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Prologue

February 1953

On a February day in 1953, Katharine Sergeant White sat in her corner office at The New Yorker on the nineteenth floor at 25 West Forty-Fifth Street. Snow was falling outside and her desk was piled with manuscripts and mail, all overdue because she’d only just returned to the city from a week at her farmhouse in Maine. One letter solicited her attention above all else, a writer’s cry of distress.

The short-story writer Frances Gray Patton, typing from her home in Durham, North Carolina, confessed to Katharine that she was creatively paralyzed and suffering “guilt and shame” over not being able to write, her mind like a broken phone. “You know how sometimes when you’re only half through calling your number something in the instrument clicks back to that empty, buzzing dial tone? Well, that was what would happen to me when I was halfway through a story.” She further confessed that she had been on the verge of asking Katharine for help several times before, but she hadn’t wanted to bother her, so instead she forced herself to write a new story—“rather dull and contrived”—which she was sure Katharine wouldn’t like and which hadn’t yet worked to lift her out of her “doldrums.”

Katharine’s reply, twice the length of Patton’s letter, scrawled in her clear, definite handwriting in pencil on unlined paper, gorgeously and robustly responded to her author. I recognize you, she began, and I know your distress is real. “All I can say to reassure you is that I know—I mean I really know—that this sort of trouble happens to every good writer at intervals.” She would know, as an editor going on her eighteenth year at The New Yorker and the wife of one of the country’s most celebrated writers, E. B. White, who was just then enjoying the runaway success of his children’s novel Charlotte’s Web, only four months old. But Katharine’s husband, known as Andy, had a troubled relationship to his own craft and Katharine often used his travails as an example for her authors. She described to Patton Andy’s “one horrible year” of not writing in the 1930s, and then mentioned several other briefer and more recent dry spells. In fact, she said, just about every fiction writer she knew suffered from Patton’s doldrums. “They start stories and never finish them. Or they finish them and decide they are unsuccessful. Or they like them and send them out—these are distinguished writers whose names you would know well—and then get rejections.” These episodes happened with such frequency that Katharine had realized they were not symptoms of brokenness but the very opposite. “Fanny, I’m sure that what you are suffering from is merely the disease of being creative, plus the trouble of having the written word as your medium.”

Then Katharine dug into some potential solutions. Might Patton take a short trip to write elsewhere, or might she do a different kind of writing, perhaps switching from third to first person, or from fiction to memoir—or “casuals” and “reminiscences,” in New Yorker parlance? Perhaps she could write under a pseudonym? Katharine even generated a few concrete story ideas from the funny, newsy personal letters that Patton had written to her recently. She ended the letter squarely on a rejection—the story that Patton thought she wouldn’t like had, in fact, been met with a resounding “no” vote among the magazine’s editors. “At the same time I think you were right to submit this manuscript. A writer half the time can’t judge his own work fairly, especially when in a self-doubting mood, so it is better to send out manuscripts than to mull over them.” In a letter bursting with generous and buoying sentiments, Katharine was saying: I can help you read your own work; I’m right there inside it with you. Then she edited her own prose—crossing out words and sentences, adding new ones in the margins—before handing it to her secretary to be typed in duplicate, one copy mailed to Durham and the other filed in the New Yorker’s “Patton” folder for 1953.

Good editing is invisible, but masterful editing makes visible the unsaid, because a great editor receives what is not on the page: the unrealized, the unthought, the assumed, the retracted, the tentative, the implied. Once in a while, the art of editing consists of reading not words but their author, of stepping into the private compositional process to help build the architecture of the writer’s inner life. This kind of editing can be intensely personal, and this is the kind of editing that Katharine S. White perfected. Katharine’s relationship with Patton typified the method she had refined with dozens of other women writers by this moment in the 1950s, the high point of her editing career. Fanny Patton was herself a late-blooming author. She was the daughter of two writers and had studied playwriting at the University of North Carolina, but then she married a Duke University literature professor and focused on raising their son and twin daughters. Only when her daughters were nearing their high school graduation did Patton turn to short stories, publishing her first one in The Kenyon Review in 1945 and winning a spot in that year’s O. Henry Memorial Award Prize Stories collection. Katharine bought a story from her the next year and began a warm correspondence. Patton traveled north to New York, and she was so intimidated and keyed up by the city that when Katharine invited her to “a little family dinner,” just the Whites and Harold Ross, founder of The New Yorker, Patton’s “bones turned to water.” But the evening of such august company was “easy and charming,” and Patton comported herself well even when S. J. Perelman sat down for some light banter. By that point, Patton had published four stories with Katharine, and three more were in the pipeline. She had also earned a bristling sheaf of Katharine’s famous rejection letters, scrupulous and detailed explanations for why a given story would not work for the magazine; Katharine frequently found Patton’s stories too “artificial” or “overdrawn” or “unconvincing.” Patton introduced Katharine to her friend and fellow Southerner Peter Taylor, who contributed to The New Yorker for the next three decades. Katharine, in turn, introduced Patton to her dear friend and short-story virtuoso Jean Stafford.

Now, in the winter of 1953, Patton’s gratitude burst out of her to fill two letters. You have given me back my confidence, she wrote, first by the very fact of her long and engaged letter, but also by conveying that Patton had risked nothing by writing a poor story or confessing her trouble. “It was almost as if you had assured me of my inalienable right to fail if I had to!” And this, Patton had suddenly realized, was a necessary precondition for writing herself out of her paralysis, this “prevailing mood of quiet optimism” that came from not having to “pull myself up taller than I really am all the time,” from being able to share her flawed work with a responsive editor to whom she was equal. What Katharine elegantly communicated was that their relationship and Patton’s position within The New Yorker was secure, so that she need not endlessly audition to be read seriously.

Katharine’s sensitive editorial work would pay dividends for Patton for years to come. Patton sent a new story with her second letter, called “The Game,” and Katharine accepted it at once—provided that Patton would agree to work with her to shorten and tighten it, to edit it over several intense rounds of marked-up manuscripts and long explanatory letters. “The Game” tells the story of two women, once childhood friends and now reunited after seventeen years apart. Lillian has moved to Baltimore and married a wealthy man, while Maria has stayed in their small Southern town. When Lillian runs into Maria in a Baltimore department store, she remembers why she was drawn to her when they were young: in Maria’s company, “you were safe and free. You could assume any whimsical attitude that struck your fancy, or indulge in that hyperbole of the moment that is the leaven of conversation, without the danger of being held to account later.” The story is not about Katharine and Fanny, but the whisper of Katharine’s influence can be heard. When Lillian brings Maria home to her posh town house, Maria asks for money for her sick child; Lillian goes over to her desk and presses a panel to open a concealed drawer in which lies a bundle of bills. Did Patton know that Katharine had just such a hidden cabinet in her tambour desk at home, holding the same cache for unforeseen circumstances? “The Game” was published in the May 9 issue of The New Yorker that year and then was selected for the 1954 volume of The Best American Short Stories. Fanny and Katharine would work together right up until Katharine retired from the fiction department, and she would hand her over to her son, Roger Angell, whom she’d hired as a New Yorker editor in her own mold. Katharine and Fanny would continue writing personal letters for the next decade.

