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			Prologue

			“When is a boy not a boy?” In the summer of 2005, a six-year-old named Marc Yu was eager to stump me as we stood in a hallway of the Colburn School of Music in Los Angeles before his cello and piano lessons began. An adorable little guy in a red Pacific Oaks Children’s Center T-shirt and matching red socks, he was deep into his repertoire of riddles, awarding a point for every punch line I came up with. “When he turns into a store,” I answered, after briefly debating whether to play dumb.

			Marc practically danced into his classroom, ignoring the requests of his cello teacher and his mother, Chloe Hui, that he please settle down. An hour later, after I heard him play Vivaldi’s Concerto in G Minor for two cellos on a quarter-size instrument several inches bigger than he was, another answer occurred to me: “When he’s a prodigy.” During his next lesson, I watched Marc’s tiny hands racing through Bach’s Concerto in F Minor for the piano. His bony shoulders moved with the music and the effort of producing remarkable clarity and phrasing, and I felt the full force of the riddle. As he slipped down from his booster seat on the piano bench, begging his teacher to let him tackle at least a part of Rachmaninoff’s Second Piano Concerto, I couldn’t help wondering what he might actually turn into.

			Several months later, I watched as Marc became a poster boy for a mission to “stop wasting our brightest young minds” in an era of global competition. He was awarded a $10,000 fellowship for his “prodigious work” by the Davidson Institute for Talent Development, founded six years earlier to support and proselytize on behalf of “profoundly gifted” children. Sixteen mostly teenage superstars joined him, honored for their portfolios of intellectual and artistic feats, which they submitted along with testimonies about their labors and tributes to mentors. The fellows, hailed as a precious but imperiled national resource, got a taste of advocacy as well. As part of the celebratory festivities in Washington, D.C., the prizewinners paid visits to Capitol Hill to speak about their hard-won accomplishments.

			
			For Marc, the classic child prodigy in a group of bigger and gawkier students, the credential brought crossover stardom, too. On a tour of the talk shows—Ellen DeGeneres, Oprah, The Tonight Show—he told jokes and got off funny one-liners. Then he removed the red gloves that kept his hands warm and played a sample from a repertoire that ranged from Mozart to Gwyneth Walker. (“She is still composing,” Marc deadpanned, “unlike most of the composers I like, who are decomposing.”) When a more earnest morning show interviewer asked him if he thought he was gifted, he looked flustered. “I don’t know.” He shrugged, mumbling a guess about a possible “gift from God.” What Marc wanted to talk about was his hard work, not a topic typically associated with child wonders, who are supposed to soar without sweating. In his many media appearances, he spoke out whenever he could as an ambassador for a resurgence of American excellence, ready with advice. Marc, who had lately lost three teeth, had come up with a lisping sound bite: “You should play Game Boy less, and you should practice more.”

			The democratic zeal of the message, and of its six-year-old messenger, was inspiring. Marc wasn’t smug. He seized every chance to salute his immigrant mother and her tireless guidance. Marc didn’t scold. He delivered the counsel with sincere fervor and irrepressible energy. Here was a boy who sometimes stole to the piano at night, Chloe reported, drawn by a favorite passage he’d toiled over during the day. As Marc swayed on the bench, playing with unusual feeling, his eyes closed and face uplifted, his transport inspired a neck-prickling awe not just at the music pouring forth but at the mysteries of human potential. How often do we underestimate children’s untapped powers and phenomenal capacity to learn? “The possibilities are extraordinary for a child with a child’s imagination and a child’s heart,” marveled a conductor stunned by Marc’s adult-level mastery. With momentum like his, what might maturity bring?

			
			At the same time, the spectacle of Marc couldn’t help but stir more mundanely discomfiting sensations, a variation on the what-is-American-youth-coming-to worry that every generation of parents, along with pundits and policy makers, succumbs to. Warnings about a rising China, and about widening achievement gaps in the United States, were hard to ignore. “Tiger parenting” had yet to enter the lexicon: Amy Chua’s shocker of a book, Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother, about goading two daughters to virtuoso extremes, lay half a decade ahead. But the fraught ethos of early superachievement was already familiar enough, as hard to like as it was to shake. 

			You didn’t have to be a parent with two overscheduled high school kids, though I was, to feel off-balance. In an ever more competitive world, what is the promise—and the price—of honing youthful potential ever earlier and more avidly? What happens to those imaginations and hearts? The not-so-democratic consequences of America’s meritocratic mystique were obvious: stressed-out, helicopter-parented, test-prepped, accelerated children bent on exceptional performance from cradle to elite college—and left-out children, lacking adult guidance and challenging goals, derailed by obstacles. I sighed at the proto-prodigy expectations: Was this a likely route to social equality, or resilient autonomy, or bold creativity? I signed up my privileged, omni-enriched kids for SAT prep anyway.

			—

			This is a book about prodigies like Marc, who aren’t merely amazingly good at something before they lose all their baby teeth or hit puberty. I’ve chosen young marvels in modern America who have also tapped into a very public concern about precocious achievement, which baby boomers and their successors are far from the first to feel. To display adult mastery as a child—or, in several cases in this book, as a teenager—is usually to draw notice. But different talents seem to attract heightened interest in different decades, inviting scrutiny as auguries for the rest of us. Over the past century, the zeitgeist has swept some prodigies to special attention as emblems of social progress or as victims of worrisome pressures—or often both at once. Who they are, and what particular skills they display and how, touches a nerve. Marc, a captivating miniversion of the virtuoso piano celebrity Lang Lang and, with his mother, an outspoken proponent of perspiration over inspiration, was a standout made to order for a China-focused, college-frantic moment preoccupied with “grit,” the latest lab-tested talent development secret on the lips of psychologists, educators, and parents.

			
			At anxious junctures, in other words, you could say we single out the child wonders we deserve—which doesn’t mean those remarkable children get treated the way they deserve. Or, for that matter, the way parents and mentors, and other meddlers and an avid media, claim they are treated. This book began with curiosity to get to the bottom of stories about some American superchildren who seized the spotlight—and to tell those stories as unsentimentally, and unsensationally, as possible. My previous book, Raising America, was a cultural history of twentieth-century child-rearing theories peddled by a succession of experts, each promising—with great confidence and shaky evidence—that scientifically informed nurture would liberate untold human potential. Phenomenally accomplished children offered a chance to explore practice, rather than theory, at those eagerly anticipated new frontiers of performance.

			My choices, from math prodigies at the start of the twentieth century on up to Marc, are glaring exceptions to prevailing rules—boys and girls whose exploits have seemed to offer timely discoveries about talent development. They aren’t representative or exemplary in the sense of typical, and that is the point: ours is an era, as a popular adviser of parents has put it, when Lake Wobegon–style insistence on above-average children is “yesterday’s news,” overtaken by an anxious credo that “given half a chance, all of our children would be extraordinary.” If versions of today’s message in fact go back further than we think, let’s take a closer look at prodigies who have been heralded as emissaries of that drive to excel early—the living, breathing, superbly high-performing proof of what is possible, and how, and with what results. Let’s revisit the public debates over their rare achievements and unusual regimens, and probe for the private realities behind the headlines. Not least, let’s listen hard for the prodigies’ side of the story. After all, how they understand their experience is what matters most, certainly for them as their lives unfold. And the rest of us—caught up in an ever less playful, increasingly purposeful ethos of childhood—could really use their advice.

