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Introduction

T.S. Eliot was never young. That, at least, is the impression many readers get from his work. ‘I grow old . . . I grow old . . .’ complains the voice of ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, written when the poet was at the start of his twenties. A few years later Eliot began another poem with the words ‘Here I am, an old man’. Still in his early thirties when he published The Waste Land in 1922, he argued that the ‘most important personage in the poem’ was Tiresias, who has already ‘foresuffered all’ and appears to have lived for thousands of years.1

Yet Eliot knew what it meant to be young. To follow his development from early childhood enhances alike reading of his work and understanding of his life. Presenting him as shy, sometimes naïve and vulnerable, Young Eliot aims to unsettle common assumptions about this poet’s perceived coldness. It shows how his American upbringing combined with experience of France and England to make him not only the most remarkable immigrant poet in the English language but also the most influential and resounding poetic voice of the twentieth century. His poetry embodies an almost limitless resonance.

Eliot’s youth remained vital even to his ‘aged eagle’ tone and achievement.2 Several people who knew him intimately recognised this. His widow Valerie, who died in 2012, maintained that there remained always a ‘little boy’ inside ‘Tom’.3 His nephew Graham Bruce Fletcher remembers being taken in boyhood by Uncle Tom to a London joke shop during the early 1960s to buy stink bombs, which they then let off inside the nearby Bedford Hotel, not far from Eliot’s office; with a fit of hysterical giggles, Eliot put on a marked turn of speed as he and his nephew, Macavity-like, removed themselves from the scene of the crime. ‘Tom’ sped off twirling his walking stick, ‘in the manner of Charlie Chaplin’.4 Back home, they did not tell Valerie what they had been up to. Instead, the septuagenarian business-suited Nobel Prize winner settled down to playing with his nephew’s remote-controlled toy Aston Martin James Bond car. In age, among those whom he trusted most, the poet nicknamed Old Possum retained a certain gleefulness. He remained young Eliot.

This elderly gentleman turned stink-bomber may have been making up for lost time. His own childhood had been unabashedly strict. A shy, big-eared boy whose privileged upbringing took place within earshot of one of the most seductive productions of African American culture – ragtime music – Tom Eliot in St Louis, Missouri, was not a child renowned for wild escapades. Yet just as his first book contains poems that are unsettlingly subversive – in their rhythms, images and social satire – so throughout his life, despite his po-faced, born-venerable public persona, there was an elusive, wounded and sometimes mischievous identity that remained a source of disconcerting creative energy. He once wrote of Alfred Lord Tennyson, the iconic English Victorian Poet Laureate, that he was ‘the most instinctive rebel against the society in which he was the most perfect conformist’.5 The same could be said of the author of The Waste Land.

Like most people to whom his poetry matters, I fell in love with the ineradicably insinuating music of Eliot’s verse. More than forty years after I first read it, there are still things about the poetry that puzzle me, luring me on; but I knew from the start, and writing his biography has confirmed the conviction, that Eliot’s poems work not because they are intellectual games but because they are the products of an intense emotional life fused with a preternatural mastery of the pliancy of language. Like Tennyson and a very small number of other English poets, Eliot had perfect pitch when it came to the music of words. Yet if his hearing was the source of his greatest gift, then, ironically and absurdly, from very early childhood he hated his own ears. Their large size and shape caused him acute embarrassment, deepening his boyhood shyness. What he managed to do was to turn that apparent source of affliction into his greatest artistic asset. Repeatedly, whether in the case of his shy self-consciousness, or his later sense of sexual hurt, or his experience of death, or his raw sense of having made terrible mistakes in his life, Eliot faces up to a wound, a humiliating source of pain, and, through confronting it, incorporates it into an emotionally resonant, brilliantly intelligent work of art. His poems have their sources in word-music and in such acts of moral or emotional courage as well as in sheer technical mastery. However absurd or tortured on occasion, Eliot’s life and his transformation of aspects of it into verse are the work of a great poet. Coming to terms with insistent personal damage, he was able, as few have been able, to make works at once insistently new and abiding.

T. S. Eliot did not want his biography written. Much of his most intimate correspondence, including many letters to his parents and almost all of his correspondence with his first wife, was destroyed at his own request. Having managed to make lasting poetry out of his most stinging humiliations, he wished those humiliations to be afforded the grace of oblivion. Consistent with a good deal of his criticism, which stressed poetic ‘impersonality’, his efforts to suppress his own biography were sometimes devastatingly successful. Between the summer of 1905 (when Eliot was sixteen) and the winter of 1910 (when he was twenty-two) all that survives of his correspondence is a single postcard. This is one reason why the few biographers who have attempted to write his life tend to pass over the first twenty-one years in around twenty-one pages. I owe these biographers great debts, and believe biography affords not a reductive explanation that undoes the mystery of an author’s gift, but a form of artistic narrative attention that averts caricature and illuminates both poet and poetry. Nevertheless, earlier biographies of this particular poet are misleadingly proportioned. Eliot’s formative years were exactly that. Their importance is greater than most readers have realised. Young Eliot presents this crucial period in much more detail. ‘Home is where one starts from.’6

Though Eliot wanted no biography written, he did grant Valerie Eliot permission to edit his letters. After he died in 1965, she worked for decades to build a superb archive of the poet’s correspondence, drawing not just on carbon copies (many held in the archives of the London publishing house of Faber and Faber, of which Eliot was a director), but also on original letters which Mrs Eliot acquired, often through auction houses. Along with much of Eliot’s library, this reassembled archive grew to complement the massive assemblage of Eliot materials housed now in the Houghton Library at Harvard, a collection which owes its origins to the poet’s mother and brother; it complements, too, the bequest given to King’s College, Cambridge, by Eliot’s friend John Hayward. Other substantial hoards developed at locations from Leeds to Texas and from London to New York and New Zealand. Recognised as a figure of global importance, Eliot has long attracted ambitious manuscript collectors. When, not long after his death, some typescripts and other drafts of The Waste Land were revealed among the holdings of the New York Public Library, Valerie Eliot produced an impressive scholarly edition of these. In 1988 she published the first volume of her late husband’s letters; a much expanded second edition of this appeared in 2009 along with the long delayed second volume. By that time, Mrs Eliot was unwell and these books were co-edited by Professor Hugh Haughton. Now Professor John Haffenden continues to edit The Letters of T. S. Eliot. Several thousand pages are in print, with many thousands more yet to be published.

