. She died. Dad discovered that the night before the wedding, at the bachelor party, they had all got drunk and gone to a whorehouse. The husband caught gonorrhea and gave it to his wife. This began Dad’s fight to establish the New England Social Hygiene Association, which tried to educate the general public about venereal disease.

He went to Dr. Charles Eliot of Harvard. He wanted him to be president of the society. He rang the bell and asked the butler to give Dr. Eliot a paper he had written about the idea. Eliot came down and said that he had just received a letter from the President of the United States asking him to be Ambassador to the Court of St. James, but he thought Dad’s proposition more important. So Eliot became the first president of the Social Hygiene Association of New England.

There was one very controversial meeting, at Parson’s Theatre. It was in 1912. The purpose was to advertise the desperate evils of venereal disease and prostitution. The white-slave traffic. What to do? Mother had persuaded the then Mayor Edward Smith to chair the meeting. Distinguished speakers on venereal disease were to appear:

Dr. Robert M. William of Philadelphia—an authority on the disease.

Dr. Edward Janney.

Clifford Roe of Chicago and Baltimore for his work on prostitution.

Then too there were white-slavery investigators.

The very conservative papers—the Hartford Courant and the Hartford Times—were downgrading the whole meeting. The Connecticut Equal Franchise League was advertising it wildly. The opposition was violent. The telephone at our house, 133 Hawthorn Street, never stopped ringing. The Mayor was trying and failing to get out of chairing the meeting. Dad’s favorite quote, “The Truth Shall Make You Free,” was on banners everywhere. Finally the night came. Dad drove the speakers to Parson’s. On the trip the back tire came off his car. He didn’t stop—he rode on the rim—he didn’t dare stop. The ushers were women in nurses’ uniforms or caps-and-gowns. The crowds inside and out were tremendous.

The meeting was a wild success and Mother and Dad were much praised for their efforts. January, 1912. It was an enormous departure to discuss these topics publicly. Socially it labeled Dad and Mother. They were snubbed by some and praised by others. The fight continued, and of course now we all know that they were right.

In 1917, Mother resigned from her presidency of the Connecticut Woman Suffrage Association and joined Alice Paul’s National Women’s Party, as its members were more aggressive. They won the vote in 1920.

Then came birth control.

Brought up in the midst of all this, Tom and I were used to being in parades and we were used to being well snubbed in the most subtle sense of the word. But then, of course, the snubs ended and we were praised and regarded as being the children of very forward-looking parents. So not only did we look up to our parents but also we soon realized that we were the product of two very remarkable ones.

They were indeed amazing, these two. The door of our house was always open. Come in. Well, tell us about it. Come with us—spend the night—stay to lunch. No no, there’s plenty of room, always.

And I think, How I miss you two. I was so used to turning to you. It was heaven. Always to have you two to turn to in despair, in joy. There you were: strong—funny. Two rocks. What you did for me—wow! What luck to be born out of love and to live in an atmosphere of warmth and interest.
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Dad
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Mother

I look at the rooms I live in—here at my house. The rugs Oriental. The furniture old pieces: English, French provincial. The fireplace usually blazing. The smell of the ashes. Vases full of flowers of the season. Now in July lots of yarrow (white, pink), Queen Anne’s lace (white), butterfly weed (orange and red). Loosestrife—purple spikes. Heavenly vigorous. Besides at Fenwick, our summer house, all the garden flowers—the fields. Every Sunday when we were kids, we used to go flower hunting.

I remember the walks especially in Hartford. Dad would pile us all into the car. Tumbled together in the old Maxwell—no doors. Then that huge old Reo? Remember? It had little folding seats in the back, two extra besides the big backseat. Any grown-up sat in front. Rain or shine, off we’d go. To the reservoirs, the woods, the mountains.

I can remember poor Sinclair Lewis, who lived in Hartford when he was working on Arrowsmith (it must have been the early 1920s), trying to shinny up a tree. He just couldn’t. Anything athletic was beyond him.

Oh, I have a wonderful story about Lewis.