			
			I wasn’t fully prepared for how elusive the goal of getting at the child’s-eye view would be—though I set out to tackle it precisely because ignoring or misjudging kids’ perspectives is so easy to do, despite the best of intentions. Parental empathy runs deep but not straight. Though childhood was a country we all once inhabited, our early selves become foreigners: blurry forebears who pull at our sleeves, whispering mixed messages about the people we’ve become, and about how our children might redeem us. Parenting experts are hardly immune from the urge to project grown-up agendas either. Even the strictest advisers I wrote about in Raising America prided themselves on child-focused enlightenment. They touted empirical data about immature beings whose needs, their studies showed, were very different from ours. Yet again and again, the experts’ own hopes, fears, and memories—along with wider cultural anxieties—shaped their views more than rigorous science did.

			To say that eager champions of prodigies are prone to be even more buffeted by their dreams and frustrated desires is not to deliver news: the stage mother stereotype thrives. And unlike Dr. Spock and his expert ilk, whose advice is more often invoked than studiously obeyed, on-the-ground mentors and parents of young wonders exert real clout. Prodigies are children, after all, small people who rely on all kinds of help from those who loom over them. Exceptionally talented and driven though they may be—their feats are astonishing—they aren’t in the driver’s seat. Adults may revere them, and families revolve around them, but prodigies remain dependents, subject to circumstances they didn’t choose and usually have limited power to change. They get many chances to show off but may have to wait until they’re grown up, and looking back, to fully and truly tell their elders off.

			
			Yet as I’ve pursued their stories, I haven’t simply discovered tales of voiceless victims and myopic, narcissistic oppressors—or of triumphant young talents and model mentors either. Except, not surprisingly, in the press. In just about every case, media accounts have been short on veracity, long on lurid voyeurism, and very aware that suspenseful dramas sell. Is this or that early bloomer a weirdo headed for burnout, true to popular lore? Or is the wunderkind bound for creative glory, as modern experts have hoped to prove? And what behind-the-scenes forces other than his or her genius explain precocious mastery? Such loaded questions are the underside of off-the-charts expectations. They’re writ large in prodigy media coverage, and they lurk between the lines for lesser superkids groomed to excel, too: the same intense anticipation that can help spur children onward sets them up to disappoint as well, saddling them with goals that can daunt and doubts that corrode. Adults also pay a price for the high-stakes prospects. As they anxiously eye the future, they’re prone to forget that childhood happens only once and goes by very fast.

			Every one of the stories gathered here has sad or shocking moments; a few are tragic. But my goal isn’t to pile on the stark cautionary fare. Nor am I aiming to crack some “talent code,” though the children in these pages do share remarkable curiosity and stubbornness—and that latter quality, predictably, distinguishes many mentors and parents as well. Instead, I’ve taken my cue from Norbert Wiener, the turn-of-the-twentieth-century child prodigy who opens the book and who, as a grown-up, warned against the allure of told-you-so lessons or seven-steps-to-stardom advice. In his memoir Ex-Prodigy (1953), the founder of cybernetics laments that the only young marvels “the public ever hears of are those who ‘point a moral or adorn a tale,’ ” when untidy life arcs can reveal much more:

			
			
				There is a tragedy in the failure of a promising lad which makes his fate interesting reading; and the charm of the success story is known to all of us. Per contra, the account of a moderate success following a sensationally promising childhood is an anticlimax and not worth general attention.

			

			I can imagine Wiener pausing to tug on his white goatee and push up his heavy-rimmed glasses before proceeding to type, “I consider this attitude of extremes toward the infant prodigy false and unjustified. In addition to being unjustified, it is in fact unjust.”

			It also misses, he might have noted, what is most fascinating about the unfolding of exceptional childhoods. From Norbert Wiener at one end to Marc Yu at the other, I probe legends—Bobby Fischer, Shirley Temple—along with now-forgotten girl writers, pioneering computer geeks, an autistic jazz pianist and composer, and more. Psychologists obsessed with giftedness—Lewis Terman, Julian Stanley—make appearances, too. In every case, confident predictions and programmatic methods morph into wishful projections and unanticipated challenges. 

			Look closely at personalities, families, and actual trajectories, with detours and snags included; step back to scan the historical scene, since talents, however unbidden, thrive in particular times and places. The revelation is that off-the-charts achievers aren’t good grist for moralistic fables after all, whether about ill-fated freaks or about superstars for a meritocratic century. That is the real virtue of stories at once strange and familiar. They expose very recognizable confusions behind a zeal for early prowess that by now has gone mainstream—fueling hopes of success, and no end of stress. Not least, prodigies offer reminders writ large that children, in the end, flout our best and worst intentions.

			I was expecting to encounter an oppressively elitist tone among champions of exceptional childhoods but was surprised to discover instead an upstart rebelliousness, in young and old alike. Norbert Wiener’s father, proudly touting his twelve-year-old college matriculant as a model, hoped to jolt genteel Americans into following suit in their families, but he wasn’t betting on it. Like so many of the excited promoters of prodigies in later chapters, Leo Wiener was an outsider (a Jewish immigrant from Russia) who held forth as a liberator of children. A version of his message gathered momentum over the century: freed from the unscientific prejudices of their complacent and conformist elders, boys and girls could surge forward amazingly quickly, given the right guidance. What’s more, the remarkable young achievers would do it easily and eagerly, without getting spoiled or stigmatized or snooty.

			
			Of course, the promise has never been as simple as that sounds. Who calls the shots, and how, can be murky. That was true back when grown-ups like Leo presumed they were boss and children, however exceptional, did their bidding. It was true generations before that in the Old World as well. “Next to God comes Papa,” wrote twelve-year-old Wolfgang Mozart, the patron saint of modern prodigies, a century and a half earlier. Papa’s sway was indeed vast, but he also knew he owed his son a dose of obeisance: Leopold hailed Wolfgang as a “miracle, which God has allowed to see the light in Salzburg”—and counted on him to keep the family afloat. The current term is codependency: prodigies capitalizing, as best they can, on the resources of elders who are vicariously invested in their glory. And by the post–World War II era, as old rules of deference to maturity eroded, enterprising young standouts made the most of their new authority. Later chapters in this book attest to that. As adults became more solicitous and systematic in their enabling, prodigies became more defiant handfuls, proudly intent on doing things their way. Bobby Fischer didn’t just imitate the masters; he knew how to intimidate. So did Bill Gates. Lang Lang lashed out.

			Introducing her portraits of eminent Victorian marriages in Parallel Lives, Phyllis Rose astutely wrote that at the core of every alliance between spouses is a pair of narratives about power relations. Trouble arises when those views cease to mesh, when “the understanding about the balance of power breaks down, when the weaker member feels exploited or the stronger feels unrewarded for his or her strength.” The same holds for child prodigies and their mentors—with a vengeance. After all, no matter how richly collaborative a bond children forge with grown-up guides, some version of divorce is inevitable. It’s what modern experts would call developmentally appropriate. That doesn’t mean the process is smooth. In the case of prodigies, the usual age-based scripts get rewritten from the start, as they speed ahead of their peers to the applause—and unease—of adults keen to facilitate the phenomenal progress of their talents. Upheaval is guaranteed: however carefully monitored or mentored an extraordinary childhood may be, power relations get recast in the turmoil of adolescence. And all along the way, twists and turns in family circumstances may propel, or derail, a prodigy’s course. So may social pressures or opportunities that nobody saw coming.

