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			PART I

			AND THAT IS A STORY THAT NO ONE CAN BEAT

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			MINNOWS INTO WHALES

			1904–1921

			On paper, Mulberry Street doesn’t look like much. It’s just another residential street on the city map of Springfield, Massachusetts, a slightly bent capital letter L lying on its back, not much more than a pass-through between the busier streets of Union and Maple. The street itself is quiet and relatively nondescript, with very little indication that it’s a major destination on a map of the American imagination.

			But sure enough, it was here—at least as told in the tale by Springfield’s own Dr. Seuss—that a little boy named Marco used his imagination to transform a simple horse and wagon into a colorful spectacle, with a brass band pulled by an elephant-riding sultan, flanked by motorcycle policemen and confetti-dumping airplanes, while enthusiastically being reviewed by the top-hatted mayor and the town aldermen. Modern-day pilgrims still flock to Mulberry Street, slowly trolling the neighborhood, windows down, hoping to catch a glimpse of something—anything—that inspired the magnificent imaginations of Marco and Dr. Seuss. Residents smile knowingly, pausing over lawn mowers and trunks still filled with groceries to answer the same question from visiting wayfarers.

			“Where did Dr. Seuss live?”

			The answer, it seems, is as disappointing as discovering London’s 221B Baker Street is actually home to a bank, and never was home to Sherlock Holmes. Dr. Seuss didn’t live on Mulberry Street at all. Instead, pilgrims are directed to another spot on the map, another inverted L about two miles south: Fairfield Street. This is where Dr. Seuss grew up, and the house he lived in for nearly twenty years, at number 74, is still there, looking much as it did during his lifetime.

			Parts of Springfield, in fact, look as they did during Dr. Seuss’s day—or at least the places that shaped his imagination and influenced his art can still be seen if one knows where to look. A few blocks from Fairfield on Howard Street stands the old armory. Its curved stone turrets are reflected in the castles populating so many Seuss books. Over in Forest Park, the Barney Mausoleum—built with a family fortune earned by inventing and selling clamp-on ice skates—looms two stories above the pavement, with the curving staircases and pillared archways that would show up in The 500 Hats of Bartholomew Cubbins. And the nearby Forest Park Zoo? That was where “[I tried to] draw the animals,” said Dr. Seuss later. “I didn’t know how to draw, so they’d come out strange.”1

			Dr. Seuss didn’t produce Springfield’s only creations. Founded by the Puritan William Pynchon in 1636 on a high bluff overlooking the Connecticut River, Springfield has been nurturing and stirring American imaginations for nearly three hundred years. American independence was won with the reliable ammunition and gun carriages produced at the Springfield Armory beginning in 1777. (A decade later, Daniel Shays—spouting a different kind of idealism—would attempt to steal muskets and ammunition from the same armory in a thwarted attempt to overthrow the government of Massachusetts.) By 1795, Springfield Armory would regularly be producing the muskets that would be carried on the shoulders of American soldiers all the way through the War of 1812 and on into the Civil War.

			Weaponry wasn’t Springfield’s only specialty; true, local businessmen Horace Smith and Daniel B. Wesson, who developed the firearms company that bore their last names, had roots in the town—but so, too, did Charles Goodyear, who discovered and patented the process for making vulcanized rubber in a small Springfield factory in 1844. A year earlier, two industrious Springfield publishers, brothers Charles and George Merriam, acquired the rights to publish Noah Webster’s An American Dictionary of the English Language, marking the founding of another iconic American brand.

			There was Milton Bradley, who would launch the American board game industry by cranking out the earliest incarnations of The Game of Life in his lithography studio in 1860. Over on State Street, the beloved and reliable Indian motorcycles would roll out of the company’s Springfield factory from 1901 until 1953. Even modern sports would find their origins in the town when in 1891 a Canadian-born physical education teacher named James Naismith, looking to keep his classes occupied through the long, cold Massachusetts winters, mounted a peach basket on a ten-foot pole in the gymnasium at the International YMCA Training School and—opting not to name the game after himself—christened the new game basketball.

			Springfield, then, could unequivocally and rightly stake a claim as a major landmark on the frontier of American inventiveness and imagination. Dr. Seuss himself was a construct of one of those unique American minds: a comfortable coat regularly shrugged on and off at will by one of Springfield’s most famous sons, Theodor Seuss Geisel. The dropped e at the end of Theodor would forever perplex journalists and copyeditors, but to Theodor—Dr. Seuss himself—it wouldn’t much matter. Everyone would always call him Ted.

			

			• • • •

			Theodor Seuss Geisel could trace his roots back to the German town of Mühlhausen, a tiny village squatting on the western shore of a hairpin turn in the Enz River, in what is now the German state of Baden-Württemberg. It was here, in 1650, that Joseph Geissel married Catharina Loth; the extra s would be dropped in later generations, and well before Ted’s grandfather was born in July 1844. Born Theodor Adolph Geisel in Mülhausen, T. A. Geisel moved to nearby Pforzheim at age fourteen to enter into a six-year apprenticeship with a local jeweler. From there, he joined the German cavalry—T. A. Geisel would always have a love for horses, and even at only five feet six, he stood tall in the saddle—and served in the German army for the seven-week Austro-Prussian War that quickly sparked, flared, and burned out in the summer of 1866.

			“My grandfather was a German cavalry officer who decided he didn’t want to be one,” Ted said2—and in 1869, twenty-five-year-old T. A. Geisel stepped onto the steamship Ohio at the port in Bremen, bound for the United States, where members of his extended family had secured him a job in the store of Springfield jeweler J. B. Rumrill. If Geisel missed his homeland, he seemed only ever looking forward, never back. In 1871, he married Christine Schmaelzle, another recent German immigrant four years his junior. Two children would follow shortly. In 1875, he became an American citizen.3

			T.A. built a reputation as a talented jeweler—in his five years in Springfield, he had become Springfield’s go-to designer for brooches—but in 1876 he abandoned brooches for booze, giving up the jeweling trade entirely to begin a new career as a brewer (“a slight jump,” his grandson said archly).4 Pooling his savings with those of a young brewer’s apprentice named Christian Kalmbach, T.A. purchased a small brick brewing plant located way out on Boston Road on the east side of town, right at the last stop on the horsecar line.

			While the facility they purchased was primitive and deemed “feeble” by locals5—just a few wooden buildings that produced barely a thousand barrels of beer annually—the proprietors of the new Kalmbach & Geisel Brewery proved remarkably ambitious and adept both as businessmen and brewers. Under the guidance of T. A. Geisel, who had a knack for property and structures, the wooden brewery quickly expanded into one of the largest in the region, becoming a “magnificent” compound of redbrick buildings surrounding a central courtyard and eventually taking up twelve grassy acres.6

			For a while, the Geisels lived on the grounds of the brewing compound, then took a small cottage directly across from the brewery on State Street. It was here, in the shadow of the smokestack of the Kalmbach & Geisel Brewery, that T.A. and Christine Geisel had their fourth child and first son, Theodor Robert Geisel—Dr. Seuss’s father—on June 28, 1879.7 In the coming decade, there would be two more surviving children, Adolph and Christine8—but as the first son and namesake, it was T.R. who was expected to follow in his father’s footsteps in the brewing industry.