He and Gracie, his wife, moved to Hartford to a house off Prospect Avenue. A side street. I’ve forgotten its name. And of course people went to call. One day Mother was at a party and Red Lewis came up to her.

“Why haven’t you called on us?”

Mother looked at him—smiled.

“Go home now and I’ll come to call.”

Lewis went. Mother called.

When she got home, she told Dad that they were fascinating and that she had invited them to dinner Friday night. Then she added, “You know he’s quite a drinker—I think we’ll have to serve liquor—scotch.”

It was Prohibition. Dad refused to buy scotch. Mother was desperate.

Suddenly, Dad said, “What’s his number?”

Mother gave it to him.

Dad called him.

“Mr. Lewis, if you have to get drunk tomorrow night to stand our company, you’d better bring your own stuff.”

The funny thing is he never had a drink, nothing at all, when he came to our house.

We were friends for years.

Oh, I meant to tell you. I was standing on my head the other day and I got to thinking how probably unusual it is for someone of my age to do this. I can go right up and I can stay up for a count of three or four minutes. My head is in my clasped hands and my elbows are what balance me. I have discovered that I am really almost standing on my forehead.

Then I began to think what in the world started me standing on my head. And then I got to thinking about Dad and all the tricks of this gymnastic nature which he taught us.

I could stand on my hands. I could walk on my hands. I could stand-bend backwards and touch the floor with my hands and then walk in this position hands and feet. I could turn handsprings. I could do a flying somersault off Dad’s shoulders. Off a diving board I could do a one-and-a-half. I could do a half gainer. Dad once said that he would like to see me run off the board and go feet first with toes pointed, arms up, into the water. I tried it and I landed flat on my back and was knocked out cold. The important thing was to try. We could use our bodies as instruments. Get up. Get down. Get over.

It was very exciting to be able to do all these things. We had great fun and a real sense of accomplishment as small kids. Thank you, Dad.

Oh, Daddy—do you remember all those flowers in the woods—Talcott Mountains? Lady’s slippers. Trillium (red, white). Mountain laurel, cowslip and columbine. Trailing arbutus. The person who found the first trailing arbutus got a prize. It was hard to come by. A lovely little bloom—covered by low-growing sort of dried leaves, very sweet-smelling bloom—pretty.

What can I say? The luck of having Dad and Mother. They really loved each other. Dad with his red hair and his hot temper. Some say I’m like him. I hope so, I would be so proud. Mother with her real savvy of life. She adored him. She adored us. She was deep. She was witty. Some say I am like her. I hope so, I’d be so proud. They loved reading aloud—Shaw—Emerson—O’Neill. They took what life had to offer and they gobbled it up. Some send-off. A real set of values—and a sense of joy.
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Family portrait

Dad and Mother had six children over a period of fifteen years:

Tom—1905

Kath—1907

Dick—1911

Bob—1913

Marion—1918

Peg—1920

We were a happy family.

We are a happy family.

Mother and Dad were perfect parents. They brought us up with a feeling of freedom. There were NO RULES. There were simply certain things which we did—and certain things which we didn’t do because they would hurt others.

We were close and we are still close.

We were a big family. As children, we were Tom and me, Dick and Bob—then Marion and Peg. You can see that I was much older than my sisters. To them I was really another grown-up. They were eleven and thirteen years younger than I am—almost like my children.

Bob and Dick were closer—but they were boys. When I went to college, at seventeen, they were eleven and thirteen. So as children we really were not living as equals—it was my parents, and me and Tom, and then the children.

As children, they used to visit me in New York. I felt as though they were mine. I’d dress them up and take them to the theatre, to movies and museums and all the excitements. Mother used to tutor them when money became a bit scarce in the early thirties. She was a wonderful teacher and the girls adored it and her. I was a sort of rich aunt and we had great fun together. Visiting and adventures. I’m sure that this was why I never had children of my own.
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Kate with her sisters (photo credit 1.2)

The parents I knew were certainly not the parents Marion and Peg knew—and really Dick and Bob were not equals to me. They were kids. As I’ve said, I sort of had the experience of motherhood without the obligations.