			
			Just about all the unusual children assembled here implicitly or explicitly convey a version of the same message to the eager promoters of an American meritocracy over the century: back off. That is not what proponents of whisking the best and the brightest onward, starting the younger the better, have ever really wanted to hear as they champion youthful genius as a crucial national resource. But if you listen closely to these prodigy stories, which play out in successive decades in a country increasingly committed to fine-tuning and fast-tracking talent development, the message gets louder and clearer. 

			It’s not that these children are desperate to chill out, or slow down, or quit striving, or even cease astounding their elders. What they want, and need, is the chance to obsess on their own idiosyncratic terms—to sweat and swerve, lose their balance, get their bearings, battle loneliness, discover resilience. How else does anyone shape a self, never mind a phenomenal skill? Extraordinary achievement, though adults have rarely cared to admit it, takes a toll. It demands an intensity that rarely makes kids conventionally popular or socially comfortable. But if they get to claim that struggle for mastery as theirs, in all its unwieldiness, they just might sustain the energy and curiosity that ideally fuel such a quest. That is no guarantee of mature creative genius, but it is a good bet for future happiness.

			
			Like us, our predecessors over the course of a century have been thrilled by the thought that rapidly growing young bodies and flexible brains are primed to navigate change and meet new challenges in ways that adults can’t. Like us, our predecessors have also been unnerved by upstart impulses and lopsided young lives, not to mention uncertain futures. The urge to domesticate prodigious children—to anoint them not as misfits but as marvels whose streamlined paths promise to realize our hopes and ambitions—has proved understandably hard for modern American strivers to resist. Phenomenally talented boys and girls have been swept along, though not as effortlessly as their mentors have wanted to suggest—and not as obediently either. Decade after decade, prodigies in the spotlight have stirred up debates, weathered ordeals, and delivered surprises, as the stories in this book reveal. Their experiences betray secrets about their struggles—with their gifts and with their guides—from which they learn a lot, sometimes too late. It’s time to resurrect their stories and see what they might tell us.

		

	
		
		
			
			PART I

			NATURE vs. NURTURE

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 1

			The Wonder Boys of Harvard

			
				· 1 ·

				“The first thing my April Fool’s boy wanted from the great outside world was the moon,” wrote a young mother named Sarah Sidis, recalling her firstborn’s arrival in the family on the cusp of the twentieth century.

				
					We stood at the window of the apartment together in the evening, with Billy in Boris’ arms, and admired the moon over Central Park. Billy chuckled and reached for it. The next night when he found that the moon was not in the same place, he seemed disturbed. Trips to the window became a nightly ritual, and he was always pleased when he could see the “moo-n.”

					This led to Billy’s mastering higher mathematics and planetary revolutions by the time he was eleven, and if that seems to be a ridiculous statement I can only say, “Well, it did.”

				

				The moon-gazing scene is a classic parental experience, a memory likely to stick, even if it goes unrecorded in a baby book. A brilliant sphere or sliver hangs in the sky. The baby arm reaches out, pointing, and the round eyes are even brighter than usual as they look first at the moon, then into your eyes, then back at the light out there in the darkness. “Moon,” you say, a word almost as mesmerizing, in English, as the sight. The tiny lips purse, and out comes a sound that no cow could imitate. “Yes, moon,” you say again, and the future seems full of promise for a young soul excited by a new word and fascinated by the view. This baby, who doesn’t want to turn away, will surely go far in life—and in the cool moonglow, you feel thrilled and perhaps also a little terrified at what may be in store for both of you.

				
				Sarah Sidis told her unusual version of the story years after the birth on April 1, 1898, of one of the first, and for a time most famous, child prodigies of the modern era. Billy’s full name was William James Sidis, after the renowned Harvard psychologist who was her husband’s mentor and the boy’s godfather. At eleven, enrolled at Harvard, Billy made headlines when he delivered a lecture on the fourth dimension to the university’s Mathematical Club, “with the aid of a crayon which he wielded with his little hand,” wrote The New York Times.

				By then Sarah and her husband, Boris, had made it their mission to jolt turn-of-the-century Americans with a thrilling, and terrifying, message: learning, if it was begun soon enough, could yield phenomenal results very early and rapidly. Russian Jews, they had fled the pogroms in Ukraine for the garment sweatshops on the United States’ East Coast in the mid-1880s. Within ten years they had worked their way to the top of American higher education. Sarah, by 1898 a rare woman with an M.D. (from Boston University School of Medicine), considered her husband “the most brilliant man in the world.” After tutoring Sarah, Boris had racked up a B.A., an M.A., and a Ph.D. in psychology at Harvard within four years. But inborn talent had nothing to do with their feats, or their son’s, they insisted. Billy was not miraculous, and Boris’s brilliance was more honed than inherited. (Reared in a polyglot world by a bookish merchant, he had been multilingual and a voracious young reader, who boldly began educating peasants as a teenager—for which he was imprisoned by the tsar.) The long-standing fear that precocity was the prelude to early degeneracy was groundless. An as-yet-unimagined potential lay in every child, and it was time parents started cultivating it, Boris urged. The country, more than ever, needed “the individuality, the originality, the latent powers of talent and genius” too often wasted.

				
				Their zeal will sound familiar, echoed by current apostles of the “10,000 hour rule” of “deliberate practice,” begun the younger the better. The impatience with low expectations remains a refrain. So does the warning that if we heedlessly neglect childhood opportunities to excel, we’re jeopardizing a valuable national resource. The opposite concern, conveyed by William James in a letter, is alive and well, too. “I congratulate you on W.J.S.—what you tell of him is wonderful,” he wrote of his four-year-old godson in 1902. But he was clearly alarmed. “Exercise his motor activities exclusively for many years now! His intellect will take care of itself,” he told Boris. Did James realize that the rest of his letter—he cited a Harvard colleague’s prodigious son as a cautionary example—risked egging the Sidises on? That problem is familiar as well. James noted that the university’s first professor of Slavic languages, Leo Wiener—another remarkable émigré from tsarist Russia (he had taken the Bialystok high school entrance exams at ten and knew that many languages by his teens)—was several steps further along with his phenomenal son, Norbert. “Now at the age of seven,” James reported, the boy “has done all the common school work, and of course can’t get into the high school, so that his father is perplexed what to do with him, since they make difficulties about admitting him to the manual training schools in Cambridge.”

				Seven years later, when both boys converged on Harvard—there was no stopping the mission—their fathers, with Boris in the lead, had the eye and ear of the public as they sounded a democratic call to Americans to get busy enriching their children’s fast-growing minds. An influx of underage standouts at the nation’s most prestigious university put them all in the spotlight. In the fall of 1909, Norbert, almost fifteen, arrived as a graduate student in zoology after getting his B.A. in math at Tufts in three years. Billy, now known as William, was admitted at eleven as a “special student.” They were joined by two children of the Reverend Adolf Berle, an ambitious Congregationalist minister in Boston—Adolf Jr., fourteen, and his sister, Lina, fifteen, at Radcliffe—and a scion of a blue-blooded Boston family, Cedric Houghton, also fifteen. (The following fall, a fourteen-year-old musician named Roger Sessions enrolled.)

