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Introduction

Saint Paul, Minnesota, was a young city when Francis Scott Key Fitzgerald was born into it on September 24, 1896. The town had been founded just a few decades earlier when it was made into one of the great crossroads of train travel in the Midwestern United States.

Scott’s father, Edward Fitzgerald, had moved to Minnesota from Maryland in 1890. It was here in Saint Paul that he met Molly, the future mother of F. Scott Fitzgerald, who was then more properly known by the name of Mary McQuillan. Molly’s parents had arrived in America as virtual refugees from Ireland, fleeing the terrible conditions of famine that the Irish had been afflicted with in the 1840s, leading to what was tantamount to a mass exodus by the end of the decade.

Edward loved his wife, even though it’s said a family member once remarked that she was “the most awkward and the homeliest woman I ever saw.” Some may have seen Molly as socially awkward, but she was also quite bold. Truth be told, she was the outspoken member of the union since Edward was incredibly shy at the time. It’s often been said that F. Scott Fitzgerald became an amalgamation of these two poles of personality he experienced with his parents.

Little Scott had a few older siblings, but all of them perished by 1900 due to various childhood illnesses. This meant that Scott was an only child until a little sister named Annabel arrived in 1901, and he would remain the only boy in the Fitzgerald home. Being the only son, he was both spoiled with affection from his doting mother and given high expectations by his hopeful father. As a result, Scott had a natural yet excruciating drive to succeed, and he didn’t want to let anyone down.


Chapter One

Fateful Encounters of Youth

“My idea is always to reach my generation. The wise writer writes for the youth of his own generation, the critics of the next, and the schoolmasters of ever afterward.”

—F. Scott Fitzgerald

The first big shock of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s life was when his father was terminated from the position he held at Procter & Gamble. In many ways, the Fitzgerald family never really recovered from this blow. The job loss sent them back to Saint Paul, Minnesota (the family had moved to Buffalo specifically for Edward’s job), and it relegated Mr. Fitzgerald to depend on his wife’s inheritance money to survive. Edward and Molly would become more and more reclusive as a result, and a young F. Scott Fitzgerald—seeking to distance himself from his parents’ perceived failure—would mention them less and less.

Scott began coursework at the prestigious St. Paul Academy in the fall of 1908, and here he studied the fine art of trying to pretend he was something he wasn’t. The future writer tried to put on airs that he was just as much part of the upper crust as his high-rolling peers, even though his family was barely scraping by and his father had become a despondent drunk. He tried desperately to fit in with his peers through his participation with athletic organizations as well as intellectual clubs.

Scott’s greatest success even in these early days was his writing. He worked on the school newspaper and even managed to craft an original—if not largely inspired by that other literary great Edgar Allan Poe—horror tale entitled The Mystery of the Raymond Mortgage. Yet despite his accomplishments in writing, Fitzgerald seemed to lag behind in other areas academically. It wasn’t that he wasn’t any less bright than his peers—he just didn’t always apply himself as vigorously in one department as he would in another. As a consequence of this lack of effort, he was receiving poor marks in almost all of his classes.

It was due to the risk of him flunking out entirely that his parents decided to stage an intervention in 1911 by enrolling Scott in a private school called the Newman School, which was located in Hackensack, New Jersey. The going was rough, but Scott soon began to improve his academic standing. He also impressed his peers by becoming an excellent runner, winning accolades for the school’s track team. The most important development by far was his mentorship by the resident priest, Father Sigourney Fay, who recognized Scott’s budding talent as a writer and saw to it that he pursued that goal.

Fitzgerald graduated from the Newman School with the class of 1913 and then went on to Princeton University. The previous summer, Scott’s grandmother had passed away. His family had already been living on inheritance money before that time, and through his grandmother’s will, the family was infused with an additional $125,000 that she had left behind.

Before he enrolled at Princeton, Fitzgerald had briefly considered Harvard and Yale but changed his mind once he decided that Harvard was just a bit “too dull,” and Yale was altogether “too crass” for his tastes. He was also impressed with Princeton’s drama department since it featured the Triangle Club, a bastion of budding thespians who specialized in theatrical productions.