This was the secret of Katharine’s success: what she called “the personal-editorial letter.” Eliciting good work from her authors meant connecting with them in an intimate space and being receptive to whatever they brought her. She gave of herself to her authors, and she got back their whole selves in return. She called out the best in an entire generation of women writers: Emily Hahn, Janet Flanner, Kay Boyle, Mary McCarthy, Elizabeth Bishop, Jean Stafford, Nadine Gordimer, Elizabeth Taylor, May Sarton, Louise Bogan, Christine Weston.

These women crafted literary careers between first- and second-wave feminisms, without the benefit of legible categories for their labor. They wrote from deeply personal experience but, under Katharine’s pencil, strove to appeal to a wide readership; their work gave feeling and sentiment a very particular role to play in a liberal, middle-class worldview. In their long and plentiful letters to Katharine, they included telling details about the conditions for their literary work amid families, travel, health burdens, financial straits, and world politics. They wrote knowing they could count on Katharine’s equally personal responses as a powerful and sympathetic woman. She cleared obstacles, advanced them money, rescued them from despair, introduced them to each other, turned dry spells into headlong rivers, and suggested now-classic stories and essays. She made a life of the mind possible for herself, and in so doing, she made the same thing possible for dozens of female writers—and their thousands of readers. She edited just as many men as she did women; she would later point to her long and lively relationships with Vladimir Nabokov and John Updike as career highlights.

Katharine wrote (and dictated) a near-bottomless trove of letters to authors, but she was not a writer. She published a handful of essays, but she was never willing or able to reveal herself in print. And yet time and again, she gently summoned hard truths from other women, conjuring their best work from the silence of what she never wrote about herself. Her editorial letters show an interplay between revelation and withholding, a pattern of generosity off the page that enabled generativity on it, the evolution of her understanding of when to edit and when to incite.

To read Katharine’s letters and memos and manuscript marginalia, then, is to do far more than simply resuscitate and pay homage to her career, buried as it has been under the larger-than-life male personalities at The New Yorker. To peer over her shoulder as she reads is to discover something new about reading as an act of intimacy and of community.

She spent the last decade of her life curating her and her husband’s legacies by sorting through mountains of papers. She was the caretaker of centuries’ worth of letters, daguerreotypes, recipe books, and last wills and testaments from both the Shepley and Sergeant sides of her family—and both clans saved everything, even the envelopes in which the letters were delivered, attached by rusty paper clips. From these stacks of papers, Katharine compiled five different university archives. She donated her papers to Bryn Mawr College, E. B. White’s papers to Cornell, the Shepley papers from her mother’s family to Bowdoin College, her sister Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant’s papers to the Beinecke Library at Yale, and the Sergeant family papers from her father’s family to Sterling Memorial Library at Yale. She read virtually every sheet of paper before she donated it, and annotated many of them. Ancient letters sit in acid-free boxes in climate-controlled warehouses up and down the Northeast with tiny little pink slips—routing slips from The New Yorker with a circled “T” for “timely”—paper-clipped to them, the slips repurposed for Katharine’s penciled notes about the letter and her hasty initials, KSW.

In other words, almost every source for this biography comes to us already interpreted by Katharine’s reading. This was her life’s work, these notes a kind of autobiography. Reading over her shoulder means paying attention to the layers of reading happening across time on any given sheet of paper. Her words are a framing device that, somewhat surprisingly, gives us emotional immediacy rather than scholarly distance. We can read her mind at work, read her own fascination with the life of the mind, feel her reading expand within our own. Much of what I will tell you comes from Katharine’s own curation of her papers.

But some of what I will tell you comes from what she did not say, what she purposefully did not save, what I’ve discovered outside her archive, what she never knew. She zealously destroyed primary sources and had no scruples about noting so. Like Katharine, I too will attempt to read the silences packed thickly around the many words bequeathed to us from her busy life, and I will note them for the record even if I cannot fill them.

The art of editing consists of a thousand tiny pencil strokes that add up to something far greater. Frances Gray Patton once told Katharine, “You’ve done a remarkably clever and delicate piece of editing and I take it as a generous act of friendship as well.” Cutting a writer’s words can be a gift; silences can be audible. And at the heart of editing, there is reading and immense receptivity. Patton returned to that letter about paralysis later in her career at another moment of aridity and drew yet more strength from Katharine’s “great sympathy and understanding.” Rereading can be enormously creative.




Part I

The Family Glamour

(1892–1909)




1.

Katharine Sergeant’s birth certificate could have used an editor. She was the only baby born in Winchester, Massachusetts, on September 17, 1892, so it’s not as if the clerk was busy, but he or she nonetheless recorded her existence as “Katherine D. Sargeant.” Two errors, and then there’s that middle initial, an intriguing cipher that appears on no other document in Katharine’s enormous archive.

In a family where everyone held until their death the nicknames acquired in the cradle, Katharine Sergeant was only ever Katharine Sergeant (pronounced “SURGE-ent”). She was never Kate or Katie or Kittie (except to Groucho Marx, who addressed her as “Katie” in exactly one letter). She was registered for school as Katharine Sergeant, and she signed every letter as Katharine. Most family letters were addressed to her that way, too, although her aunt Crullie (whose real name was Caroline) and her second husband, Andy (whose real name was not Andrew but Elwyn), could get away with calling her Kay, as did a few close male friends; her first husband called her Katrina. When she was a grown woman, her colleagues would call her Mrs. White despite her pleas to be more familiar. All her life, something about Katharine seemed to rebuff the diminutive.

Yet she was a little girl once, the youngest of three children, doted on by her two older sisters, Elsie (whose real name was Elizabeth) and Ros or Rosie (short for Rosamond). To peel back the layers of the formal, impressive woman she became, to begin at the beginning, it helps to start with an image rather than a name. When she was four years old, her aunt Poo (full name: Annie Barrows Shepley) painted her portrait, and there, underneath an enormous plumed hat and above an enormous ruffled white blouse with puffed sleeves and a maroon bow, we find a little girl with enormous gray eyes. The lavish clothes make her look like a little Dutch burgher, and her long blond ringlets and Cupid’s-bow lips are the very essence of a nineteenth-century Romantic girl child, but even these features do not overwhelm her forthright gaze. In contrast to Aunt Poo’s portrait of Ros, whose face is shadowed and whose expression is troubled, almost bereft, Katharine’s portrait shines from within. She seems utterly sure of herself as she gazes back at her aunt.

Photographs reinforce this impression. There’s four-year-old Katharine sitting on a rococo bench in a photographer’s studio, wearing perhaps the same white dress with its exuberantly ruffled bib, hands folded obediently in her lap. This time we can see her blond bangs and ringlets, and this time she is smiling. And further back—an even tinier Katharine in a voluminous white ruffled dress and black stockings, standing beside the library fireplace. Also, a triptych of baby photos, back, side, and front. Fast-forward to a framed but undated studio portrait of her from perhaps her teenage years, another white blouse, high collared and ruffled, presenting her face as if on the pedestal of a bust, her long hair pulled back and just a few wisps escaping. From infant to teenager, the gaze is the same. Katharine Sergeant White began as a little girl preternaturally secure in her place in the world. It wouldn’t be long after Aunt Poo’s oil painting before Katharine’s life would be terribly riven, but she kept her sense of herself.