				
				The two superprecocious sons of the immigrant professor and doctor, outspoken men with bushy mustaches and accents, inspired the most interest—and the most suspense. The world was in ferment, and Harvard along with it. The basic contours of the flux haven’t changed. A new century of global migration and international tensions was under way. The pace of scientific progress had picked up. The fledgling field of psychology was taking off—Freud visited the United States in 1909—and Einstein’s revolutionary papers of 1905 had stirred baffled interest. The arrival of these brilliant boys, with their unusual pedigrees, fit the mission of Harvard’s outgoing president, Charles W. Eliot, a liberal Boston Brahmin and staunch believer in equality of opportunity. He aimed to open university doors to “men with much money, little money, or no money, provided that they all have brains.” And not just brains, Eliot warned complacent WASPs, who mistook “an indifferent good-for-nothing, luxurious person, idling through the precious years of college life” for an ideal gentleman or scholar. Eliot had in mind an elite with “the capacity to prove by hard work that they have also the necessary perseverance and endurance.”

				Boris and Leo, more radically egalitarian than Eliot, promised that anyone’s children could soar like their sons—and do so without undue strain, if parents were prompt enough and pursued the right methods. The prospect stirred great interest, but also wariness, on campus and beyond. A. Lawrence Lowell, Eliot’s far stuffier Brahmin successor, was said to worry that the “new immigrants” from Eastern and Southern Europe just didn’t mix well with the “Anglo-Saxon race,” whose ascendancy he assumed. “What will become of the wonder child?” asked a New York Times article announcing William’s arrival at Harvard. The attention was tinted with suspicion: “Will he go the way commonly supposed to be that of most boy prodigies,” the Times went on, “or will he make a name for himself?” Boris had just given a speech at the Harvard summer school about liberating youthful genius. Norbert’s father was ready with the assurance that his son “was not forced. He is even lazy.” For one boy, an embattled and lonely quest for privacy lay ahead. For the other, a formative role in the information age awaited. More emblematic fates for two pioneering modern prodigies would be hard to find—which doesn’t mean that one path is a model and the other neatly conveys a cautionary moral. Both, as the boys understood sooner and better than their fathers did, were minefields.

			

			
				
				· 2 ·

				“I tried at one time to unite the five of us into a sort of prodigy club, but the attempt was ridiculous for we did not possess a sufficient element of coherence to make a joint social life desirable,” Norbert Wiener wrote years later in his memoir Ex-Prodigy. The effort was a valiant, and rather poignant, gesture by a teenager well versed in the struggle to fit in while standing out.

				
					In all of our cases, our social relations were better taken care of elsewhere than by a close social contact with those of our own kind. We were not cut from the same piece of cloth, and in general there was nothing except an early development of intelligence that characterized us as a group. And this was no more a basis for social unity than the wearing of glasses or the possession of false teeth.

				

				When they arrived on campus in Cambridge, he and William certainly bore no physical resemblance. Round-faced Norbert was a stocky adolescent verging on plump—though he went to the gym every day, an article noted. Short and clumsy and severely myopic, he wore thick wire-rim glasses. There was no disguising that he was a “greasy grind,” the collegiate term for scholarly types. But having already graduated to long pants, at least he wasn’t obviously underage. In a photograph that circulated in the avid newspaper coverage that fall, Norbert looked like an unpriggish goody-goody. He conveyed confidence, a bow tie setting off a sober yet open expression. William, in bangs and short pants, was still very much a child. He sometimes even wore the neckerchief that was part of a grade-schooler’s uniform. What was most striking about the photograph of him that kept cropping up wasn’t the odd farmer-boy hat on his head, accentuating his stick-out ears. It was the sullen set to his mouth and his aggrieved gaze.

				
				Their backgrounds blurred, though, in the welcoming press accounts that greeted the unusual new students. That fit right in with their fathers’ overarching purpose. Boris and Leo presented their sons and themselves as readily imitable examples, cut from a common cloth. As one headline in a long feature about “Harvard’s Four Child Students” put it, “Parents Declare Others Might Do Likewise.” Their boys had started out no different from other “bright” children. Their new methods were neither customized nor complicated—nor coercive. But they could work wonders. They opened “up to the human race vistas of possibilities and achievement unreached in any epoch of the history of the world.” So announced the Boston journalist and popularizer of psychology H. Addington Bruce, who claimed prime magazine space at a time when compulsory schooling laws were spreading, along with “child study” groups and new interest in early development. As Boris and Leo’s self-appointed quasi-publicist, Bruce created a de facto prodigy-fathers club.

				It was a club whose maverick members were far too busy with their own work to hold any meetings, and whose educational mission definitely needed Bruce’s rhetorical polish. With his recent 1909 Harvard summer school address, “Philistine and Genius,” Boris had invited dismissal as a Cassandra. He issued dire warnings of catastrophic violence ahead for a benighted world that schooled its children in fear and obedient conformity, suppressing “the genius of the young.” As for Leo, his son later noted that he “could be overwhelming through the very impact of his personality, and he was constitutionally incapable of allowing for his own forcefulness.” That was a polite way of saying he could be a bully.

				Yet with Bruce’s genteel help, Boris and Leo drew notice as the opposite of Old World scolds as their boys arrived at Harvard. There was no hint of the duress that Isaac Babel (Norbert Wiener’s exact contemporary) later evoked in his famous short story “The Awakening.” Among Jewish families back in Odessa, a prodigy industry churned out little violin virtuosi—“with thin necks like the stalks of flowers, and a paroxysmic flush upon their cheeks”—to satisfy their parents’ dreams of cultural distinction if not fortune. The young marvels in Cambridge were not to be mistaken for New World freaks either. They bore no resemblance to lopsided “lightning calculators” like Zerah Colburn, a Vermont farm boy born in 1804 whose father had toured him through Europe: big-headed wonders able to “perform vast sums in arithmetic, as some children have done,” as Boris put it. “Mere ‘reckoning machines,’ ” Bruce called such specimens, noting their otherwise often limited horizons. These émigré fathers promised that to cultivate well-rounded early genius was to reap, later on, a “liberal-minded citizen, devoted soul and body to the interests of social welfare.”

				
				Boris and Leo boasted an enlightened modern advance beyond even the most illustrious Anglo-Saxon precedent. John Stuart Mill, the outstanding prodigy of a century earlier, had surged ahead on his father’s chilly regimen, only to suffer a depressive crisis as he reached maturity. His American counterparts got the same basic, and humbling, paternal message the young Mill did—that their only real distinction was having a father, as James Mills indicated, “willing to give the necessary trouble and time” to teach them. But they had the advantage of a curriculum weighted toward science, believed more suited to “children’s needs of the concrete,” one doctor noted, than the Millian diet of classics, heavy on abstractions. 

				Norbert and Billy also thrived on cutting-edge pedagogical insights that promised to banish old-fashioned fears of debilitating precocity produced by “forcing.” Children’s “minds are built with use,” Boris taught, their brains undergoing rapid growth beginning in infancy. Seizing the window between two and three was crucial, and teaching must also appeal to their feelings. Boris’s signature contribution was “the psychology of suggestion.” Fascinated by hypnosis, he advocated the well-timed use of unconscious, emotionally charged associations and urged subtle priming to stimulate a child’s interest; the mind, he advised, was especially receptive before sleep.

				
				Boris also promoted the theory of “reserve energy.” He claimed co-credit with William James for discovering this idea of “second wind,” which Leo swore by, too. Hitherto unknown levels of energy were accessible to those with real focus, the psychologists had decided. For adults, the emphasis was on endurance, working through initial fatigue to draw on otherwise unused sources of mental strength. The application to children, who were naturally given to scattered interests, was breezier. The point was to inspire effortless, deep absorption, which fueled the kind of learning that late-starters never tapped into. Once bad habits set in and vulnerable young minds were clouded by superstitious nonsense and fears—the crass staples of American child-rearing—the moment had been missed.