Pioneering Eliot biographers, including Peter Ackroyd (forbidden to quote more than a few words from Eliot’s work) and Lyndall Gordon (who often resorted to paraphrase), sometimes had little to go on when they conducted their research in the 1970s and early 1980s. Today, for long periods of Eliot’s life there is so much material available that almost no one will ever read through it. His collected letters and his other prose will fill many volumes, documenting some aspects of this writer’s activities (such as his editorial and publishing labours) in exhaustive, exhausting detail. However, many of these letters and articles reveal little about his personal and creative experience. So, half a century after this great poet died, there is more, not less, need for the narrative work of biography.

When I first wrote on Eliot in the 1980s, my doctoral supervisor, Richard Ellmann, told me that Valerie Eliot had discussed the idea of his writing her husband’s life. Eventually, Ellmann, a great biographer from a Jewish background, who had already authored a substantial account of Eliot for the Dictionary of National Biography, decided he did not want to go ahead. He told me that, though he had huge admiration for Eliot’s work, he was put off by an anti-Semitic streak he discerned there. As far as I know, Valerie Eliot, true to her husband’s wishes, blocked all would-be official biographers. Lyndall Gordon, herself of Jewish descent, wrote two insightful biographical volumes, but few others have followed. Instead, over the ensuing decades accounts as different as the 1984 play and Hollywood biopic Tom and Viv (which sees Eliot as a misogynistic persecutor), Anthony Julius’s T. S. Eliot, Anti-Semitism, and Literary Form (which prosecutes relentlessly the case that the poet was anti-Semitic), and several works by James E. Miller and others that portray Eliot as a gay man in love with a French male companion, all combined to make Mrs Eliot very wary of what she regarded as exploitative biographical distortions. Resolutely, she continued to assemble an Eliot archive, and embarked on the meticulous publication of his letters, some of them both pained and painful. Latterly, she was instrumental in commissioning editors including Christopher Ricks and Ronald Schuchard to collect and reprint Eliot’s work in modern annotated editions. ‘It’s time’, Valerie Eliot is reported to have said in 2004 as her health began to fail, ‘to put Tom together now . . . but I’ll need some help’.7

This is not an official biography. Published fifty years after the poet’s death, Young Eliot offers an account of his life and work up to and including the first appearance of what many regard as his greatest poem. In due course I hope to publish a second volume, Eliot after ‘The Waste Land’. When I wrote The Savage and the City in the Work of T. S. Eliot (published in 1987), Valerie Eliot, with whom I corresponded, was generous and encouraging. She allowed me to quote from published and unpublished materials after she had read my typescript. In the 1980s she wrote me a few letters, telling me, for instance, about how, while she ‘darned his socks’, Eliot would read to her from Victorian poet James Thomson’s despairing masterpiece, The City of Dreadful Night.8 At that time I was nervous of Mrs Eliot. I knew that had she refused me permission to quote material, not just my book but my career might have been damaged. Some years later, once as a judge of the T. S. Eliot Prize for poetry and once as a poet shortlisted for it, I met her. She was politely friendly, and I found it easy to talk to her, not least because I wanted nothing from her. My wife had written a book about the English novelist Rose Macaulay, whose notoriously bad driving Mrs Eliot enjoyed recalling. She told me how ‘Tom’, sitting in the back seat, had urged ‘Rose’ to keep her eyes on the road. Like other people, I was always impressed by the way Valerie Eliot would speak of ‘Tom’, using his first name. It was natural for her to do so, but there was also, I think, a strategy involved. It was a way of reminding people that T. S. Eliot was a human being, rather than a remote historic monument.

Setting out Eliot’s formative years in fuller detail than ever before and showing how his life conditioned the writing of his best-known poems, Young Eliot tries to articulate the magnitude of Eliot’s achievement and the very substantial cost involved. In an age when the Eliot Estate is more open to quotation from the full range of Eliot’s writings, the challenge is to select details which will humanise this dauntingly canonical poet for new generations of readers, make clear why his work matters and set out the often painful drama of the life that underpinned The Waste Land. The recently published volumes of Letters and my extensive investigations in Massachusetts, St Louis, New Haven, Cambridge, Oxford, London, Bosham and elsewhere allow me to write a more accurate and intimate account of Eliot’s time in America and in England than has been possible previously. From its title onwards, this book advances a case for Eliot’s early upbringing as fascinating in itself and central to his identity.

Young Eliot presents in detail the poet’s childhood in St Louis – that French-named city of ragtime, racial tensions, ancient civilisations, riverboats and (in Eliot’s words) the real start of ‘the Wild West’.9 Using newly available or previously ignored sources ranging from digitally searchable newspapers to annotated volumes from Eliot’s personal library, and from his later letters to his father’s diary and his mother’s fugitive poetry, Young Eliot portrays an ice-cream loving and mischievous but sometimes rather priggish little boy. St Louis made Eliot. He knew that. ‘For his entire life’ he went on using a black-barrelled fountain pen believed to have been given to him by his mother when he left the American South in 1905; one of its two gold bands was engraved with the initials ‘T.S.E.’10 Indisputably, in the city of his birth he became ‘T. S. Eliot’ of ‘The T. S. Eliot Co., St. Louis’.11 Drawing on the work of local historians and on untapped archival sources, Young Eliot reveals not just Eliot’s early physical environment but also what it meant to his imagination.