No baby portraits exist of Elsie and Ros, and almost no childhood photos of the elder two daughters at all until a beautiful group portrait of the three sisters as grown young women. Katharine, however, was the youngest daughter in an affluent family who was regularly put in front of a camera lens, her hair curled, her blouse starched and fluffed up. Katharine’s confidence came from her family, from her never doubting that she was loved.

She always remembered her childhood as happy, and what made it happy were the gardens around her home and the company of her sister Ros, who was four years older than Katharine and closer to her than to Elsie, who was eleven years older and busy growing into a young woman. The Sergeants lived in a large, comfortable home in Brookline, Massachusetts, at 4 Hawthorn Road, and the backyard held the hawthorn trees for which their street was named—three of them, a red, a white, and a pink. A signal memory of her childhood was picking the blossoms of those enormous trees. Katharine would write many years later, “we children had to carry a stepladder into the empty lot next door, use it for the first boost up, and then scramble the rest of the way to a narrow ledge on top of an enormously high lattice fence that backed our shrubbery. Standing there perilously, trying to keep our balance, we had to reach up to break the branches.” They’d arrange the flowers in the tall Japanese vase their father had purchased in the city for their gold-papered parlor.

Katharine and Rosamond would play Millinery, a game they invented to embellish the boring straw hats they wore as students of Miss Winsor’s School. They’d browse among their father’s flowers—everything was free for the taking except the rhododendrons and azaleas—and pick blooms to stick into the plain ribbons around their hat crowns; then they’d parade in front of the adults and receive their praise. Their garden offered them not only hawthorn but forsythia, Japanese crab, Japanese quince, mock orange, flowering almond, lilac, bridal wreath, weigela, deutzia, althea, and shrub roses. In addition to the curving bed of shrubs and the flower beds, there was a privet hedge and a wide lawn, where Katharine and Ros would “as good as live” when school was not in session. They played croquet, baseball, ring toss, diabolo, and battledore and shuttlecock. They played Statues, “a very violent game,” Katharine remembered, where one girl would whirl another girl around and around by her wrists and then fling her away, shouting out a state of mind—“Grief, Anger, Grace, Hatred, Love, or Defiance”—into which the poor dizzy girl must freeze as soon as her feet touched the ground. The child who struck the most outlandish pose would get to be the next whirler.

Their family’s land was surrounded by undeveloped plots ripe for the exploration. Even more enticing, one block to the east, a beautiful new park had just been made. The Brookline Land Company had sold some of its acreage to the town, which hired one of its most famous residents, Frederick Law Olmsted, to turn the brackish, tidal Muddy River into Leverett Pond and connect it up to his other Boston parks, finally closing the chain of parks known as the Emerald Necklace. The year after Katharine’s family moved in, and five years after Olmsted retired, the city voted to change the names of Leverett Park and Jamaica Park to Olmsted Park. Everywhere around her, Katharine could see both gardens and country vistas, and those sights shaped her mind’s eye for her entire life.

Hers was an outdoor childhood. Each summer, the Sergeants would rent a cottage at Chocorua Lake in New Hampshire, and the girls would turn tan from boating and hiking. Katharine and Ros would take their canoe out to the calm waters at the head of the lake in the early morning, just as the white water lilies were beginning to open in the sun. It was another delicate picking operation: “The stern paddle had to know precisely how to approach a lily, stem first, getting near enough so the girl in the bow could plunge her arm straight down into the cool water and break off the rubbery stem, at least a foot under the surface, without leaning too far overboard.” They’d row home amid the scent of the Nymphaea odorata. They’d visit Aunt Poo at Apple End, the house she’d purchased in Woodstock, Connecticut, when she came into an inheritance. Katharine and Ros would walk down the country lanes and make a game out of who could collect the most food to bring back home from farms and gardens: “nuts, apples, peaches, berries, and unharvested tomatoes and carrots.”

So many of Katharine’s memories revolved around plants. She was as close an observer of plants as she was of her father and his very particular gardening aesthetic. She remembered, three decades after his death, how disappointed he’d been when the assortment of rhododendrons he’d specially selected by color bloomed, but all in the same “pallid lavender-white flower trusses.” She remembered too, with sharp specificity, the roses that he grew under the east window of the library, “their heavenly fragrance and the way they grew a half-story high, and the clusters of white single roses, with gold stamens turning to a rich brown.” Her father called them Guelder roses, but later when she tried to find them for nostalgia’s sake, she learned he had the name wrong, and she never solved the mystery of his shrub roses, though she suspected they were musk roses. She grew dahlias, not because she liked them—she was embarrassed by their showiness—but because her father had. She remembered that every morning at breakfast, the girls would be asked, “Who will pick the flowers today?” and one of them would be tasked with arranging them for the house. Once a year Charles would pile his daughters into a trolley and take them to a certain hillside on the north side of Boston so they could pick mayflowers. He taught them the plants to identify and avoid (deadly nightshade, poison ivy, poison sumac) and the plants to eat (young checkerberry leaves and sassafras root).

Charles Sergeant was a disciplined patriarch whose routines the young Katharine well knew but whose playful side she could access. She remembered him leaving the house each morning, six days a week, by eight o’clock to reach his office in Boston, and he was never home until seven o’clock. But his interest in gardening meant that even before breakfast he’d be out on the lawn, digging up dandelions with his penknife. One year, the dandelions spread so vigorously that he bought jackknives for Ros and Katharine and paid them ten cents for every hundred dandelions they extracted. But Katharine knew that he really only wanted to arm his daughters for his favorite game, mumblety-peg, where players compete to throw their knives close to their opponents’ feet. Charles taught Katharine several expert throws that she could still execute as an adult.

Each May and June, he would bring his daughters to a nearby estate, Holm Lea, to see its enormous, naturalistic plantings of rhododendrons and azaleas in their full glory, a swath of color that was reflected in the estate’s pond. Holm Lea belonged to Charles Sprague Sargent—no relation—who was an eminent dendrologist, the first director of Harvard’s Arnold Arboretum, and the man who brought Frederick Law Olmsted to Brookline. Katharine’s father, a middle-class engineer with a solid but unremarkable career with the Boston Elevated Railway, and his neighbor, a wealthy Boston Brahmin and nationally known scientist, would have their annual conversation in which they would rue the mix-ups in the mail occasioned by their nearly identical names. Perhaps their similar surnames were behind the misperception that dogged Katharine her entire life; even her obituary in The New York Times called her a Boston Brahmin, but she was not descended from the same family as Holm Lea’s owner, nor that of the painter John Singer Sargent.