As they grew into their teens and married, we remained very close. I was lucky—when my parents died, I still had my sisters and Peg’s twins and Marion’s three and, to a slightly lesser degree, my brothers Bob and Dick and their children. The family with us was strong and remains strong. Their problems are my problems and vice versa. We’re sort of a “group” going through the world together. Isn’t that wonderful? I feel so lucky. I feel cared for and I have always felt cared for.

Marion died very suddenly when she was about seventy. This was a real shock to all of us. We had felt that we would all just go on and on. I urged her husband, Ellsworth Grant, to quickly marry again. He and Marion had known each other all their lives and had married at twenty. He’d really never been alone. Then he found Virginia Tuttle. So he’s O.K.

I cannot say anything in detail about my sisters and brothers. They are so much a part of me that I simply know that I could not have been me without them. They are my “box”—my protection. I miss Dad and Mother and Marion every day and every night of my life.


Hartford

So, I was born eighty-odd years ago, May 12, 1907, despite everything I may have said to the contrary. In Hartford, Connecticut—22 Hudson Street—then opposite the Hartford Hospital. The street doesn’t exist anymore. The hospital grew over it. Dad had finished his internship and was no longer forced to live in the hospital itself.

Hartford is the capital of Connecticut. It is a charming city full of parks and hills and even elm trees—some lovely old houses—good skating and skiing in winter—hot in summer.

Very soon after my birth, we moved to 133 Hawthorn Street. It had a fireplace with “Listen to the Song of Life” scrolled across the top. It was a lovely early-Victorian house with three peaks—the center one bigger. Red brick painted with a black lace trim. It doesn’t exist anymore either. It was next to the Arrow Electric Factory, east of us. Next to the corner of Forest, to the west of us, some people named Bennett built a house right on the corner. They had a cement tennis court and became close friends. We had the remains of a clay court at the south end of our property. Ours was a long and fairly wide piece of land with a stream along the factory side at the bottom of a sort of little woodland of trees—mostly hemlock and pine. At the front of the property the driveway was a big circle to the front door. The house was about seventy feet from the street. In the winter when there was a heavy snow, we’d enclose the circle in a high wall of snow, very thick. Terrible battles would ensue. It was like a feudal town.

The lawn was deep and ran back to the railroad track. Brownie Park was next to the track. Now it’s all part of the highway. There was a lovely pond in Brownie Park. It was full of rats. I think rats can swim. We had a raft on it. A hedge of Paul’s scarlet roses bordered the property on the west. To the east there was a gulch with a lot of trees so that we couldn’t see the factory—a sort of woods full of daffodils and jack-in-the-pulpits and trillium. What a charming place! There was the railroad track—then Brownie Park—then a cedar hedge—then the remains of a tennis court—then another bit of wood—then the lawn—then the house.

To the east of the circle was a group of big trees. Some were cut down to make tables or chairs. We used to have tea there in the spring. It was pretty. It was fun.

People, friends in the neighborhood would drift in. Tea was a favorite gathering time.

There was a hemlock tree on the west side of the property. That was the tree I used to climb. The neighbors used to call Mother.

“Kit! Kathy is in the top of the hemlock!”

“Yes, I know. Don’t scare her. She doesn’t know that it’s dangerous.”

There was another tree, an elm, which played a big part in our lives. Just to the west of the driveway and about fifty feet in from the street. It had a tall trunk and went up straight without any branches. About sixty feet up there was a strong branch growing straight out almost parallel to the ground. To this branch Dad tied a swinging ladder. We would climb up this long wooden ladder to get to a trapeze on a pulley, which was all set to ride a rope which went from the elm to the very back of our long property. We’d get onto the trapeze sitting or hanging by our knees and ride down the rope, which of course started high up and went down to ground level. It was thrilling! Across the gravel path, down to our back door, across the back lawn and to the end.