With his early teens divided between education in Missouri and summering in Gloucester, Massachusetts, a constant, deepening pleasure for this boy was his love of reading. Images from books, newspapers and shows stayed with him throughout his life, and some of his earliest literary interests – from Cyrano de Bergerac to Edward Lear – subtly conditioned his poetry. Though his schooling was considerably Classical, his teenage tastes in verse reacted against this. They were markedly Romantic, even if his youthful reading was unusually gendered: no Wuthering Heights, no Jane Eyre. His protested Classicism would become a familiar credo, but the young Eliot’s enthusiasm for Romantic poetry was not just something to kick against in later years. Sometimes ironised, it was a lasting presence – from the Byronic epigraph in his first full-length prose book to, several decades later, his following Shelley in recreating Dantescan terza rima in English.

Eliot recalled himself as indecisive. Sometimes he blamed his parents. ‘It is almost impossible for any of our family to make up their minds’, he complained in 1920.12 In his student days, though far from St Louis, he wrote regularly to his mother, continuing to do so for the rest of her life. Even when in 1906 the fledgling poet went to a Harvard ruled over by President Charles William Eliot, he continued within a circle where the influence of his extended family and its code of social service prevailed. Rebelling against this, Eliot conformed to it too. He exhibited a similarly conflicted stance towards the nationality of his birth and towards American literature. Just as the avant-garde French Symbolists, whose poetry fascinated the Harvard student, had learned from the Edgar Allan Poe whose work Eliot had devoured in childhood, so Eliot’s great favourite Jules Laforgue was a French poet particularly influenced by American writing. Arrestingly, Eliot’s student imitation of the Whitman-loving Laforgue was true to the grain of nineteenth-century American poetry, even as it seemed a shocking, Eurocentric departure.

Francophile before he ever set foot in France, young T. S. Eliot might have died in Cambridge, Massachusetts. During the early summer of 1910 he was hospitalised there with a life-threatening infection. Instead, recovered, he proceeded, as planned, to Paris, working hard to reinvent himself. Brilliant, yet still immature, he felt dogged by failure. Eliot’s life was no neat progress towards literary canonisation, towards a form of sainthood or simply towards a Nobel Prize. It was much rawer than that, more jagged, frayed and damaged. An often gruelling existence nourished his poetic vitality. Some of his life’s most important experiences, the ones that changed its course, were accidental. Those accidents could be disastrous.

He wrote ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, his greatest early poem of anxious masculinity, in 1910–11. Differing in length, its opening lines are conversationally over-familiar yet also weirdly estranging in imagery. The young Eliot who went to Paris has mastered Laforgue’s idiom, and then convincingly surpassed it:

Let us go then, you and I,

When the evening is spread out against the sky

Like a patient etherised upon a table . . .13

Even the tiniest verbal gestures here – not ‘an operating table’, or even ‘the table’, but the more mundanely domestic ‘a table’ – are unsettling. Yet if ‘Prufrock’ sounds out unmistakably the new note of modern poetry, then this poem was written alongside other, wilder, less polished works including ‘The Triumph of Bullshit’. Young Eliot (who introduced the word ‘bullshit’ into literature) tries hard to sound shockingly knowing. Fuelled by prejudice and laddishness, his scurrilous and obscene poems too are part of his development: student attempts at writing which struggle to cover with a fabricated voice of experience the poet’s own sexual shyness, cerebral sophistication and troubled sense of lack. Triumphantly, in ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ he manages to create a male voice which is vulnerable and sexually floundering at the same time as intellectually alert. In so doing he moves beyond effortful posturing to produce a poetic masterpiece that nonetheless draws on aspects of his own psyche.

Too much writing on Eliot over the last two decades has treated him as a thinker more than a poet. True, one of the most ‘heavily annotated’ books in his personal library was his copy of the philosopher F. H. Bradley’s Appearance and Reality; yet among his lifelong ‘most precious’ volumes were editions of Virgil and Dante – poets who, like Eliot, were nourished by philosophical thought.14 My narrative attends to Eliot’s graduate student interests in philosophy. It salutes his intellectual brilliance, detailing his work with Masaharu Anesaki on Japanese Buddhism and with Charles Lanman on Sanskrit. Yet these intellectual adventures were neither more nor less important to his creative imagination than were his death-defying youthful navigation of Mount Desert Rock and his explorations of the coast in a sailboat – dramatic and entertaining events that undergird later poems, including The Waste Land.

Though he seems to have had crushes on girls in childhood, the young Eliot who customarily wore a truss was sexually gauche. His first serious falling in love was with Emily Hale, a Bostonian Unitarian preacher’s daughter with a mentally ill mother. Later, his disastrous marriage to the young ‘pretty vivacious’ Englishwoman Vivien Haigh-Wood helped hurt him into further poetry, especially that of The Waste Land.15 Vivien’s and his own apparently unending ill-health put them in a state of frequent personal crisis. ‘Why does Tom love me?’ Vivien wondered a few years after The Waste Land appeared. ‘I love Tom in a way that destroys us both.’16

Young Eliot strives to strike the right balance between the outward form of living which mattered to this bankerly poet and other, sometimes wounded kinds of inner life to which readers have limited access, yet which were vital to his intimate existence and to his writing. The verse is nowhere here treated merely as a crossword puzzle or source-hunter’s labyrinth. Consciously crafted artistic work, it nonetheless transmutes personal agonies, treasured images and insights. While some of it can bristle with learning, it can also scald. However much he might have resisted the idea, knowledge of his life heightens a sense of Eliot’s finest work as fusing finessed artifice with unmistakable cri de cœur.