			Before T.R. was three, the brewery that once produced less than a thousand barrels of beer in a year was delivering at least that much in a single day, fanning a small army of beer wagons out across Springfield every morning, each distinctive black and gold wagon drawn by majestic four-horse teams. As a boy, T.R. would rise early to head off to school; his father, meanwhile, had already been up for hours, overseeing the several hundred barrels of Kalmbach & Geisel beer that were loaded onto trains to ship daily through all of New England.9 “It was good beer, too,” said Ted—so good, in fact, that Kalmbach & Geisel would be fondly referred to by locals as “Come back and guzzle.”10

			And guzzle the locals did—so much so that the brewery would continue to grow and thrive over the next decade, prompting T.A. to add an enormous icehouse and replace their compound of buildings with a brand-new state-of-the-art three-story brick structure. In 1893, with profits soaring and more than 400,000 barrels of beer rolling out annually, T.A. bought out Christian Kalmbach, renamed the business the Highland Brewing Company, and immediately designated himself as the new organization’s president, treasurer, and manager.

			Five years later, the still-growing Highland Brewing Company was sold and incorporated—along with several local rivals, including the Hampden Brewing Company, just up the river in Willimansett—to form the Springfield Breweries Company. T.A. pocketed his profits but insisted on remaining as manager of the Highland facility, and jockeyed to have his nineteen-year-old son T.R. hired as treasurer for the entire organization. Despite the lofty title and elevated responsibilities, T.R. Geisel would modestly list his occupation simply as “bookkeeper.”11

			T.A., however, would always proudly identify himself as a brewer, a title anyone of German extraction would bear with particular satisfaction. As the proprietor of one of New England’s most successful breweries—and an active member of some of the leading German clubs of Springfield—T.A. was understandably a proud man. Devoted to family—he would insist his children live under his own roof until they married—T.A. had only one real hobby: his beautiful team of horses, which he kept decked out in the finest gear. With his broad shoulders, a wide mustache that curled slightly at the ends, and piercing blue eyes that seemed set in a perpetual squint, T.A. was imperial in bearing, though not imposing—he was a bit too short for that. His grandson, however, would always remember him in a slightly mythic manner, recalling his Großvater as wearing “boiled white shirts and diamond studs and [who] sat in deep leather chairs with Persian rugs at his feet.”12

			By 1901, T.A. was ready to become his own boss again, and enlisted twenty-two-year-old T.R. as his partner for his newest start-up endeavor, the Liberty Brewing Company, with riverside offices at the busy corner at Liberty and Charles Streets.13 This time, T.R. was appointed as both treasurer and secretary of the company, titles he was proud to boast of and which he hoped would impress the young woman he’d been wooing for a year, a twenty-three-year-old baker’s daughter named Henrietta Seuss.

			Like T.R., Henrietta—called “Nettie”—was a first-generation Springfielder. Born May 13, 1878, she was the daughter of George and Margaretha Seuss, who had emigrated from Bavaria and established a successful bakery in their new hometown. Like the Geisels, the Seusses were active in Springfield’s German community. George Seuss, in fact, had been a founder of the popular Springfield Turnverein, a social club and gymnasium with a heavily German clientele, and also served as a city alderman. Seuss’s popular bakery, located in the heart of downtown Springfield, was hard to miss—one only had to follow one’s nose to find it on Howard Street, practically in the shadow of the massive Springfield Armory. If brewing was a family business for the Geisels, the bakery was similarly a Seussian family affair; Nettie, in fact, had worked at the bakery since the age of fifteen, her loyalty to the family firm overriding her desire to attend college.14

			T.R. and Nettie made an attractive, if somewhat intimidating, couple. Both were six feet tall and athletic in build. Nettie, a dark-haired beauty, weighed nearly two hundred pounds, was an expert diver, and in a town that took marksmanship seriously—it was the home of Smith & Wesson, after all—was a crack shot with a rifle. Like his father, T.R. was dark-haired and dark-eyed, with a regal bearing. He also was an accomplished horseman, as well as one of the very best sharpshooters in the region; in 1902, he would hold the world record for shooting at two hundred yards.15

			The two seem to have met some resistance to their relationship. On August 31, 1901, the young couple sneaked away to New York and covertly married, a secret they seem to have kept until the news finally trickled into the pages of the Springfield Republican nearly a year later. “The announcement was as much a surprise to their closest friends as to others,” the Republican reported. “[N]o one had been given an inkling of what had happened.”16

			The announcement of the marriage also sparked some tut-tutting from those in the burgeoning temperance movement—a crusade that would soon have far-reaching consequences for the Geisels—who disapproved of the matrimonial merging of the Seuss and Geisel businesses. “Seuss the baker puts the staff of life in people’s mouths,” commented one wag, while “Geisel the brewer takes it out and pours beer there instead, causing the children of drinkers to suffer the pangs of hunger.”17

			Such criticism aside, the secret likely couldn’t have been kept much longer anyway; by the time of the marriage’s revelation in March, Nettie was visibly pregnant with their first child—and on July 4, 1902, gave birth to a daughter they named Margaretha Christine Geisel.18 T.R. would dotingly call her Marnie, a nickname that would stick. That same year, T. A. Geisel—now officially a Großvater himself—would move from his modest cottage on State Street to a spacious house at 162 Sumner Avenue, the grandest street in Springfield, lined with large Victorian houses and bordering the gigantic Forest Park on the park’s short north end. The house had plenty of room for family, but T.R. and Nettie seem to have preferred living with or near her parents in Howard Street instead, perhaps because the Seusses lived within walking distance of T.R.’s offices at the Liberty Brewing Company.

			It was here, in the Seuss house at 22 Howard Street—just down the street from the Seuss family bakery—that T.R. and Nettie Geisel had their second child and first son on March 2, 1904, a cold but fair-weathered Wednesday. Like his father and grandfather before him, the boy was named Theodor, with the middle name Seuss—pronounced Soyce, in proper German fashion—affixed as a recognition of his mother’s side of the family.

			Before his baby son was two years old, T.R. moved his family into a respectable home at 74 Fairfield Street, an address in the Forest Park district of Springfield, just a short walk from T.A.’s home on Sumner Avenue. For T.R., commuting to his Liberty Street office was now as simple as catching the new electric streetcar that ran down to Main Street from Belmont Avenue, practically right behind the house. While it wasn’t necessarily as fashionable as the Sumner Avenue address occupied by the eldest Geisel, the Fairfield neighborhood, and the house at number 74, both had their charms. Fairfield was a short stretch of tree-lined lane, running due west from its terminal point at Litchfield Street for several hundred yards before bending a gentle dogleg down to connect with Garfield Street to the south. In the bend of this leg was a small triangular grassy lot, lit by a gas lamp, which Ted and his friends would dub “the Soccer Field” and make the focal point of neighborhood games.

