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At the height of their fame, Joseph and
Stewart Alsop were household names. Syndicated columnists who
reached 25 million readers at a time, they dined with the power
brokers in Cold War Washington, from Presidents to spies, all the
while cranking out columns, investigative stories, books, speeches
and hundreds of letters. In Washington, information is power, and
in those days, reporters and sources passed stories back and forth
over cocktails and around the dinner table. Nobody noticed the
children listening at the top of the stairs.

An award-winning fiction writer, Stewart’s
only daughter, Elizabeth, finally turns her attention to the “two
fathers” of her childhood recently portrayed in the play
THE COLUMNIST, by David Auburn. In this
memoir piece, Elizabeth sheds a unique light on the personalities
behind these two powerful men, who not only recorded but influenced
American history in the 1950s and ‘60s.

 


 


From 1946 to 1958,
Joseph Alsop, my uncle, and his younger brother Stewart, my father,
wrote a syndicated column together called “Matter of Fact” for the
New York Herald Tribune. Suddenly, decades later,
these two journalists are once again of interest to the general
public. Writers are working on books about the Alsop brothers,
their column, their personal lives, and their group of friends in
Washington, D. C. in the 1950s and ‘60s, known as the Georgetown
Set.

Uncle Joe, the subject of biographies and
retrospectives, has also inspired works of fiction. David Auburn,
the Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright, has written a new play
inspired by Uncle Joe entitled THE COLUMNIST. It’s not the first
play about him or even the second. It’s the third.

In early 1970, the political cartoonist Art
Buchwald’s SHEEP ON THE RUNWAY ran on Broadway for 105
performances. Buchwald named his main character Joe Mayflower, a
prissy journalist who comes to the fictional kingdom of Nonomura to
“take the political temperature.” Everybody knew Buchwald was
skewering Uncle Joe. I’m not sure the two men ever spoke again.

The first play about Uncle Joe never made it
to Broadway. After one small private showing in Washington, it
closed down.

* * *

It’s not surprising that people feel
nostalgic about Washington political circles in the 1950s and 60s.
These days, in our nation’s capital, politics dictate social life.
Back then, journalists, spies, diplomats, Republicans and Democrats
and members of current and former administrations all mingled on a
regular basis, no matter how violently they disagreed. A columnist
who ripped into a foreign policy announcement on Tuesday would sit
across from the policy maker at dinner on Wednesday. Often, that
columnist was my father or my uncle.

Daddy and Uncle Joe maintained an intense
writing schedule, three columns a week plus long articles for
magazines like the Saturday Evening Post or the
Atlantic. Often, one or the other of them reported from
abroad. In addition, my father traveled on what he called the
“rubber turkey” circuit, a lecture tour he endured for a couple of
weeks a year in order to raise money for his six children’s school
tuitions. Distracted by work and money worries, Daddy left the
child-rearing up to my mother, the disciplinarian in our family.
Meanwhile, without being asked, Uncle Joe, then a single man with
no children of his own, took on the job of civilizing us.

* * *

From the moment we could read, Uncle Joe gave
each of us (I have five brothers) a private charge account at the
Francis Scott Key Bookshop on P Street. We were allowed to charge
one book a week to him, and he never questioned our choices or
demanded any reports on the content. I read my way right through
the Hardy Boy series and then piles of Enid Blyton novels. None of
this could have been considered inspiring literature, but even
though the titles of the books were written right on his bills,
Uncle Joe paid without a murmur and encouraged us to go back for
more.

Although he never focused on our reading
habits, in most other areas Uncle Joe believed he had the perfect
right to tell you his opinion—of your manners, your personal
appearance, your political persuasion, your education, your outfit,
the doctors you visited, the church you attended. In short,
anything that crossed his mind on the subject of you was
fair game—and all because he loved you. That was his ticket to
egregious boundary crossing. He loved you and he told you how to
conduct yourself because he loved you and he wished to save you and
the family from any further embarrassment occasioned by your
behavior or appearance or opinions. Nor did he limit himself to his
relatives when it came to telling people how to behave. He thought
nothing of writing presidents, ambassadors, secretaries of State or
Defense to tell them exactly how they should conduct their affairs
and the country’s. He often infuriated people, but up until the
end, he rarely lost them as friends because he cared so damn
much.

