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			PROLOGUE

			 

			
			Fifteen thousand British spectators gathered inside London’s Olympic stadium to see if the human fish could actually crawl on top of the water. Despite the morning rains, the crowds came on a cloudy July afternoon in 1908 to bear witness to what newspapers on both sides of the Atlantic had been writing about over the past two years. But when the young American walked onto the damp lawn, he didn’t look anything like a fish. He wore a dark blue swim cap over his short blond hair, a heavy, navy-colored wool bathing suit that stretched from shoulders to knees, and a long white robe that moments later would be at the center of an international scandal.

			At a time when only top royalty and powerful heads of state were known beyond their country’s borders, the name of the so-called American fish, Charles Daniels, was on people’s lips throughout North America, Europe, and Australia. No one quite knew where he came from. The origins of his swimming prowess remained equally mysterious. And whatever fueled his unlikely rise was made all the more inexplicable by the fact that almost no one in America swam. The country’s measly six hundred competitive swimmers had been discarded as laughingstocks compared with the superior Europeans. Yet somehow this twenty-three-year-old, who admittedly could not muster a decent stroke four years earlier, held every American swimming record from fifty yards to the mile. He had willed into being the first U.S. Olympic swim team. Invented the modern-day freestyle stroke. Popularized an obscure sport whose minimal attire and openness to all genders challenged the day’s narrow-minded Victorian attitudes that oppressed so many. And now he claimed world records in the sport England had invented and dominated for the past seventy years.

			The sport’s supreme authority, England’s Amateur Swimming Association, denounced him as a fraud, refusing to validate his achievements. And what had begun four years earlier as a personal struggle to overcome crippling anxiety and improve his and his mother’s bleak existence now placed him at these fourth Olympic Games with the chance to accomplish what no one believed possible: becoming the first non-British swimmer to seize the world’s No. 1 ranking. America loved a winner. What Charles didn’t realize was that London’s Olympic organizers were conspiring to ensure that never happened.

			The European champion was already rumored to be posting world-record times after copying Daniels’s unique crawling technique. With a body forged from steel, an incredible wingspan, and a shaved head that signaled he was all business, the European champ had beaten him during their first encounter at the 1904 Olympics. Then won again last year at the 1907 English Championships, this time with the underhanded help of the same British swim judges who now officiated these London Games.

			The fact that the Olympic officials were all British presented a major conflict of interest that the International Olympic Committee would never allow to happen again. The Brits operated all the stopwatches. They made the call on close finishes. Any complaint filed by the American team over the British referees’ hometown bias or blatant cheating was ruled upon by the same British officials. Unless he won by a clear margin, the opportunity for the judges to rule in another competitor’s favor remained very real. And Charles needed to do more than just win. To leave no room for the British Empire’s swimming authorities to again dismiss him, he had to break their world record. Which they had made more difficult by designing an outdoor pool four times longer than any concrete tank in the world (twice as long as what would become standard for a modern Olympic-sized pool). Its hundred-meter length eliminated Charles’s superior off-the-wall turning advantage that the British press insisted was the only reason he could ever defeat one of their champions. On top of that, England’s Olympic officials “randomly” assigned him to the farthest lane, the hardest position to hear the starting call or see one’s opponents, and the most likely spot to face more resistance from the displaced waves rebounding off the side wall and back onto the swimmer. Yet, despite all these disadvantages, they sneaked in one final measure to guarantee his defeat and extinguish his growing legacy.

			A sense of anticipation buzzed inside the stadium as Charles walked across the grass in front of the king’s royal box and onto the wooden starting deck of the infield’s pool to begin the hundred-meter race. All of his teammates had met defeat at the hands of Britain’s superior watermen, and other than a tiny section of flag-waving countrymen relegated to the stadium’s far corner, the entire crowd hoped to see the American fish defeated.

			The official starter, a mustachioed Brit named Mr. Hudson, called out, “Take your marks,” to signal the swimmers to remove their robes. Charles had his robe half drawn off, listening intently for Mr. Hudson’s next call, “Are you ready?”—but the next word from Mr. Hudson was “Go!”

			Every opponent vanished. Charles’s head whipped around in panic as he realized the trick. Loud splashes and the fast-departing churn of water exploded beneath him. His competitors had all been forewarned. They now had an insurmountable head start while Charles was still yanking his arms out of his sleeves.

			Mr. Hudson and his fellow officials grinned.

			The American fish was defeated before he got wet. The officials knew it. Everyone in the stadium knew it. But as Charles ripped off his robe and dove into the water, he knew only that he was in for the fight of his life.
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			1.

			The Drowning Boy

			 

			1896–1899

			The path that led Charles Daniels to the water that day was a long, hard, thorny bushwhack that he should never have survived.

			Some said it started with a handful of misfits at the New York Athletic Club fantasizing about defeating the unbeatable British Empire. Others claimed it began with a mother and son fighting to keep each other from financial and social ruin.

			Charles never forgot the first time he saw the word that would become his destiny. It was a cool April morning in 1896. He was eleven, inhaling the sweet smell of newsprint and fresh ink. Under the yellow hue of his apartment’s gaslights and chandeliers, he sat in a spot where he often lost himself in reports of athletic triumphs. Out of New York’s fifteen daily English-language newspapers, sports aficionados like Charley preferred William Randolph Hearst’s Journal because, unlike other papers that lumped news together like goulash, it introduced the then revolutionary concept of a section dedicated entirely to sports.

			Charley flipped through those pages, combing through every article about athletic contests. There was one on Harvard’s track men fighting through back-to-back defeats against Princeton and Columbia. Another about Yale’s oarsmen training for the Grand Challenge Cup of the prestigious fifty-seventh Henley Royal Regatta in London, which no American team had ever won. The Brooklyn Bridegrooms were preparing to kick off the professional baseball season in front of thousands of anticipated fans in the wooden bleachers at Eastern Park. And then, near an ad claiming any person was behind the times if they did not join New York City’s fifteen thousand other telephone subscribers, appeared an utterly foreign headline: “The Olympic Games.”

			Like most people at the time, Charley had never heard of an Olympian. The sound of trolley cars, horse carriages, and pedestrians below the apartment window faded as he read on. The short article described a seemingly mythical stadium in Athens with a mind-boggling fifty thousand gleaming white marble seats that stretched beautifully to the sky, with fifty thousand more spectators sitting on a hillside overlooking the venue’s basin. The image seemed lifted straight from Greek myth.

			The concept of a stadium had been lost to history. Not since the last ancient stadiums of the Greek and Roman empires crumbled to ruin had the world known such a breathtaking athletic arena. Accounts of Rome’s unmatched 200,000-seat Circus Maximus or Greece’s 50,000-seat stadium at Olympia had been reduced to legend. Only the bones of Rome’s Colosseum still bore proof that such colossi once existed on Earth, compared with the day’s uninspiring wooden grandstands that held several thousand bodies. Yet, halfway across the world, these new Olympic Games had inspired the Greeks to restore the ruins of Athens’s ancient venue to its former glory.