				Lessons, harnessing imaginations that might otherwise wander, needn’t be long or onerous. The ideal result, far from a frail-necked specialist, was an accomplished generalist who thrived on a varied curriculum. Though Boris made no mention of group activities, he picked up on the refrain of the contemporary kindergarten movement: purposeful play. “That is the key to the whole situation,” he liked to emphasize. “Get the child so interested in study that study will truly be play.” Leo stressed the anticram theme and the importance of following a child’s inclinations. His son Norbert didn’t “learn by [rote], as a parrot might, but by reasoning.” Leo took a swipe at a school system that rewarded not “the child who thinks best but the one who remembers most”—and that shut its doors for months each year. Summer breaks were “one of the absurdities of American life,” the Reverend Berle agreed, when children “absolutely forget that they [have] brains…which must be kept active in developing habits of observation, attention and self-control.”

				Boris and Leo didn’t have brain scans to back up theories very similar to notions that now carry the imprimatur of the lab—about early brain plasticity, the benefits of exploratory play, the creative experience of “flow,” the problem of extended school vacations. Instead they lucked into extraordinarily curious and focused boys who supplied evidence that went to their fathers’ heads. Boris and Leo could generalize grandly as William and Norbert arrived at Harvard because they could point to amazing results in sons who were not narrow prodigies at all—although they were hardly average children either. The boys’ pre-Harvard feats, often jumbled by an initially awed press eager for anecdotes, merged into an updated version of John Stuart Mill’s trajectory. Which boy had accomplished what by when wasn’t the point: they were an amalgam of the wonder child hidden in every child.

				
				The milestones began with mastery of the alphabet before two and full literacy by three or four. Norbert drew letters in the sand with a nursemaid; Billy had ABC blocks dangling in his crib and his parents played letter games with him. Avid reading ensued, mostly of nonfiction. The boys then speedily amassed languages (Latin, Greek, German, French, and Russian for both, and some Hebrew, Turkish, and Armenian for Billy). Their intense scientific interests (anatomy and astronomy for Billy, chemistry and naturalist zeal for Norbert) inspired unusual strides before school age as well.

				At which point—keeping up with Mill, who wrote a history of Rome at six—the wonder boys became eager knowledge producers as well as consumers. Between six and eight, Billy was especially busy. He invented his own language, Vendergood, and wrote a forty-page explication of it, in a style that veered from whimsical to pompous. He designed a grammar for teaching three languages at once and, according to his list of authorial accomplishments, also produced an astronomy textbook. Surely spurred on by Boris’s prolific psychological output, Billy turned a passion for calendars into a primer, too. At eleven, while his father was toiling away on a translation of the total Tolstoy oeuvre, Norbert wrote a paper on “The Theory of General Ignorance.” Carefully copied over in ink in a brown notebook, it represented his own step-by-step philosophizing, not a presentation of others’ views. Leo, understandably impressed by his son’s lucid argument for “the impossibility of man’s being certain of anything,” rewarded him with a special trip to Maine.
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				Yet of course neither the men nor the boys—nor their families—were cut from the same cloth at all. That much was certain, a grown-up Norbert noted in his memoir. Their intellectual feats lumped them together as fascinating new Harvard outliers. But as Norbert appreciated in retrospect, and seems to have intuited even as a boy, what really mattered was how their social relations were, as he put it, “taken care of.” Or, more accurately, not taken care of. By the time they arrived on campus, the boys’ experiences had been strikingly different—each distinct from the other’s, and neither in line with the effortless harmony that Leo and Boris liked to advertise for their avid tutees. Look behind the scenes, and the recalcitrant details leap out, especially in—who would have guessed?—Norbert’s and Billy’s less-than-smooth mastery of math. For two singular children, both supersmart but otherwise a study in contrasts, temperaments and family dynamics counted far more than paternal theories or pedagogical tactics ever could. Which didn’t mean that their fathers (and, for Billy, his mother) were marginal. They were crucial, but in ways neither Boris nor Leo began to fathom.

				Life in the Wiener household was a whirlwind, despite the best efforts of Leo’s wife, the very proper former Bertha Kahn of Missouri, reared in assimilationist gentility by her businessman father and southern belle mother. Norbert, contrary to his father’s claims, was anything but lazy. An insatiable learner who pored over books early, Nubbins—Norbert’s family nickname—had the freedom, and the inclination, to be as vigorous as he was intellectually curious. He had a model: Leo, a tireless scholar and farmer and mushroom hunter. (Leo had set out from Germany at nineteen on a quest to create a vegetarian utopia in Belize, and when that voyage was aborted, he embarked on a long and circuitous American journey as a jack-of-all-trades—pausing in Kansas City to get semidomesticated by the woman he courted—before his lucky landing at Harvard.)

				
				As a small boy in Cambridge, Norbert eagerly sought out friends. Chunky and full of physical energy, he threw himself into neighborhood games, despite his bad eyesight and coordination—and more fearfulness than he cared to admit. From a young age he especially loved the outdoor “tramps” his father encouraged, and the “element of élan, of triumph, of glorious and effective effort, of drinking deep of life and the emotions thereof” that romantic Leo brought to them. Indoors, the Wieners’ “house of learning” overflowed with visitors, conversation, books, and emotional outbursts. A sister Constance, four years younger, was a baby to quarrel with before she became his beloved companion. Another sister and a brother followed. With a husband whose “shaggy unconformity” and temper she vainly tried to tame, Bertha Wiener had her hands full. That her zealous firstborn was a nub off the old block taxed her further.

				By the time Norbert was seven, his father decided it was time for third grade at the local Peabody School in Cambridge. There the stellar reader was bumped up to fourth grade, only to run into math difficulties with a mean teacher. Norbert didn’t know his multiplication tables and didn’t take to rote learning, though he was speeding ahead in math reasoning through avid problem solving with his father. Leo, math-minded himself, pulled him out of school to offer “a greater challenge and stimulus to my imagination,” as Norbert put it in his memoir. There was plenty of that during two more years of home-based learning, much of it outsourced in wonderful ways—a lovely Radcliffe tutor for Latin and German, a chemistry student who helped set up a lab, and endless time in the Agassiz Museum at Harvard, not to mention roaming with friends.
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				But math studies were another story. His father, whom he praised in his memoir as “a poet at heart, amid the frigid and repressed figures of an uninspiring and decadent Boston,” was also a fierce taskmaster. Norbert’s later bright-eyed photograph didn’t betray the behind-closed-doors reality that had come before. In public, Leo prided himself on setting store by “the blessedness of blundering.” Making children “work out problems” gave them the chance to fumble, and to “acquire that sense of mastery, that joy of triumph, which is of itself an incentive to further effort.” So Leo explained his approach to his biggest journalist fan (whom Norbert later anointed H. “Addlehead” Bruce). In his memoir, Norbert put it rather differently: “No casual interest could satisfy my father’s demand for precise and ready knowledge.” Norbert’s description of algebra lessons with Leo reveal a habit of thundering.

				
				
					He would begin the discussion in an easy, conversational tone. This lasted exactly until I made the first mathematical mistake. Then the gentle and loving father was replaced by the avenger of the blood. The first warning he gave me of my unconscious delinquency was a very sharp and aspirated “What!” and if I did not follow this by coming to heel at once, he would admonish me, “Now do this again!” By this time I was weeping and terrified. Almost inevitably I persisted in sin, or what was worse, corrected an admissible statement into a blunder. Then the last shreds of my father’s temper were torn, and he addressed me in a phraseology which seemed to me even more violent than it was because I was not aware that it was a free translation from the German.