I cannot claim to be in sympathy with all of Eliot’s ideas, and I do not attempt to disguise anti-Semitic moments in his work, or other elements of racism and sexism deeply ingrained in his society and never fully outgrown. This poet was the grandson of a preacher whom Ralph Waldo Emerson considered to be a true ‘Saint’.17 Yet, though preoccupied with sainthood and tainted mortification from at least such early poems as ‘The Death of Saint Narcissus’, Eliot was no saint and should not be presented as such. From boyhood onwards he had a fascination with asceticism and religious experience which became increasingly important. Still, for all he read about such experiences, he refused to fake them in himself. The young Eliot’s philosophical training led to an intense scepticism and relativism; in poems, including ‘The Hippopotamus’, he could attack Christianity with blasphemous vigour and guile. These facets of his sometimes conflicted personality make him all the more beguilingly complex. His biography is that of a very complicated, often subtle, sometimes prickly human being, but also one whom readers can come to understand to a perhaps surprising degree. Throughout this book, rather than employing paraphrase, I have taken care to give readers frequent and direct contact with Eliot’s own words, published and unpublished, and with the words of his contemporaries. The aim is to offer a close-up view and, cumulatively, through successive brushstrokes, to make a nuanced and intimate portrait.

In some ways young Eliot knew himself well. He discerns a ‘Mélange Adultère de Tout’ that makes a man in different places and circumstances a professor, a journalist, a banker, a philosopher, a Parisian flâneur, and also something much wilder – that insight is astute in its self-perception. Articulated in his second language, French, it may be an obliquely voiced analysis of how Eliot managed to cope. He had an acute sense of himself as multiply displaced, and wrote on the day of England’s patron saint, St George’s Day, in 1928:

Some day I want to write an essay about the point of view of an American who wasn’t an American, because his America ended in 1829; and who wasn’t a Yankee, because he was born in the South and went to school in New England as a small boy with a nigger drawl, but who wasn’t a southerner in the South because his people were northerners in a border state and looked down on all southerners and Virginians, and who so was never anything anywhere and who therefore felt himself to be more a Frenchman than an American and more an Englishman than a Frenchman and yet felt that the U.S.A. up to a hundred years ago was a family extension.18

This is a writer who could view himself with obsessive, complexly inflected self-consciousness. Yet it is important to see him, too, through the eyes and words of others. His most perceptive observers included Vivien Eliot, Virginia Woolf, Mary Hutchinson and Conrad Aiken. While drawing on their viewpoints, however, Young Eliot presents a portrait of an individual, not a panorama of his life and times; but it shows the part Eliot played in his era, from his immersion in World War I enemy debts handled by the Colonial and Foreign Department of Lloyds Bank in London to his participation in small magazines, lectures and social gatherings. Increasingly haggard and ill, he often masked his shyness and tenacious ambition with a businessman’s demeanour. In writing, his unflinching examination of his own pain was both shielded and made possible by an aesthetic of impersonality. This is the man Virginia Woolf came very close to loving, and whom she was reported to have described as a poet in ‘a four-piece suit’.19

Though he had written fragments of it before he left Harvard, in London around 1919 Eliot began to focus on The Waste Land. In its drama of voices fragmentation, lost or illusory love and communion with literary tradition clash jaggedly together. As Vivien made clear in her comments, the poem’s pain was also bound up with the hurt of Eliot’s most intimate relationship. This biography shows clearly links between Eliot’s circumstances and The Waste Land, but refuses to reduce that artistically crafted, strenuously edited poem to a mere offshoot of personal crisis. If for Eliot in one mood The Waste Land represented an outburst of personal ‘grumbling’, offering him ‘the relief of a personal and wholly insignificant grouse against life’, then he understood too the way it came to be interpreted not just as a monument of the ‘modernist’ era but an enduring, polymorphous and profound work of art.20 In pieces, it is the poem of a man ‘going to pieces’; but it is also brilliantly pieced together by Eliot and Ezra Pound. Quickened by Joyce’s Ulysses and by Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, ultimately The Waste Land emerges as a poem of desperation. It draws on personal experiences as diverse as its author’s interrogation of anthropology and his fondness for dancing, to produce a vision of unending spiritual and physical torture. The ‘Shantih’, that peace with which the poem appears to conclude, is perceived, but not achieved. The Waste Land is a musical astonishment, one to which Woolf listened with admiration in 1922 as its maker seemed to sing it aloud.21

Young Eliot aims to communicate a sense of the tentativeness, the shakiness of the young poet’s reputation. His work’s acceptance was no foregone conclusion. Repeatedly he felt he had dried up as a poet, and feared he had wasted his life. Not marmoreal, but wounded and sometimes wounding, young T. S. Eliot may be imposingly erudite, but is also conflictedly human.

Where I have gone to the original publications to locate Eliot’s prose writings, and have consulted numerous original manuscripts of poetry, prose and drama, future generations will have access to electronic editions of much of this material. Yet there will never be an absolutely definitive biography of Eliot. Each age will crave its own portrait. My aim, no small one, is to offer a convincing account of a great poet whose life was impressive, dauntingly complex and, at times, a mess. Eliot’s story, like his poetry, contains deep unhappiness; but at the beginning of his life, as at its end, he was happy. To rob him of that is to distort and caricature him. To treat his life as if it was the history of a monument is wrong. In presenting a full and detailed portrait of this poet, I want to circumvent assumptions about his often defensive persona, and so, in the chapters that follow, I shall call him neither by his surname nor by his famous initials but by the name used by most of the people whom he allowed to get close to him, and by those who knew him best from the start.


1

Tom

BEFORE HE WAS T. S. he was Tom. That was what his prosperous parents and his four elder sisters called him. In the summer of 1890 his only brother, Henry, wrote from Boston, Massachusetts, to hard-working Papa Eliot at home in industrial St Louis, Missouri. Henry’s holiday news was that baby ‘Tom’ (then aged two) had just been weighed: 30 pounds.1 Henry, almost a teenager, seems not to have resented the arrival of another male Eliot. He looks happy photographed beside his alert little brother. Indeed, before long Henry, a bookish boy who liked to go to the Boston Athenaeum to look at the magazines, was taking his own photographs of Tom.