It used to terrify people. Dad was a very good athlete. He wanted us to be too—if we lived. Mother not being an athletic type would suffer as she saw her daughter riding the trapeze over the gravel walk hanging by her feet so high in the air. But she kept silent. She thought it looked fun.
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TOP: 133 Hawthorn Street
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BOTTOM: Tea on the tree stumps

On Sundays and holidays we’d walk in the woods. We’d climb. We’d swing trees, climb up as high as we could—then, holding on as tight as possible, we’d swing our legs out and bend the treetop over to the ground. Birches were best. They are very bendable. It was exciting.

It was great fun. Because of Dad we were the center of action. And because of Mother we were always able to provide cookies and ginger ale or sarsaparilla or birch beer. But the greatest gift she gave us was freedom to be noisy, to yell. No nags. Do it? Yes, do it! And tell me about it.

Dad, as I’ve said, had an old Maxwell car. The license was 3405. Well, here it is. That’s me in the front seat. He used to come home early from the office in the afternoon, at four-thirty. He was determined to know his own kids. All the children in the neighborhood would be collected in our yard waiting for him. We all loved him.

We’d shout, “3405!” as he came into view—“3405!” Into the driveway he’d come. He’d change his clothes—have a cup of tea with Mother—then for the next hour we’d play baseball or prisoner’s base. We’d play on our court or on the Bennetts’ court.

Can you imagine that Dr. Thomas N. Hepburn, my father, used to drag us on sleds behind his car through the streets of Hartford, Connecticut, after a snowstorm—Hawthorn to Forest out Farmington to Woodland to Asylum to Elizabeth Park? Or straight out Woodland to Keney Park. A long rope played out off the backseat. All cars were open—at least I believe so. Anyone who wanted to could hook on. Anyone who could would stay on. Dad would try to sling us off speeding around every corner. He never got rid of me. Great fun.

I remember once it was my birthday and I thought, Well now, my birthday! I can choose prisoner’s base. I liked it much better than baseball.

“Prisoner’s base,” I said.
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Dad and Kate in 3405
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TOP: 133 Hawthorn in winter
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BOTTOM: Kate and Tom

“Oh no, baseball!” they all cried.

“But, Dad—it’s my birthday—certainly I have the right to—”

“You have the privilege of making everyone happy,” said Dad. “It’s your birthday.”

We played baseball. Unfair!

Another incident, sort of similar. When we were much younger, about eight.

At birthday parties we used to have a pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey contest. We’d hang a piece of material with the donkey drawn out—a full-sized donkey. The guests would be blindfolded and given a tail to pin on the donkey.

On my birthday I did a bit of advance work. I knew where the donkey would be hung. I studied the rug edges which I could feel through my shoes—then nine steps—reach to the left—tail-high.

When at the party I pinned the tail almost exactly where it belonged, Mother cheerily said, “Well, that was excellent. You—”

“I won! I won!” I said.

“Oh no,” said Mother. “You can’t win anything. It’s your party. You give the prizes.”

Pretty dumb, I thought to myself. Life! Dumb!

Tom’s and my first nurse was Lizzie Byles. She was married to Cecil Byles. She was very English and the whole setup was very very correct. Then when Mother got interested in suffrage and they opened the headquarters at 22 Pratt Street, Lizzie was asked down there. She could type. Goodbye, nurse.

I must say that during all this time we’d had a cook—Fanny Ciarrier—and her son Marcel, who was my age and who always lived with us. She was an Italian-French woman who was blind in one eye. She could cook anything and everything. If we needed a maid—a nurse—a whatever, Fanny would import them from Italy or France. She was an angel and was with us all our lives. And when Fanny died, Mother soon followed her.

Fanny’s brother was a chef at the Hartford Club.

Dad and Mother had answered an ad to find her. She had had herself listed as available for service—a want ad. Dad had a theory that if you want to hire help, go to their home to see how they live. So Dad and Mother went to meet her. In the middle of the meeting, the room was very stuffy. Fanny got up and opened a window. She’s right, thought Dad, the air is stale. He hired her. Forever. Lucky us. She was sensitive.
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Lizzie Byles, nurse
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Fanny Ciarrier, cook, with Dick

I learned to ride a bike in Keney Park. I was three. It had been especially made at the Pope Manufacturing Company. Dad put me on and started me downhill. Terrified I was. Far in the distance was a little old man. He was slowly moving along at the bottom of the hill—the only figure in view. As if he were a magnet, I headed for him and I finally managed to bump him. But he’d seen kids on new bikes before. He was waiting for me.