			The fourteen brave young warriors from Princeton University and Boston who had stepped into this gladiatorial arena were not the top college stars whom Charley regularly read about in the paper. He discovered that, strangely, the world’s best athletes had not participated. There were several reasons for this. As a practical matter, most of the top amateur athletes could afford neither the time nor the expense to travel abroad. There was no precedent for raising money for such a venture. There were no uniform international rules to govern such competitions. And other than the Americans, Germans, and subjects of the British Empire, most of the world showed little enthusiasm for sports and no enthusiasm for international competition.

			The powerful amateur athletic unions of the British Empire and America thought the very concept of international play suspicious and refused to support such a boondoggle. Of the 74 foreign athletes who traveled to compete that year with the 167 Greeks in the first modern Olympic Games, most were self-selected. In America’s case, the biggest criterion for participating was the financial means to make the twelve-day journey by ship and, of course, knowing the Games existed in the first place. The wealthy college boys who went on a lark, seeing it as an amusing jaunt on their European spring vacation, won a surprising nine of the twelve track-and-field events. In the Games’ opening contest, a triple jumper from Harvard became the first Olympic champion in more than fifteen hundred years. The Americans’ eleven total first-place medals surpassed even the host nation’s ten victories, stunning the Greeks. Only the lone American swimmer was badly outclassed during a three-quarter-mile race back to shore in the freezing Greek sea that turned into a harrowing, hypothermic ordeal, with waves six feet high. The winning Hungarian swimmer later said, “My will to live completely overcame my desire to win.”

			Each victor’s prize was much greater than simply the thrill of meeting a real-life king. While the Greek monarch awarded each first-place champion a wreath of wild olive branches made from the trees of Olympia, a diploma, and a silver medal, with second place receiving copper (there was no prize for third), these prizes too were nothing compared with looking up at more than 100,000 Greeks seated within the stadium and on the overlooking hillside, while thunderous applause reverberated deep within the victor’s soul. That was the true reward. In more than a thousand years, only kings had experienced such adulation. The medals were mere tokens of that fleeting instant when each man felt like a god.

			These first modern Olympic Games made little impact on the sporting world beyond those 100,000 Greek spectators, but Charley never forgot about them. Like all boys who daydream about scoring the game-winning point, the undersized Charley marveled at the notion of standing triumphantly before throngs of cheering fans. He wondered if he had what it took to become an Olympic champion.

			

			—

			New York society would later wonder how the Daniels family became such a cautionary tale of disgrace and ruin. They came from “good stock.” Charley’s illustrious paternal grandfather served an exemplary twenty-eight years on the New York Supreme Court and two terms as a U.S. congressman and established the University at Buffalo Law School, becoming its first dean. Charley’s maternal grandfather founded the most successful department store in Buffalo. His maternal grandmother was the grandniece of the legendary Massachusetts senator Daniel Webster, who would have been president, the family long held, if he could have laid off the booze.

			The Danielses hailed from one of the wealthiest per capita societies in the country. While New York City claimed 352 millionaires, their much smaller hometown of Buffalo claimed as many as 60. Nestled on Lake Erie’s easternmost shore, the cozy town had flourished as a major shipping port ever since the 1825 opening of the Erie Canal. Buffalo’s Delaware Avenue was one of the most illustrious addresses in America. Nowhere was the Gilded Age on fuller display than in the massive mansions along this wide tree-lined thoroughfare, dubbed Millionaires’ Row. Two of the avenue’s most famous residents were Millard Fillmore, thirteenth president of the United States, and America’s legendary humorist Mark Twain, who lived for a brief stint at 472 Delaware while working as the editor and co-owner of The Buffalo Express. Twain’s wealthy father-in-law had acquired the home as a surprise wedding present in 1870, and it was said that Twain hung a plaque on the front door that read, “Mark Twain lives here, and his father-in-law pays the rent.” Even the world’s first superstar athlete, the English swimmer Matthew Webb, the only man at the time to have swum the English Channel, paid a visit to the great city of Buffalo in July 1883 to attempt another impossible aquatic feat—crossing the deadly Whirlpool Rapids below Niagara Falls. This time luck was not on Webb’s side, and he perished beneath the roiling waves.

			Glamour and prominence abounded in this special nook that one resident described as exuding “a wild, sweet, enthralling zestfulness” and where everybody knew everybody else, as well as all there was to know about everyone else. The wealthy residents employed plenty of live-in help, usually Irish or German girls, along with a coachman and his family, who lived in the carriage house in back. The well-off shopped at the same fashionable stores, attended the same private clubs, worshipped at one of the many corner churches whose towering spires marked the Delaware Avenue skyline. Their children played together and attended the city’s private prep schools and finishing schools, and all ages intermingled at polo matches, boating on Lake Erie, winter sleigh rides, and the extravagant seasonal balls and abundant dinner parties. Their sons attended Ivy League colleges or went straight to work in a thriving family business, while their daughters prepared for their coming-out parties at age nineteen, and most of these promising young adults aspired to one day live, work, and raise their own children in this comfortable world.

			Yet as one resident noted about living on Delaware Avenue during this time, “Life flowed on in an apparently commonplace way until, once in a while, something happened.” Like the rest of America’s wealthy who were insecure about their country’s identity and felt a cultural inferiority to Europe, Buffalo society borrowed heavily from the Victorian aristocratic notions of separate classes. But unlike Europeans who were born into their social class, Americans achieved high status through hard work, with the almighty dollar constituting the country’s only aristocracy. Victorian England’s ultraconservative values and customs that placed men far atop the pecking order were especially influential, granting few rights to women and children other than to serve and obey the head of the household.

			Charley’s mother, Alice, knew, and Charley soon learned, that they existed to provide a good reflection of their patriarch, Tom Daniels. Learning to love and value themselves was not part of that equation.

			

			—

			Alice Meldrum wanted more out of life than attending a finishing school that prioritized teaching social and domestic skills over academics. As the eldest daughter of six children, the dark-haired, blue-eyed, five-foot-three beauty attended Buffalo’s only public high school, where she learned to hold her own against the opposite sex. In 1882, she graduated as a star scholar in a class of twenty-three girls and sixteen boys, two being the sons of her father’s two business partners who failed to achieve similar high honors. Her peers might well have called Alice a “goody-goody” because of her genuine love for learning and study. She was even among the select few Central High students commended with a special rosette ribbon for integrity.

			Unfortunately, for women like Alice, few educational opportunities existed beyond high school. In an upper-class society that groomed men to work hard and women to be charming—but ultimately let men do the serious thinking—Alice was encouraged to downplay her intellectual prowess so as not to frighten away suitors. Whatever her true ambitions, Victorian society insisted that her sense of self-worth be found strictly in a good marriage and motherhood. Now that Alice had completed her schooling and traveled Europe with her parents, her next expectation was to marry well and raise good children, particularly good men.

			A favorite in the society pages, Alice enjoyed hosting parties at her family’s North Street mansion, which lay a block off Delaware Avenue. During Buffalo’s long snowy winters, she liked sleigh rides with friends, and in warmer weather, showing off her athletic abilities as an equestrian at a time when seeing a woman on horseback was as rare as spotting an electric trolley. She helped put on pageants for the local orphanage, led her Christian youth group, played the piano, which, in an era before records and radio, was one of the few ways to enjoy music, and loved to dance. She and her close friend Ida Reid hosted dance parties at their homes. Among the numerous young eligible bachelors who attended was Tom Daniels.