Where Daddy might glance at us with the
distracted air of a man who’s briefly forgotten that he has any
children, Uncle Joe, when he had us in his sight, focused on
nothing else. Occasionally, he singled me out from the pack of
brothers as if I were worthy of some special attention. He liked to
slide his glasses with their enormous tortoiseshell frames down to
the end of his nose, so that when he looked at you through them,
you felt like a bug under a microscope. It was exhilarating and, at
the same time, terrifying.

Every Thursday evening, my mother delivered
me and my two older brothers to Uncle Joe’s house, dressed in our
Sunday best, for our only proper dinner of the week. At home, we
ate in what was called the “children’s dining room.” The live-in
maid cooked the food and set it down in front of us, but nobody
oversaw our mealtime behavior. On Thursday nights, we ate early so
Uncle Joe could supervise us. He joined us at the formal dining
room table, drink in hand, dressed for his own evening out.
Oblivious to the dangers of secondhand smoke to our young lungs, he
lit one Benson and Hedges after another.

We always had the same menu: steak and gravy,
mashed potatoes, peas and French Vanilla ice cream with dark
chocolate sauce, the kind that turned hard when it touched the ice
cream. Uncle Joe’s Filipino butler, José, served us. His wife,
Maria, did the cooking. We learned to turn to the left so we could
lift our piece of steak from the platter, return the serving spoon
quietly, spread our napkins across our laps and set our forks down
between bites. Uncle Joe corrected our posture, asked questions
about school, and, at the end of the meal, sometimes doled out
money depending on our marks. He refused to let us use the term
Social Studies. “What is that?” he would roar. “I’ve never heard of
such a thing. You study history. Or geography. Social Studies! What
nonsense.” The gloomy eyes of our New England ancestors bored into
our backs from their places on the walls, Bill the parrot squawked
comments from a neighboring room and Uncle Joe smiled with
amusement as he entertained “Stewart’s young.”

One particularly painful moment for me came
at a large Christmas lunch at his house where we had suckling pig
(with the obligatory apple in its mouth). We were seated before
plates heaped with food. Uncle Joe, with raised glass, made his
customary toast, “Here’s to all of us.” In that moment of silence
when everybody’s mouth was full with the first bite, the one I’d
been waiting for all through drinks and the grownups slurping down
those revolting raw oysters in the living room, Uncle Joe called my
name in a loud voice. He stared at me over the top of his round,
tortoiseshell glasses.

“Darling,” he bellowed from his end of the
table to mine, “you really must see my dermatologist. Your skin is
a mess.”

The room went silent, my throat closed up and
I couldn’t eat another morsel. Of course, it was true, and I’ll
grant, looking back, that he was acting out of good intentions. But
it was unspeakably cruel to tell a young girl already unsure of her
looks, in front of twenty guests gathered around the Christmas
table, that the acne she hoped nobody noticed was visible to
all.

But that was Uncle Joe.
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Uncle Joe on the phone

* * *

The men in our family are slender and quite
tall. Joe was only five-foot-ten, and by the time I knew him,
portly. Every so often he would disappear to a spa in the country
to dry out and attempt to drop the weight he’d put on in the
preceding year. These cures never lasted. He loved rich food and
wine. He rarely took any exercise. He lost his hair early, so when
I came to know him, he was already bald in the tonsure style, a
fringe of thin brown hair edging his shiny pate. He had a round
head, small feet and. like his two brothers, an enormous nose which
they seem to have inherited as much from their mother as their
father. (Grandmother, a staunch Connecticut Republican, was often
teased by her sons, who said she’d chosen her party because she
resembled an elephant.)