			The Fairfield house was a light gray three-story; with its irregularly spaced windows on the second floor and one gabled window at the top, it looked like a child’s drawing of a house. Ted and Marnie each had a bedroom at the back of the second floor, with a bathroom between them. Upstairs, under the eaves, was a room for a young nanny and housekeeper named Anna, who would terrify Ted by locking him in her closet when he misbehaved. And in the backyard was an element that was something of a Springfield novelty: a freestanding brick garage, large enough for two carriages, but which the Geisels kept filled mostly with bicycles and various equipment until the mid-1920s, when T.R. would park a gleaming Hudson Super Six automobile behind the roll-down door.

			Ted had two vivid memories of his early childhood in the Fairfield house. The first involved a large brown stuffed dog given to him by his mother. Ted named it Theophrastus, after the ancient Greek writer and philosopher, and would keep it with him throughout his life, perching the worn and frayed stuffed dog on his drawing table or on an office shelf, where it would serve as mascot and muse.

			The other early memory was more melancholy than merry. On August 17, 1906, Nettie gave birth to another daughter they named Henrietta. Several months later, the newborn developed pneumonia; Marnie, though only four, never forgot the “terrible sounds of her cough that we heard all through that three-story house.”19 After Henrietta died on December 19, 1907, a grieving T.R. moved his Pooley record cabinet out of the family’s music room on the first floor to make space for Henrietta’s little casket. Though he was only a little more than two and a half, Ted was forever haunted by the memory of the casket in the front room. Even after the casket had been removed and the Pooley cabinet returned to its rightful place, Ted would always eye the piece of furniture warily. “I always saw Henrietta in her casket in the place where the Pooley cabinet was,” he recalled.20

			T.R. and Nettie would have no more children, but the extended Geisel family was already large, loud, and close-knit, spending weeknights over huge dinners of bratwursts and “countless bolognas,”21 as Ted remembered, and weekends at endless parties and social events. “In 1905, while Albert Einstein was discovering relativity,” Ted wrote later, “I, at the age of one, was going to German clambakes on Sunday afternoons in my diapers.”22

			The German population in Springfield wasn’t large—it made up less than one percent of the city’s total population in 191023—but it was active and enthusiastic. Apart from the Seuss-established Turnverein, where there were formal dress balls between exhibitions of gymnastics, there was also the Schützenverein riflery club—T.R. and Nettie weren’t the only ones who took shooting seriously. Ted would be raised in a household where German was spoken regularly, and remembered eavesdropping from the top of the stairs on Saturday nights, listening to his family talk and sing and argue in colorful language that tumbled and rolled, growing louder as the evening wore on and the liquor flowed. On Sunday morning, if anyone wished to atone for the previous night of drinking, the Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church still held services in German.

			Ted’s parents were neither overly devout nor sticklers for services in German, for Nettie chose instead to take Ted and Marnie to services at the Episcopal Church, where Ted preferred the music and ceremony over the sermon. He was especially captivated by the sight of the local druggist walking slowly up the center aisle, swinging a smoke-seeping metal container burning incense—which, Ted noted with some surprise, “never hit anyone.”24

			But apart from its underlying morality, religion would always be more obligation than inspiration, though as a child, Ted took an obvious delight in making up rhyming verse as a mnemonic device to remember the books of the Old Testament:

			
				The great Jehovah speaks to us

				In Genesis and Exodus;

				Leviticus and Numbers, three,

				Followed by Deuteronomy.25

			

			It was a suggestion of the kind of playful Seussian wordplay to come, as well as a hint of the careful parsing and agonizing over his work that would become a later habit—for Ted subsequently admitted to inserting the word three into the poem’s third line simply to make it rhyme properly.

			Nettie, too, would directly influence Ted’s ear for the beat and intonation of words. As she put her son to bed each evening, Nettie would chant a refrain she had often sung behind the counter at the Seuss bakery to inform patrons of the day’s pie flavors: “Apple, mince, lemon . . . peach, apricot, pineapple . . . blueberry, coconut, custard and SQUASH!”—at which point she would playfully squash a giggling Ted down into his mattress. Ted later credited his mother “for the rhythms in which I write and the urgency with which I do it.”26

			Both Nettie and T.R. would inspire and encourage Ted’s love for books. Reading was a pastime the entire family took seriously, leaving well-thumbed books casually on side tables, and the pages of the Springfield Republican newspaper folded carefully over the arm of a chair. “Teaching a child to read is a family setup,” Ted said later. “It’s the business of having books around the house, not forcing them. Parents should have twenty books stacked up on tables or set around the living room. The average kid will pick one up, find something interesting. And pretty soon he’s reading.”27

			That was certainly the case with Ted, who in a 1979 interview with Parents magazine swore he was reading the works of Jonathan Swift, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Charles Dickens at age six.28 There may have been an element of Swiftian satire in his retelling of this memory—it wasn’t the first or last time Ted would give a dramatic retelling of his own childhood—but Ted did have a detailed memory of other children’s books that struck his fancy. He distinctly recalled, for instance, reading The Brownies: Their Book, stories of child-sized spirits from English and Scottish folklore, written and drawn by the poet Palmer Cox, as well as Goops and How to Be Them, a humorous book of manners and social mores by the writer and artist Gelett Burgess. “My parents bought them and I read them and loved them,” Ted said later. The Goops, he thought, with their emphasis on polite behavior, “were a little too moralistic for me, but I loved the Brownies—they were wonderful little creatures. In fact, they probably awakened my desire to draw.”29

			Ted also took great delight in books with clever concepts or conceits—and one of the cleverest of writers and artists around was Peter Newell, whose The Hole Book made a deep impression on six-year-old Ted. The book opened with a verse Ted could quote from memory, even seven decades later:

			
				Tom Potts was fooling with a gun

				(Such follies should not be),

				When—bang! The pesky thing went off

				Most unexpectedly!

			

			Every page of the book—including the cover—had a small round die-cut hole meant to trace the trajectory of the bullet as it made its way from page to page, cutting the rope on a swing, puncturing a water heater, and popping balloons. “It just raised hell,” Ted remembered fondly.30

			Nettie quickly came to realize the power that books had over her son and would use them to coax him into good behavior. In particular, Ted recalled his mother using books in Arthur M. Winfield’s series of Rover Boys novels to bribe him into focusing on his piano lessons with the church organist. “The most mighty book in my life was one of the Rover Boys series,” Ted said. “I’ve forgotten just which one, precisely, because, as a preadolescent, I gobbled down more than thirty in a row.” The Rover Boys were three brothers—Tom, Sam, and Dick Rover—who attended boarding school together and spent most of their time playing pranks and, to modern eyes, engaging in obnoxious and slightly dangerous behavior. But Ted adored the stories and their matching hardcovers. “The Rovers are the boys who made me want to read,” he said.31

			And yet it was an imperfect reading experience. The Rover Boys stories were full of stereotypes typical of the era: there was Hans Mueller, a fat German who was often the butt of the joke, and Alexander Pop, an African American handyman whose face, as described by Winfield, “shone like a piece of polished ebony,” and who spoke in a Stepin Fetchit patois: “Yo’ is a sight fo’ soah eyes, ’deed yo’ is, boys . . . I can’t tell yo’ how much I’se missed yo’!”32 Even among the otherwise charming work of Newell’s The Hole Book is an illustration in which the errant bullet leaves a hole in a watermelon as an African American family reacts in shock, eyes wide, lips protruding. It was the kind of thoughtless ethnic typecasting that had been and would be the norm for generations—stereotypes that would find their way into some of Ted’s early work as well.