			Two years older than Alice, Tom was tall, handsome, popular, and abundantly charming, loved being the center of attention, and had a keen eye for opportunity. He grew up a few blocks from Alice in a mansion that did not buzz with warm family energy as did the Meldrums’ loving home. Tom understood the advantages of fitting in, being well liked, and projecting an image of success. Always impeccably dressed, he showed an early attraction for the finer things—something his earnest father eschewed. While his older brother, Charles junior, followed their highly respected father into the profession of law, Tom intended to make a grander splash in business. An important ingredient in that pursuit was social status.

			As Tom knew well, strong social standing was a passkey to posher relationships, more exclusive parties, elite clubs, and key connections that could generate lucrative business opportunities and greater wealth. The quality of one’s housing, clothing, servants, club affiliations, net worth, family reputation, and marriage were all visible marks of membership and rank. In major cities like Buffalo, the Social Register published the names and addresses of society’s elite members. It was a list Tom aspired to, and Alice fit nicely into that equation.

			

			—

			The same summer of 1883 that Britain’s international swimming star Matthew Webb drowned in Niagara’s waters, twenty miles away, Tom and Alice stood at the altar of Central Presbyterian church as one of four groomsmen and bridesmaids at a mutual friend’s wedding. Like the other bridesmaids, Alice wore a white dress that adhered to the modest Victorian standards of the day, covering her from neck to feet with layers of fabric, undergarments, and long white gloves that ensured she exposed as little skin as possible. A painful tight-laced corset squeezed her waist into the fashionable hourglass figure meant to showcase a woman’s desirable childbearing hips. These gently reared bridesmaids would remember to pinch their cheeks and bite their lips to bring out a bit of color, since Victorians connected makeup with prostitutes and actresses. There wasn’t much distinction between the two. If a woman did wear makeup, she applied its subtle colors with care, along with powder or lotions to give her skin that translucent, oh-so-close-to-death look. Pale complexions were all the rage, reflecting a woman’s nobility by showing she could afford not to work outdoors like some field hand. Her goal was to appear the delicate flower that gentlemen wanted to dominate and protect.

			The wedding reception provided a safe social opportunity for single young women like Alice who were otherwise never allowed alone in mixed company. Since decorum forbade Alice to address a gentleman on her own initiative unless they were very close, a proper introduction needed to be made by a mutual friend, with the gentleman introduced first, then the lady, accompanied by the man’s slight bow. They would address each other as “Miss Alice” and “Mr. Daniels,” until acquainted enough to permit the other to drop such formalities. The two young adults socialized that evening at the bride’s family residence among several hundred guests, eating, enjoying refreshments, and sharing a dance or two together. Any more was inappropriate. When Mr. Daniels asked Miss Alice’s permission to “call” on her, she agreed.

			Under the Meldrums’ approving but ever watchful eye, a series of formal chaperoned visits ensued between these two scions of well-regarded families, which involved sitting gracefully in the Meldrums’ front parlor or drawing room as the two engaged in polite conversation for about fifteen minutes, with no physical contact, of course, and Alice’s mother close enough to hear every word. As their courtship progressed, Alice could take walks with Tom, maintaining an appropriate social distance, and always with a chaperone, usually her mother. Touching was out of the question, unless Tom extended a hand to help Alice into a carriage or over a rough spot on the street. The only acceptable means of expressing their emotional intimacy was to write love letters, which was an art in itself. Such a customary prelude to marriage demanded parental approval, with many topics of discussion taboo. Alice needed to write guardedly to maintain her dignity. One misstep on any of these crucial rules could ruin her reputation beyond repair. But they also limited Alice’s ability to truly know her soon-to-be fiancé.

			Their 1884 June wedding was Buffalo society’s most anticipated social event, hosting a Who’s Who of guests including Judge Charles Folger, secretary of the U.S. Treasury; Mr. and Mrs. William “Willy” Waldorf Astor, the former being one of the richest men in America; and the current New York governor and ex-mayor of Buffalo, Grover Cleveland, who five months later would be elected president. When the ceremony ended, The Evening Telegraph reported that 115 carriages filed up to the Lafayette Street Presbyterian Church and conveyed the guests a mile east down Delaware Avenue, where an elaborate reception awaited them at the Meldrums’ flower-festooned mansion. The newlyweds spent their honeymoon at New York’s playground to the wealthy, Saratoga Springs, with its adult Disneyland of grand hotels, high-stakes casinos, racetracks, and fashionable health spas. It was there Alice gave herself to Tom completely and fulfilled her highest wifely duty by getting pregnant.

			Whatever aspirations Alice had for herself, she was now Mrs. Thomas Porter Daniels—for better or for worse—entrusting her life, future, and unborn child’s well-being to a man she hoped would be a loving husband and father, a dependable provider, and a model of integrity. When they returned from their honeymoon, she had no say when Tom promptly moved her four hundred miles away from her family, friends, and beloved Buffalo.

			

			—

			Tom’s wandering eye for opportunity had seen just that in Dayton, Ohio. The working-class town on the banks of the Miami River’s canal to Lake Erie was about a fourth the size of Buffalo. The homes were modest, mostly built on narrow lots, far different from the prominent Gilded Age neighborhood of their upbringing.

			Having worked a brief stint at his father-in-law’s dry goods store in Buffalo, Tom decided to become master of his own universe. In what was fast becoming one of Ohio’s wealthiest cities thanks to the booming National Cash Register Company and other manufacturers of everything from railroad cars to cigars, Tom, with an investment from his father-in-law, partnered with two friends to start a dry goods store. Leasing prime space in a prominent new building off Main Street, Tom spared no expense in decorating the store with exquisite hand-crafted wood shelving, opulent chandeliers, and the finest luxury items for sale. For the grand opening, Tom took out big ads. Alice’s whole family made the daylong journey by train to take part, including her Scottish-born father, always so full of positive energy. Despite the weekend’s storms, the crowds at Whitmarsh, Daniels & Robbins surpassed all expectations. Tom was on track to provide an admirable level of success for his new family—the ultimate measure of a Victorian man—until shortly before Alice was to give birth, when he announced the dissolution of his partnership. Mr. Whitmarsh and Mr. Robbins no longer cared to be in business with Tom.

			Alice had spent the last eight months coping with any homesickness and loneliness by trying to ingratiate them with Dayton society, make friends, and settle into her role as supportive wife. They lived in the desirable Dayton View neighborhood, with its broad, tree-lined streets, and Alice worked hard to turn their impressive house into a happy home for Tom and their future children. Popular guidebooks like Hill’s Manual of Social and Business Forms, first published in 1874, helped new housewives like herself understand their duties. “Whatever may have been the cares of the day, greet your husband with a smile when he returns. Make your personal appearance just as beautiful as possible. Let him enter rooms so attractive and sunny that all the recollections of his home, when away from the same, shall attract him back.”