Anyway, I learned quickly. It wasn’t long before they would telephone Mother: “Your little girl Kathy has just been seen on her bike on Farmington past Sigourney heading downtown.”

“Yes,” said Mother. “Thank you.”

I had a horse run away with me too in Keney Park. There was a family named Anninger. They used to rent horses at Troop B Armory on Farmington just past Quaker Lane. When I was in Oxford School—the girls’ private school in Hartford—we had a riding class there. Sergeant Anninger used to put me on a pony named Leopard. He was speckled and I was speckled and I loved him dearly. So the years passed. I became famous and I went one day to Sergeant Anninger to rent a horse. He’d moved his stable to Keney Park. He apparently thought my riding had progressed along with my fortunes, so he put me on his special mount. Off we went—my sisters Marion and Peg and I—a wild ride tearing under branches over hills over streams. I am ashamed to say I “gripped leather.” But I lived.

“Well, Kathy, how did you do?” … Dear Sergeant Anninger.

“I did fine. I’m here—ain’t I?”

I went to West Middle School when I was a kid—four. A public school. Kindergarten and then on up to fifth grade. I walked east on Hawthorn, north on Laurel, across Farmington to Niles, a step right and there it was on my left. About a mile in all. I headed a group of kids who wanted Police Officer O’Malley to remain at the Farmington Avenue and Laurel Street crosswalk. They had decided to move him to a different location. He was fun. We petitioned and won. O’Malley stayed.

At the east end of Niles Street was Trinity Church. The daughter of the pastor was my great friend—Florence Miele. She was pretty—gorgeous curly brown hair—long. I was freckled—wore my hair like a boy’s. In fact, with one brother Tom older and my two younger, Dick and Bob, being a girl was a torment. I’d always wanted to be a boy. Jimmy was my name, if you want to know.

Anyway, to wonder again as we do today about the unexplainable things kids do. We were in fifth grade. Our teacher was Miss Lynes. She was thin and tall and severe-looking. But the opposite inside. I was good at arithmetic, which was her specialty. She liked me and I liked her. We’d indicated as much to each other.
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Kate as “Jimmy”

One day at lunchtime Florence and I lied to our respective families as to where we were lunching and hid at the school. The teachers all used to have their lunch in a long thin room on the second or third floor—facing Niles. When we were sure the teachers were all eating, Florence (the minister’s daughter) and I (the daughter of two very “state-of-humanity”-conscious parents) rushed out and at the top of our lungs and in vulgar tones screamed: “Old Lady Lynes! Old Lady Lynes!”

It brought shame to the school, shame to our parents and must really have puzzled Miss Lynes. Mother forced me to carry a potted geranium from Hawthorn Street to school and present it to Miss Lynes—an admission of my guilt and an indication of my sorrow. Miss Lynes put it on her desk. It was there humiliating me for weeks.

And there are so many geraniums in California—reminding me to remember: if you sin you pay.

Miss Lynes forgave me. We were friends for years.

Mother and Jo Bennett (Mrs. Toscan Bennett) were great friends and in the forefront of the fight for women’s suffrage—for birth control—for recognition of blacks’ rights—fighting prostitution. Jo Bennett’s mother, Katharine Beach Day, was also a member of the group. She was wealthy—had a car and driver and was Old Hartford and very socially O.K. Another friend was Emily Pierson of Cromwell, Connecticut—daughter of the owner of Cromwell Gardens (a huge conglomeration of greenhouses—wholesale—beautiful roses). Emily had studied medicine and was Dr. Pierson. She practiced in Cromwell and was a dyed-in-the-wool reformer.

These were strong women, and not penniless, and socially in the right group, which meant a lot in those days.