			

			• • • •

			At four years old, Ted Geisel entered kindergarten at the Sumner Avenue School in the fall of 1908. The nearly brand-new, brick-red building was a fifteen-minute walk away, a little more than half a mile from their home on Fairfield, and Ted was instructed to hold Marnie’s hand tightly as they crossed the wide and sometimes busy Sumner Avenue. Beyond that, Ted had few memories of his elementary school years; by all indications, he was a typical if unexceptional student. His real interests lay outside the school’s walls: playing with his toy soldiers on his front steps, engaging in ear-wiggling and pull-up contests out on the neighborhood Soccer Field (Ted, never the athlete, won at the former and lost at the latter), or eagerly reading the comics in the pages of the Boston American newspaper that his father brought home each evening.

			Even when T.R. Geisel wasn’t delivering the comics page, Ted was still fairly certain that his father was a wise and great man. Although T.R. would be expected to dole out any appropriate punishments—Nettie rarely raised her voice in anger—he was a level-headed man who imparted to his son both a sense of discipline and a foundational decency. While Ted would never be a good shot with a rifle or even fully understand his father’s obsession with marksmanship—he later said it was “an all-consuming hobby that . . . was silly and unproductive”—Ted came to appreciate the considerable discipline and commitment it took for his father to hone such an expertise. Ted remembered watching each morning as his father held his rifle steadily over his head for ten minutes, strengthening his arms and shoulders and thus ensuring the barrel of his rifle never faltered in the slightest when he aimed and shot. “He was an inspiration,” Ted said warmly. “Whatever you do, he taught me, do it to perfection.”33 Decades later, even after he had become one of the most famous and successful writers in the world, Ted still hung one of his father’s paper shooting targets in his office, with multiple bull’s-eyes shot out of its center—a constant reminder to do the work necessary to achieve excellence, regardless of the task.

			In 1909, when Ted was five years old, his father was appointed by Springfield mayor William Sanderson to fill a vacancy on the park board.34 The board oversaw all public lands in the area, including the 500-acre Forest Park on the south side of Springfield, stretching away expansively from Sumner Avenue on its northern border. The park had been created in 1884 with land donated by several wealthy Springfielders, including Everett Barney—he of the clamp-on ice skate fortune—and had been developed by Frederick Law Olmsted, the visionary designer of New York’s Central Park. Olmsted brought the same fashionable practicality to the Springfield project, installing plenty of shady walking paths and places to picnic, fish, ice-skate, and swim—Springfield, in fact, would boast one of the earliest public swimming pools.

			But to both T. R. Geisel and his son, the best part of Forest Park was its zoo, a small and well-maintained facility in the park’s north end, crammed with a large assortment of birds and animals, including alligators, monkeys, swans, lions, and even its own herd of elk.35 For most of Ted’s childhood, Sunday afternoons would be the best time of the week—for that was when T.R. would stand just inside the small foyer of the Geisel house, his hand on the knob of the carved Dutch front door, and call out, “Come on, son, let’s go over to Forest Park and count the animals.”36

			It was likely he would never have to ask more than once. “[E]very Sunday I would go to the zoo with him and I’d come back home and try to draw the animals,” said Ted.37 Try as he might, he found that realistic drawings of animals just weren’t his forte: eyes went wide, with arched eyebrows over them; knee joints appeared in the wrong places; tails ended up tufted. Even a change of media didn’t matter. “I was always drawing with pencils, pens, crayons, or anything,” said Ted. “And nearly always it was animals, goofy-looking ones. My mother overindulged me and seemed to be saying, ‘Everything you do is great. Just go ahead and do it.’”38

			But T.R., too, was supportive of his son’s artistic efforts. “Ted always had a pencil in hand,” T.R. said later, and recalled encouraging Ted to submit a few of his drawings to the instructors at an art correspondence course, who would evaluate the drawings for a small fee. “I got him to send one of his drawings and staked him the fifteen dollars [fee],” T.R. explained. “Yes, they said, he had talent—but heck, they were after the fifteen bucks, and they told that to everybody!”39 Ted thought it had been worth the money. “As a matter of fact, it wasn’t a bad investment,” said Ted. “I think I picked up a lot of technical points that really helped get me started.”40

			T.R. also had a quiet sense of humor his son would come to appreciate. Ted would later love telling a story of spending a long day fishing with his father, without catching a thing. On their way home, T.R. stopped at Deegel’s hatchery, which raised fish for local restaurants, and “bought the most beautiful mess of uncleaned trout you ever saw,” recalled Ted. “When we got home, he showed them to the neighbors and got a reputation around there as one of the greatest trout fishermen in the world.”41 Thirty years later, Ted would open his book McElligot’s Pool—the tale of a boy fishing in a tiny swimming hole—with a warm dedication to his father: “This book is dedicated to T. R. Geisel of Springfield, Mass., The World’s Greatest Authority on Blackfish, Fiddler Crabs, and Deegel Trout.”

			Besides his expertise in store-bought trout, T.R. was also something of an aspiring inventor, regularly poking around in his basement workshop, where he worked on solving simple tasks with complicated-looking devices that would, to later eyes, appear . . . well, appropriately Seussian. Among the more practical was a biceps-strengthening machine, as well as a device that could be attached to the spigots of the beer barrels, with a snapping spring clip to shoo away flies. But Ted’s favorite invention was the one his father called the Silk-Stocking-Back-Seam-Wrong-Detecting-Mirror, a complex apparatus for spot-checking the alignment of women’s stockings. Ted’s love of weird and clever contraptions, which did weird and clever things, would largely come from his early experiences in T. R. Geisel’s workshop.