A small point, but with large ramifications. Katharine’s parents had both experienced their own parents’ poverty and business failure; Katharine’s experience of plenty did not come with a guarantee. Moreover, these freedoms might not have been available to her as a daughter of the leisure class destined to further her family’s status through marriage. The childhood that her father gave her was characterized by its liberality.

So for Katharine, Holm Lea meant not a faint social embarrassment but quiet roads through which she and her friends were allowed to bicycle all year round, provided they did not pick any blooms from Mr. Sargent’s shrubs. In the late 1890s, bicycling was still controversial for girls and young women. Conservatives worried that bicycles would harm girls’ growing bodies, deforming or overstimulating the pelvis, damaging reproductive organs, and unfitting the future women for childbearing. They also worried that unsupervised free time would translate into expectations for political independence. Both fears stemmed from concern for the continuity of white supremacy—if women were too busy bicycling into their new future to birth babies, then the ruling class would have no descendants to carry on their interests. Katharine was allowed to bike with her sisters and her friends from Hawthorn Road to Walnut Street and then west to Holm Lea, where she would enter at Heath Street, because it was close to “a lovely swamp” where she would pick skunk cabbage and cowslips—Mr. Sargent couldn’t object to those bouquets, could he?

Katharine’s father influenced her to become a gardener and a naturalist, the kind of person who would always remember the first time she found a fringed orchid in New Hampshire. With her ruddy health and her preference for outdoor activities, she was a tomboy, a cultural category promulgated just after the Civil War to correct the definition of white womanhood as frail and inactive, a definition that many thought was the reason for rampant illness among white women and a declining birth rate. For girls of Katharine’s class and race, a hearty diet and physical exercise were new ingredients for growing the strong wives and mothers their generation needed. Her father’s parenting destined Katharine to become a New Woman, that much-discussed creature of the day, a specific cohort of women born at the end of the nineteenth century—between the Victorian embodiments of “true womanhood” and the flapper—who achieved unprecedented levels of education, a cohort of women portrayed in the popular press as athletic, independent, and socially mobile. The New Woman most frequently appeared in the popular press astride a bicycle.




2.

Though Katharine’s astonishing memory retained into old age the precise way that her father’s rose stamens shifted from gold to brown, she could not remember a single detail about her mother, who died when she was six years old, just a year after the family moved to Hawthorn Road and its idyllic gardens.

Katharine never wrote about her mother. She never mentioned hearing the news of her mother’s sudden death or attending her funeral service. She never referred to herself as motherless. None of her accounts of herself included this trauma—indeed, she almost certainly wouldn’t have called it a trauma. This silence can be explained not only because her mother was so quickly supplanted within the Sergeant household, but also by the family’s emotional reticence, by a logic in which too much feeling was dangerous.

Everything that Katharine learned about the Shepley side of her family, she learned from Aunt Poo, most of it from a remarkable book that Poo wrote toward the end of her life when she was the last surviving Shepley—or rather three identical books, one for each of the Sergeant sisters. She typed out the family story in triplicate, over two hundred single-spaced pages, and she pasted in old photographs and had each of the large books luxuriantly bound in antique Japanese brocade. Her book is a long, loving, and deeply mythologizing account of the Shepleys, its author desperate to honor her forebears and assure her nieces they come from good and ancient stock. Even within Aunt Poo’s sentimental account, though, the cracks in the mythology show plainly. Not only did Poo’s book fail to draw Katharine close to her mother’s memory, it also stumbled in portraying the Shepleys as American nobility. Their gentility was always aspirational and sometimes quite imperiled.

Katharine’s mother, Elizabeth Blake Shepley, was known as Bessie. Both of Bessie’s parents, James Cunningham Shepley and Mary Fessenden Barrows, came from Maine. James attended Thornton Academy and Bowdoin College, then read law at a firm in Saco, Maine, following in his father’s career, before heading west to open his own practice. Mary, the daughter of a country doctor in Fryeburg, Maine, married James in 1853 and joined him in St. Cloud, Minnesota. Bessie was the eldest; Poo came next; and then a son, George.

Bessie’s father was active in civic life and helped to write the new state’s constitution, but he lived in the Shepley family imagination as a doer of dangerous deeds, including a heroic and physically grueling rescue of a group of white settlers who’d been trapped in Fort Abercrombie by the Sioux and Chippewa, as well as a stint in the Civil War. One thing he was not adept at was making money, and the war had broken his health, so after the war the Shepleys lived in a carriage house on a relative’s vast country estate in Naples, Maine. Bessie’s happiest years unfolded in this remote and beautiful landscape, and that’s what she would seek to re-create for her daughters. She had twenty cows for company, and dogs and cats and horses and hens and pigs, in addition to her brother and sister, and orchards, pastures, forests, a trout brook, and a pond. “We read Little Women,” Poo recalled, “and liked it because it was a family just like ours, we thought”—the Shepleys were the Marches with the patriarch back home. Their family formed, according to Poo, a “charmed circle” that was united by their parents’ obvious love for each other, even through the difficult years of James’s protracted illness. Poo also referred to the “family glamour,” their own bedrock certainty of Mary and Bessie’s beauty, James and George’s intelligence, and Poo’s wit.

As the girls grew older, the charmed circle opened a bit so they could attend school. Bessie first attended the North Bridgton Academy and then a school in Boston, both times staying with family. But her future was cut short by the early death of her father. James Shepley moved to California to start a sheep-raising business with two other men. It never prospered. One day in May of 1874, he was found dead up in the hills, garroted, with his money and gold watch still on his body. The murder was never solved, and its effects rippled outward in Bessie’s life.

On the advice of relatives, Mary moved the family to Boston and bought a house on Charles Street, turning it into a boarding home, which began to fail almost immediately. As a widow with three children newly thrust into moneymaking, Mary did not run the business well and struggled to afford food for her family and her boarders. The children would remember going hungry as they descended into extreme poverty. It was an enormous downfall for the family: from the lush country to the city, from cash-poor abundance to privation, from close-knit togetherness to loss and absence.

The Shepleys loathed their boarders, purely out of resentment, though all of them were, in Poo’s telling phrase, “a very superior set of people.” One of them was “a quiet young man with beautiful dark eyes” who liked to sketch, didn’t particularly like the business world of Boston in which he worked, and found the boardinghouse to be homelike and comfortable. At Christmas in 1879, he and Bessie announced their engagement to the family. Bessie was twenty-three years old and Charles was twenty-eight.

Charles Spencer Sergeant rescued the Shepleys. He analyzed Mary’s finances with a businessman’s eye and induced her to give up the boardinghouse. On June 3, 1880, Charles and Bessie were married in the flat by one of her uncles, the bride in fashionable olive green. Charles moved everyone to a small, newly built double house in Winchester shared with a family of three, with oak trees in back, a veranda in front, and a park across the street. Elsie was born eleven months later and named after her mother. Mary helped Bessie keep house, furnished it with her eighteenth-century family heirlooms, and cooked extravagantly from her storehouse of country recipes. George paid board for a room in the crowded household while Poo studied art in New York.