			Even in 1885, childbirth was still the leading cause of death for women. For Alice to give birth for the first time in an unfamiliar city, with a new doctor, far away from the support of family and friends, was frightening enough, let alone having to worry about Tom’s business difficulties. Tom made arrangements to buy out his partners’ interest, most likely with the help of his father-in-law. He changed the store’s name to Daniels and, unfortunately, now needed to spend a lot more time away from a very pregnant Alice.

			In the early morning hours of March 24, the doctor was at the Daniels home helping Alice give birth. After nine months of feeling the baby grow inside her, Alice finally laid her loving eyes upon her son, who, for the first time, felt his mother’s embrace.

			Born on the same day as Tom’s father, the baby was named after the esteemed judge. Meanwhile, Tom himself was a mile away at Daniels Dry Goods. The Dayton Herald would later note that “Mr. T. P. Daniels greeted his numerous customers this morning with an unusually pleasant smile, but with a look that plainly showed his thoughts were at home with a new ten-pound boy, who will soon call him ‘Papa.’ ”

			That evening, Alice’s mother arrived by train to help with her first grandchild and care for her daughter, while Tom remained a slave to his store. In late June, Tom and Alice took baby Charley to visit Buffalo. While Tom needed to return after the Fourth of July holiday to tend to his business, Alice spent the entire summer with baby Charley in her parents’ North Street home, showing him off to friends and enjoying her family and beloved hometown. When she arrived back in Dayton that September, she brought back someone who could both help alleviate homesickness and fill the much-needed partner role for Tom.

			Alice’s nineteen-year-old brother, Fred, had been working at their father’s Buffalo department store the past two years and, most important, was the type who got along with everyone. Handsome and outgoing, Fred was the closest in age to Alice of all her five siblings. They shared childhood friends, enjoyed Europe together with their parents and older brother Arthur, and graduated as star scholars from Central High. With Alice in her first trimester with a second baby, Fred was a godsend, quickly becoming a favorite in Dayton society.
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					Charles Meldrum Daniels, four months old

				
			
			Tom renamed the store Daniels & Meldrum. The brothers-in-law worked hard to make it a success, and for fun they helped found Dayton’s Ruckawa Canoe Club, since canoeing had grown quite fashionable after adventure authors like Robert Louis Stevenson romanticized its rugged manliness in exploration.

			In 1885, sport was just being deemed an appropriate activity. From America’s earliest colonial period, New England Puritanism viewed sport as a sinful waste of time better spent on prayer. But after the Civil War, Mark Twain observed that sports were “the very symbol, the outward and visible expression of the drive and push and rush and struggle of the raging, tearing, booming nineteenth century.” As the newly industrialized nation surged like a phoenix from the ashes of war, this golden age of invention saw the appearance not only of the telephone, electric lightbulb, camera, and phonograph but of the first intercollegiate football match between Rutgers and Princeton, the creation of a professional baseball league, and the birth of amateur athletic clubs. Americans began channeling their fighting spirit into pounding one another on the playing field or, in Tom’s case, outracing opponents in his canoe.

			Life in the young Daniels family was on track. On March 29, 1886, Alice gave birth to a second son, whom they named after Fred. A month later, Charley took his first steps, beginning his journey to becoming the proverbial “chip off the old block.” Tom was enjoying shuttling around town in a fancy new open carriage and expensive new horse. He hired a servant to help with Alice’s household duties and give them status. He had a small boathouse built for his canoe on the Miami River. Now, with a partner to tend to the store, Tom made plans for his growing family to summer at the fashionable Put-in-Bay island resort on Lake Erie, cheek by jowl with Ohio’s high society. Tom was even becoming a bit of a local celebrity thanks to Daniels & Meldrum’s central location and its prominent daily advertisements in the Dayton Herald.

			On June 19, as Tom and Alice celebrated their second wedding anniversary with two beautiful little boys and Tom’s winning partnership with Fred, an attorney friend arrived with a telegram from Balcony Falls, Virginia. A week earlier, Fred had departed for a brief holiday with a fellow Ruckawa member, Frank Fowler, to celebrate his twentieth birthday with a canoe trip down the James River. What they expected to be a telegram from Fred wishing them a happy anniversary turned out to be one from Frank Fowler, notifying them that Fred’s canoe had overturned in the rapids. Fred had struck a rock and was believed to have drowned.

			At a time when most people could not swim, Fred was a good swimmer. Alice was optimistic, insisting she join the search for her brother. The family wired Frank Fowler to spare no expense in finding Fred. Tom closed up the store, and he and Alice boarded a train Sunday morning, leaving Charley and baby Fred with household care. On Wednesday, June 23, the fifteen-man search party found Fred’s drowned body a mile downriver. Alice and Tom were devastated.

			Following a sad train ride back to Buffalo, where they held a funeral that Saturday at the Meldrum family’s North Street mansion, Alice and Tom returned to Dayton, only to discover that three-month-old Fred had contracted cholera. Then Charley too fell ill.

			The infection appeared frighteningly similar to the one five-year-old Tom had watched take his mother’s life. Its onset was fast, leading to severe diarrhea and dehydration, followed by terrible seizures. The bacteria spread through contaminated water from the city’s poor sanitation system, which baby Fred had likely consumed during Alice’s absence via a water-diluted breast-milk substitute. On Sunday evening, July 4, baby Fred died.

			With Tom once again left alone to run every aspect of the store, business began a slow, steady downward slide. A week before Charley’s third birthday in March 1888, the store’s shortfall forced the Danielses to dismiss their domestic help and sell off most of the furnishings that Alice had acquired to make Dayton feel more like home. Tom explained to friends that they were just simplifying their life, and kept up appearances by taking the family for another summer hobnobbing at Put-in-Bay, where he won prizes at the annual canoe regatta. By the spring of 1890, with Daniels & Meldrum unable to stop the bleeding, Tom held a “Great Retirement Sale,” sold the store and their house, and pulled up stakes in the only home five-year-old Charley had known.

			Had Alice wanted to move back to her beloved Buffalo to be close to family and friends, her wish would have been vetoed. As head of the household, Tom’s say was all that mattered. It was Alice’s job to conform to whatever Tom decided and find a way to make it work for their family.

			During Tom’s previous buying trips to New York City, he had become enamored of a particular breed of businessman. They wore expensive suits, dined at the best restaurants, traveled in fancy carriages, belonged to all the top clubs, attracted pretty young girls, and seemed to make ridiculous money with far less work than running a dry goods store. Tom saw himself becoming one of these new masters of the universe. Tom relocated the family to this big, overcrowded, bustling metropolis with 3.8 million residents, opened an office, and proclaimed himself a banker. He moved the family into the majestic Hotel Gerard, the luxurious thirteen-story residential building in Manhattan’s trendy Theater District that dominated West Forty-fourth Street’s skyline. One of his first moves was to join the prestigious New York Canoe Club on the waters of Brooklyn’s Gravesend Bay, which provided a good social network and, he believed, a potential stepping-stone into the more exclusive athletic clubs like the Knickerbocker or the New York. The family attended Sunday services at the fashionable St. Michael’s Episcopal Church on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, which The New York Times proclaimed one of the finest houses of worship in the country and a popular Sunday destination for New York’s affluent. St. Michael’s was the church in which to be seen, helping Tom further expand his network of wealthy friends and potential business investors.