			When he wasn’t tailing along after his father in the workshop, Ted just plain loved listening to his father talk, whether he was dispensing advice or telling stories. Ted remembered the two of them lying on their backs in the field directly behind their house on the night of April 20, 1910, talking in hushed tones as they scanned the sky for Halley’s Comet. Other times, they would take long walks together while T.R. entertained his son with stories of life in a brewery. T.R. would get considerable mileage out of a story about a local attorney he had hired to collect brewery debts in Northampton, Massachusetts: a modest and quiet young man named Calvin Coolidge. One day, on their way to visit a client, T.R. and Coolidge stopped in a saloon that sold two martinis for 25 cents. As T.R. quickly disposed of his two drinks, Coolidge slowly drank his first, then picked up his briefcase and informed the bartender, “I’ll be back tomorrow for the other one.”42 T.R. always howled with laughter at the story, though perhaps some of Coolidge’s famously silent demeanor had rubbed off on him as well. “You will never be sorry,” T.R. told his son, “for anything you never said.”43

			One thing the two of them would never share was a love of shooting. When Ted was nine, T.R. tried one last time to interest his son in guns and marksmanship, taking him along to see Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show when it stopped in Springfield in May 1911—advertised as “positively the last” tour of the showman’s career, and guaranteeing the aging cowboy “positively appears at every performance!”44 Ted was skeptical to begin with, but when inclement weather turned the event into a muddy, rain-soaked mess, Ted decided he was done once and for all with “all that shooting.”45 Still, it wouldn’t be the last time T.R. would fail to convince his son to take an interest in an organized sport or physical activity.

			

			• • • •

			Middle school at Forest Park School was just around the corner from their house in Fairfield—there was no need to cross the busy Sumner Avenue—but Ted had grown more interested in practical jokes than practical knowledge.

			By his own admission, Ted had become something of a rabble-rouser and a smartass on Fairfield Street, but he thought in all fairness that some of his colorfully named neighbors had it coming. Living close by were the Bump and Haynes families, sanctimonious teetotalers who annoyed even the mild-mannered T. R. Geisel. Much kinder was their neighbor directly across the street, Maurice Sherman, editor of the Springfield Union, and down on the corner at number 90, the dentist Dr. Leonard Stebbins, whose surname was perhaps Ted’s favorite among his neighbors—second only to that of businessman Norval Bacon, a name Ted would file away and use several times in his career as a cartoonist.

			If Ted had a nemesis among the adults on Fairfield, however, it was probably Horace Clark, the humorless secretary of a packing case company who lived at number 36, near the Soccer Field. It was Clark who had thwarted Ted’s effort to hang a kite string telephone line between Ted’s window and that of his best friend, Bill King, who lived next door to Clark—but their antagonistic relationship reached its nadir on Halloween of 1912, when Ted and his friend Charles Napier were playing pranks on neighbors up and down the street. That night, as Ted was at Clark’s parlor window “rattling a cricket”—a rapidly spinning spool that vibrates loudly on a flat surface—Napier brazenly urinated on Clark’s front porch. Napier escaped unseen, but Ted—whose faux cricket had the desired effect of startling Clark—was nabbed when the annoyed Clark sped out the front door and collared Ted at the side window. Even as he recounted the story sixty years later, Ted was still smarting at the injustice of the situation:

			
				I am afraid my father never believed me when for many years after I protested my innocence . . . Horace nabbed and blamed me for the nuisance that C.N. had committed at least half an hour before. He then dragged me to my house, rang the doorbell and told my father what I had not done to his porch, using, of course, the dignified sentence, “Theodor wetted my stoop.”46

			

			T.R.’s response to this talebearer was never recorded.

			Ted’s antics aside, T.R. was beginning to have his hands full with work. In 1914, Ted’s recently widowed grandfather sold his business to the Springfield Breweries Company—the very same company he had sold his Highland Brewing Company to in 1898—and promptly retired. T.R. was promoted to manager at a salary of $100 per week—about $2,000 in today’s dollars. The senior Geisel, meanwhile, took his money from the sale of the company and began investing in real estate, and found he was just as good at land as he had been at lager. Hotels were bought and sold, and the stables in Sumner Avenue in which Ted’s grandfather had once kept his horses now held two Packards, carefully maintained and regularly polished by a private chauffeur.

			Still, there were signs of distress on the horizon. On May 7, 1915, the English passenger ship Lusitania was torpedoed by a German U-boat and sank off the southern coast of Ireland, killing 1,198 people, including 128 Americans. Despite public outrage and amped-up cries for the United States to enter what was, at that moment, still a largely European conflict, President Woodrow Wilson refused to declare war. But as the United States and Germany eyed each other warily across the Atlantic, anti-German sentiment began to fester in many American communities—and Springfield was no exception. Ted began to hear himself and his family members referred to derisively as Huns, while classmates pointed him out nervously as “the German brewer’s kid.”47

			The Geisels did their best to shrug it off—but it is probably no coincidence that the Geisels spent much of 1915 on extended vacations and road trips away from Springfield. That spring, T.R. and Nettie took the train west to San Francisco for a month-long visit to the Panama–Pacific International Exposition. Years later, Ted loved to tell a story of his father’s adventures at the expo, reporting with excitement that T.R. had taken advantage of an exhibit that permitted fairgoers to make a free long-distance phone call—a very new phenomenon—to any city in the United States. As Ted told it, his father gleefully phoned Springfield mayor Frank Stacy, and even remembered their conversation had been reported in the newspaper under the large-type headline “Geisel Calls Mayor.” Ted could even quote the story down to the letter.48

			Unfortunately, Ted’s enthusiasm for the story aside, there is little evidence the dramatic phone call actually happened—for one thing, no such newspaper story ever appeared. Years later, Ted’s young narrator Marco in And to Think That I Saw It on Mulberry Street would be warned by his father to

			
				“Stop telling such outlandish tales.

				Stop turning minnows into whales.”49

			

			But for Ted himself, turning minnows into whales was all part of the fun. There would always be a bit of Marco, the teller of outlandish tales, in Theodor Seuss Geisel—and in Dr. Seuss.

			

			• • • •

			Ted spent much of that long summer of 1915 vacationing with his mother and sister in a beach house near the coast in Clinton, Connecticut. Ted loved clamming in the cold New England waters, and he and Marnie competed in endless tennis matches, a game Ted played well enough, but which Marnie—two years older and with a hard serve—almost always won. With the summer beach house excursions, and a grandfather who drove a gleaming Packard and lived at one of Springfield’s most prestigious addresses, Ted was aware that the Geisels were among the town’s more affluent families. Yet he was also aware that his family’s German heritage meant they would never truly attain the social status of the long-established families like the Wessons.

			Ted tried to put the best face on it. “Our fathers did get into some clubs, like the Elks,” said Ted, “and they took us kids to Elks’ clambakes where we ate lobsters and Quahog clams and corn-on-the-cob and our fathers drank beer until our mothers made them stop and we all came home on the trolley car singing and wildly happy.”50 But while Ted would accept the status quo, he would never be wildly happy about it. As a cartoonist, standing up to systemic injustice—whether it wore the face of racism, anti-environmentalism, or just plain meanness—would be a central theme in much of his best work.