Daddy never noticed what he wore. Joe dressed
with a flourish. He had his suits made in London, his shirts and
shoes copied in Hong Kong. He often urged us to bring him our
favorite article of clothing so that he could send it to his man in
Hong Kong. “It’s so much cheaper, darling, and the quality so much
better than what you can get off the rack.” His tone implied we
must have been shopping at Goodwill for that rag we were currently
sporting.

He once commented that Daddy let his clothes
get dilapidated so the family would have to buy him new ones. On
more than one occasion, armed with a bolt of cloth he’d purchased
in Hong Kong, Uncle Joe took my mother to a dressmaker. After one
of these excursions, he crowed in a letter to a friend that “we
emerged with seven dresses, three pairs of shoes, and an adequate
supply of gloves.”

He showered my mother with jewels. One
enormous emerald ring that he sent from Hong Kong during the war
filled the space from one knuckle of her ring finger to the next.
After Joe died, she passed on to me a lavish ruby and diamond set
that included a necklace, a ring and two dangling earrings shaped
like flattened seashells. A few years ago, when I took them to be
appraised, I discovered the diamonds were fake and the rubies
flawed. Never mind. They look sumptuous on the rare occasions I can
now find to wear them.

Uncle Joe’s voice had a faux Oxford tinge, as
if he’d spent his formative years at Eton. He developed an
effective method for holding the spotlight on himself during a
general discussion or even in a two-way conversation. In the middle
of one of his long sentences, he’d stop speaking. It looked as if
he were hunting for another cigarette or adjusting his glasses, but
he was really waiting for his thoughts to catch up. To fill in the
silence, he would mutter “and…uh,” “and…uh,” in a hypnotic tone as
many times as he needed to hold the floor. The “and uhs” might go
on for a minute or two. Nobody interrupted: not the child on whom
he’d fixed his attention, or the young journalist who’d come for
advice or even the ambassador attending a dinner party. I’ve seen
the mighty stopped in their tracks by Uncle Joe’s “and uhs.”
Eventually, the next sentence would roll out of his mouth and the
audience, who’d been frozen, would gather themselves to leap into
the breach when he finally relinquished center stage.

Another, more endearing trait was his
capacity for laughter. When he told a funny story, often on
himself, he lifted both beautifully clad knees, slapped his palms
on them, rocked forward and back and laughed like a child, his
mouth wide, his eyes guarded behind the round glasses, hopeful that
you’d see the humor in his story. And you did laugh along with him,
not just because his anecdote was funny, but also because you
didn’t want to disappoint him.

* * *

The difference between the way these two
brothers approached life was most evident in their houses. To go
from our huge dark pile in Cleveland Park to Uncle Joe’s neat glass
box in Georgetown was like traveling between two continents. Ours
was a shelter for a messy, unruly pack of children, while his
served as a monument to a single man’s personal tastes, his desire
for order and his passion for beautiful objects.

Uncle Joe had designed the house himself, and
after it was built in the early 1950’s, a special ordinance was
passed in Georgetown to ban just this kind of visual monstrosity.
The flat-roofed, yellow cement structure, covered with vines, had a
curving metal staircase to the second-floor front door. It stood
out like a sore thumb on a street of elegant brick townhouses.

Although not especially attractive from the
outside, the house worked beautifully on the inside. One room
seemed to flow naturally into the next, and the sun streamed in all
day long through the French doors at the end of the dining room,
which in turn opened onto a formal garden, also designed by Uncle
Joe. I remember sinuous brick paths and magnolia trees nurtured
into a solid green wall to obscure the view of rooftops over the
adjoining alleyway.

On steamy Washington evenings we children
played hide and seek in the garden while the grownups sat in a
circle, smoking and talking by candlelight. In one corner of the
garden sat a rectangular lap pool only slightly larger than an
enormous bathtub. Uncle Joe had the walls painted black so the pool
wouldn’t call attention to itself. I never
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