			Tom’s appetite for the good life only grew a year after their arrival when Alice’s beloved fifty-eight-year-old father, whose heartbreak over Fred’s death had sent his health into a tailspin, passed away, leaving each Meldrum child a $50,000 inheritance (about $1.4 million today), which Tom certainly saw as his own personal piggy bank. Alice grieved that the next time she returned to her dear Buffalo, her family’s North Street home would feel much emptier. And now being four hundred miles east, after Tom refused to move back home following Dayton, she was unable to provide her widowed mother with regular company.

			New York City seemed so uncomfortably foreign in comparison to Buffalo and Dayton. There were no yards or open streets for Charley to run around in. The tall buildings blocked out the sun and breeze. The constant smell of manure and urine choked the air and filled the streets. More than 100,000 horses lived in the city, each day generating 2.5 million pounds of manure and 25,000 gallons of urine that threatened to bury the city. People weren’t as friendly and seemed to be constantly rushing to catch a train. Alice once again needed to start over, trying to make friends, create a home in an apartment they did not own, and ingratiate the family with the ultra-wealthy and more elitist New York society. She was now a very small fish in an enormous ocean, too unknown and financially insignificant to earn any mention in Manhattan’s society pages that were dominated by names like Vanderbilt, Rockefeller, and Astor, as well as visiting European royalty. But Tom aspired to one day make the country’s most affluent Social Register. The first step was to outwardly look like the epitome of success. And he expected his family to reflect the same, especially his son.

			

			—

			As wife and mother, Alice bore the full responsibility of caring for and educating Charley. Already baby Fred had died under her watch. The guilt of leaving him to search for her brother certainly haunted her. Now her only child seemed to be suffering with what today we would call a sort of post-traumatic stress that kept him a constant ball of nerves. Charley seemed so anxious about making the slightest mistake that he had trouble engaging in sports and other social activities with boys his age. Despite his anxiety, he kept trying to please his father, even though his failed attempts never sat well with Tom.

			While Alice continually agonized over how to help Charley, fathers were not expected to communicate with their children more than once a day, with that encounter often revolving around a berating or even a beating if the child needed to be set straight. Affection was not part of Victorian parenting. The prevailing belief was that it softened a child. Kissing or hugging was not encouraged, with only perhaps a bedtime peck on the forehead if a mother really couldn’t resist.

			There was no known treatment for Charley’s anxiety and depression. The condition had been defined in medical books only twenty-five years earlier, and society avoided the stigma of mental illness by calling it “nerves.” Everyone was said to possess a certain amount of “nervous energy,” and when life grew too hectic, it caused “nervousness.” For women it was attributed to too much stimulus outside the home. For businessmen who were confined to their offices, it was blamed on too little outdoor activity. Doctors believed the condition was a by-product of a highly evolved brain and nervous system, most commonly inherent in members of the upper class, especially the most sensitive among them.

			With psychiatry still in its infancy, the medically recommended “cure” differed for each sex. For women’s so-called delicate nerves, doctors prescribed the “rest cure,” which entailed six to eight weeks of isolated bed rest in the home or, for the wealthy, in a fashionable sanatorium. Sometimes it included the administration of unregulated tonics that used dubious ingredients such as strychnine, morphine, laudanum, or cocaine. In contrast, a man was encouraged to rechannel his nervous energy by engaging in rigorous physical activity, preferably in the outdoors and optimally out west, roping cattle, riding horses, and mixing it up with cowboys, until the sheer manliness of it all revived him. Walt Whitman documented his “West Cure” journey in parts of his memoir, Specimen Days. The novelist Owen Wister’s West Cure inspired his 1902 bestselling novel, The Virginian, giving birth to the wildly popular Western genre. Tom had a different cure in store for his son.

			One afternoon, when Charley was around eleven, Tom marched him several blocks east to Fifth Avenue and Forty-fifth Street, where they entered a tall brownstone. Tom paid a fee to an attendant and led Charley past a small room where ropes and harnesses dangled from the ceiling. His father referred to this place as Gebhard’s Natatorium, a private swimming facility that catered to some of New York’s wealthiest families. Walking through another door, Charley felt his clothes dampen as he hit a wall of sticky humidity. More ropes, harnesses, and a trapeze dangled off the ceiling before them. They stood on an elevated gallery, about twelve feet above the floor below, where Charley saw glistening green water. A huge rectangular swimming tank stretched sixty-five feet in length and forty-five feet wide. There was a slight echo as his father firmly directed him down the stairs to a poolside changing booth. Perhaps Tom provided Charley with a bathing suit, but perhaps not, because nudity was common during the swimming hours reserved exclusively for men.

			Like 99.99 percent of American boys, Charley had never taken a swimming lesson. He had never received instruction on what to do when water entered his ears and nose and mouth and overtook his entire body. When he emerged from the changing booth, Tom, a good breaststroker, tied a rope around Charley’s skinny waist. The rope attached to the end of a long wooden pole that Tom held like a fishing rod. The last thing Charley probably heard before he plunged into the pool was Tom pushing him in with the mandate “Swim!”

			Charley hit the water and sank. His arms thrashed, churning the surface and drowning out whatever instructions Tom was yelling from the other end of the pole.

			Charley gulped for air, only to suck water. As his terror of drowning intensified, he kept fighting and splashing to avoid failing his father yet again. By the time Tom pulled the traumatized boy from the pool, Charley recalled that he had “swallowed enough water to sink a warship.”

			Charley didn’t want to go near water ever again. Although he never fully described the aftermath of that dreadful afternoon, we can imagine how severely Tom stonewalled him. Charley changed back into his street clothes, and if he had tried to address his father, Tom would have stiffened. They likely departed Gebhard’s Natatorium with Tom walking briskly ahead while Charley lagged behind, head down, wet hair dangling in his face.

			

			—

			The following summer of 1897, Charley faced another test from his father. This time Tom seemed intent on shaming the anxiety out of him.

			In July, Tom took the family away from the city’s stifling heat, about fifty minutes south by train to Brooklyn’s popular seaside resort town of Bath Beach. The exclusive summer playground of Victorian upper-class homes overlooked the sandy beach along the yacht-dotted Gravesend Bay, where Tom’s New York Canoe Club made its home. For the next two months, while Tom commuted back and forth to his job in the city, the family stayed at Kathleen Villa, an upscale hotel on three acres of beachfront property, where they hobnobbed with affluent Brooklynites and Manhattanites. For Charley, this socializing came with the added stress of trying not to let his many anxieties embarrass his father, which now included his fear of the water.

			The vast majority of beachgoers, like Charley and his mother, dressed head to toe in their Sunday best. The men wore suits, white shirts with starched collars, ties, and panama hats or bowlers, while the ladies wore white dresses, stockings, and large floppy hats and carried colorful parasols to protect their fashionable pale skin. Most harbored no aquatic ambitions beyond dipping their feet in the cool surf. Even those suntanned fellows in fancy striped bathing costumes rarely ventured beyond the waist-high waves. Nine times out of ten, like the overwhelming majority of Americans, those “beach posers” could hardly swim a stroke. Tom Daniels, however, was one of the few Americans who could, having acquired the self-taught skill as a boy growing up on Lake Erie, and Charley felt the pressure to live up to his standards.