The Winchester years give a glimpse of what Katharine’s childhood might have been like had her mother survived. The Sergeants were social and active with a wide circle of friends among the young families of Winchester. Bessie doted on her daughter, but she worried about her too, and doubted her own abilities as a mother. Elsie was frequently ill, especially with earaches. On the night that Rosamond was born, six-year-old Elsie was sent to a neighbor’s, where she succumbed to an earache so intense that when she learned the next morning that she had a sister, she felt a distinct sense of unreality; her family seemed like strangers who had played a trick on her. When Ros was little, she too was plagued with poor health.

As an adult, Elsie’s words for Bessie were “quiet unassertive and saddish now and then.” She remembered her mother crying as she pored over the household accounts, afraid to spend money—surely haunted by the boardinghouse years—yet unable to counter her husband’s appetite for rich breakfasts consisting of steak or fish, plus eggs, muffins, and griddle cakes with maple syrup.

Perhaps she was overshadowed in their tight household by stronger personalities: Charles as the patriarch and Bessie’s mother, Mary, whom the children called Garty. Elsie, who would grow up to become a writer who specialized in portraits of writers and other artists, once attempted but never finished a memoir of her own evolution as an artist. Elsie would call Garty a “dominiser,” a powerful figure who stood taller than Charles and exerted as much control over him as she could, given that he was the breadwinner and she was perfectly penniless. Every single day since James’s ghastly murder, she wore old-fashioned widow’s dress, including a black gown with a tight-fitting bodice and a bonnet over her gray crimped hair with a veil that fell down her back to her waist. She was deeply competitive at games: chess, dominoes, cribbage, hearts, Old Maid, bezique, solitaire. Her main way to engage the children was to have them button her shoes or run errands. In Elsie’s memoir, these “two murderous antagonists”—her father and his mother-in-law—formed the internal structure of her own mind, a powerful male and a powerful female locked in combat. She also remembered many loving moments with her father, as when he told her “Mr. Greenheart” stories every evening, a character he invented who lived behind a little door in a tree, or when he took her on canoe trips every Sunday morning. She called her father and her aunt Poo, the painter who lived on her own in New York, the “rousers of [her] inner imaginative life.” But of her mother, she wrote almost nothing; Bessie left barely a trace on her eldest daughter, the one who knew her longest.

Bessie gave unwavering support to Poo in the pursuit of her iconoclastic artistic career. She encouraged her to go to Paris to study painting, and to devote herself to her art full-time upon her return, rather than teach. Poo did, traveling to the Académie Julian, which, unlike the École des Beaux-Arts, admitted women. She received the same artistic training there as previous students, such as Henri Matisse, John Singer Sargent, and American painters Cecilia Beaux and Elizabeth Gardner. Bessie sent encouraging letters during the tough times, telling Poo, “You have great and unusual ability, and we know you have a strong character and wonderful courage and perseverance.” She sent money, and she did her best to bridge the distance between her life (“a person with a comfortable home and an assured income,” as she called herself) and Poo’s spinster life in the city.

Garty did not exert her influence on Katharine. Bessie’s mother had moved with the Sergeants from Winchester to Walnut Street, the original road in Brookline, Massachusetts, and she moved with them again as Charles’s fortunes grew. In the summer of 1898, the Sergeants bought the large and handsome house that would form the basis of Katharine’s memories. Charles paid $23,500 to Anne Appleton for the house that her mother, Mary Appleton, had commissioned from Henry F. Bigelow and William Rutan only four years earlier. The Sergeants’ new home at 4 Hawthorn Road was a three-story, 4,300-square-foot, pink-brick Georgian Revival with a half-circle driveway, six bedrooms, and six fireplaces, at the front of a 17,600-square-foot parcel of land.

Garty must have approved of this move. The town of Brookline and the house itself signaled a rise in stature. Brookline, a suburb of Boston, grew not from farmland but from small country estates belonging to wealthy retired merchants or businessmen who commuted into the city center by carriage. In 1860, the Brookline Land Company formed to develop the town while still preserving its exclusivity. The company sold plots with a deed preventing “occupation or erection of any building which could work injury or annoyance to residents.” Brookline became an even more desirable neighborhood once the Brookline Branch Railroad carried residents into Back Bay. Charles joined the men commuting into the city, while his wife and mother-in-law ran the big house.

But Garty enjoyed the splendid new home for only a month before she died in October of 1898, on the forty-third anniversary of her marriage to James Shepley. The funeral took place in the Episcopal church she helped to found, and she was buried not with the Shepleys in Maine but with the Sergeants in a plot in Winchester, Massachusetts. In Poo’s mind, it was Ros who loved Garty the most but Katharine who most resembled her in character.

The following spring of 1899, Bessie decided to visit Poo and their brother, George, at 96 Fifth Avenue in New York, where they “kept house on a windowsill,” as Ros described their artistic poverty. Bessie was finally coming into her own as a wife and mother. Elsie, the oldest, was taking an extra year after graduating from Miss Winsor’s School before applying to Bryn Mawr College. Katharine was growing into a sturdy young girl and all three daughters were thriving. But Bessie had been feeling unwell and thought a change of scene and a reunion with her siblings would help.

On May 8, Bessie and Poo visited the Metropolitan Museum of Art, but Bessie experienced abdominal pain so great it prevented her from walking. Back at Poo’s studio, they called their rich neighbor’s doctor and he soon arrived but refused to treat Bessie. He suspected she had appendicitis, and if so, her case was beyond his expertise. Appendectomy was a recent surgical technique; only in 1894 did Charles McBurney describe the incision that could split the muscles so the inflamed organ could be removed. While Bessie lay in agony, George spent the night tracking down the one surgeon in Manhattan who could help her—it may have been Dr. McBurney himself—and when he arrived first thing the next morning, he confirmed the diagnosis and rushed her to the New York Hospital on Fifteenth Street for the operation. Bessie wanted to wait until Charles could come down from Brookline, but the delay had already cost her too much, so she went into surgery without him. He arrived just as she emerged and had about ten minutes alone with her before she died.

The girls learned the news when Aunt Poo stepped off the train in Brookline the next afternoon, but Katharine never recalled this moment. Elsie had had an ear operation that morning and was pale and gaunt with a bandage around her head. That evening, the ear began hemorrhaging and Elsie was again treated by a doctor. Elsie never commented on the link between her earaches and monumental changes to her family, first Rosamond’s birth and then her mother’s death.

The Sergeants held a service for Bessie at home, and then they all journeyed to the family burial ground in Winchester, where Bessie was laid to rest next to her mother. Aunt Poo remembered that Elsie was under Charles’s strict injunction not to cry or show any emotion during the service and burial. She privately wondered if this is what caused Elsie’s mental health to suffer just a few years later. Did Katharine cry, and was she scolded? Certainly one of the lessons she absorbed as a child was that decorum was crucial even at a moment of deep internal anguish.