All the baby’s surviving siblings were considerably older. When Tom was born, Ada was nineteen, Margaret was seventeen, Charlotte fourteen, Marion eleven and Henry nine. Ada could easily have been mistaken for his mother; she would sit beside him on the stairs at the well-appointed family home, 2635 Locust Street, St Louis, responding to him in a kind of shared vocal game. Later, she told Tom how ‘When you were a tiny boy, learning to talk, you used to sound the rhythm of sentences without shaping words – the ups and downs of the thing you were trying to say. I used to answer you in kind, saying nothing yet conversing with you.’2

Ada left home while Tom was still little, but he always felt attuned to her. From his early years a mixture of separation and closeness characterised his sense of family. He was loved and happy. He and his mother Lottie treasured memories of his earliest infancy; in adulthood he assured her he still cherished her singing him a song, ‘The Little Tailor’, while the firelight made patterns on the ceiling of his childhood home.3 Yet, years later, Tom suggested to Henry that their parents ‘in spite of the strength of their affection’ had been ‘lonely people’.4 A sense of familial, shared fondness, tradition and values was unusually strong among the Eliots: Tom inherited it; but he also inherited, and worked hard to counter, a sense of isolation in himself.

When he was born in St Louis in 1888, both his parents were forty-five. Lottie – Charlotte Champe Eliot – gave birth around 7.45 a.m. on Wednesday 26 September. Anxiety mingled with jubilation. Three years earlier Lottie’s daughter Theodora had been born severely deformed. Her frail physique had failed to develop. Relatives outside the immediate family worried about how Theodora had so ‘wound herself’ round her parents’ hearts during the sixteen months of her short, stricken life, that they transferred to baby Tom a morbid sense of trepidation that later conditioned his boyhood.5

Few mothers in their mid-forties who had recently watched a baby die would not have worried at a subsequent birth, even if they were, like Lottie, of ‘unusual character’.6 The new baby’s father Hal – Henry Ware Eliot – sent a telegram immediately to relatives in Oregon: ‘Lottie and Little Thomas are well.’7 Thomas Stearns Eliot’s name was chosen with care. Stearns had been Lottie’s maiden name. Having called their first son Henry Ware Eliot Junior, after his father, the couple gave their new son the first name of Hal’s elder brother, the Oregon-based Reverend Thomas Lamb Eliot, a minister in the Unitarian Church that meant so much to all these Eliots.

A year or so before Tom’s birth, Hal, with his customary taste for kith and kin, had subscribed to A Sketch of the Eliot Family (1887). He has a short entry in it as Eliot ‘No. 163’, and close family members feature in its ‘Index of Eliots’.8 Familiar to him and to Lottie, surnames such as Adams, Cranch, Greenleaf, Peabody, Stearns, Stetson and Thayer populate its ‘Index of Other Names’. Tom, who later spotted this book in his ‘father’s library’, grew up with a strong, sometimes constricting sense that the world, like this book’s indexes, could be divided into Eliots and non-Eliots.9 Certainly his family tree, was formidable. A distant ancestor, Andrew Eliot, had emigrated from East Coker in Somerset, England, to Beverly in Massachusetts around 1670. Through him the St Louis Eliots could claim kinship with a substantially Unitarian New England elite. The scholar Eric Sigg has pointed out that through his tangled family tree baby Tom was related, distantly, to poets John Greenleaf Whittier and James Russell Lowell; to novelists Henry Melville and Nathaniel Hawthorne; to memoirist Henry Adams; and to the second and sixth presidents of the United States, John Adams and John Quincy Adams.10 Few squealing infants have had quite so much to live up to.

Worried or not at the time of his birth, the new baby’s parents were both strong characters. They treasured their sense of familial inheritance; yet in each there was also something unfulfilled or repressed. Active in local women’s clubs and religious as well as cultural societies, Charlotte cared deeply about education and social welfare. She campaigned for the rights of children in the courts. Her passions encompassed poetry, philosophy and religion; but her own education had not included university study, and the poetry she wrote found only limited outlets, often in Unitarian journals where she had links to the editors. Educated at Washington University in St Louis, her businessman husband had been expected to follow his elder brother and their father into the Unitarian ministry. Hal’s father was the Harvard-educated Reverend William Greenleaf Eliot – Eliot ‘No. 161’ – founder of Washington University, pillar of Unitarianism, writer, ‘unflinching supporter of the temperance cause’, advocate of ‘woman suffrage’ and ‘helper of the colored race’.11 Yet Hal had not become a minister: ‘too much pudding choked the dog’ as he put it; he simply ‘gagged’.12 Nevertheless, Hal, whose cursory short entry in the Sketch of the Eliot Family was dwarfed by the Reverend W. G.’s magisterial three pages, ‘gave as a layman’ to his church ‘the kind of service that ministers rarely find’, becoming ‘a living stone of its spiritual structure and usefulness. His face bore the stamp of real spirituality.’13 Tom was shaped by his parents’ hopes and histories; what he became was guided and abraded by what they had accomplished; and, sometimes, by what they had not.

Partially deaf by the time of Tom’s childhood, his father had once been an eager musician, artist and poet. Hal’s Pocket Diary and Almanac from 1864, when he was twenty-one, records purchases of books including Thomas Hood’s Poems. He strummed the guitar, sang, played the flute. In his diary a poem, ‘Life’, dated ‘April 27 ’64’, begins, ‘Must I suffer ere my spirit, / Shall attain the highest goal’. To his liking for spiritual verse, Hal added a taste for popular song. That same year, the second last of Abraham Lincoln’s presidency and while the Civil War still raged, he wrote down lines from ‘Lorena’, a lyric of loss and regret sung by many during a time when perhaps a million Americans were killed.