			Standing in his bathing suit, Tom looked the ideal male specimen, tall, strong, and confident. He was one of the New York Canoe Club’s champion swimmers, and he liked to show off his skills by breaststroking half a mile out to sea. As Tom rounded the far buoy and made his way back to shore, the skinny, undersized twelve-year-old Charley was left sitting on the beach to watch.

			For Charley, his father’s display was a painful reminder of his own failure at Gebhard’s Baths. There was one report that Tom even refused to take him canoeing until he learned to swim. Whatever attempts Charley made that summer to push past his fears and enter the water in an attempt to learn a workable breaststroke, they failed to produce anything other than near drownings and greater anxiety, and Victorian society made it almost impossible for Alice to help.

			The decency standards that required women to wear weighty wool or flannel bathing gowns, made of up to nine yards of fabric, cloaking every square inch of their figures so as not to arouse male passions, made actual swimming downright dangerous. Unexpected waves were known to have lassoed the excess fabric around women’s legs, dragging them down, drowning them in the shallows. Such restrictive garb made it impossible for women to learn a decent stroke, so most demurred. And Tom seemed to have too much going on at work to waste hours trying in vain to teach his anxiety-ridden son how to swim. Not when he was about to finally strike it rich.

			

			—

			That July, cries of “Gold! Gold! In the Klondike!” electrified America. After two Alaskan ships made port in San Francisco with more than a million dollars’ worth, tens of thousands of wide-eyed fortune seekers flooded into the makeshift tent towns of Skagway and Dyea, hoping to get lucky.

			Tom aimed to get a jump on them by partnering with a group that advertised themselves as “prominent New York businessmen” and incorporating what he named the United States Alaska Gold Company. By late July, the new company took out national ads to attract prospective investors, boasting about plans to send to the Klondike a delegation of experienced mining engineers, accompanied by representatives of the stockholders, whose purpose it would be, after careful investigation, to buy from the holders the best claims in the district, taking “no chances of failure.” The company touted a capitalization of one million dollars at ten dollars per share. In the ads, Tom listed himself as “Thomas P. Daniels of Porter & Daniels.” Porter, his partner, however, did not exist; that was Tom’s middle name. It was a minor fabrication for a man who anticipated becoming as rich as Rockefeller and who now had no time when Charley finally mustered the courage to ask to return to Gebhard’s Natatorium.

			One fall day, while Tom was at work—he seemed always “at work” these days—Charley returned with Alice to Gebhard’s during the hours reserved exclusively for women and children. This time, they employed a proper instructor to allow Charley all the time he needed to ease into the water, using the ropes and harnesses, and eventually learn to breaststroke like his father. Charley was determined to keep at it no matter how long that meant. What normally took five lessons took Charley twelve.

			“An even dozen was my lucky number,” he later quipped, but he never stopped believing he could do it. By his own account, he had a long way to go before he could keep up with his father, but he was committed to putting in the work. That Christmas, however, everything began to unravel.

			It all started five days before the holiday, when Charley’s grandfather collapsed at his Buffalo law office. By the time Tom, Alice, and Charley arrived by train the following evening, Judge Daniels was dead. Newspapers across the country eulogized the judge’s legendary integrity, work ethic, and extraordinary career.

			A few days after the funeral, Judge Daniels’s handwritten will revealed what he truly thought of his younger son. After the judge bequeathed to twelve-year-old Charley his gold pocket watch and chain, he named three executors to his estate: his elder son, Charles H. Daniels; his only daughter, Jeanie; and his daughter-in-law Alice, completely excluding Tom. Adding greater insult, since the judge’s wife, Mary Enos, was already wealthy on her own account, he had divided his $40,000 estate (about $1.2 million today) equally into thirds: one outright to Charles, one outright to Jeanie, and the remaining third held in trust for Tom under the exclusive control of Charles, Jeanie, and Alice.

			Like a child, Tom could not even cash an inheritance check for groceries without his siblings’ and wife’s consent. The judge had never approved of Tom’s showiness and infatuation with wealth, nor his flighty financial schemes. And indeed Tom’s latest “can’t-miss” gold venture was looking to be a total bust. All of the legitimate claims had been snapped up, and the only people making money were the entrepreneurs who outfitted all the starry-eyed prospectors who eventually returned from the goldfields more broke than when they started. The judge had made it crystal clear that he trusted Alice’s integrity and judgment over his spendthrift son’s.

			It was the ultimate insult. Only two decades earlier had the United States even made it legal for a wife to have any say in or ownership of her own inheritance, let alone her husband’s, and England still forbade it. What made it even worse was that Buffalo newspapers published the judge’s will for all to see, including Charley.

			That summer of 1898, Tom took the family to the trendy Long Island beach community of Rockaway, at Arverne by the Sea, over the Fourth of July holiday, but this time rented a cottage for Charley and Alice to remain until the beginning of the fall school year. While he commuted back and forth to the city either by train or by the twenty-five-hundred-passenger General Slocum steamboat that departed twice a day out of Brooklyn, he began spending longer stints away from them.

			Using some of his father’s inheritance—with Alice’s and his siblings’ consent, of course—Tom had bought into an established partnership with the Henry V. Brandenburg brokerage company on Wall Street and was more determined than ever to make a tremendous success of himself. When he did make it down for a weekend at Rockaway, his impressive routine of breaststroking half a mile out to sea and back earned him a mention in The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, which mistakenly reported Tom as a “former champion swimmer of the New York Athletic Club.” It is unclear if the reporter misheard him or if Tom felt the need to embellish his associations with one of the country’s most prestigious athletic clubs and swim teams. While Charley still struggled to produce a breaststroke worthy of his father’s respect, Alice began to suspect Tom was having an affair.

			The very possibility was crushing.

			The prevailing view among upper-class wives of such behavior was to look the other way, so long as their husbands were being discreet. It was pure survival: for their family, for their social standing, for their financial well-being. It was unthinkable for a woman of Alice’s class to work for pay. Without Tom, she had no prospects. No ability to earn a living. No means to participate in society. Her only self-support was whatever Tom didn’t squander of her father’s inheritance. Once that ran out, the streets of New York offered a daily reminder of what could become of Alice without a husband. Charley would be her only hope of financial survival after that. Except that he was someone whom Tom and the rest of their circle already deemed an anxiety-ridden weakling, hardly capable of fending for himself, let alone his mother.

			When Alice confronted Tom that October, he insisted her suspicions were all in her mind. But she knew otherwise and did not back down. No matter what was said, the confrontation ended with Tom storming out of the apartment and not returning. He did not get back in touch, nor try to work things out. He did not provide them with one penny of support. In fact, Tom no longer acknowledged that he had a wife and son. Before he walked out the door, one wonders if he even said goodbye to Charley.

		

	
		
		
			2.