Most of the husbands were of the same mind as the women. That was unusual.

Dad had the energy and brain but no money except what he earned. Toscan Bennett had money and local family connections.

Our house at teatime was a meeting ground. We kids were allowed in but we didn’t do much talking—if any. We met Emmeline Pankhurst, Margaret Sanger, Rebecca West, Richard Bennett—and any number of distinguished doctors and professors.

Dad asked George Bernard Shaw to write the preface to Damaged Goods—a French play by Brieux about venereal disease. He had one hundred copies—or was it one thousand?—printed in English at his own expense, and sent them around with a note about the Social Hygiene Association. He asked them to return the price of the book if they were impressed by it. He had a 98-percent acceptance for his effort. Richard Bennett did the play on Broadway. He was the father of Constance and Joan.

I thought about this one day and sorted through some of Dad’s letters to try to find his correspondence with Shaw. No luck. He had thrown it away. The important thing to him was that he had done it and that it had been presented to the world in a language which they could understand. Make the world a better place to live in for everyone—especially the underprivileged. Progress.
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Fearless diver
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Kate and Dick with Uncle Don Hooker and his son

There were many people who violently disagreed with what Mother and Dad were aiming at. As I told you, we were snubbed by the reactionaries and became quite used to it. Whatever the opposition does, take it with a grain of salt. Smile. You don’t hear or see bad things. Good morning. Thank you. How interesting. Oh, I guess she didn’t hear me.

And gradually the majority joined our side. And Mother was right and Dad too of course. And naturally we were on the right side too. And it was all for the benefit of the helpless—the oppressed—the poor—of course! The things Mother and Dad fought for turned out in their favor.

We felt that our parents were the best two people in the world—that we were wildly lucky to be their children. And we still feel that way.

Often my sister Peg, who runs a farm, will look at me and say, “Can you imagine? Mother and Dad. Weren’t we lucky?”

And my brother Bob, the doctor—he will just gloat about them. And Dick, who is a playwright.

We are all aware of our great good fortune. I think of the things I have enjoyed and have learned.

All the sports—golf, tennis, diving, swimming, running, jumping. Dad was responsible for building a good springboard and diving tower on the pier. Wrestling—mat work—gymnastics at Fenwick. He started the custom of contests—of track meets. Our family won so many firsts that they put a limit on the number of wins for one person.

I love diving. Hell—I love all sports. I was skinny and very strong and utterly fearless. There was a pier at Fenwick and a diving board on the pier. The height of the board from the water naturally varied with the tide. There was a railing on the pier about two and a half or three feet high. In order to get a better spring, I would stand on the top of the railing, jump off it to the end of the board and dive—either a jackknife, a swan dive, a one-and-a-half or a somersault. Running off the end of the board, I would do a half gainer. Standing on the end of the board, a back flip or a back dive. It was fun.

All these complicated dives I did—big show-off ever. One day we had a contest. My great friend Ali Barbour, who—I tell you a lot about her in the chapter on Fenwick—well, she was no athlete—she did a prayer dive. It’s just what it sounds. Kneel on the end of the board and fall off.

Well, as I said, we had a fancy diving contest. I assumed that I’d win. I did my half gainer. It’s about as unsafe a dive as you can imagine. Run off the end of the board—throw one leg out up in the air—arch the back—let the other leg join the first leg—point the toes—and you dive back toward the board and twist your body into a front dive down into the water. I did it—brilliantly, I thought. Ali did her prayer dive—pathetic, I thought. Ali Barbour won it. Can you imagine? They said that my toes were not quite together and not pointed. Oh my golly. My toes. True disgrace. Beaten by a prayer dive. Can you imagine?

Golf became a sort of specialty with me and with Bob. We went to Fenwick in the summer where there was a private nine-hole course, and as very young kids we could play at any time. Dad was a Deadeye Dick putter. We began at five. When I was twelve or thirteen, Mother started me on lessons at the Hartford Golf Club from an Englishman named Jack Stait. Bob was a natural. We became really quite good. Mother, who had never had any athletic training, struggled with golf
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