Aunt Poo stayed with the Sergeants all through the summer, when they took a house in Marion, Massachusetts. And then, as the school year commenced, Aunt Poo returned to her brother, George, in New York, and Charles brought the two younger girls back to Hawthorn Road. Elsie began her first year at Bryn Mawr College, having passed the demanding entrance exams. She settled into her rooms in Denbigh Hall and enrolled in English literature, medieval history, and biology. That fall she acted the part of Queen Elizabeth in a play called The Quest of the Lantern. Curiously, Elsie’s departure for Bryn Mawr and their mother’s death became linked in Katharine’s mind in the tiny figure of a teacup, a real-life incident that she later tried to work up into a short story that she heavily revised but never finished. “So many things happened that year, ^good things and bad things that Kathy could never quite sort them out in her mind or know which had happened first,” the story begins. “. . . The best of them all was the teacups. and the worst was Mama.” Kathy, who is six, and her next-eldest sister, Penelope, receive bone china teacups done up in fancy paper from a distant aunt. “‘What a Christmas present for children!’ said Marguerite scornfully. Marguerite was 17 years old ^and was apt to talk that way.” In real life, Katharine, who collected china animals and miniature shoes from foreign countries, was enchanted with the delicate teacup, white with tiny bunches of roses—and then devastated when she was forced to give it to Elsie to use in her proper Bryn Mawr dorm room.

Ros returned to school at Miss Winsor’s. Their father returned to his routine: up at dawn to head directly to his garden to dig weeds and to supervise the work of William Hickey, his handyman, before an early breakfast and then the train into Boston, returning home to eat supper and tell his daughters stories or read to them. Somehow he found the time to visit his many clubs, the exclusive Algonquin, the professional Engineers, and the artistic St. Botolph’s, where he might have shared a drink with fellow member Frederick Law Olmsted. The Sergeants’ cook, Mary Hillen, and two young Irish maids, Louise Fallon and Catherine Evans, took care of the family.
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It was Katharine’s life that changed the most. Into her mother and grandmother’s absence stepped another aunt, this time from the Sergeant side of the family: Caroline Belle Sergeant, or Aunt Crullie. At six years old, Katharine was too young to follow in her sisters’ footsteps at Miss Winsor’s, so Crullie resigned her position as headmistress of the Norwood School in Newark, New Jersey, to live with her brother and care for Katharine. No one at that time could anticipate that she would live with Charles for nearly four decades, until his death in 1936.

The graft between aunt and niece took. “My feeling for you was love at first sight—such a dear little girl, who accepted me so sweetly,” wrote Crullie, on her ninetieth birthday, to Katharine. The feeling was mutual. Katharine would refer to Crullie her entire life as “really [her] mother.” Crullie, as given to sentimentalizing as Aunt Poo, told a story of those early months that metonymically expressed their relationship. It was evening, and she and Charles were sitting peacefully by the fire in the library, when Crullie heard Katharine calling to her from the top of the stairs. She went to the little girl, shivering in her nightgown, and asked her what was wrong. “Aunt Crullie, I told you a lie. I haven’t studied my lessons for to-morrow,” Katharine replied, according to Crullie, whose heart melted. “From then on I think we understood each other,” she wrote to her niece. Crullie was Katharine’s teacher, plus her aunt and mother, until she was eleven. From Katharine’s earliest memories, love and learning were bound up together in the person of her impressive aunt.

Caroline Belle Sergeant was the youngest of seven siblings in the Sergeant family, born on Charles’s tenth birthday. Charles was the oldest son and the third sibling of George and Lydia Ann (Clark) Sergeant of Northampton, Massachusetts. Lydia died just a year and a half after Crullie’s birth. George, a grain merchant, died of pneumonia in 1875, when Crullie was twelve. Katharine later noted for the family archive that her father was headed to Harvard when George died penniless because his partner embezzled funds, forcing Charles to go into the business world to support his family. This was not strictly true. Katharine also mythologized her family’s history.

Charles was twenty-two when his father died, long past the age of Harvard College matriculation. After graduating from Northampton High School when he was sixteen, he went straight to work in a bank in Easthampton, climbing his way up in four years from sweeping the floors to serving as a teller. In 1872, he turned his banking experience into his first position with a railroad. Like many young men before him, he escaped the conservatism of his close-knit Boston family by going west; he moved to Lake Superior to serve as cashier and paymaster of the Marquette, Houghton & Ontonagon Railroad. Charles asked his father to alert him to openings at railroads back east, but his next position, as clerk for an iron company, kept him in Michigan. It wasn’t until the year after his father’s death that he was able to return to Massachusetts, when he took a position as chief clerk of the Eastern Railroad, which was where he was working when he met Bessie Shepley four years later.

It made sense, then, that Charles would take the Shepleys’ finances in hand and lead them to firmer ground. He was the only one on any branch or twig of Katharine’s family tree with business sense—but in all other respects, the two sides of Katharine’s family had almost everything in common. As white Anglo-Saxon Protestants whose ancestors had been in New England for generations, they were from the same world and shared the same unspoken assumptions. Neither family was wealthy; neither possessed a house or estate to display their prominence in material terms. But both families saved furniture, daguerreotypes, and thousands of letters from their ancestors; both families believed in their own American nobility. Both the Shepleys and the Sergeants reminded themselves of their family legacies in their letters to one another and kept alive the feeling that though they may have struggled financially, they were nonetheless set apart by the deeds of their forebears. Aunt Poo, for instance, repeated the story of her father’s daring rescue of the white pioneers from the barbaric Native Americans. Growing up, she had been accustomed to “thinking and reading people,” she wrote to Katharine, to the “First Families” of New England, so that when she moved to Palatine Bridge in the Mohawk Valley of New York as a young woman to take a teaching job, it was “a different sort of place, as foreign to anything [she] had known as Russia would have been.”

The Sergeants always invoked the one about Katharine’s great-great-great-grandfather, “the famous John Sergeant,” in her words, “the first missionary to the Hoosatonic Indians in Stockbridge.” She wrote that he was “famous for many things, among others that he was the first missionary to any American Indian tribe to make a grammar in their own language. A member of one of the earliest classes to graduate from Yale, he went directly to his missionary work, and his house is now a museum in Stockbridge called ‘The Mission House.’” Reading deeper into this story reveals slightly different contours.

John Sergeant graduated from Yale twenty-eight years after its founding. He did indeed become the first missionary to “the praying town of Stockbridge” in Massachusetts, and learned the language of the Mohicans, into which he translated all his sermons and portions of the Old Testament. But he also found the Mohicans “as fickle and irresolute in their Determinations, as any People in the World.” He gave up on the adults and focused his work on a bold solution for Mohican youth—children would be separated from their parents to break their dependence on their Native culture and sent to learn at a Christian boarding school that he founded in the 1740s. He married Abigail Williams, the daughter of a land speculator, and built the Mission House high on a hill, from which he preached while his father-in-law steadily dispossessed the Mohicans of their lands down below, some of which would become Williams College. Stockbridge’s most famous resident, Norman Rockwell, would nonetheless mythologize the white and Native alliance by painting Konkapot, the Mohicans’ leader, and John Sergeant in the Mission House parlor, Abigail peeking around the corner in wariness.