			For the most part, the Geisels’ status would be elevated by genuine success. Business at Springfield Breweries continued to boom; the company was now moving more than half a million barrels annually across New England. T.R.’s new offices were in a building situated at Fort and Water Streets in the center of downtown,51 with easy access to both the railroad and the river, and still easily reachable by streetcar. T.R. had been promoted quickly, moving from manager of the Liberty branch over to the larger Hampden branch. While Ted rarely expressed any interest in joining his father in the brewing business, he could be persuaded to take odd jobs from time to time—and in late 1916, he spent several weekends accompanying his father out to the frozen Springfield Breweries pond to oversee a team of French Canadian workers as they harvested ice.

			On one of those cold weekend mornings, Ted watched as one of the workers suddenly fell through the ice, and joined his father and the work crew in the mad scramble to fish the man out. As the laborer was finally pulled to safety and draped with blankets, his hands went to his head in a panic. “Mon chapeau! Mon chapeau!” he exclaimed, and threw himself back into the frigid water to retrieve his missing hat. Ted loved this story, though he would shake his head in wonder that anyone would “risk his life for his hat.”52 Decades later, one of Ted’s characters would similarly risk his life because of a hat.

			And yet even as Springfield Breweries prospered, the nerves of brewers everywhere that winter were on edge about the increasingly vocal and active temperance movement; there was a very real concern that there might be a call for the all-out prohibition of the sale of any form of alcohol. Ted’s father had followed stories in the Springfield Republican about the march on Washington by the Women’s Christian Temperance Union and the Anti-Saloon League in 1913 with interest. While Woodrow Wilson had remained quiet on the issue of Prohibition during the 1916 election, the newly elected Congress leaned strongly in favor of a constitutional amendment prohibiting the sale of alcohol.

			The debate erupted into the open on Fairfield Street, with the Geisels’ Prohibition-minded neighbors, the Bumps and the Hayneses, now actively lobbying for a liquor ban. Ted remembered sitting at the top of the stairs listening to his father and Uncle Will as they drank whiskey in the first-floor living room, laughing and plotting revenge on the Bumps and the Hayneses by arranging to have one of the Springfield Breweries delivery wagons pull up in front of the teetotalers’ homes to drop off several kegs. Both men would recant by the morning light of sobriety, but Ted sympathized with his father’s feelings; he would never be entirely trustful of so-called moral crusaders who tried to impose their agendas on their fellow citizens.

			Anti-German sentiment was also continuing to fracture communities around the country, further decaying with President Wilson’s February 3, 1917 announcement that the United States would be severing diplomatic relations with Germany over that nation’s continued use of U-boat warfare—a threat to the “freedom of the seas,” said Wilson. The Geisels and Seusses and their German neighbors would curtail many of their public activities at the Turnverein or at the Schützenverein riflery club, even as behind closed doors they would continue to dine on German food, drink German beer, and converse and sing loudly in the German language. Some evenings Ted’s father and grandfather would retire to the front music room to listen to classical music or opera, playing the Victrola a bit too loudly. “You really should try to see a Wagnerian opera sometime,” Ted recalled his grandfather telling his father, nearly shouting to be heard over the music. “That German music is not as bad as it sounds.” It was a perhaps too-frank appraisal of the famous German composer that always made Ted laugh.53

			Things would go from bad to worse on April 6, 1917, when the United States formally declared war on Germany. As a wave of nativism and xenophobia swept the country, all things German became taboo: Frankfurters became hot dogs. Hamburgers became liberty sandwiches. German-sounding street names were changed, and the town of Berlin, Michigan, would change its name to Marne. In a suburb of St. Louis, Missouri, a thirty-year-old German immigrant named Robert Prager was lynched.54 Frightened, many recent immigrants—whether Irish, German, Italian—would try to emphasize their pride in their adopted country by assuming a hyphenated modifier, such as “German-American.” Former president Theodore Roosevelt, sounding like many Americans at the time, was having none of it. “There is no room in this country for hyphenated Americanism,” he had told a whooping Carnegie Hall crowd.55

			The Geisels would experience some harassment during the war—they weren’t just German but also brewers, pretty much playing to the stereotype. It was in this atmosphere of xenophobia that Ted began his freshman year of high school that fall, enrolling at Central High School on State Street, across from the Springfield Library. For Ted, the harassment would continue throughout his freshman year. “During the fever of World War I, when I was about fourteen, everyone was angry at the Germans,” Ted said later. “I was not only known as the ‘Kaiser,’ but because of my father’s job at the brewery, the ‘Drunken Kaiser.’ I sometimes fled home with coals bouncing off my head.”56

			The Geisels did their very best to demonstrate their American patriotism, with T.R. teaching marksmanship for the Massachusetts Volunteer Militia, while Ted, as a member of Boy Scout Troop 13, dutifully sold Liberty bonds to support the allied cause. The Liberty bond sale would in fact be the source of one of Ted’s most traumatic childhood memories—even if it never really happened.

			As Ted related the story, his grandfather—also feeling he had to prove his patriotism—had purchased a supply truck for Springfield’s militia and, when he learned his grandson was selling Liberty bonds, made a point of purchasing $1,000 worth. Thanks largely to his grandfather’s largesse, Ted’s Boy Scout troop had the second-highest sales in the region—and Ted himself was among the top ten individual fundraisers. As such, he would be receiving a medal from Theodore Roosevelt when the former president came to Springfield on Wednesday, May 1, 1918, as part of his New England speaking tour to rally support for Liberty bonds.

			“We all put on our Scout uniforms and marched to City Hall,” Ted recalled, “and after Roosevelt had given a fiery speech, we lined up onstage to be decorated.” With his family and thousands of denizens of Springfield watching, Ted stood at the end of a line of nine other boys, awaiting his medal. Colonel Roosevelt slowly made his way down the row, pinning medals on chests and shaking hands. “But somebody had made a mistake,” said Ted, “and there were ten boys and only nine medals.” And so when the colonel arrived at Ted at the end of the line, “Roosevelt had nothing to pin on me,” Ted said, wincing at the memory. “He just stood there, nonplussed. Then a Scoutmaster ran up and said there had been a misunderstanding, and shoved me off the stage.”57 For the rest of his life, Ted would attribute his frequent bouts of stage fright and dread of “platform appearances” to Teddy Roosevelt and the missing medal.

			While this is a good story, it’s probably not entirely true. Over the years, Ted would continue to polish it, heightening the drama to make his embarrassment even more palpable. “I can still hear it now,” Ted said in 1965 as he recounted the story to The Saturday Evening Post. “Teddy Roosevelt looking around and asking, ‘What is this little boy doing here?’ And all those eyes from the audience staring right through me, the people whispering, ‘Ted Geisel tried to get a medal and he didn’t deserve it.’ I can hear them saying, ‘What’s he doing there?’”58

			Colonel Roosevelt was certainly in Springfield on May 1, at the invitation of the Hampden County Improvement League—and the following day the Springfield Republican ran a front-page photograph of him standing in the rain, speaking to the Boy Scouts on the steps of the auditorium. But there is no stage, no sign of a medal ceremony; Roosevelt, in a dark coat, simply stands on the steps, facing the crowd, while several Scouts are visible to his left.59 According to the contemporaneous report of the events in the Republican, “[b]efore entering the hall, he [Roosevelt] delivered a short address to the scouts, thanking them for their service and congratulating them upon engaging in training that is the basis of sound citizenship in the future.”60 Still, while it remains unclear whether there was a medal ceremony that day—and whether it went awry in the manner described by Ted—it’s obvious something happened that day that forever spooked Ted of public appearances. Perhaps, at age fourteen, Ted was simply terrified by the mere thought of appearing in public—and Roosevelt was incorporated into Ted’s panic merely because of his proximity. To Ted, the details wouldn’t matter much anyway; he had his story—and a good one—that would be related and dramatically retold countless times throughout his life, a minnow forever turned into a whale.