				

				Leo let loose with brute, ass, fool, donkey. The lessons being blessedly short, sturdy Norbert weathered the tirades. But they “often ended in a family scene. Father was raging, I was weeping, and my mother did her best to defend me”—only to watch Leo later belittle Nubbins in company. Another hurdle his father wasn’t about to publicize, because it suggested just what he denied—a boy under strain—left a more constructive mark: at eight, eye trouble for Norbert necessitated a half-year ban on reading or writing—doctor’s orders. Leo’s orders were to learn by ear. Those months spent working out algebra and geometry problems in his head introduced Norbert to a powerful ally: a highly unrote memory. In the bargain, he staked out a private inner sanctum and discovered his own unusual skill. “I relearned the world,” Norbert later told an MIT colleague. “My mind completely opened up. I could see things I never saw before.”

				
				And then came another “unorthodox experiment,” as Norbert put it in his memoir. His father, now consumed by the herculean challenge of translating twenty-four volumes of Tolstoy in twenty-four months, decided to send his son to high school. The choice hardly seemed auspicious for a nine-year-old, especially a boy newly stranded by the family’s move to the rural Massachusetts town of Harvard. (Leo was in full Tolstoy mode, eager to farm.) But at nearby Ayer High, Norbert lucked into an ideal mentor. More accurately, Miss Laura Leavitt—a classics teacher whom Wiener later described as the “brains and conscience” of the school—was a maternal protector. She eased Norbert into kid-brother status among the students (even letting him sit on her lap at the intimidating start, before he learned “schoolroom behavior”). She made sure he connected with middle schoolers who shared the building. And her nephew became his best friend, just the company Norbert needed after homework recitations with a multitasking Leo, his eyes glued to Tolstoy—his ears alert as ever to any blunders.

				Three years later, in the fall of 1906, Norbert graduated from Ayer High, fortified by “a sense of roots and security” (though recently buffeted, he also recalled in his memoir, by a severe case of “calf love”). Now almost twelve, he was a matriculant at Tufts College, in Medford, where the Wieners had moved for that purpose. The idea was to spare him the full glare of the spotlight that would have been his fate on the Harvard campus, which didn’t mean his college debut went unnoticed. He got an upbeat send-off for a prodigy. A Sunday magazine feature in the New York World pronounced Norbert “The Most Remarkable Boy in the World,” heralding his wholesomeness as much as his phenomenal progress. If his speech was a bit “prim and quaint”—“philosophy is a fairyland to me,” he told the reporter—his spirit was judged anything but. Norbert set off daily for campus with his dog at his heels, and he was a hit with the college guys. His eyes, “big and black and blazing [with]…something almost uncanny in their gaze,” conveyed the opposite of fragile precocity.

				
				Billy’s home world was a calm idyll by comparison with the Wiener maelstrom. Officially at least, no family friction intruded on his mathematical awakening, or on anything, for that matter. “The most important thing we agreed on was that we should always agree,” Sarah wrote of the pact she and Boris had made about applying the Sidis approach to their son back at the moon-gazing start. Sarah Mandelbaum herself had missed out on the early learning that was purportedly so crucial. She had spent her childhood tending to siblings, but when she arrived in the United States at thirteen, unschooled, she was undeterred. So was her tutor, seven years her elder, who helped her ace her high school exams by eighteen and married her. By the time their baby was due six years later, her medical degree was behind her. Her focus was now the speedy progress of Boris (for whom clinical work with insane patients at New York’s recently established Pathological Institute was a prelude to his pursuit of yet another Harvard degree, an M.D.)—and of Billy.

				Sarah, who later wrote it all up, said she ignored the latest American counsel against too much cuddling and swore by her husband’s principles, applying no fearsome discipline. Not that she was a laid-back mother. She appealed, she emphasized, only to Billy’s desire to please—her, for starters. As Boris had discovered in his role as her tutor-suitor, gratifying Sarah could be arduous but brought lots of plaudits for brilliance. She also imbued Billy with her own Boris-worship, eager to spur him on to efforts to awe his father, whom she described as besotted with his son. And “like all normal little fellows,” Billy loved being “the center of attention,” she claimed, which spurred him to feats of learning. Or did she love making him the center of attention? It was telling that Sarah proudly recounted how a wealthy neighbor in New York used to summon Billy to her apartment to show off for her guests.

				At home, Billy at five months was joining his parents for meals, observing and listening to everything, learning to use a spoon by trial and error. Sarah described herself as omnipresent, joining Billy on the floor as she banished all baby talk and made learning a game, from alphabet blocks onward. Ever at hand (the Sidises’ second child, Helena, wasn’t born until a decade later), Sarah was ready to answer or help him research any question. Her account, though, suggested that the partnership was rather one-sided. Billy got swept up in whatever subject was introduced or captured his interest, and early on he let his mother know he could look things up on his own. At around three, he found her old Latin trot, for example. Sarah reported her surprise when one day he excitedly revealed his mastery to his stunned father and some visitors. Boris supplied Billy with calendars to familiarize him with days and numbers. By five, the hyperfocused little boy had figured out by himself how to calculate the day on which any date fell.

				
				But Billy wasn’t simply a convivial bundle of curiosity; nor were his parents the models of progressive insight and flexibility they imagined. Outside the home cocoon, at the Adirondack resort where the Sidises spent summers among academic company during their New York years, the family style made an especially dramatic contrast to the free-range spirit of the philosopher John Dewey’s brood. Sarah watched bemused as the educational reformer’s children ran wild, confirmed in her own vigilance. Not that her son was clamoring to join in the unstructured peer chaos. (Sports held no interest for Billy, Sarah said, because Boris mocked them: so much for William James’s advice about motor activities.) At breakfast, served between eight and nine, Billy threw a fit when food arrived at seven-forty-five, according to the account of another guest who took notes and published them later. He inventoried every guest by his or her room number, and pets by their kennel numbers. Ask him to display his expertise, on that subject or any other, and he was stubbornly unresponsive; betray some bit of ignorance in his presence, and he was encyclopedic.
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				When the family moved back to the Boston area so Boris could go to medical school, among Billy’s favorite pastimes was drilling his father on his anatomy studies. “Aha, you forgot the fifth cranial nerve,” his mother would hear him sing out. He also headed off, now six, to a Brookline primary school. There he was an impatient handful for teachers, according to a later press account, covering his ears when he was bored, irrepressible when he was interested. At recess Billy was a loner, avoiding all games and “expounding the nebular hypothesis” to less-than-attentive schoolmates. And he balked at math, even as he zoomed through seven grades in the half year he lasted in school.

				
				At least that was Boris’s story, though Billy’s fascination with calendars and numbers suggests a different struggle at work: a boy absorbed by a rule-bound realm and eager not to be disturbed, and a father determined to prove that his methods could produce more than mere narrow calculating prowess. In any case, Billy’s math resistance gave his father a chance to make targeted use of his pet concept—the psychology of suggestion. Boris began the subtle strategy as homeschooling resumed. After sessions with dominoes and other math games, and staged conversations between Sarah and Boris about the many delights and uses of math, Billy at eight was busy inventing a new logarithmic table. No Leo-style eruptions were entailed—but no soul-bonding excursions transpired either. Mother-son trips to the hilltop behind the house to star-gaze in the evenings were not Billy’s idea of fun. “He soon told me,” Sarah noted, “he could see better and think more clearly when he was alone.”