Charles and Crullie grew up in the Mission House, as had all the Sergeants before them, but all that remained of their family legacy was John and Abigail’s wedding furniture and the stories of John Sergeant’s deeds. Their father, George, was not a successful businessman. A decade after he married Lydia Ann Clark, Katharine’s grandfather and a partner started a dry goods store, Thayer and Sergeant, but they also tried to expand the store and speculated in real estate, so that their small empire ballooned and then collapsed. Just before her death, Lydia’s grandfather sold her a house on Bridge Street in Northampton, a house that her seven children inherited, and in which many of them would die during Katharine’s lifetime.

There was emotional truth, then, to Katharine’s statement that Charles was forced to make his own way in the world as the only son of a struggling merchant, but her version of the facts glides past the family’s firm grasp on patrimony. Katharine’s father felt an innate connection to the communities built by his ancestors, an ownership that had nothing to do with landed wealth. He was a member of the Sons of the American Revolution (and his sisters were Daughters), listing five different ancestors whose deeds entitled him to join that club, including Erastus Sergeant, the Reverend John Sergeant’s son. But what separated him from the other side of Katharine’s family is that he inherited from his father a modern standard of success, as well as a model of what not to do. Charles appears to have avoided speculating in real estate and never partnered with other businessmen. He internalized his father’s standards of success by providing for his family and by steadily improving his position in the public realm of business, and his proud maintenance of the home at Hawthorn Road proved his investment in visible markers of prosperity. He believed in bootstrapping, but he disdained anything that deviated from the world of public enterprise. He made no disguise of his contempt for Bessie’s brother, George, who left his mother and sister to work on the Mexican Central Railway, where he eventually spent seven years. No matter that George’s biography dovetailed with Charles’s own; he had even gone to work in a bank at age twelve, beating Charles to that distinction by four years. George struck Charles as a failure, someone who hadn’t “made good in business,” lacking as he did a house, a family, and a slate of club memberships. Charles resented his “coming back without a penny” and found him too much like his father, the failed sheepherder. He obtained a job for “the family scapegrace,” as Katharine later called him, on the Boston-Worcester streetcar line of the Boston Elevated. Unlike George, Charles was conservative and prosperous precisely because his own father was not. Thus, both Katharine’s father and mother grew up with their parents’ business failures as structuring principles of their adulthood. The material comfort of their suburban estate was new to them.

When his sister Crullie came to Hawthorn Road to help ease some of her brother’s responsibilities, she brought with her another facet of the Sergeant family legacy, another modern difference from the Shepleys—the high value they placed on female education. Charles and Crullie’s oldest sister, Kittie (full name Catharine De Forest Sergeant), for whom Katharine was named, was herself named after her aunt Catharine Sedgwick Sergeant De Forest. This Catharine had served as a missionary in Beirut and Lebanon with the American Board for twelve years and helped to found a girls’ school—this was another cornerstone story of the Sergeant family. And this Catharine, for her part, was likely named after Catharine Maria Sedgwick, a novelist and Stockbridge relative, who in 1839 advised girls, “Be sure to be so educated that you can have an independent pursuit, something to occupy your time and interest your affections; then marriage will not be essential to your usefulness, respectability, or happiness.” Female education was built into Katharine Sergeant’s very name.

Aunt Crullie, the youngest of the seven siblings left motherless when Lydia died the year after her birth, might have grown up with pinched prospects. But her sister Kittie, who lived in George and Lydia’s house at 82 Bridge Street in Northampton her entire life, and her brother Charles made sure that Crullie had an advanced education. After graduating from Northampton High School, she attended Smith College, then only five years old, graduating in 1884. As a pioneer at a women’s college, Crullie was entirely too educated for her time; the only ambitious future open to her was teaching. She moved to the South and began a girl’s school on the plan of Smith College, which was successful enough that after two years she could leave it to run without her when she returned north. She taught at the Clarke School for the Deaf in Northampton, then a private school in Connecticut, before moving to Newark to become co-headmistress of the Norwood School. Her sister-in-law Bessie’s death cut short her career, but she stressed to Katharine that coming to live with her brother and to take care of his daughters was not sacrifice but “a rare blessing.” Perhaps she joined Charles’s household because she felt she owed him for all he and Kittie had given her; perhaps she joined the family because she had grown up motherless and financially insecure, and she wanted to give her nieces a better life.
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Charles and Aunt Crullie gave the youngest Sergeant daughter a childhood filled with books. Katharine had a few of her mother’s books: the moralistic Franconia stories by the Reverend Jacob Abbott and Juliana Horatia Ewing’s Jackanapes, “the romantic story that our grandmothers and great-grandmothers used to weep over,” as she later wrote in The New Yorker, and which made her cry too. Another of Ewing’s stories featured a little girl nicknamed Traveler’s Joy, who went around planting flowers along the highway to cheer up tired travelers. Country lanes in Woodstock, Connecticut, were thus similarly adorned with perennials dug up from Aunt Poo’s flower beds, because “Mrs. Ewing had power,” as Katharine would write in The New Yorker. She remembered Aunt Poo reading Br’er Rabbit and the Tar Baby stories to her. Katharine would certainly have read Charlotte F. Daley’s books of poems and stories, Sundials, The Skating Party, and When Three Are Company, because Aunt Poo illustrated all of them, but she might not have liked them. Katharine’s taste ran away from the sentimental.

She read an abundance of fairy tales and preferred Andrew Lang’s collections—The Blue Fairy Book, The Red Fairy Book, The Violet Fairy Book—to Arthur Rackham’s “gloomy” illustrations with their “darksome forests and tortured tree trunks.” Her appreciation for the genre was sophisticated enough to encompass satires of it, such as The Feather by Ford Madox Ford. She read Laura E. Richards’s Captain January. She had beautiful editions of Lewis Carroll’s Alice books and Robin Hood and Aesop’s Fables. She did not own—and therefore ardently yearned for—The Adventures of Baron Munchausen with the Gustave Doré illustrations, a friend’s treasured possession. She had no time for what she considered sappy books like Heidi or Hans Brinker; she far preferred the gritty world of Black Beauty.

She loved Evelina by Fanny Burney, the epistolary novel about a young girl buffeted by the cruelties and pleasures of aristocratic society. Katharine considered it deliciously scandalous. Best of all were the novels of Louisa May Alcott, and she declared as a fifty-four-year-old, “They are still the best that have been written.” Like many intellectual women before and after her, Katharine discovered in Little Women a story rooted in realism and female domesticity that opened an imaginative space of possibility, of ambition, for its young female reader.

Charles sent his youngest daughter to the public library in Brookline once a week with the grave responsibility of choosing two books for him to read to himself at night. Crullie choose his novels; Katharine was responsible for autobiographies and travel narratives. He would be stern with her if she slipped up and selected a book he had already read, so from the youngest age, she was paying close attention to adult reading habits, the curation of an interior life.

Katharine was lucky to live in the town that housed the nation’s very first children’s reading room. The city of Boston opened the first free public library in 1848, but it wasn’t until 1890, two years before Katharine was born, that the Brookline Public Library turned its basement over to children’s books, and in 1899 it added a children’s librarian. Katharine was not, though, confined to the children’s room, and she read widely: “Eliza Orne White, and Lily Wesselhoeft, and Howard Pyle to Dumas and Sarah Orne Jewett, and Scott and Thackeray—all at the same age.”