We loved each other then Lorena

More than we ever dared to tell

And what we might have been Lorena

Had but our loving prospered well . . .14

Much later, Ezra Pound wrote of meeting in Venice a woman who remembered a young Hal Eliot in St Louis writing poetry and not appearing at all like a businessman.15

Hal’s father was recalled as ‘one of the staunchest supporters of the Union in a city in which it was doubted, for a time, whether it would go with the Union or the Rebellion’.16 In the early 1860s, to his family’s alarm, Hal had followed his elder brother Thomas in volunteering to serve on the Union side in the Hallek Guard, mustered to defend St Louis against attack by Confederate forces which had earlier been driven out of Missouri. Yet by the late 1880s when his last child was born, those days were long gone. True, Hal still enjoyed drawing humorous sketches – not least of cats – and Tom remembered in adulthood ‘a wonderful set of comic animals that he drew long ago, and were kept in an album together – I think he did them for a fair’.17 By Tom’s childhood, however, Hal the clean-shaven, sometimes nervous-looking young poet had been repressed and replaced by Henry Ware Eliot, Sr, the bearded, chess-playing businessman who had moved through several commercial jobs to become a prominent figure in the management of the Hydraulic-Press Brick Company of St Louis.

Aspects of Hal’s well-read, older self survived. Having studied Classics in his youth, ‘Papa’, as his children called him, liked to quote Latin tags around the house, peppering his conversation, Tom observed, with occasional phrases such as ‘quam celerrime’, and retaining into old age a taste for bow ties and ancient Greek oratory, which, in his disciplined retirement, he reread in the original. He lived surrounded by books – the Bible, Latin and Greek texts, Americana from the age of Emerson and before – and retained a love of American history and political anecdotes. Tom remembered his father advising both his sons ‘not to take up his own business’.18 To the outside world, however, Hal was not a literary man but principally a sound, successful commercial manager. He helped found a local association of building material dealers. He looked after financial matters for his extended family. He rose, eventually, to become president of his firm and a director of several other brick companies.

In Lottie Eliot the vein of poetry was not repressed. Three months pregnant with Tom, she wrote, as she often did at the advent of spring, a poem celebrating Easter. Lent and Easter were important points in the Unitarian calendar, and often involved concerts at the Eliots’ church. While Lottie’s verse advocates the eschewing of ‘wanton pleasures’, she liked to celebrate how ‘Spring returns with joy and mirth’.19 During the second year of Tom’s life she wrote ‘An Easter Song’, and in 1891 ‘An Easter Hymn’.20 Much, though not all, of her verse was religious in tenor; liking to read theology and the Bible itself before she wrote, she had a high sense of artistic mission: ‘The artist’s soul must expression find / And give of its riches to all mankind, / Their vision to complete.’21 As a girl she had studied ‘Mental Philosophy’; as an adult she ‘sometimes read Philosophy as a preparation for writing’.22

Steeped in high-mindedness, Lottie Eliot’s poetry invokes a divine ‘Infinite Mind’ (a term favoured by Unitarians). Its topics range from ‘The Raising of Lazarus’ and ‘Force and God’ (1887) to biblical paraphrases and poems dealing with episodes in the lives of saints and martyrs.23 She transcribed in Latin and English Fortunatus’ medieval hymn in honour of the Holy Cross, with its details of crucified palms and ‘wound on wound’; she wrote her own verse ‘Vision of St Francis’ seen ‘Rapt in the ecstasy of his devotion’.24 Sometimes, as in ‘Raphael’s “Ste. Marguerite”’, she took inspiration from paintings. Tom’s mother hung reproductions of religious pictures in her bedroom alongside ancestral portraits and pictures of her children. Martyrdom and scenes of violent self-discipline fascinated her. Tom’s brother Henry remembered from his earliest infancy an engraving in her room of the Emperor Theodosius and St Ambrose, about which she wrote a poem. Her accompanying prose gloss explains to less learned readers that,

By the order of Theodosius, Emperor of the East, in reprisal for the murder of one of his generals, thousands of innocent people were slain at the circus in Thessalonica. On account of this cruel and unjustifiable deed the Emperor was refused admission to the Cathedral, by St Ambrose, Bishop of Milan, and not allowed to partake of the Communion until after eight months of penitence and humiliation.

Lottie’s emperor prostrates himself before Ambrose who represents the ‘Authority’ of the Church:

On the marble floor

Kneels Theodosius to implore

From heaven, mercy. Day by day

Upon the ground he prostrate lay,

Till months had passed. And many came,

With him to weep and share his shame,

Till fierce desires, and passions rude

He had within his soul subdued.25

Fascinated by ascetic figures from the sufferings of Catholicism, Mrs Eliot was also alert to the liberal theology of Friedrich Schleiermacher and the Unitarian New England-inflected writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson and William Ellery Channing. She published verse in the Unitarian Christian Register, pasting her printed poems carefully into scrapbooks. Tom’s younger cousin Abigail Eliot thought his mother ‘wasn’t much interested in babies’, but she cherished her children as well as her verse, and grew to love her poet son with particular intensity.26 She went on writing throughout her life, but never published a book-length collection, and her poetry underwent almost no development. It was, however, hugely important to her; and in her husband, the St Louis businessman who had once written, into his own diary, verses with the epigraph ‘Perfect through Suffering (Saul)’, she found a staunch life’s partner.27

Tom grew up in an idealistic, bookish household where knowledge of saints and martyrdoms was readily taken for granted, even when it came to the punchlines of old jokes. He recalled being told a political anecdote by his father, who remembered the days of the debates over slavery in 1858 between the Republican Abraham Lincoln and the Democrat Stephen Douglas, famed for his political oratory. Mr Eliot enjoyed telling his son how, after Douglas had given one of his best speeches and received thunderous applause, Lincoln then stood up, took off his coat, rolled up his cuffs and said, ‘“We will now proceed to stone Stephen.”’28