				Before long Billy was back in school—a real gamble, as his parents surely could have anticipated. In retrospect, some have reached for an Asperger’s diagnosis, but no label is, or was, required to appreciate that a loner so woefully lacking in practice with peers was in for trouble. Boris and Sarah may well have cited Norbert’s path as an example when they approached Brookline High about letting Billy, now eight, attend for several hours a day in the fall of 1906: the Wieners had just arrived in Medford, and their high school grad was making headlines at Tufts. But personable young Norbert, who had won over teachers and teenagers in out-of-the-way Ayer High, was not a helpful precedent at all.

				
				A physics teacher at Brookline High showed special interest, but neither nurture nor, it seems, nature had predisposed Billy to endearing behavior. (Even his awed cousins found him odd and unapproachable—and their aunt Sarah domineering and heartless—recalled one of them, the critic and quiz show host Clifton Fadiman.) Billy interrupted the principal’s Bible-reading to declare his atheist opposition. He gave academic help to classmates, who nicknamed him “professor.” Let’s hope some meant it fondly. The same fall of 1906 that Norbert got the “remarkable boy” press treatment at Tufts, Billy’s high school foray elicited notably less favorable gawking in an article headlined “A Phenomenon in Kilts.” Its author had unobtrusively observed the scene as teenagers thundered past the small interloper on the stairs between classes. After making his way to an empty physics lab to finish assembling a clock, Billy began “skipping and dancing about the many-windowed room like a child in his nursery.” The reporter, unsettled rather than charmed, seized on Billy’s gaze as confirmation of dire prodigy lore: “There is something weird and ‘intense’ in his gray eye, and the way he looks out under his eyebrows.”
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				Might everything have turned out differently—for both boys, but especially Billy—had the Sidises taken their cue from the Wieners’ post-high-school decision to shield Norbert from the Harvard limelight? It’s tempting to wonder. Instead, the Sidises aimed to pick up the pace. When Billy was only nine (he had soon left Brookline High and then sped through calculus and read Einstein on his own), they were already pressing for admission to Harvard. The thought of engaging high-powered tutors (Boris’s former line of work, after all) apparently never occurred to them. Possibly their motives were ones that latter-day meritocrats would recognize: to give their son an edge in the superchild spectacle, and his father’s reputation a boost. Doubtless Sarah was impatient to see Billy—who so revered and resembled Boris, she constantly said—become another brilliant outlier welcomed into the most prestigious ivory tower. (“Our undisciplinables,” William James once announced at a Harvard commencement dinner, “are our proudest product.”) How Billy viewed the plan, particularly after his misfit experiences in the Brookline schools, nobody evidently felt the need to ask. What the inevitable campus hoopla would be like, the Sidises either didn’t consider or didn’t care—though in theory, of course, Billy wasn’t supposed to become self-conscious about his specialness. Their nephew Clifton Fadiman later brutally diagnosed Boris and Sarah as lacking in “wisdom, even any common sense. They were, except intellectually, fools.”

				
				Social obtuseness seemed to be Billy’s style, too, which was a blessing of sorts, at least at the outset, when Harvard, overcoming its qualms about his lack of maturity, admitted him at eleven. The boy who had happily skipped around the Brookline High lab displayed a frisky imperviousness in Cambridge, too. “I was certainly no model of the social graces,” Norbert wrote of his sightings of William, “but it was clear to me that no other child of his age would have gone down Brattle Street wildly swinging a pigskin bag, without either order or cleanliness. He was an infant with a full share of the infractuosities of a grown-up Dr. Johnson.” William gave no sign of being fazed that he didn’t fit into a world of polished young gentlemen. Nor had awed adulation (and a rash of newspaper coverage) gone to his head, a big Sunday magazine profile in the fall was pleased to report. William was “utterly without self-conceit, but still with a broad grin for the humor of the situation: ‘It’s very strange,’ he remarked in his high, clear voice, ‘but you know, I was born on April Fool’s Day!’ ” A mind busy with vector analysis—he was enrolled in only one class the first term, advanced math—could tune out the fuss and the awkwardness.

				But of course the purpose of William’s being at Harvard wasn’t to remain off in his own orbit. And in fact, Sarah had seen to it that he had been hearing about his unusual feats for years. Whether or not William much liked it, she had made performing and pontificating a habit. Mixed in with his cluelessness was what could be taken for arrogance—and certainly was in his parents’ case. Their message, after all, not so subtly implied that those who didn’t match the Sidises’ pedagogical success (which was everybody) were mere slackers. Under the circumstances, the idea that Billy would deliver a lecture to the Mathematical Club in January 1910—an event arranged by a Harvard math professor whose father, a retired faculty member, was a family friend of the Sidises—was as loaded as it was alluring. Not least, another round in an ever more intense spotlight was guaranteed. Now the stakes had been raised, inviting stark questions no child should have to face and the public can rarely resist: Was he keeping up the pace, on the way to becoming a creative genius? Or was he a victim of parental ambition, headed for failure?

				
				The substance of William’s talk was impressively incomprehensible: that was the gist of accounts by reporters inclined to suggest that what was over their heads was beyond the rest of the audience, too. One informed listener was Norbert, who found the discussion original in the sense that William had consulted no sources in formulating a notably full account of the fourth dimension—a real achievement for anyone, never mind an eleven-year-old. It was William’s style that entertained the press. He had his professorial act down—introductory patter, gestures, arcane vocabulary, diagrams, even a closing glance at his watch. Not least, he was impatiently supercilious with the assembled professorial elite. Rapidly recapping a point for one questioner, William inquired, “Is that any plainer now?”

				The retired Harvard professor whose son had arranged the talk was on the alert for trouble, socially attuned as his old friend Boris clearly was not. At Harvard, if anywhere, “such a mind should find its home,” the professor wrote of William in a letter to the Harvard Graduates’ Magazine, worried that the boy was becoming a mere freakish spectacle. The university, he urged, should “do its best for the preservation and protection of that new type.” William was a potential guiding light, not merely another phenomenal calculator. The Mathematical Club got a chance to make the comparison with another performer, a month after William’s talk, when “Marvelous Griffith,” a farmer, displayed his prowess in the same Sever Hall. Young Sidis probed concepts, but Griffith’s “system depended too much on his own inherent genius for mathematics to be of any general service in their instruction system,” a faculty member concluded.

				
				But by then, William had stirred a press backlash that revived an old-style type of prodigy—an exploited specimen, enfeebled by ill-advised precocity. On January 27, 1910, a front-page article in The New York Times reported that young William had been “weakened recently by overstudy” and had been felled by a cold after his lecture. A longer account inside the paper diagnosed a “breakdown” and blamed Boris. To say that Dr. Sidis’s “new and better system of education” had backfired, the Times duly noted, might be premature. But he had unquestionably failed to shield his sensitive son from “the morbid excitements and excessive attention to which he probably has been subjected” due to his feats, and which could be fatal. The article was a particularly unsavory instance of just such voyeurism, an irony that went unnoticed. It was also based on false rumors.