Katharine read what she could, and she listened to her father or Aunt Crullie read aloud what she could not yet read, and she listened to what they were reading to Ros: Ivanhoe at age seven or eight, then Oliver Twist and David Copperfield. She was set loose in the library of her aunts and uncles at Bridge Street in Northampton, where she was captivated by her first magazine, Harper’s Young People, an eight-page weekly that she read in bound volumes dating back to the 1880s.

But a glimpse of Katharine’s future lies in the pages of another children’s magazine, St. Nicholas, which might with no little exaggeration be called The New Yorker for the precocious author and artist. It was founded in 1873 and edited by Mary Mapes Dodge, the author of Hans Brinker. In 1899, the same year that Harper’s Young People folded, St. Nicholas introduced a wildly popular new department called “the St. Nicholas League,” a subscribers’ competition in poetry and prose, drawing, photography, and puzzles, for which winners won silver or gold badges and publication in the next issue. An incomplete list of New Yorker artists whose careers began with bylines in St. Nicholas includes Ring Lardner, Cornelia Otis Skinner, Robert Benchley, Edmund Wilson, Elinor Wylie, Theodore Roethke, Eudora Welty, Faith Baldwin, and Rachel Carson. One month a poem by Edna St. Vincent Millay was featured in the same issue as a photograph by Scott Fitzgerald. William Falkner submitted a drawing just a few years before he added a vowel to his last name. Ernest Hemingway used to sneak copies with him to the outhouse, “for this was the best reading time of all,” and years later the smell of lime on a battlefield would bring back to him a memory of the magazine. When New Yorker writer Stephen Vincent Benét’s epic poem, John Brown’s Body, achieved bestseller status in 1928, the magazine noted that Benét had begun his career with a gold medal from St. Nicholas and wondered “how many other American poets did too,” noting, “Our theory is that all of them must have. . . . We doubt if any poet could retain his lyric heart until reaching his majority, were it not for the gold badge of St. Nicholas, clutched against his thin and palpitant breast.”

The Sergeants were St. Nicholas subscribers, naturally, and in the early months of 1902, Rosamond saw her name on its honor roll three times for her photography. Not to be outdone, that August Katharine achieved a silver badge for a short piece of prose, “A Discovery (A True Story).” It is a fact almost too good to be believed that her true story was about a spider and its web, “all soft and silky,” foreshadowing her future husband’s biggest success. She was nine years old, not yet a schoolgirl, and she beat both of her future husbands into the magazine. Her first husband, Ernest Angell, wouldn’t see his name in St. Nicholas until the following year, when he began earning gold badges and honor roll mentions for solving the magazine’s mercilessly difficult puzzles, and submitting his own. Elwyn B. White (whose first prize was from Woman’s Home Companion for a poem about a mouse when he was nine) won a silver badge in 1910, when he was eleven, for “A Winter Walk” (“All the trees wore a new fur coat, pure white, and the pines and evergreens were laden with pearl”), then a gold badge in 1913 for “A True Dog Story,” and several honor roll mentions.

Ros kept at her photography, and in 1903 she won third prize in the “wild-animal photograph” category for a picture called Wild Ducks, but Katharine—ever the worshipper of truth—called that “a sinful hoax” because the ducks were tame ones living on a pond and eating from their hands. E. B. White possessed a far more ecumenical stance toward the magazine’s editorial policy. A boy who lived two houses up the block clued him in: if he wanted to get published in St. Nicholas, he just had to put in some kindness to animals. As a result, his early writings showed “an amazing note of friendliness toward dumb creatures, an almost virulent sympathy for dogs, cats, horses, bears, toads, and robins. [He] was kind to animals in all sorts of weather almost every month for three or four years.” Two children, one in Brookline, Massachusetts, and the other in Mount Vernon, New York, both critically scrutinizing the criteria for submission to a literary magazine.

Katharine was a promiscuous reader as well as a precocious one, and her father and Crullie seemed to have provided only support, never censorship. Katharine was allowed to read books that scared her and books that she didn’t understand—and these were “often the ones that meant the most” to her. Years later, when she reviewed children’s books for The New Yorker, she worried that the abundance of juvenile books scrolling off the presses would “divert children from adult books they otherwise would be reading.” She valued intellectual risk, because she herself had profited from wading into books that made her stretch to encompass them.

In many respects the Sergeants conformed to the socioeconomic patterns of other white, middle-class, urban, professional families in the Northeast at the turn of the century. Charles was a strict, class-conscious, and politically conservative patriarch, one who held his entire extended clan to a rigorous standard of propriety, but he deviated from the parenting values of his peers in several important ways, perhaps because his own hold on his newly acquired social class was more tenuous than it appeared. The Romantic vision of childhood that reigned among the Sergeants’ class held that children were magical, fragile, innocent creatures who needed protection from the savage world for as long as possible. The pioneering children’s reading rooms in public libraries such as Brookline’s were as much about keeping curious readers away from adult books as they were about fostering children’s native imagination. But not only was Katharine allowed to read widely, for a time she escaped the confines of structured schooling and was not taught the feminine arts of sewing and needlework, though she did play piano. Charles did not attend church except for holidays, and this meant his daughters did not attend Sunday school. For Charles, books were an instrument of social betterment, an ongoing project in his household.

More important, Charles had ensured Crullie’s education, and she in turn brought to his household a conception of childhood that jibed perfectly with teenage Elsie’s own burgeoning modern independence as a Bryn Mawr student. Though Elsie left for college when Katharine was only eight years old, she continued to nurture her littlest sister—perhaps even more than she did Rosamond, with whom she had less in common. When Katharine was quite young, Elsie gave her a book of British verse, and this made an enormous impression on Katharine. She would say that this volume taught her “there was more to poetry than Sir Walter Scott and the early American poets,” but the gift was even bigger than that. The gift was Elsie’s attention and her cultivation of Katharine’s intellectual life. If Elsie’s inner world was shaped by the “murderous antagonism” between Charles and Garty, Katharine’s was shaped by the dovetailing sympathies of Crullie and Elsie, for though she was motherless, she was nonetheless raised in a household of ambitious, educated women, plus one forceful man. Her family was typical of its era in that adults took priority over children—“their comforts, their needs, their pleasure,” in Katharine’s words—but this youngest daughter grew up in a kind of loophole created by the loving attention of her aunt and sister, both single, both educated, both interested in her as a project of their own feminism. Katharine would later say, “[Elsie] was a most important person in my life until I was about twenty-five and I owe her more than I can say.” Her sister and aunt gave her an unself-conscious security and she remembered gradually realizing how the rest of the world saw her: “I was short, with a great knot of hair at the back of my head. I had not particularly worried about my appearance, though, until an old friend of the family said to me, ‘I suppose you realize, my dear, that your hair is a deformity.’” Elsie and Aunt Crullie cared
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