Though their home was St Louis, both Lottie, who had been raised in Massachusetts, and Hal (a confirmed Republican in politics) shared a mutual pride in their New England ancestors. ‘We tended to cling to places and associations as long as possible,’ Tom recalled.29 His parents had first met in St Louis, but had married in a historic house, the Old Reed home, in Lexington, Massachusetts, on 27 October 1868. As a present for Lottie’s thirty-ninth birthday in 1882 Hal, who had spent most of his life in Missouri, had gone to some trouble to buy and bring to St Louis an antique grandfather clock said to have been one of a batch shipped to America from Falmouth, England, in the 1760s. Nathan Reed, soon to be part of a company of Minute Men led by Captain Parker who faced the British at the Battle of Lexington on 19 April 1775, had bought the clock in 1770. One of Lottie’s distant ancestors, Samuel Dawes, had ridden at the same time as Paul Revere to warn the rebels at Lexington that the British were coming. The clock Hal presented to his wife and which was a feature of Tom’s boyhood home in St Louis had stood in the old Reed home at Lexington for many decades.30 In Tom’s childhood the hall clock told not just the present-day time but the story of the American Revolution. As a boy, Tom’s brother relished the heroism of Paul Revere; among Tom’s earliest surviving boyhood writings is a short, illustrated account of George Washington. Like most American children, Henry and Tom learned about these national heroes at school; but, thanks to their hall clock, their books, pictures and ancestral stories, such history was also part of the fabric of their home. Hal passed to his younger son an edition of Jefferson’s writings; and so it was that Tom came to feel that the early history of the United States was somehow ‘a family extension’.31

In thriving St Louis the family lived in some style. Running southwards through the grid-planned city for well over a mile past the Eliots’ house in the direction of the Mississippi, Locust Street was named, like nearby Olive, Pine and Chestnut Streets, after a familiar American tree. Inside the Eliots’ substantial four-storey, brick-built home with its heavy, dark wood furniture and elaborately patterned carpets hung treasured familial pictures. The walls of several rooms were a three-dimensional family album. A collection of portraits belonging to Tom’s parents and his grandmother Abigail Adams Eliot (née Cranch), who lived nearby, included those of President John Adams and his Secretary of State John Marshall, as well as many ancestors with the surname Eliot, Stearns, Cranch, Blood or Dawes. Above and to the right of the fireplace in his mother’s bedroom were at least fifteen pictures, including a Madonna and child, as well as head-and-shoulders photographic portraits. Photographed for the parental gallery, Tom grew up among a rich clutter of familial collectanea: a bronze Japanese vase, brass candlesticks, the gold-headed cane which had belonged to his formidable Grandfather Eliot.

Tom had never met Grandfather Eliot, who died in 1887, but the abiding memory of this man whom Emerson had termed the ‘Saint of the West’ was felt in the family home and in the city beyond.32 The little boy learned about him from his Eliot grandmother, from his Aunt Rose Smith and lawyer Uncle Ed Eliot (who lived locally) and from his own parents. Grandfather Eliot had travelled to Europe; in the American South he had bought slaves and set them free, even writing the biography of one, The Story of Alexander Archer (1885); he had given the name of his dead daughter, Mary, to the school that all Tom’s sisters had attended – the Mary Institute, situated right next door to 2635 Locust Street. Tom’s mother had once taught there for a year. Straight out of Harvard Divinity School, Grandfather Eliot had reached St Louis in 1834 and founded the first Unitarian church west of the Mississippi. Tom and his family still served and attended it. Social reformer, zealous preacher, occasional poet and part-time professor of Philosophy at Washington University, handsome stern-countenanced Grandfather Eliot was dead but unavoidable: visible in a large oil portrait painted by a Cranch, his deeds praised in a memorial tablet at his Church of the Messiah. Lottie Eliot worked on a biography during Tom’s boyhood; it was published eventually in Boston in 1904 as William Greenleaf Eliot: Minister, Educator, Philanthropist, and dedicated to Lottie’s children ‘lest they forget’.

There was little danger of that. A sense of this dead patriarch stayed with Tom from boyhood to old age:

I was brought up to be very much aware of him: so much so, that as a child I thought of him as still the head of the family – a ruler for whom in absentia my grandmother stood as viceregent. The standard of conduct was that which my grandfather had set; our moral judgments, our decisions between duty and self-indulgence, were taken as if, like Moses, he had brought down the tables of the Law, any deviation from which would be sinful.33

Almost suggesting ancestor-worship, this memory of childhood indicates, too, a sense of being drilled in rectitude. Propriety mattered in every word and deed. ‘When I was a small boy’, he recalled, ‘I was reproved by my family for using the vulgar phrase “O.K.”’34 Tom grew up in a family in which to buy candy for oneself was considered ‘a selfish indulgence’.35 He knew from a very early age that his ancestry could be traced back to those Puritan Eliots who had been involved in New England’s seventeenth-century witch trials. For all their more recent Unitarianism, the Eliots had inherited a witch-hanging, judgemental, Calvinist streak. In later life, even when he tried hard not to, Tom could appear a ‘Puritan ascetic’.36

His upbringing was strict, but cossetted. The family was looked after by a team of servants. They depended not just on the productions of a cook but also on the labour of maids, a gardener and a nurse. When baby Tom was in his second year and his sister Charlotte was ill, Lottie felt ‘always stirred up by the wretched kitchen girls’ who seemed to cost more in wages but to skimp on their work.37 Set back just a little behind railings from the tree-lined sidewalk, and in summer almost screened by foliage, the Eliots’ house was higher than the dwelling to its right, and enjoyed some open ground towards the left, in the direction of the Mary Institute at the intersection of Locust Street and Beaumont Street. Mary Institute classes stopped in the early afternoon and the girl pupils routinely did callisthenics in the grounds, their voices and laughter drifting over the wall. When he thought they had gone, Tom might venture into the schoolyard ‘which seemed to me, as a child’, he wrote, ‘of vast extent’. Sometimes he even went inside the school itself, wandering the corridors, inhaling the smell of chalk, ink and cedar pencils: he was always alert to smells. Alone, or occasionally with a friend from a similarly privileged, prosperous background – such as ‘Tom Kick’, his playmate Thomas McKittrick, Jr – he went into the gymnasium and played on swinging rings and parallel bars, or else threw Indian clubs. Playing here was exciting, but also unnerving. He was in a space familiar to all his sisters and several of his female cousins who had studied there, yet usually off-limits to boys. Once, he went into the schoolyard before all the pupils had left, and saw girls staring at him through a window. He fled. These almost fairy-tale incursions haunted him. He also remembered early attempts in this zone at his father’s favoured game, golf.