			Castaways

			 

			1900–1902

			As the weeks rolled by without hearing from his father, a boy Charley’s age could only wind and rewind the movie reel of his life, scrutinizing everything he’d done wrong to make his dad want nothing more to do with him. Thanksgiving came and went with an empty chair and a turkey in need of a new carver. Charley and Alice faced putting up a Christmas tree on their own, as people all around crowded into dry goods stores like the one Tom had once owned, buying presents and making plans for merry family gatherings. As fathers led their gussied-up families into Christmas Mass, Alice and Charley found themselves in the awkward position of needing to make an excuse for Tom’s absence on one of the holiest days of the year. They avoided going home to Buffalo for seemingly the same reason. A week later, they bade adieu to 1899, and without Tom to raise a glass, they could only wonder what the twentieth century would bring. In March, Charley’s fifteenth birthday passed without so much as a belated card or note from Tom.

			Alice heard from Tom’s siblings that he now owned a home in Staten Island with his mistress—a blond twenty-year-old whom Tom was introducing to neighbors as his wife, making no mention of having a family back in Manhattan, and definitely no mention of Charley.

			Divorce still seemed an unthinkable measure. It went against Alice’s vows before God, the church, and Charley’s and her very survival. Even back in Buffalo, where members of society had an unspoken understanding to pretend to ignore each other’s closeted skeletons so long as one kept up appearances, divorce was unacceptable. Alice needed only to consider the fate of Alva Vanderbilt, the former queen of the exclusive “Four Hundred”—the crème de la crème of New York society—to understand its consequences.

			At her peak, Alva threw legendary balls, owned a 264-foot yacht, resided in palatial manors along New York’s Fifth Avenue and in her famed Marble House at Newport, Rhode Island, but in 1895, when she divorced her philandering husband, Willie, she brought a hailstorm of unsavory press down upon the family that made her an instant outcast. As the wife, she was blamed for not creating a home environment that would dissuade Willie from straying. Friends who for years bent over backward to curry favor suddenly shunned her. Invitations no longer came. People no longer called on her. When her ex-sister-in-law threw the biggest wedding of the season that year, Willie was welcomed with open arms, while Alva remained persona non grata. The queen bee had been banished from her own hive. Not even a divorce settlement that would equate to $350 million today could save her socially.

			Even if Alice could stay afloat with the remaining inheritance from her father, as a divorced woman she’d have been an outcast. Divorce was so distasteful and rare, of the fifty cases filed in Manhattan annually, male-run newspapers recorded them in special sections reserved for public shaming. Because a divorce on any grounds placed a black mark on the entire family, most unhappy couples remained married in name only. Some separated, pretending to be single or widowed, and some even remarried in another state without ever filing for a divorce, which risked public humiliation.

			For their own survival, Alice and Charley had to maintain the public façade of an intact family. In the 1900 U.S. census, Alice listed Tom Daniels as still living with them. She knew too well that if friends and neighbors ever caught wind of the truth, not only would their glaring eyes condemn Alice for driving away Tom, but worse, they’d look down on Charley for not having a father. Respectable families did not want their children associating with those from broken homes. For his part, Charley had to be careful not to say too much. One slip and he would become an even bigger target of ridicule than his anxiety already made him.

			Charley knew he needed to be the man of the house, but after Tom left, his anxieties only increased. Whatever words of comfort Alice offered weren’t much help in the school’s gymnasium. Engaging in physical activities with boys his age seemed to always result in embarrassing himself or letting down his teammates. Aggressive sports rattled his nerves. The ball came at him too quickly. Bodies flew too fast around the field. Boys were tackling or being tackled, and he was one of the scrawniest boys out there. Such a physical disadvantage made it nearly impossible to stand his ground in contact sports. He wanted to be a better athlete just as his father always pushed him to be, but neither his physicality nor his anxiety was improving. And now many of his classmates had hit growth spurts. Some shot up as much as a foot and gained twenty pounds of muscle. Boys his age suddenly looked and talked like young men. Charley had always been one of the small guys, struggling to compete with stronger, faster, taller schoolmates. But now he was in serious jeopardy of being the small guy, with no father to support or champion him.

			He was the classic case of trying to become the son his father would be proud of, and Tom’s abandonment only exacerbated it. Charley had failed at every sport on land, but his father’s sport of swimming still intrigued him. He became even more interested after reading a small newspaper blurb about a contest between speed swimmers from New York’s elite athletic clubs. But the art of competitive swimming remained a mystery for a majority of the country, with its secrets known by only an elite few.

			

			—

			Throughout most of what the British dubbed the “civilized world,” swimming had been lost for the last millennium. As society grew more conservative with the rise of Christianity, the medieval church opposed the state of undress required for immersion in the water. Christian doctrine’s hostility toward self-indulgence added further taboo to the “luxury” of bathing, which prompted the historian Jules Michelet to describe the Middle Ages as “one thousand years without a bath.” By the fifteenth century, barely anyone in Europe swam. Bodies of water became dark mysterious realms filled with sea monsters, serpents, and mermaids, depicted on medieval maps as scientific truths. As Europeans began sailing around the world, they observed many of the scantily clad native peoples in Africa and the Americas swimming and linked the behavior to “savagery.”

			A rise in drownings in the sixteenth century further provoked bans on swimming in Germany and England. In 1571, Cambridge passed a law that any student caught entering the Cam River would receive a severe public flogging, a fine of ten shillings, and a day in the stocks. Sixteen years later, the Cambridge scholar Everard Digby had the radical idea that a better way to prevent drownings was to teach people to swim. Drawing from ancient military and medical treatises that described swimming, along with his own experimentation, Digby wrote his 1587 opus, The Art of Swimming. The book became the go-to text in England for teaching the breaststroke and backstroke, as well as giving practical tips on how to cut one’s nails while floating and advising readers not to swim when rain is washing dung into the water. However, Digby’s fledgling movement suffered a bit of a public relations setback after he was caught in Guy Fawkes’s failed Gunpowder Plot attempting to blow up the House of Lords, and hanged. About eighty years after Digby’s premature end, Europe’s oldest known operational outdoor swimming pool was built at Cambridge University.

			The eighteenth century’s age of Enlightenment began justifying swimming on the grounds of health and lifesaving. Soon, English schools like Eton, with its honored tradition of rowing, began to encourage their students to learn to swim. Eton designated several bathing spots as early as 1727 to keep the nakedness contained. By the 1770s, swimming in England gained further notoriety when King George III, the English king who lost America—and his mind—liked to lose his britches for a plunge.

			A few decades later, after suffering crushing defeats by Napoleon’s French army, the trio of Germany, Austria, and Hungary opened floating pools, making them essential parts of male citizens’ physical development and military training. In support, the German educator Johann Guts Muths published a book on the art of the breast- and backstroke based on the teachings of Benjamin Franklin.

			By the nineteenth century, swimming’s popularity had exploded across the British Empire. Glorious indoor facilities sprang up in almost every village and town across England. Boys became excellent watermen by the time they reached manhood. While on the other side of the pond, America spurned swimming as an activity of degenerates—first and foremost among them being Benjamin Franklin.