			

			• • • •

			When Ted entered Central High School in the fall of 1917, it was considered to be the school where the upwardly mobile sent their children to prepare them for college. For the Geisels, that certainly seemed to be the case for Marnie, who got great grades, struggling only with math, and excelling in French, German, and Latin. She would graduate in 1919 magna cum laude and go on to attend Smith College. For Ted, however, school was something to be endured, not mastered, though he later boasted of maintaining a B average “without working.”61 Like Marnie, he was baffled by math—even basic arithmetic would so frustrate him that for his entire life, he refused to even balance a checkbook—and while he enjoyed foreign languages, he loathed Latin so much that he preferred to simply skip the class altogether. He would make fun of it mercilessly in the pages of the school’s student newspaper, the Central Recorder.

			“[I]n high school you had to go out for some kind of activity,” Ted said later. “I looked at these bruisers who were playing football and I decided to do something with a pencil. It worked and I enjoyed it.”62 For most of his high school years he would write—and draw a little—for the Recorder, serving as the newspaper’s official “live wire” and then as boys’ news editor.63 Ted was never one to take his duties too seriously, however—and almost immediately he was making a name for himself among his classmates by writing short one-line jokes known as grinds. The dreaded Latin class drew Ted’s fire early, serving as the butt of the joke for a one-liner about the newly enacted federal daylight saving time: “It’ll be just our luck to be in Latin class when they turn back the clocks.”64

			He was also getting his first taste of writing clever rhyming verse for an audience, penning parodies of famous poems, most notably spoofing Walt Whitman’s ode to Abraham Lincoln, “O Captain! My Captain!” which Ted—again training his eye on the despised Latin class—repurposed as “O Latin” (“O Latin! my Latin! that study hour is done”).65 His name was spelled wrong on the piece—they credited him as Theodore Geisel—but Ted would be off and running with one variation on his name after another over his four years, signing pieces as Ted Geisel, Theo S. Geisel, T. S. Geisel, T.S.G., and when the mood struck, as T. S. LeSieg. Ted wasn’t the first Geisel to craft a pseudonym by spelling his surname backward; he had stolen the trick from his father, who had a weakness for playing the numbers—a bit of illegal gambling—and would sign his betting slips as “LeSieg” to avoid embarrassment in the event they were ever publicly discovered.

			Ted would also submit several cartoons to the Recorder during his time at Central, some attributed to “Pete the Pessimist,” and most of which are unremarkable. His earliest known cartoon—a joke about classmate “Frawncis” Blinn, who took six years to graduate—shows a bald and aged Blinn leaning over a cane, with a rolled-up paper helpfully labeled diploma tucked under his arm. It’s a simple line drawing of the character in profile, with some crosshatched shading at Blinn’s feet. Mostly, Ted seemed to be aping the styles he saw in the forgettable comic strips in the Springfield Union, such as Frederick Leipziger’s gag-a-day Doings of the Van Loons and Charles Wellington’s That Son-In-Law of Pa’s!, both of which relied on easy jokes about henpecked, put-upon husbands.

			His drawing would improve over the next three years, though Ted would have very little formal art instruction—he could recall taking only one art class in high school, and didn’t remain in it long. As Ted remembered:

			
				[A]t one point during the class, I turned the painting I was working on upside down—I didn’t know exactly what I was doing, but actually I was checking the balance: if something is wrong with the composition upside down, then something’s wrong with it the other way. And the teacher said, “Theodor, real artists don’t turn their paintings upside down.” . . . I somehow felt I wouldn’t learn much from that teacher, so I left the course.66

			

			As his work evolved, Ted would continue to be more influenced by the comic pages than by formal instruction. A cartoon drawn during his senior year, for example, highlighting his class trip to Washington, D.C., has an innovative layout that recalls Winsor McCay’s Little Nemo in Slumberland, with hotel windows framing a central drawing of President Warren G. Harding shaking hands with Ted’s classmates. The cartoon has some other nice moments. There’s a decent caricature of Harding, a self-portrait of Ted playing ukulele in a hotel window, and a student feeding a dinosaur skeleton as a policeman rushes into the frame, billy club raised, ready to make an arrest. Figures have large, well-defined feet, and detailed clothing—polka-dotted trousers, pinstriped pants and dark waistcoats—reminiscent of George McManus’s Bringing Up Father, which had debuted in 1913. “He was as good an artist then as he ever was,” said classmate Walter Whittum—a statement that gave Ted either too much or too little credit.67 Ted’s high school art, while competent, would give very little indication of the unique and whimsical style to come.

			

			• • • •

			The hard stares and thrown coals of Ted’s freshman year ended late in the autumn of his sophomore year, when World War I came to a close on November 11, 1918. Anti-German sentiment would, for the most part, fade in Springfield—and Ted, no longer lying low, would take a more active role in rabble-rousing, cheekily proposing in the pages of the Recorder that students unionize into a “Pupil’s Union,” on a platform of “extra pay for homework” and “[e]ntertainment, [such] as dancing and movies, in all study rooms.”68 And Ted did love the movies and movie stars. In the winter of 1917, he had read in a film magazine that Douglas Fairbanks, his favorite movie star, shaved naked every morning. Ted decided to take up the same habit, carefully scraping away with a razor in the cold bathroom in the house on Fairfield Street. “I almost froze to death,” Ted said later. “[I] nicked myself with my father’s razor, and lost faith in Douglas Fairbanks, who was doing all his naked shaving in sunny California.”69

			Ted’s father, perhaps sensing that his son needed more physical activity than he would find as a reporter for the Central Recorder, insisted that Ted enroll in dance classes from Mr. McCarty in the opulent ballroom of the Hotel Kimball. Ted hated it from the start. He felt slightly embarrassed by the act of dancing; he was already tall and slightly gangly in high school, and would eventually top out at more than six feet. Worse, he hated wearing the dancing shoes that he lugged back and forth in a green flannel bag. Dancing was purely an obligation to his father, and Ted loathed every moment of it. He would soon quit attending classes.