There was at the front of our house a sort of picket fence which divided our front yard from the schoolyard. This picket fence merged a little later as it passed the wall of the house into a high brick wall which concealed our back garden from the schoolyard and also concealed the schoolyard from our back garden. There was a door in this wall and there was a key to this door. Now, when the young ladies had left the school in the afternoon and at the end of the week, I had access to the schoolyard and used it for my own purposes of play. When the girls had left in the afternoon, the schoolyard was mine for a playground, first of all under the supervision of my nurse and later for practicing approach shots with a lofter, which was sometimes dangerous for the windows. They must have been very brief approach shots, but then I was a very small boy with a very small lofter, or mashie. At any rate, then, in the schoolyard I remember a mound on which stood a huge ailanthus tree. Oh, it seemed to me very big and round on this little mound.38

St Louis was sometimes nicknamed ‘Mound City’ because of the presence of ancient Native American earthwork mounds. Tom’s own mound was a good place to play. He went with Henry to a nearby climbing frame. In sunhat and sailor suit he threw a ball. He was photographed at the age of seven or eight, standing beside the big ailanthus tree with Tom Kick: two smiling, sailor-suited boys, happy to be up to mischief.

The school grounds were Edenic, but, like the rest of St Louis, literally polluted. The exposed brick side-wall of the Eliots’ house had to be washed periodically in this big industrial city known for its smoke and dust. Coachmen wearing dark top-hats clattered by outside along dusty Locust Street, sometimes cracking their whips above their horses. St Louis was proud of its wealth and style. In a metropolis with a French name and heritage, there were external shutters to the sides of most of the windows of the Eliot home, making it look just a little French. The front steps took visitors up to an arched doorway, and afforded a glimpse of basement quarters below, familiar to the family’s servants, black as well as white. Aged three, Tom played indoors with a favourite soft toy, a little dog – probably a dachshund – with floppy ears and black, beady eyes: Toby. A few years later, sitting in his well-tailored jacket under one of the house’s many pictures, Tom learned to play the baby grand piano. There were books aplenty – from a set of Dickens novels to An Evil and Adulterous Generation by Tom’s eighteenth-century great-great-great-grandfather, the Harvard-educated Reverend Andrew Eliot of Boston. Yet Tom himself was sometimes hard to find. In a house dominated during the day by his mother and his sisters, he sometimes concealed himself from visitors. One friend of his sisters remembered him hiding away, ‘pale and thin and shy’, keeping out of the way of of his sisters’ female guests.39 Though he learned to manage it through formality and occasional bluster, his shyness never left him.

Like his siblings, the boy was posed to be photographed for family albums. In one early picture, taken around 1891, he is holding Toby and dressed for cold weather in an ankle-length, hooded coat trimmed with fur. In his dark gloves he looks happy, but a little bemused perhaps, clad in outdoor clothes for a studio picture. Photographed a year or so later, long hair combed over his large ears and with an enormous pale bow tied at his neck as well as a neat striped collar visible over his darker jacket, he looks every groomed inch the model child. In early infancy, as was not uncommon for boys in wealthy families, he was sometimes dressed in what looks like a skirt. Like his sisters, he always appears carefully neat. He was, after all, an Eliot.

While very conscious of their ancestry and the standards that went with it, the Eliots also cherished, from a safe distance, some more scandalous aspects of their family history. Lottie’s parents were Thomas Stearns of Lunenburg, Massachusetts, and Charlotte Blood. Tom, in distant Missouri, called them Grandpa and Grandma ‘Faraway’.40 Lottie liked to claim that one of her ancestors had been a Colonel Blood who had stolen the British crown jewels, and that another was English novelist Laurence Sterne. Neither story was accurate, but in Tom’s boyhood they enhanced the family’s specialness, as well as reaching back not just to New England but even to Old England beyond. What small boy, however shy, would not relish being related to a jewel thief called Colonel Blood?

Special and privileged, Tom could be teased. When he was little an African American odd-job-man, Stephen Jones, one of whose tasks was to wash down the side-wall, agitated him by pretending to fall asleep beside the fire while toasting a piece of bread held between the toes of his outstretched foot. Tom would jump in alarm as Stephen pretended to wake up and murmured, ‘Some nigger’s foot’s burnin’.’41 Polite yet mischievous, Tom was fascinated by Stephen’s family, and ready to mythologise them. Some of the land nearby had originally been ‘negro quarters’ back in the days of slavery, and stories of that era persisted. Tom’s closeness to these African Americans as a rich white boy in 1890s St Louis is a reminder that his grandfather had stood up for the African American community, and that the Joneses, in their kindness to Tom, would have known his family’s history. Tom recalled Stephen’s father, the janitor of the Mary Institute, whom he called Uncle Henry. At the school Uncle Henry

lived in a sort of basement flat under the Beaumont Street entrance. He was a romantic figure to me as a child, not only because he possessed a parrot which actually did a little talking but because he was reputed to have been a runaway slave and certainly had one mutilated ear. He is said to have been tracked by bloodhounds. But Uncle Henry Jones was a great friend of the family. In fact, his family were great friends of the family because his son Stephen, and in succession to Stephen his grandson Charlie, undertook in succession the duties of looking after the furnace, washing the sidewalk, cutting the grass, and so on – bringing in the coal and wood.42

Conscious from an early age of being shy with most girls, and remaining so throughout his teens, Tom in boyhood was struck by a very different attitude to sexuality that Uncle Henry represented. In later years, he was uncertain if his boyhood impressions were accurate, but they stayed with him: ‘as I remember it . . . Uncle Henry had two wives, not in succession but apparently married to both of them at the same time, and . . . this was only discovered when suddenly a new Auntie was found in
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