			Franklin thought nothing of dropping his drawers and parading into the water with all his manhood on display—especially awkward in an era when Puritan sensibilities still prevailed. Learning to swim before age ten from the 1696 French instructional book by M. Thevenot, a successor of Digby’s, Franklin regularly swam naked in the Thames as a young typesetter in London, in the Schuylkill River back home in Philadelphia, and in the Seine as an elder statesman in Paris. Franklin even invented his own wooden swimming fins and, as a young man, considered opening a swimming school in London. Yet, despite all of Franklin’s sway on American culture, his fondness for swimming—as well as his daily routine of naked air baths—never took hold.

			In the early nineteenth century, a fresh new generation of young rabble-rousers embraced Franklin’s aquatic exhibitionism. Working-class men without tenement bathing facilities went down to the river in the evenings to disrobe and bathe, drawing the ire of offended passersby. As a result, New York and other U.S. cities banned swimming in urban waterways. By the summer of 1870, temporary public baths had sprung up along the river for the great unwashed masses. These large floating pontoon baths became quite popular with naked boys on hot summer days, though far less so with men, and even less so with women and girls. Americans’ Puritanism made most too prudish to bathe with strangers. Unable to justify using public funds for mere recreational facilities for youths, support for more expensive, year-round public baths waned. And so swimming in America remained synonymous with indecency, the uncouth, and the poorest and dirtiest of society.

			The few indoor pools like Gebhard’s Natatorium in Midtown were not conducive to practicing speed swimming, nor did they have the instructors to teach such advanced techniques. Manhattan’s only two year-round competition pools where Charley could learn the secrets of British speed swimming remained locked away in the restricted basements of the Knickerbocker and New York Athletic Clubs. Access to this exclusive world was strictly reserved for first-rate gentlemen handpicked by its members. A boy without a father was not candidate material.

			

			—

			Charley did not have many men in his life to guide him on his way. His grandfathers were both dead. His uncles lived in Buffalo, and he and his mother had not gone back since his father left. Even if his mother had longed to relocate back home closer to family, it could not happen without her broken marriage being discovered. She couldn’t risk it.

			With still no contact from Tom, Alice was left desperately trying to hold together the shattered pieces of their lives. While other parents boasted about their children’s accomplishments—academic honors, sports achievements, popularity, social triumphs—Alice could only hope to see her son freed from the anxiety and sense of worthlessness that overwhelmed his life. She no longer could be the delicate porcelain doll she was raised to be. As Charley’s only parent, she needed to be a quiet warrior for her son and somehow fill Tom’s role to guide him into manhood. Together, she and Charley had to find a way to make it through this dark time. Charley needed to be morally and physically fit to brave a world that promised to be tough on him. So, in their first summer without Tom, Alice dipped into what remained of her inheritance to follow the example of America’s newest hero, Teddy Roosevelt, whose accolades in the recent American war to liberate Cuba from Spain had made him New York’s current governor. Like Charley, Roosevelt suffered from severe nervousness most of his childhood. At age three, he described the feeling as a “toothache in my stomach.” His sensitivity kept him from engaging in physical activities with other boys until a doctor prescribed strenuous activity in the great outdoors.

			The concept that an excursion into the wilderness could actually be pleasurable had begun to take hold only three decades earlier, after a young Yale-educated preacher, William H. H. Murray, published a bestselling Adirondack guidebook. Murray contended that hiking, canoeing, and fishing in nature offered the ultimate spirit-enhancing tonic for anxiety-ridden city dwellers. Within five years, the popularity of Murray’s book led to the building of some two hundred hotels and camps in the Adirondacks, with new stagecoach services clattering up from the freshly erected rural train stations and steamboats traveling up and down the lakes. The Adirondacks’ summer population grew from three thousand in 1869 to twenty-five thousand in 1900. The Vanderbilts, Rockefellers, Carnegies, Morgans, and other wealthy industrialists built spectacular mansions on its lakes’ most coveted shorelines, which they quaintly dubbed camps. As a result of these New York socialites’ “vacating” their homes for their summer retreats, the term “vacation” was born into the American lexicon, replacing the British term “holiday.”

			When Charley’s college preparatory, Dwight School, let out in June, he and Alice boarded a train for the Adirondacks, hoping to find some reprieve from his nervousness. After ten hours in the stale, swaying belly of the train cars, they stepped out into a mountainous Garden of Eden that welcomed them with birdsong, fresh air, and the crisp scent of balsam and evergreens. A stagecoach took them the remaining twelve miles over a rough dirt road, and soon they passed the gateway into a wilderness where the days of the week no longer mattered. The three-hour bumpy ride ended deep in the woods, along the crystal waters of Stony Creek Ponds, where the rustic Hiawatha Lodge rested cozily in the shadow of Seward Mountain. The large white main building overlooked the lake, together with a little commune of white cottages with private baths. The settlement included a general store, daily mail service, a resident physician, and a telegraph and telephone office—quite the luxury at a time when less than 1 percent of Americans had phones.
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					Hiawatha Lodge on Stony Creek Ponds, Adirondacks

				
			
			Charley and Alice needed to be careful what they said about their absent patriarch to the lodge’s other hundred or so guests, which consisted mostly of wives and children until their hardworking husbands abandoned their sweaty city offices in July for cooler surroundings. During organized outdoor activities and daily communal meals in the rustic dining room, it would not have been uncommon for Charley to be asked if he was related to the late New York Supreme Court justice and congressman bearing his name. Families who knew Buffalo would certainly inquire if Alice was from the same Meldrum family as the department store Meldrums. And questions naturally arose about the line of work of everyone’s husbands back in the city and when they were expected to arrive. If pressed, Alice and Charley probably divulged that Mr. Thomas Daniels was a Wall Street banker with his own firm. Beyond that, they would not have been chatty about their personal affairs. When husbands began to arrive to reunite with their wives and children, Alice persuaded her youngest sister, twenty-one-year-old Flossie, to join them. It appears Alice had confided in her as to the painful truth behind why they had not visited Buffalo in nearly a year.

			All summer, Charley sought to escape his reality by exploring the trails, woods, and three connecting ponds that made up Stony Creek. The lodge rested on the shore of half-mile-long First Pond, where one could canoe to the connecting mile-long Middle Pond, then into the much smaller Third Pond. There was a popular trail used to shuttle canoes between Stony Creek Ponds and the bigger Saranac Lake, in which Charley met and befriended some of the local guides who shared tips on tracking, hunting, and handling a rifle. He particularly liked to use the lodge’s birch canoes to practice the “manly” art of canoeing, just like his father.

			During the hot summer days, nothing beat a cool mountain lake. Charley would dive into this other world, float weightless, perform underwater flips and handstands. In the water, he was strong and capable and happy. He practiced his father’s breaststroke, which he had so admired and fifty years later would still recall watching with pride. Perhaps, in some strange way, the water was the one thing that still let him feel connected to his father.

			One of the most magical times in the water was at dusk when the lake became glass and the conical spires of trees reflected off the surface with the last few glimmers of sunlight. The haunting, howl-like wail of a loon reverberated off the lake, the bird seeming to be calling out in a desperate search for others. Moments later, a different part of the lake resounded with another long, mournful wail, as if to say, “You’re not alone. I’m over here,” and back and forth the pair would call out, aching to connect with each other and no longer feel so alone. Then the sky illuminated with more stars than Charley could ever wish upon.

			In August, Charley
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