The lackadaisical Scott Fitzgerald had not properly prepped for the examination required to gain entrance to Princeton, however, and ended up bombing out. Fortunately for him, his talent was recognized despite his failings, and the gatekeepers at Princeton relaxed requirements just enough for Scott to squeeze through. Scott knew that since he had been given this special chance, he had to prove himself, and he was desperate to do so.

For this reason, he tried to join the football team, hoping that he could make up with athletics where he had previously faltered in academics. Scott was underweight though and proved unable to hold his own on the field, resulting in him getting rejected by the coordinators of the football team the first instance he got up enough courage to give it a try.

Once again, Fitzgerald would fall back on writing for his ultimate outlet. He began to work heavily, writing for theatrical productions for the Princeton Triangle Club, as well as doing work for the school publications such as the Princeton Tiger, which produced comedic and light-hearted articles. He also joined a so-called eating club at Princeton called the University Cottage Club. The concept of an eating club may seem odd to modern readers, but these were essentially a kind of fraternity in which members would meet in dining halls to share a meal as well as intellectual thoughts and pursuits amongst each other.

The gathering that would have the most impact among F. Scott Fitzgerald would not be at an eating club but rather a Christmas festival back at Saint Paul where he met a charming girl by the name of Ginevra King. Although in Scott’s personal romantic life, Ginevra would forever be the one that got away, she would go on to inspire a whole stream of literary characters in his greatest works of fiction.


Chapter Two

Serving in World War I

“When people are taken out of their depths they lose their heads, no matter how charming a bluff they may put up.”

—F. Scott Fitzgerald

Scott Fitzgerald met the attractive young socialite Ginevra King in Saint Paul in early 1915 while on Christmas break from Princeton. She hailed from a wealthy family who lived in a prestigious suburb of Chicago called Lake Forest. Her parents had shipped her off from Chicagoland to Minnesota so that she could attend a prestigious boarding school for girls called Westover School. Here, she had befriended a girl that Scott knew growing up—Midge Hersey.

During breaks, rather than going back to Illinois, Ginevra would often spend her holiday with Midge’s family in Saint Paul. It was Midge that brought Ginevra to the Christmas celebration in Saint Paul, where Ginevra met the then 19-year-old F. Scott Fitzgerald. Scott and Ginevra would see each other off and on over the next couple of years.

Fitzgerald was deeply fixated on Ginevra, although for Ginevra, Scott was really just one more in a line of steady suitors. Starting in 1916, it seems that she began to slowly distance herself from Scott, with their meetings becoming fewer and farther between. Toward the end of their relationship, most of their dealings would be from afar through the letters they would write each other.

In these letters—some of which have been preserved to this very day—Scott’s love for Ginevra is captured for posterity. In one letter, Scott passionately wrote her, “Oh, it’s hard to write you what I really feel when I think of you so much. You’ve gotten to mean to me a dream that I can’t put on paper anymore.”

Ginevra must have been equal parts flattered and alarmed to hear Scott pour out his heart like this. She had come to a crossroads and needed to now either continue to encourage the infatuated writer or to slowly disentangle herself from him altogether. Since her rich parents naturally frowned upon Scott’s meager upbringing, she would ultimately choose the latter and continue the long slow drift away from F. Scott Fitzgerald.

Even so, the letters would continue, and Scott would continue to hold out hope of recapturing the early days of their romance. In 1917, Ginevra finally let Scott know she was going to have to end the relationship. As one could imagine, Fitzgerald was heartbroken; some say he was even on the brink of suicide.

It was in the terrible aftermath of this breakup that Scott decided to join the army, just as the U.S. was being drawn into World War I. Life stateside now seemed unbearable, so F. Scott Fitzgerald decided to try his luck in the trenches instead. His grades had been failing him for quite some time at this point as well, and whether or not he would ever graduate from Princeton was long in doubt. As such, when he dropped out of Princeton in October of 1917, joining the army when a major global conflagration was afoot probably seemed like the best exit strategy available to Scott at the time.

Despite his intentions, Scott would
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