				Yet the story—in spirit, though not fact—was accurate. William, under stress, had been stranded. In addition to being fools, Clifton Fadiman judged in retrospect, his aunt and uncle, “though not cruel, had no truly paternal or maternal feeling: they could educate a child but not rear him, which is a different thing.” For William, happy when he could focus on his own interests, the Boris-emulation ceaselessly promoted by his mother seems to have been what passed for emotional intimacy in the household. Warmly insightful empathy, at any rate, wasn’t a family strong suit. William had in fact caught a cold after his talk. Though he apparently didn’t suffer a collapse of any sort, he did stay home for some time. But solicitous stocktaking wasn’t on the agenda.

				Boris was in the throes of opening a sanatorium for “nervous patients” up the coast in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, on an estate bequeathed to him by a wealthy benefactress. If the innuendoes had been truer—and the young genius had gotten at least a dose of concerned expert attention—perhaps William would have benefited. Boris’s announced specialty, curing “persons who are hobby ridden,” was at least pertinent. William, who hadn’t let classwork eclipse his various independent projects (he devised, for example, an elaborate constitution for a utopia he called Hesperia), had developed an obsession with trolley transfers. But Boris had new patients to worry about, and in any case, parental protective gestures, such as they were, tended to irk William. Sarah had made a point of taking the streetcar with him to and from Cambridge during the fall—never mind that he’d learned all about Boston’s growing public transportation system and yearned for a solitary commute between Harvard clamor and home. Now Sarah, with young Helena to tend to, was about to take on the management of the sanatorium as well. Like Boris, she had her hands full.

				
				William was on his own as he entered adolescence, and more of an outsider than ever on campus. Under suspicion now of being mentally unbalanced, he was prey to continued press hounding. An article noted that when he found his math class tedious, William indulged in distracting antics like twirling his hat despite requests that he stop. His lack of social awareness, no longer a shield, left him painfully exposed. With the family’s New Hampshire move, the plan was for him to try Harvard dorm life. But he was at sea with fellow students, the dupe of pranks that mostly turned on his awkward ignorance about girls. Bullying soon drove him to a rooming house on Brattle Street. There, approaching thirteen and not exactly practical, William had to cope alone all week—though at least he was spared a mother whose aggressive nagging had intensified under the stress of her added burdens at the Sidis Psychopathic Institute.

				Meanwhile, Boris, evidently feeling beleaguered too, erupted as a public scold, precisely the kind of parent no prodigy needs. In June 1911, Boris’s “Philistine and Genius” lecture appeared in updated form as a short book in which he pulled no punches. Extolling his remarkable son (though not by name), he excoriated a “drift into national degeneracy” and warned that war was imminent. Sidis was “bent on repelling, offending, and estranging,” remarked one reviewer. It was the screed of a man who had concluded that his message about America’s backward approach to education wasn’t getting across after all. “Poor old college owls, academic barn-yard-fowls and worn-out sickly school-bats” was just one litany of derision. Boris never paused to consider who would pay the price for his venom. Decades later Sarah recognized that her husband had “pulled down upon his stout head, and upon Billy who was so very young—the anger that comes from hurt pride. Educators, psychologists, editorial writers and newspaper readers were furious with him. And their fury was a factor in Billy’s life upon which we had not counted.”

				
				What she didn’t say, or see, was that Boris had also bequeathed plenty of his own fury directly to his son, which wasn’t part of the Sidis theory. That William was already feeling fiercely embattled became clear when, his college career at an end, the press cornered him once again. He graduated cum laude at sixteen in June 1914, with a wide array of courses (and a batch of Cs in junior year) under his belt. The Boston Herald was ready with salutes to his record-breaking prowess. He was “mentally…regarded by wise men as the most remarkable youth in the world” and was on his way to becoming “the youngest college professor in the world,” with an appointment to teach math at Rice Institute. As for William’s own thoughts about the path ahead, or about his Harvard ordeals, he at first seemed wisely determined to keep them to himself. He offered this brusque—or perhaps anxious—brush-off to the hovering reporters he hated: “I want to live the perfect life. The only way to live the perfect life is to live it in seclusion. I have always hated crowds.”

				But William wasn’t going to get away so easily. What were his one-of-a-kind plans for his personal, never mind intellectual, future? Such an inquiry promised ideal grist for the press. It was also the stuff of adolescent crisis for William, who got sucked in by an insinuating reporter. He needed to talk, and the Boston Herald was ready to listen. The picture that accompanied the two-page spread showed a filled-out young man in a suit, complete with a small daisy tie-pin, looking very mature for his age. It was William’s graduation photo, in which he offered a reserved smile and a warm gaze. Two sidebars excerpted temperate statements of Boris’s core educational tenets. But the headline brimmed with mockery: “HARVARD’S BOY PRODIGY VOWS NEVER TO MARRY Sidis Pledges Celibacy Beneath Sturdy Oak, Has 154 Rules Which Govern His Life, ‘Women Do Not Appeal to Me,’ He Says; He Is 16.”

				
				William even

				
				
			

			
				
				· 5 ·

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				· 6 ·

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

		

	OEBPS/Hulb_9781101947302_epub3_nav_r1.xhtml

		
			
						Cover


						Other Titles


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Dedication


						Contents


						Prologue


						Part I: Nature vs. Nurture
					
								Chapter 1: The Wonder Boys of Harvard


								Chapter 2: “A Very Free Child”


					


				


						Part II: Daughters and Dreams
					
								Chapter 3: “A Renaissance of Creative Genius in Girlhood”


								Chapter 4: Performance Pressures


					


				


						Part III: Rebels with Causes
					
								Chapter 5: Bobby Fischer’s Battles


								Chapter 6: The Programmers


					


				


						Part IV: Miracles and Strivers
					
								Chapter 7: The Mystery of Savant Syndrome


								Chapter 8: Tiger Parents, Super Children


					


				


						Epilogue


						Acknowledgments


						Notes


						Illustration Credits


						Permissions Acknowledgments


						A Note About the Author


			


		
		
			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


			


		
		
			
						b


						iii


						iv


						v


						ix


						x


						xi


						xii


						xiii


						xiv


						xv


						xvi


						xvii


						xviii


						1


						2


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						210


						209


						211


						212


						214


						213


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						242


						243


						244


						245


						246


						247


						248


						249


						250


						251


						252


						253


						254


						255


						256


						257


						258


						259


						260


						261


						262


						263


						264


						265


						266


						267


						268


						269


						270


						271


						272


						273


						274


						275


						276


						277


						278


						279


						280


						281


						282


						283


						284


						285


						286


						287


						288


						289


						290


						291


						292


						293


						294


						295


						296


						297


						298


						299


						300


						301


						302


						303


						304


						305


						306


						307


						308


						309


						310


						311


						312


						313


						314


						315


						316


						317


						318


						319


						320


						321


						322


						323


						324


						325


						326


						327


						328


						329


						330


						331


						332


						333


						334


						335


						336


						337


						338


						339


						340


						341


						342


						343


						344


						345


						346


						347


						371


						373


						375


						377


			


		
	

OEBPS/images/Hulb_9781101947302_epub3_001_cvi.jpg
Off the Charts

THE HIDDEN LIVES
AND LESSONS oF
AMERICAN CHILD

PRODIGIES

Ann Hulbert





OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/images/Hulb_9781101947302_epub3_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-Light.otf


OEBPS/images/Hulb_9781101947302_epub3_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hulb_9781101947302_epub3_001_r1.jpg
Off the Charts

The Hidden Lives and Lessons

of American Child Prodigies

ANN HULBERT

ALFRED A. KNOPF - NEW YORK - 2018