			But his father would keep trying. Next, Ted was enrolled in fencing at the Turnverein, where instructor Chris Neubauer subjected his young student to what Ted called “hour-long agonies.” The course necessitated calisthenics and rope climbing—activities Ted openly detested—and he was mortified by the pink jersey Neubauer required him to wear. Ted would make it through seventeen classes before T.R. finally permitted his visibly exasperated son to stop attending classes altogether. Later, Neubauer—who informed T.R. that his son had “no pectoral muscles at all”70—recommended T.R. give his son a canoe so that he could row it to develop his upper body strength. T.R. complied, buying Ted an eighteen-foot canoe for his fifteenth birthday. Ted would do little more than push it onto the water at Watershops Pond and sit in it, never touching the oars.

			On December 5, 1919, Ted’s grandfather, Theodor Adolph Geisel, died at age seventy-nine, after a prolonged illness. While the eldest Geisel had been out of the brewing industry for years, he’d kept a close eye on the Prohibition debate, and had been astute enough to recognize that a constitutional day of reckoning was at hand. Following the passage in late 1919 of the Volstead Act, which defined “intoxicating liquors” that would be prohibited under federal law, T.R., too, had been trying to come up with solutions that might keep the Springfield Breweries company afloat in an age of temperance. He even went so far as to change the recipe of the company’s Extra Tivoli Beer—which had won an international competition for its high quality—to give it a lower alcohol content that he hoped would bring it under the definition of “non-intoxicating liquors.”

			It wouldn’t be enough. On January 17, 1920, Prohibition officially went into effect under the sledgehammer weight of the Eighteenth Amendment. For his efforts to keep Springfield Breweries solvent, T.R. was promoted to president of the company, occupying his new office the very week the sale of intoxicating liquors became illegal. That was it for Springfield Breweries. “My father was rather angry about that turn of events,” Ted said, with considerable understatement.71

			For weeks, T.R. sat in the Geisels’ darkened living room, head in hand, muttering, “son of a bitch . . . son of a bitch.” “[H]e became very cynical,” said Ted, “. . . he didn’t know what to do with himself.”72 For more than a year, T.R. would mourn the loss of the industry he had grown up in, dutifully reporting to work and sitting at his desk in his offices on Fort Street, even as the company was picked to pieces around him, its assets, such as they were, slowly liquidated.

			Prohibition wasn’t the only new component of societal upheaval in 1920. That summer saw the formal adoption of the Nineteenth Amendment, giving women the right to vote. Ted’s views on feminism would evolve slowly. While he would go for cheap laughs about women in his college humor magazine and would later be criticized for the absence of female protagonists in his work, Ted quietly idealized women and craved their attention and acceptance. He would always consider himself publicly awkward and something of a wallflower, but during his high school years he exhibited a determined effort to land himself a serious girlfriend, serving on the school’s social committee and prom committee and as assistant manager of the Friday-night dances. His first kiss, however, with classmate Libby Elsborg, would be something of a disappointment for both of them. “I don’t know why I kissed Libby,” Ted said, “and neither did she.”73 Much better was his first real crush, on a girl in his class named Thelma Lester, “whom I loved right down to the bottom of my boots,”74 he said fondly.

			And for a young man who would always swear his traumatic experience with Teddy Roosevelt and the missing medal had given him an aversion to appearing on stage, Ted was very involved in social activities, including those that required public speaking. He was an officer in the debate club—it was one of the clubs where he could see Thelma Lester—and the secretary of the student senate. By all accounts he performed ably in productions of The Mikado and Twelfth Night. In fact, in his final semester at Central, Ted would write and perform in a two-act minstrel show in the school auditorium, serving as the sole author of the show’s opening one-act comedy called Chicopee Surprised. After an intermission, Ted performed in the minstrel show with the rest of his classmates, strumming a tenor banjo in a five-piece jazz band,75 and even soloing—while made up in “blackface” common to minstrel shows of the era—on recent comedy novelty songs like “Sweet Marimba.”76

			Several years later, Central High School principal William C. Hill would describe Ted as “a young man of upright character and good ability”:

			
				Ted comes of a good family with high ideals for the success of their children, and I have sometimes thought that it was this influence which kept his head from being too much turned by the popularity which his natural gifts of good fellowship and humor brought him . . . he has qualities of leadership which can be steadied and turned to serious purpose.77

			

			For all his modest talk, Ted was well liked in high school by classmates and teachers alike. He was good looking—his dramatically lit yearbook photo in the 1921 Pnalka shows him with a far-off stare, with no touch of a smile, in a stiff white collar, looking very much a serious young man. This may have been a private joke, since it was his sense of humor that had made him one of the most popular boys in the school. Indeed, in one of the final issues of the Recorder that would appear during Ted’s senior year, there was a description of the “ideal boy” at Central as having “Don Benson’s grin, / Ralph Walsh’s build, / Dayton Phillip’s oratorical powers, / [and] Ted Geisel’s wit.”78 His classmates voted him Class Artist and Class Wit, and next to his very serious yearbook photo, Ted had inserted as his benedictory quote: “Next comedy appeared with great applause.”79

			It was important both to T.R., who hadn’t attended college, and to Nettie, who had given up a higher education to work in the family bakery, that their son go to college. For Ted, the only question was where. Like many students at Central High School, Ted had been very impressed with and strongly influenced by his English teacher, Edwin A. Smith, an outgoing twenty-three-year-old whom everyone, even the students, called by his nickname “Red.” “[R]ather than being just an English teacher, [Smith] was one of the gang,” said Ted, “—a real stimulating guy who was probably responsible for my starting to write.”80

			It was Smith, in fact, who had encouraged Ted to read the work of Hilaire Belloc, the French-born, English-raised poet who wrote outlandish and often violent books of verse for children, including 1896’s The Bad Child’s Book of Beasts and the 1907 satirical moral guide, Cautionary Tales for Children. Artist Basil Temple Blackwood often graphically illustrated Belloc’s tales of comeuppance for bad children—one bit of verse ends with a boy being devoured by a lion, leaving behind only his wide-eyed head—but Ted was more intrigued with Belloc’s writing. The poet had a knack for silly names—Charles Augustus Fortescue, Godolphin Horne—and knew how to get a laugh out of an unexpected use of long, unusual words:

			
				The Microbe is so very small

				You cannot make him out at all,

				But many sanguine people hope

				To see him through a microscope.81

			

			Ted would remain a lifelong fan and admirer, and he had Red Smith to thank for introducing him to Belloc’s unique voice—a voice that would shape his own verse. Smith was also a graduate of Dartmouth College in Hanover, New Hampshire—and Ted also fondly recalled that Smith’s family had run a candy store in White River Junction, Vermont. It was enough to help Ted, and others, make up their minds on where they wanted to go to school. “We all said, ‘Let’s go where Red Smith went,’” Ted recalled.

			Encouraged by Smith, Ted and several classmates submitted their applications to Dartmouth. Decades later, in a bit of typical false modesty, Ted would downplay his ambitions to attend Dartmouth and Smith’s role in it. It had all seemed so unintentional and random, he told Dartmouth Alumni Magazine. “I had a good friend at Springfield High who planned to attend Dartmouth, and so I became interested and finally applied,” he said. “My friend never did go, but I wound up here anyway.”82
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